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Dear readers!
This issue of the IISEPS information and analytical bulletin is composed of two sections, like the previous one.

The articles in the first section concentrate on youth problems, showing the results of a number of research procedures, carried out by the Institute in the framework of the project “The Role of the Youth in the Formation of a Civil Society in Belarus” with the support from the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation. We place a particular emphasis on this project because, aside from everything else, many trends in young people’s thinking and activities allow to forecast the development of social, economic and political environment for the near future. The bulletin also presents a survey, conducted among activists in Belarus’ most influential youth organizations, as well as the results of a regular IISEPS national opinion poll and an “in absentia round table conference” organized among leaders of youth organizations. Unfortunately, even IISEPS is unable to reflect the complete scope of opinions in its polls for leaders and activists in youth organizations. This happens because the organizations, which maintain close contacts with the authorities (for instance the Belarusian Union of Patriotic Youth), let alone government agencies proper (for instance the State Committee for Youth Affairs), refuse to participate in our research or provide information other than their official documents. This is done under various pretexts, or without any motivation. Meanwhile, IISEPS sends them its analytical packages for free, and invites them to its seminars and briefings, maintaining “a cooperation without response.”

The second section of the bulletin presents the first available results of a national opinion poll, conducted in March 1999. It did reveal some typical problems which young people encounter, and showed the opinions in the Belarusian society concerning the most vexed social, economic and political problems, as well as the idea to participate in organizations and public activities. These results rebut some common views of the Belarusian politics and economy, as well as the society at large. For instance, the anti-West attitudes in the Belarusian mentality, to which some politicians have lately referred concerning the Yugoslav crisis, seem exaggerated. The poll revealed one more important change in the thinking of the Belarusian electorate: for the first time in history the number of active and convinced opponents to president Alexander Lukashenko exceeded the number of his supporters. The next issue of the bulletin will feature a more detailed analysis of the results of the poll. Answering the requests from our readers, in this issue we present short essays on the results of the polling as well as some empirical information concerning important issues in social life without comments. Politicians, businessmen, journalists and our colleagues, analysts, will have a chance to make use of these data.

We also continue presenting the opinions of prominent Belarusian public leaders to our readership. In this issue, the chairperson of the Belarusian Helsinki Committee, Tatiana Protko, shares her views of the problems and prospects of development of a civil society in Belarus. We suggest that these views must be taken seriously, because according to our survey, human rights groups in today’s Belarus enjoy more confidence than law enforcers, including the Prosecutor’s Office, courts, KGB and police. One of the reasons why it happens is the fact that human right groups advocate and protect the interests of a civil society, while law enforcers guard the interests of the state. This means, that a widening discrepancy between public needs and the interests of the state is becoming one of the most vexed problems in this country.

We are always looking forward to response, comments and suggestions from you!

IISEPS Board
YOUTH AND CIVIL SOCIETY
YOUTH ASSOCIATIONS’ GREATER INVOLVEMENT IN POLITICS 

AS A BOOMERANG EFFECT OF STATE YOUTH POLICIES

By Nadezhda Yefimova, Ph.D.
In March 1999 IISEPS conducted an opinion poll among activists in various public associations in the framework of the project "The role of young people in the formation of a civil society in Belarus". It was originally planned to query the representatives of all biggest youth associations, including political and non-political organizations, and those oriented on state support as well as those in the opposition to the regime. However, later the representatives of the Belarusian Union of Patriotic Youth, the biggest and most influential youth organization, directly financed by the state, refused to take part in the polling, thereby breaking the balance. Now the poll could not aspire to being all-embracing. It reflected the views and opinions of part of the organizations only, primarily independent public associations. 108 respondents representing around a dozen youth organizations answered the questionnaire.

1. Young people's participation on public associations
What youth groups comprise a hub of public associations and most actively participate in their activities?

According to Table 1, youth organizations are dominated by students. Schoolchildren make up another large group. On the whole, young people who study at educational establishments are more actively involved in the activities of youth organizations than young entrepreneurs, workers and villagers. A considerable proportion of membership is made up of proponents of certain political ideas, for whom their activities in youth organizations are, in essence, political activities. Intellectuals comprise another important group, which sets the tune in youth organizations. They are attracted by an opportunity to converse and discuss various topics as well as access to new communication technologies, on which many organizations place an emphasis. These days, city dwellers – students, schoolchildren, proponents of certain political ideas and intellectuals – comprise a bulk of members in youth organizations. This structure allows to refer to these organizations as relatively closed groups, unique communities for elite youth.


Table 1



Groups, which dominate youth associations




Groups of young people
% of the total number of 

respondents



Students

Supporters of certain political ideas

Intellectuals

Schoolchildren

Workers

Music lovers, sports fans and supporters of informal groups (like hippies or punks)

Young businessmen

Villagers

Young people who do not associate themselves with any youth groups
70.4

35.2

35.2

32.4

18.5

15.7

9.3

3.7

19.4


The fact that students and schoolchildren oftentimes serve as a hub of youth organizations refutes an established belief that they are uninterested in politics and socially passive. According to the results of the polling, they are better organized and more active than other youth groups. Most members in independent youth associations are people under 25 years of age. Of them 16-20 year olds make up around 50%, or more specifically 48.1%. 21-25 year olds comprise another 44.4%. The share of young people, who are 26-30 years of age in youth organizations is only 7.6%.

Around 70% of young people under 25 qualify their participation in public associations as a way to express their ideas and a good idea to pass free time. They see the latter as the most important purpose of youth organizations. Older people, who are more preoccupied with their career, family and welfare, normally quit social activities.

2. Relations with the state
Youth organizations, where initiative and free activity of people to advocate and realize their rights and interests dominates, always exist in the framework of a political system and play by the rules set by the state. The relations between the state and public associations may be varied, from mutual interest and cooperation to outright confrontation, struggle and oppression at the other end of the spectrum. Anyway, the state and public associations choose one out of a number of strategies in bilateral relations. From the youth organizations' perspective, the regime is represented by the State committee for youth affairs, as well as a number of laws and enactments, resolutions, decrees and instructions which regulate their activities and give them rights to participate in state affairs. Let us see how activists in youth organizations qualify their relations with the State committee.

The majority of activists in independent youth organizations, who agreed to take part in the polling, said that their organizations had virtually no contacts with the State Committee for youth affairs (see Table 2). If some contacts were established, they resolve themselves to information exchange, which is in mutual interests. Such exchange may be seen as a form of insidious control, as opposed to firm control, which, according to the majority of respondents, is not felt by youth organizations.


Table 2



Youth organizations’ relations with the State committee 

for youth affairs




Relations with the State committee
% of the total number of 

respondents



Close cooperation with the State committee

Information exchange with the State committee

The State committee tries to control the organization

No relations with the State committee
3.7

20.4

8.3

63.9


We could blame the State committee for indifference and lack of interest in establishing contacts with the majority of organizations. However, we are inclined to see a clear policy behind it. The State committee works with some 9-10 organizations out of almost 80. The programs of those few win support and finance. The rest of the organizations are merely not taken seriously, they are so small and weak, that the State committee can well suggest they will soon disappear. It does not need to interfere with the process, that's all, but monitor it through "exchange of information, which is of mutual interest". At the same time, it may attract young people to "state-run" youth organizations, like the Belarusian Union of Patriotic Youth, by all means making it more attractive for them (through preferences, rights etc. for the "union youth"). However, what do young people think of the state, do they trust in its major institutions? Table 3 not only reflects public association activists' trust in state bodies, but also allows to compare it with the general figures for young Belarusians and citizens of the country at large.

The three trust ratings for state and public institutions, featured in the table, are very different. The first one, which presents the answers of activists in youth movements, can be broken down in two parts. It first part is comprised of new non-state structures in society (independent think tanks and mass media, free trade unions, political parties, businessmen, 13th Supreme Council), which enjoy high confidence. 69.4 % of all respondents trust in independent media, 64.8% in think tanks and 50.9% in free trade unions etc.

The second part is composed of traditional government institutions – the military, the president, government, the National Assembly, local authorities, police, KGB etc. In their case, the bad trust is as pronounced as the high credulity for the first group. The president is mistrusted by a maximum percentage of 86.1% of respondents, 76.9% do not believe state media, 73.1% police, 78.7% government, etc. The church appeared on the list of institutions which are rather mistrusted than relied on.

These data show that youths, organized in independent public associations, have polar approaches to societal institutions. There are some, which are mistrusted (these are the traditional government institutes), and there is a number of structures which enjoy high confidence (new independent structures and institutes). No trade-offs for the youth.


Table 3



Trust rating for state and public institutions*




Institutions
Youth leaders
Young people at large
All respondents



Independent media

Independent think tanks

Free trade unions

Businessmen

Political parties

13th Supreme Council

Church

State-run trade unions

The military

Local authorities

Prosecutor’s department

National Assembly

Police

KGB

Courts

State-run mass media

Government

President
0.611

0.583

0.343

0.269

0.130

0.083

– 0.139

– 0.491

– 0.519

– 0.583

– 0.639

– 0.666

– 0.676

– 0.676

– 0.722

– 0.741

– 0.777

– 0.852
0.073

0.212

– 0.172

– 0.114

– 0.348

– 0.334

0.059

– 0.275

– 0.311

– 0.406

– 0.239

– 0.378

– 0.449

– 0.277

– 0.257

– 0.184

– 0.311

– 0.235
– 0.114

0.170

– 0.134

– 0.218

– 0.306

– 0.279

0.205

– 0.130

0.117

– 0.232

– 0.105

– 0.246

– 0.283

– 0.143

– 0.131

0.085

– 0.047

0.127



*The trust rating is a relation of the “Yes” answers (showing trust), “No” answers (showing mistrust) and neutral answers (no answer) to the number of respondents. The rate may fluctuate between +1 (maximum trust) and –1 (minimum trust). The trust rating for activists in public associations was based on the polling of youth leaders (108 respondents), while the trust ratings for young people at large and Belarusian people was based on the results of the national opinion poll (1666 respondents, of them 680 people under 30).


Refusing to rely on the state, young people have nevertheless found a solid ground in the developing civil society. And their trust in it is no way small, because 6 institutions out of 18 on the list got high trust ratings.

Trust ratings for young people at large make a difference. They are not as high (or low) as in the first case. However, young people tend to mistrust the majority of institutes, including the president (44.9% mistrust him and 21.8% trust him), government (44.9% and 14.6% respectively), police (53.8% and 10.1%) and the military (41.8% and 16.8%). Only three institutions are trusted by more people than mistrust them – independent think tanks (13.1% mistrust them and 32.9% trust them), independent media (25.6% mistrust them and 32.9% trust them) and the church (25.3% and 31% respectively).


Table 4



Young people’s views of the youth associations, %




Youth organizations
Positive stance
Negative stance
Do not care
Know nothing

about it
Relation rate 



Belarusian youth union

Belarusian union of patriotic youth

The league of young people’s volunteer labor

Belarusian student union

Association of young politicians

Youth front

Youth union

Next stop – new life

Civil forum

Leninist Communist youth union
21.9

23.2

9.1

8.1

8.7

9.7

9.3

4.7

3.7

6.6
9.3

16.5

3.5

3.4

4.3

5.4

5.4

3.2

4.7

15.7
34.9

36.5

19.1

20.7

22.1

26.5

28.8

15.6

24.0

32.5
32.2

21.9

66.2

66.0

63.1

56.6

52.6

74.0

65.3

42.5
+ 0.129

+ 0.069

+ 0.057

+ 0.048

+ 0.045

+ 0.043

+ 0.040

+ 0.015

– 0.011

– 0.094



* The relation rate was calculated similarly to the trust rating


Thus, refusing to trust the majority of institutions in society, the youth at large does not nevertheless turn its face to alternative, non-state institutions. The circle of newly emerged structures, which enjoy confidence among young people at large, is much narrower than that of the activists in public associations, who can, after all, rely on their organizations, while young people at large do not normally tend to do so.

As seen from Table 4, up to 80% of young people (sometimes more) have little knowledge or do not care about the existing youth organizations. At the same time, most of the ratings featured in the table are positive, i.e. young people have a positive, rather than negative, general approach to youth organizations. However, that abstract approach does not suggest their active search and participation in these organizations.

In general terms, there is a difference between activists in youth associations and young people at large. The latter, who speak for the majority of young people, opt out of the social framework, mistrusting government institutes and not participating in their own youth associations. Neither do activists in youth organizations trust the state, in this respect they are even more radical. However, they rely on new structures in the civil society and try to participate in their creation themselves, showing their fellows a possible way out of the current social deadlock.

3. Public associations and young people's self-expression
As seen from Table 5, the respondents, who agreed to fill out the questionnaire, believe that young people in Belarus have a chance to express themselves. Among the most important and agreeable ways, most respondents listed cultural festivals and participation in youth organizations. Members in youth organizations say their experience proves that these two forms are important and efficient ways of self-expression. In is interesting that giving a high appraisal of youth organizations, respondents, who represent a politically active part of the Belarusian youth, give a lower rating to political parties. 


Table 5



Young people’s self-expression




How can young people most efficiently express themselves and their views of life?
% of the total number of 

respondents



Through youth organizations

By writing and playing music, involvement in art and cultural festivals

Through independent media

Through street rallies (marches, picketing, demonstrations)

Through political parties

Through trade unions

Through state-run media

Today, young people in Belarus cannot efficiently express themselves and their views
65.7

65.7

57.4

50.0

19.4

18.5

12.0

6.5


   Presumably, this happens because public associations play the role of political parties for young people. In other words, participation in public associations is for them to a large extent a way to express their social and political views and participate in the country’s political life. This is proven by the fact that the responses from activists in youth organizations show their real involvement in politics and high readiness to participate in political actions and events, if the political situation in the country deteriorates (Tables 6, 7, 8).

One of the major conclusions of the polling of activists in youth organizations is that the state policies towards independent youth organizations are seen by their members as “distancing” or pressures to provoke a break-up of the youth movement. They are aimed at gradually eliminating independent youth associations altogether.


Table 6



Young people’s readiness to participate in politics




If the political situation deteriorates, what role will young people play?
% of the total number of 

respondents



Young people will actively participate in political events

Young people will not participate in political events
75.0

5.6



Table 7



Young people’s participation in political events




If you think that young people will participate in politics, 

why will they?
% of the total number of respondents



Young people do not trust the ruling regime and want to change it

Young people have nothing to lose, so bad their life is

Young people will follow their leaders
60.2

11.1

7.4



Table 8



Young people’s non-participation in political events




If you think that young people will not actively participate in political life, why will they not?
% of the total number of respondents



Young people have a good life, so there is no need to protest

Young people are passive, poorly organized and have no real leaders to follow

Young people trust the authorities and the president and do not want to change the situation
–

36.9

1.9


These policies result in a “boomerang effect”, which is described by greater involvement of youth organizations in politics and their becoming structures, through which young people express their political ideas and realize their potential

YOUNG PEOPLE AND SOCIETY, AS SEEN BY YOUTH LEADERS
(IISEPS in absentia round table conference)
In March 1999 IISEPS invited the leaders of Belarusian youth organizations to participate in an “in absentia round table conference”. The first secretary of the Central Committee of the Leninist communist youth union (LCYU), Yuri Voskresensky, leader of the youth organization “Grazhdansky Forum” (Civil Forum, hereafter referred to as CF), Vladimir Novosyad, leader of Maladi Front (Youth Front, hereafter referred to as YF), Pavel Severinets and the executive director of the Belarusian Association of Young Politicians (BAYP), Alexander Tsynkevich agreed to take part in the discussions, concerning the vexed problems for young people and youth organizations, as well as the society at large. But why weren’t the youth leaders directly invited to come and participate in a regular round table conference? The reason is that most popular and influential youth organizations in Belarus have conflicting views of many important issues, and therefore bringing them all together is a very complicated process. Because of a difference in views, youth organizations are even unable to establish a dialogue, let alone any kind of cooperation. The IISEPS in absentia round table conference is an attempt to organize a dialogue among them.

1. In the near future Belarus will see a number of election races, of which different groups of people in society have conflicting views. What is your organization’s opinion of the forthcoming elections?
· Does your organization support the April 4 local elections?
YF: Elections are a great thing, a most wonderful invention of mankind. Therefore, we place an emphasis on elections, because regular voting and elections are a normal way to manage a country. However, the April 4 event will be a sham, not elections, because the people, who were chosen to organize them do not have an idea what real local self-government, legislation and law-making is. Meanwhile, we will have a chance to see an example of how not to organize elections.

CF: We believe that the opposition has made a mistake, refusing to take part in the local elections from the start. These elections could be used to officially advocate parties’ programs and work with people. The Liberal Democratic Party of Belarus made use of the situation, organizing daily party broadcasts on the radio and advertising their leader, who was nominated for the 2001 presidential elections by a Liberal Democratic Party Congress. Small doubt, the Belarusian people know no parties, except the Belarusian Popular Front and the Communists.

BAYP: The Belarusian Association of Young Politicians does not support the April 4, 1999 local elections. The law on elections to local government agencies runs counter to the Constitution of the Republic of Belarus. The present ruling regime has created an environment in which democratic elections are impossible. The reasons behind this include a lack of access of the Belarusian political opposition to electronic media, limitations on the nomination of candidates, restrictions for candidates representing political parties and public associations to participate in territorial, city and district election committees, limited rights of observers at polling stations, restrictions concerning the registration of candidates, the procedure of pre-schedule voting, the existence of polling stations on wheels and the dependence of election campaigns on government finance.

LCYU: The Central Committee of LCYU has not yet released any statements concerning the forthcoming elections. However, the leadership of the Central Committee sees the new law on elections to local councils, passed by both chambers of the Belarusian parliament and signed by the president, as a limitation of the candidates’ possibilities to conduct a full-scale election campaign. The law also features some non-democratic clauses, denying registration to candidates who have a record of civil offences, and still maintains an unrealistic 50% minimum voter turnout needed to validate the elections. Also, the basic principles of the formation of election committees are rotten. In the present situation these committees advocate the interests of the executive branch on a local level.

The choice of April 4, 1999 for the election day is also surprising. It was not a good choice, because on that day the Belarusian Roman Catholics celebrate Easter, which is one of their major holidays. At the same time, part of the LCYU fellows are also members in the Belarusian Party of Communists, with which we are friends. That party decided to take part in the local elections, irrespective of the non-democratic character of the existing legislation. Therefore 8 LCYU members across Belarus were nominated by the Party of Belarusian Communists and registered as candidates to Oblast councils. We place an emphasis on these elections, because they are the only legal channel to advertise our views to the Belarusian electorate, and, most importantly for us, to young people.

· Does your organization support the presidential elections, scheduled by the Supreme Council?
YF: The May 16 elections are legitimate and therefore we support them. More specifically, we are collecting signatures in favor of the leader of the Belarusian Popular Front, Zyanon Paznyak and will campaign for him as a candidate. We see the ’99 elections as a jumpstart for the development of legitimate scenarios to build an independent and pro-European Belarus. We made use of such initiatives in the past and will continue doing it, the more so because they allow us to take the initiative and become better and stronger.

CF: We support the elections. The organization members participate in territorial election committees and collect signatures. Officially, the organization did not support either of the candidates (Paznyak, Chigir).

BAYP: Our organization supports the presidential elections, scheduled for May 16, 1999. In accordance with the Belarusian Constitution, the president is elected for a five-year term, so the presidential mandate expires on July 20, 1999.

LCYU: The Central Committee of LCYU does not participate in the presidential elections, scheduled by the 13th Supreme Council for May 16, 1999. However, it does not ban its members from participating in the election procedure. The LCYU leadership is aware of the fact that the faction, representing the Belarusian Party of Communists in the Supreme Council unanimously voted in favor of holding the presidential elections on May 16. Also, 52 out of 54 OSCE member states qualify the 13th Supreme Council as Belarus’ only legitimate parliament. These are the results of the November 24, 1996 referendum, which was organized with grave violations of the law. On November 25, 1996 Minsk city committee of LCYU organized a picket in Lenin’s square (temporarily called Independence square), condemning the violations during the referendum procedure. The president could outscore his unpopular opponents by constitutional means, but he chose another road. The Central Committee of LCYU believes that to change the situation, a round table conference “Authorities and Opposition” must be organized, a dialogue with European and international organizations must be established and a Constitutional Commission to amend the 1994 Constitution must be set up with equal participation from all interested parties. At last, new presidential and parliamentary elections must be scheduled. An age quota for candidates in the presidential race should be lowered to 25 years and the Belarusian parliament should become a one-chamber law-making body again.

· Did your organization make any official statements concerning the forthcoming elections?
YF: We made official statements during the sittings of the YF Central Rada (Council) on December 6, 1998 and March 14, 1999 and the YF Seim (Congress) on November 11, 1998.

CF: Our organization was registered as a public association, therefore we did not make such statements.

BAYP: Our organization issued an official statement, concerning our stance to the local elections, in which it called on democratic political parties to adopt a joint resolution on their non-participation in the un-free, non-democratic and non-legitimate elections. It also called on the Belarusian people to say a firm “NO” to the election sham, responding to the non-constitutional actions of the authorities. Our election slogan is: “If you participate, you lose.”

LCYU: As it was already said, we did not make any statements.

· Does your organization participate in the election race? What is the form of your participation (if yes)?
CF: Twelve members of the organization were nominated for the local elections.

BAYP: Our organization participates in the presidential elections and is represented in the Central Election Committee, Minsk City Committee and a number of district election committees. Over 100 members of the organization are fellows in the election groups for Mikhail Chigir and Zyanon Paznyak.

LCYU: Eight members of our organization were nominated and registered by the Belarusian Party of Communists as candidates for regional councils (Minsk and Minsk region – 2 people, Vitebsk region – 2 people, Mogilev region – 2 people, Brest region – 1 person and Gomel region – 1 person). The results will be announced after April 4, but we hope that if 50% of voters turn up, we will be represented in local councils.

2. Economic problems have always been the most vexed and acute, especially for young people. We would like to hear your opinions about resolving the economic problems of society at large, and problems that young people encounter.
· Does the Belarusian state efficiently and sufficiently manage economic relations in Belarus?

· Is young people’s welfare of particular importance for your organization?

· Which measures targeting at young people must be introduced during the current spell of economic crisis?

YF: The economy is not really important. It is understood that the economic policies, implemented by the Belarusian authorities are neither efficient, nor solid. They are purely political and populist measures and are not at all aimed at securing people’s welfare. The economy is of no particular importance to us. We believe that spirituality comes first and all the rest is not that important. However, YF does have economic programs. They are not aimed at letting young people earn their living themselves rather than providing them with clothing and shoes. (See “Belarusian economic idea, as seen by YF”, featured in the December 16, 1998 issue of the newspaper Narodnaya Volya)

CF: In our opinion, a lack of real market reforms, increasing state regulation of the economy, adoption of laws which hamper the private sector activities and political instability are the major reasons, underlying the current economic crisis in Belarus. Young people’s welfare is of primary importance for our organization, which sees the development of youth and student businesses as a preferable way out.

BAYP: We believe that the Belarusian authorities manage economic relations inefficiently. In fact, economic reforms in Belarus have stopped and an administrative economy is now being revitalized. BAYP organizes studies for economists, lawyers, politicians and political scholars. We are planning to launch an exchange program to send young experts abroad, believing that our activities will facilitate their professional achievements. BAYP suggests a comprehensive reformation of the economy, gaining of investors’ trust, creation of conditions for private initiative and setting up educational centers for young people, which could provide them with necessary background knowledge of the market. Our program is aimed at developing of the youth as personalities, who are responsible for themselves, their families and their country.

LCYU: The situation is Belarus is deteriorating. It seems as though the government does not have a clear economic program for overcoming the August 1998 crisis. Also, the economic policies, implemented by the government over the last five years resulted in a dead end situation for the “Belo-Russian basis”. Hysterically trying to interfere with all spheres of life, the authorities got the inevitable opposite effect. “The New Belarusian Roosevelt Program” has discredited itself. It makes sense recollecting the classical maxim, “Personnel is the key”, and not appointing old political cronies, who are professionally and ethically incompetent, to key posts.

Young people’s social and economic living standards are always a priority for youth organizations. Today, making one’s own living is hard, let alone being a bread winner for a family. The horrible deterioration of living standards, increasing crime rate, an epidemic of venereal diseases, growing drug abuse, overall drinking and tobacco smoking, low moral standards, which are pressed on the Belarusian youth by some mass media, lack of access to medicines and healthy food – all these ills have developed in our country, which was once a flourishing nation.

Urgent and efficient economic measures must be introduced not only to help young people, but also to ease life for the rest of society, primarily old-aged pensioners, otherwise it will take us too long to become a healthy society. As a possible way out, we suggest that the Belarusian authorities appeal to all citizens for their knowledge, skills and potential to help the nation out of the catastrophe.

There are lots of great ideas, innovation projects and all-out programs, which are not implemented by authorities. Those projects need to get through to the Head of State and government, ministries and agencies. A “vicious circle”, which the president’s team has created around him must be broken.

3. Finding solutions to youth problems often depends on the legal basis, which regulates youth polities of the state and the activities of youth organizations.
· How, in your opinion, does legislation regulate the relations of young people and government agencies?

· Was your organization ever involved in the development of legislation concerning youth policies?

· In what direction should the legislation regulating youth policies develop in Belarus?
YF: The legislation concerning youth policies merely does not work in Belarus. The government’s real policies, which feature limitations on decision-making, the dominance of the Belarusian Union of Patriotic Youth, secret services’ interference in social life and activists’ oppression have nothing to do with “law” as a general notion. Obviously, we did not participate in the development of such legislation, apart from signing police protocols of detention.

The law needs to give priority to young people’s initiatives rather than bureaucratic schemes. The government must support national, spiritual and Christian values. When we come to power, we will place a particular emphasis on it. Anyway, young people are a social basis of reformation, and this must be used.

CF: The regulation is insignificant. The organization was registered in 1996, therefore we could not participate in the development of legislation concerning youth policies, which was done in 1992-94.

BAYP: The legal basis, regulating youth policies in Belarus, is particularly weak. The regulation of the relations of young people and public institutions is inefficient. The existing laws in the sphere of youth policies do not answer the present needs of the Belarusian society. They are for the most part declarative, i.e. there is no clear mechanism for government agencies to implement them. They are controversial and allow for different renditions of some clauses. The state youth policy in Belarus is aimed at unifying young people into one organization under full government control. The government supports one organization, providing it with finance and preferences, which hampers the activities of other youth organizations and allows to break up the youth movement in Belarus. BAYP was not involved in the development of legislation, regulating youth policies. We need to adopt laws, which would stimulate initiatives from young people directly and not allow time-servers and parasites to appear. Youth organizations, the activities of which do not run counter to the Belarusian law, must be granted equal conditions.

LCYU: The state youth policies are, first and foremost, the activities aimed at creating legal, economic and organizational conditions for the realization of young people’s potential and development of youth associations and movements. The notion “state youth policies” appeared in the Belarusian law when a law “On basic principles of state youth policies” was adopted in 1992. After that, the legal basis concerning young people was made up of government resolutions, presidential decrees and enactments, passed by the State committee for youth affairs. Unfortunately, our organization was never really involved in the development of important documents. It seems that neither were other organizations noticed by the state during the law-making process. Therefore, the existing documents passed by government authorities are pathetic and fail to realistically assess the situation. However, we must admit that over the last five years the state started caring about children and young people and is at least trying to resolve the problems, which are piling up.

We would also like to remark that although there was no legal basis for youth policies during the times of the former Soviet Union, that system always truly and sincerely cared about young people. In the future, the legislation, regulating youth policies, must respond to the challenges of the current economic crisis, which will linger for a few decades. The following problems seem especially pressing now that Belarus is in transition: a need to relieve the pain of young people’s entering social life and to safeguard their development and realization of their talents in society’s interests. At last, we need to press for equal legal rights and conditions for young people in Belarus.

4. What organizational problems are the most painful and vexed for your association?
· Do you want to expand and how are you attracting new members?
YF: The biggest problem we encounter is lack of responsibility and discipline. However, it is perfectly understandable because we work on pure enthusiasm. This is why the organization has an informal character and is un-professionally administered. If we had the possibilities of the Belarusian Youth Union or the Belarusian Union of Patriotic Youth, we would be able to work wonders and attract half of the country’s population.

The YF organizations constantly grow. Today, the Central office, located at 8, Varvasheni St. admits 5-15 new members on a daily basis. The fluctuation of personnel that we have is at an average rate for a serious organization. We advertise and organize events, from visiting organization members, who showed little interest in our activities, to personal talks in our departments, seminars, exchange programs and tests.

CF: The organization wants to expand and attract new members. To achieve this, we implement varied activities. Our operation is based on a subdivision into commissions, including a diplomatic commission, law commission, economy commission, cultural, sports and recreation commission and an environmental commission.

BAYP: The main problem for the BAYP is that government agencies hamper our statutory activities. The Ministry of Justice warned us twice – for using un-registered symbols on official documents (meanwhile, they were registered by the Ministry of Justice in 1995), and for creating hindrances to an inspection of the organization’s statutory activities. A ministry official did not contact us at our registered address and did not inform the Coordinating Council and the president of BAYP of the forthcoming inspection. In a later conversation with our president, he said that he had phoned and told some person, who was not a member to the organization, of the inspection. Also, oftentimes the authorities did not authorize BAYP rallies and picketing, refused to rent out premises for conferences and created obstacles to the registration of the organization’s regional branches. We did have some problems with taxation bodies and the rental of office premises. The reason for that may be the organization’s active stance: lately, the BAYP has organized a lot of conferences, seminars, round table conferences, pickets and marches, which allowed us to attract active participants in those events to the organization, as well as the information policies, pursued by the BAYP, because its activities get full coverage in the independent media which also lets us attract new members. Another reason may be the creation of regional offices, which also helps to attract new people.

LCYU: Organizational problems are always vexed for any youth organization. If necessary conditions are met, i.e. if an organization has office premises, modern office equipment, personnel and communications, it can successfully develop and attract new people. These activities are beneficial for the society. In many countries the third estate activists have a status of government officials: they take young people away from criminalized streets, develop their interest in politics, facilitate the formation of the personnel reserve for the state apparatus and suggest amendments to bills, advocating the interests of young people. Some 1,000 people are members in the LCYU. It may seem strange, but we actively develop without the above listed prerequisites. Starting from the moment of our revival on February 1, 1992, the Central Committee of the LCYU annually implements social and charity programs, organizes seminars and recreation camps and gathers activists from all 30 regional branches to teach them. New members of the LCYU are children and grandchildren of the members in the Belarusian Party of Communists, with which we are allies, as well as people, who are captivated by the history of our Soviet homeland and young patriots.

· What do you think of the presidential decree #2 (on re-registration)? Do you see any problem for yourself concerning this decree?
YF: We know, why the authorities need a re-registration. We don’t really think much of it.

CF: The organization has a negative stance to the decree #2.

BAYP: We believe, that the decree #2 “On measures to maintain orderly activities of political parties, trade unions and other public associations” is aimed at delivering a serious blow on the third sector. Its main purpose is to halt or hamper the activities of the organizations, which think different and are not subject to the ruling regime. As we were informed by an official from the Ministry of Justice, the BAYP will have problems with re-registration, because we were officially warned.

LCYU: We believe, that the LCYU will not have any problems reregistering one more time, although anything can happen and the Belarusian Themis is a dangerous thing. The decree groundlessly extended a list of documents, needed for reregistration and introduced a new registration agency, the National Commission for Reregistration. And although we personally like the head of the National Commission, the leadership of the LCYU Central Committee admits that the creation of this body is not in line with the Belarusian Constitution. The purpose of the decree #2 “On measures to maintain orderly activities of political parties, trade unions and other public associations” is clear.

5. Couldn’t you state your organization’s view of Belarus’ international policies in detail?
· Which of the variants, listed below do you qualify as best for our country?

· Belarus must choose a pro-Western way of European integration and participation in its economic and political alliances;

· Belarus must carry on its Eastern orientation, until it is fully integrated with Russia;

· Belarus must remain a neutral independent country, which has friendly relations with all its neighbors;

· Other

YF: Unfortunately, the variant we like best was not listed here. Belarus is historically a heart of Eastern Europe. We see Belarus’ future as that of a center for scientific, spiritual and cultural unification of countries, located between the Baltic and the Black sea. Belarus is a spiritual center of Europe, at least of the specified region.

CF: Belarus must remain a neutral independent

country, which has friendly relations with all its neighbors.

BAYP: We are a public association, oriented on European values and living standards. BAYP believes that Belarus shall integrate into Europe politically, economically, legally and culturally. We advocate the United States of Europe. BAYP firmly rejects the prolongation of the Tashkent treaty on collective security and thinks that the Belarusian authorities must abide by the Constitution, which stipulates that Belarus is a nuclear free neutral state, which does not participate in international blocs. Belarus’ neutral status must be maintained, recognized and made real. Belarus’ neutral status must be secured by guarantees from such international organizations as the OSCE, CIS and NATO. A priority in foreign policies must be given to the states, which border on the country: Poland, Ukraine, Russia, Latvia, Lithuania, as well as members of the European Union and the United States.

LCYU: After the revival of our organization we did not adopt any statements concerning Belarus’ foreign policies. Our organization cooperates with lots of similar associations in other countries, because it is a member to the International Federation of Democratic Youth and the European Youth Forum (through the Belarusian National Council of children’s and youth associations).

We would like to remark that the process of integration is carried out not only on a government level, but also on a social level world-wide. Integration does have a future. The leadership of Belarus must choose the priorities in the country’s foreign policies, considering the aspirations of the majority of people who live here, as well as social and economic realities (at the moment, the bulk of trade turnover is with the Russian Federation and CIS countries).

Finishing the in absentia discussions, we would like to remark that all speakers represented the opposition organizations (more or less prominent), which suggests a similarity of views. At the same time, the opinions of youth organizations have some specific features, which can be summarized as follows:

1.  The April local elections, in the participants’ view, were regulated by a wicked non-democratic law, which violates people’s rights. Youth organizations chose different tactics to respond to the challenge. The spectrum of views is wide enough: from calling on people, democratic political parties and international organizations to boycott the elections (BAYP) to participation in them by nominating candidates from a friendly political organization (LCYU), or collecting signatures (CF). Some organizations believe that election campaigns offer a unique chance to gain political experience (YF) and advocate party programs (CF).

2.  The legal basis, regulating youth policies, is imperfect and inefficient. It is aimed at achieving full state control over and centralization of the youth movement. Unfortunately, none of the organizations, which took part in the discussions, participated in the development of legislation, which regulates youth policies, which suggests little importance (if any) assigned to them by the government. In the future, a legal dominance of youth initiative and equal conditions of all youth organizations, the activities of which do not run counter to the Constitution, must be achieved.

3.  Organization problems are traditionally vexed for the youth movement at large. Young people lack responsibility and discipline (YF), support from the state (LCYU), and encounter obstacles maintained by government agencies (BAYP). Attracting new members is of primary importance to any organization. To achieve success, an organization needs to actively advocate young people’s interests, implement efficient information policies and conduct a lot of activities in the regions. A decree on reregistration of public associations runs counter to the Constitutional clauses (LCYU), is aimed at halting of the activities of organizations, which the government cannot control (BAYP), and is therefore taken hostilely (CF). Nevertheless, the organizations are going to overcome this obstacle to go on, although there may be inevitable difficulties.

4.  Belarus must be a neutral country and keep friendly relations with all its neighbors, is the general opinion. Belarus must be independent (CF), it is a spiritual center of Eastern Europe, it must integrate into Europe economically, politically and legally (BAYP); integration is necessary, and economic realities make Russia and the CIS a priority (LCYU).

5.  The current economic crisis is due to the government’s inefficient policies, the cessation of reforms and return to the administrative economy, as well as political instability. Youth organizations recognize the importance of economic problems, only the YF thinks they are not really important, although it has its economic programs. An all-out economic reform is needed, as well as the creation of favorable conditions for private initiative, attracting of investors, education and professional development for young people.

The discussions were “in absentia”, therefore it is hard to speak of the like-mindedness of participants and a chance to resolve their disagreements. Nevertheless, a comparison of the participants’ opinions testifies to a possible open dialogue and joining efforts to achieve common goals.
The materials of the “in absentia round table 

conference” were culled and analyzed 

by Galina Drakokhrust, Ph.D.
LIFE IN OUR TIME
First results of a national opinion poll, conducted in March 1999
In March 1999 IISEPS conducted a national opinion poll, in the framework of the project “The role of young people in the formation of a civil society in Belarus”, carried out with the support from the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation. During the polling, 1666 people were queried, and the margin of error did not exceed 0.03. In the framework of the national survey, a poll among 16-30 year olds was also conducted. 680 people filled out the questionnaire, and the maximum margin of error was 0.04.

The survey was aimed at determining people’s views concerning the most vexed problems in Belarus’ interior and foreign policies, the economy, as well as mass media.

A lot of analytical work has to be done yet to sort out the results of the polling. However, in this issue we present the first available results to our readers.

How do we elect?
It is known, that local elections in Belarus were scheduled for April 4, 1999. A few weeks before the voting day, officials from the Presidential Administration firmly asserted that 60-70% of voters would turn up at the polling stations. According to the results our poll (Table 1), this assurance did not match people’s opinions. It is understood that the views of the electorate could change on the eve of the elections. However, the intentions of those people, who counted the votes, could also influence the outcomes
.


Table 1



Are you going to take part in the local elections? (%)






Respondents at large
Young people under 30



Yes
45.2
29.6



No
20.4
29.3



Haven’t yet decided
33.8
39.8



No answer
0.6
1.3


The lack of voters’ interest in the elections is also indirectly proven by other results of the poll (Table 2).


Table 2



Do you know anything about the 

candidates in your constituency? (%)





Yes, they came to my house
2.0



Yes, I met them during preliminary 

meetings
4.9



Yes, I heard them on the radio, saw them on TV, read about them in a newspaper
7.8



Yes, I received their leaflets
5.0



No, I know nothing about them
80.4


Table 2 suggests that most voters, who participated in the elections, knew nothing of the candidates, which is a form of expressing their disinterest in the election process.

The poll was also aimed at the studying of peoples’ electoral preferences concerning parliamentary elections (Table 3). The respondents were to suggest the name of the party, in favor of which they were going to vote themselves. The parties, which did not get on the list, were mentioned by no more than 0.5% of respondents.


Table 3



If parliamentary elections in Belarus were scheduled for tomorrow, in favor of what party will you vote? (%)




Respondents at large
Young people under 30



Communist Party
5.1
1.2



Belarusian Popular Front
4.3
5.1



“Lukashenko’s party”
3.1
0.7



Belarusian 

Communist Party
2.4
0.4



Democratic party
2.4
2.6



Liberal Democratic Party of Belarus
1.9
2.5



United Civil Party
1.4
2.4



Party of Belarusian Communists
0.9
0.1



Social Democratic Party "Narodnaya Hramada
0.7
1.3


Another question is how will the Belarusian electorate vote in the presidential elections of the Union of Belarus and Russia, if such a post is introduced? It is understood that this question is somewhat far-fetched, because the existing documents on the establishment of the Belarusian-Russian Union do not suggest the introduction of such a post. Therefore, the answers of respondents primarily characterize their views of politicians in Russia vs. Belarus (Table 4).


Table 4



If a post of the president of Belarus and Russia were established, for whom would you vote? (%)




September

1998
March

1999



Alexander Lukashenko
44.7
32.8



Grigory Yavlinsky
3.5
4.1



Yevgeny Primakov
0.5
3.4



Yuri Luzhkov
1.9
2.9



Vladimir Zhirinovsky
2.5
1.9



Sergey Kiriyenko
1.1
1.8



Alexander Lebed
2.8
1.3



Victor Chernomyrdin
2.5
1.2


The Russian and Belarusian politicians, who did not get on the list, were named by less than 1% of respondents. It is worthy of mention, that although the IISEPS “presidential ratings” of Russian politicians do not exactly match the results of similar polls, conducted in Russia, they reveal the same trends: the ratings of Yevgeny Primakov, Yuri Luzhkov and Grigory Yavlinsky went up, while the popularity of Alexander Lebed, Victor Chernomyrdin and Vladimir Zhirinovsky was on the decline.

America, which we love and hate
"Belarusian people unanimously condemn the U.S. aggressive moves” – said the Belarusian president. Is that statement true? Tables 5 and 6 provide some clues
.

When the poll was conducted, the Western military action against Iraq had already made history and the bombings of Yugoslavia were only in the preparation stage. However, people’s views of them are almost identical. Around 50% of respondents condemn the military actions, around 10% support them and 10% claimed they knew nothing of the events. Suggesting that part of the people, who avoided giving a clear answer did so because they feared something, we may presume that they approved of the military actions – people, who condemn “American aggressors” have nothing to fear in Belarus.


Table 5



U.S. and Britain have recently undertaken a military action against Iraq, to make Saddam Hussein abide by the UN 

resolutions. What do you think about those actions? (%)



I approve of them
8.9



I disapprove of them
51.4



I do not care
5.9



I know nothing about it
7.3



No answer
26.4



Table 6



NATO has recently voiced their readiness to organize a military campaign aimed at the prevention of the development of a Kosovo conflict in Yugoslavia. What do you think about that decision? (%)



I approve of it
7.3



I disapprove of it
50.5



I do not care
5.2



I know nothing about it
7.7



No answer
29.4


Although most of respondents did disapprove of the Western nations’ military actions against Iraq and Yugoslavia, the statement concerning unanimous condemnation is untrue, which is testified to by the fact that the sympathy of the respondents for the American president still hits record highs (Table 7).


Table 7



Which high-ranking modern politicians do you like? Which of them to you believe to be ideal politicians? (%)




December 1997
September 1998
March 1999






Respondents 

at large
Young people 

under 30



Alexander Lukashenko
50.4
51.5
45.7
27.4



Bill Clinton
36.7
38.9
37.5
43.2



Helmut Kohl
22.7
30.7
–
–



Jacques Chirac
9.5
 9.9
14.2
17.9



Fidel Castro
8.3
10.8
10.1
5.0



Saddam Hussein
–*
3.8
6.5
9.7



Alexander Kwasnievski
2.9
5.3
5.9
4.3



Vasclav Havel
3.6
4.7
5.4
5.4



Valdas Adamkus
–
1.2
4.6
5.3



Leonid Kuchma
2.2
2.7
4.1
4.6



Boris Yeltsin
16.6
4.4
3.2
2.5



Slobodan Milosevic
–
–
3.2
3.5



Tony Blair
–
2.3
3.1
6.6



* the dash means the politician was not on the suggested questionnaire 


The data in Table 7 illustrate the Belarusian conservatism. Apart from a dramatic fall of Boris Yeltsin's popularity after the beginning of the August 17, 1998 Russian economic crisis, the change of ratings is insignificant: Lukashenko's rating went slightly down and the popularity of the leaders of Lithuania and Iraq rose insignificantly. People might have accustomed to Lukashenko and appraised Saddam for resisting the American military actions. However, nothing can undermine Bill Clinton's rating – neither was the scandalous impeachment story able to do so, nor the bombings of Iraq or the twists of his political and private life. Among Belarusian young people, the American president leads in popularity, which is far bigger than that of the Belarusian Head of State.


Table 8



The living standards in Belarus shall match those in, (%)





Germany
36.6



USA
24.8



Poland
9.0



The Republic of Belarus
4.6



China
2.8



Sweden
2.6



Lithuania
2.1



Switzerland
2.0



Latvia
1.4



Russia
1.0



Soviet Union
1.1


However, maybe these ratings are predetermined by personal qualities of the leaders of world politics? That is partially true. But sometimes a positive or negative opinion of a political leader is determined by opinions about a country he leads. Even though Belarusian people condemn some activities carried out by Western countries, they still want to live at the Western standards, which is illustrated by Table 8. The countries, which were named by respondents but did not get on the list, were mentioned by less than 1% people.

Although Belarusians are vulnerable to the official anti-Western propaganda, their opinions concerning Western countries stay controversial: it is impossible to hate things one wants.

Farewell to Russia!?
Late in 1998 presidents Alexander Lukashenko and Boris Yeltsin signed a declaration on the further integration of Russia and Belarus. This declaration suggests the creation of a unified state, about which a referendum may be conducted in two countries. In February 1999 Russia's Public Opinion Fund conducted a poll, willing to know how the Russians are going to vote in that referendum, if it is ever organized. During an IISEPS opinion poll, a similar question was asked. The results of the polls show that Belarusians are much less enthusiastic about integration than Russians (Table 9).


Table 9



If a referendum on the unification of Russia and Belarus were held today, would you vote in favor or against it? (%)





Public Opinion Fund poll in Russia,  February 1999
IISEPS poll in Belarus,

March 1999





Respondents 

at large
Young people

under 30



In favor
77
41.8
31.2



Against
9
40.4
47.5



Would not take part in the voting
5
14.7
20.0



No answer
9
3.1
1.3


The majority of the queried Russians spoke in favor of integration. In Belarus, an almost equal number of respondents approved and disapproved of integration. Considering that a part of respondents does not want to participate in the referendum at all, the minority of Belarusians want integration, although it is a huge minority.

It is worthy of mention, that the percentage of young people who support integration ideas, is smaller than the overall percentage of integration proponents. This is an indicator of the trends and tendencies in mass thinking.

When the respondents to the poll were asked to choose one of the variants of the two countries' relations rather than say what they think of the Union, the number of supporters of political integration was even smaller (Table 10).


Table 10



What relations must Russia and Belarus have (%)




December 1997
September 1998
March 1999



Friendly relations of two independent countries
34.5
50.8
43.2



A union of independent countries
26.6
28.1
30.5



One unified state
27.5
20.1
24.1



Other
2.7
1.0
2.2


The September poll was conducted when the Russian economic crisis was in full swing. Small wonder, at that time integration rhetorics were most unpopular. However, now that the Russian economy stabilized and the crisis hit Belarus hard, the proponents of integration into one state, which suggests a loss of Belarus' independence, are in the minority. Their number is diminishing while the number of people who advocate friendly relations and equal rights of countries, which does not suggest a political union, is on the increase. 


Table 11



In late 1998 Belarus experienced 

economic hardships. What was the reason behind that crisis? (%)



Policies of the authorities
30.8



Economic crisis in Russia
50.6



World economic crisis
9.0



A conspiracy of the Belarusian opposition
3.6



No answer
26.8


This results from lots of factors, but quite importantly from the Russian economic crisis, to which the data in Table 11 testify. As it is seen from the table, Belarusian people blame the Russian crisis for their economic hardships, following the Belarusian official propaganda.

We would like to remind you, that only 41.8% of respondents said they were going to vote in the union referendum (Table 9). However, Table 12 shows that only half of them could clearly formulate, what they expect from the union. It is an indicator of the fact that something other than a desire of better living standards and economic stability makes people want Russia and Belarus to become one state. 


Table 12



If you would vote in favor of the Union of Belarus and Russia, what do you expect from that union? (%)



Improvement of living standards
9.7



Healthy economy
4.9



Higher wages and social transfers
2.6



Overcoming the crisis
1.5



Overall stability
1.2



Union currency and equal prices
1.2



Other
7.3



No answer
72.9


However, there is another important indicator of the loss of popularity of unification ideas in the Belarusian society. It is common knowledge that sometimes dominating views in society serve as a motivation for decision makers rather than personal views and ideas. People are oriented on the opinions of the majority, or rather on what they think the opinions of the majority are.

This effect, dubbed "Spiral of Silence" by a German researcher, Elizabeth Noel, is a powerful indicator of changes in public opinion. This is how it is changing (Table 13).


Table 13



Do you think that most Belarusian people want Belarusian-Russian integration? (%)




September 1998
March 1999



Yes
37.0
27.4



No
24.4
21.4



No answer
38.6
51.2


So, it is not only the number of integration supporters that goes down but also the number of people who think that the majority supports unification. It is known that opinions rule the world. So, if the integration referendum becomes a reality, it may produce some unexpected results.

What kind of economy should we have?

The results of the poll show that over the last six months the number of proponents of a market economy has gone slightly down. In autumn 1998 they made up 74.6% of respondents, and in spring 1999, 67.4% (Table 14). At the same time, the number of people, who support the liberal model of the market economy (i.e. a market economy with little state regulation) went up 3.8%, while the number of people who advocate for a social democratic model went down 11%.


Table 14



Preferred economy (%)





September 1998
March 1999



Market economy
74.6
67.4



Including:

With little state regulation
35.2
39.0



Heavily regulated by the state
39.4
28.4



Administrative economy
22.8
23.9



Other type
0.7
1.4



No answer
1.8
7.3


These results, in our opinion, are quite understandable. The active work done by the Belarusian authorities to tighten their grip on economic processes, the introduction of various limitations and prohibitions, appearance of new control bodies and their increasing authority resulted in something, which could be predicted beforehand: living standards deteriorated and the economic activity of people degraded. This caught the proponents of a social-democratic economic model off-guard and left them bewildered, because the results of the state's interference in the Belarusian economy contradicted their faith in the Keynesian theory.

However, it takes time to change views for the majority of people. Therefore, former supporters of the Keynesian theory formed four groups: the first (around 34%) joined the liberals, the second (about 10%) Communists, the third (a little more than 6%) adopted unconventional views of the economy and, at last, the fourth (almost 50%) is undecided yet, and is represented as part of the group of respondents, who gave no answer.

So, the government's activities, aimed at the building of a "market socialism", made more people support free market, despite the official propaganda and the 1998 accomplishments of the Belarusian economy, and drastically brought down the number of proponents of a state-regulated economy.


Table 15



Preferred economy for young people under 30, %





September

1998
March

1999



Market economy
78.7
80.3



Including:

With little state regulation
44.9
49.9



Heavily regulated by the state
33.8
30.4



Administrative economy
17.3
10.6



Other type
1.3
1.6



No answer
2.7
7.5


At the same time, it is very important to know, how people's views will change in the future, because this will determine tomorrow’s economy. By this rationale, the opinions of young respondents are of great interest, because they reflect the dominating views in a future society.

It is seen that young people's views make a difference from the views of Belarusians at large (Table 15). The fist thing to attract one's attention, is that young people prefer a market economy, although they are also vulnerable to the above listed influences. The number of proponents of a liberal economy grew 5.0%, while the number of supports of an administrative economy went down 6.7% and social democrats 3.4%. Consequently fewer and fewer young people want to have the state bureaucratic machine care about their welfare. Everyday life proves that these hopes are vain, while the values of a free market economy prove more meaningful.

This leads us to two obvious conclusions. First, the Keynesian theory, which suggests heavy state regulation of economic processes, was discredited by "the fathers of market socialism" and disappointed the people. The views of young people, which are the best indicator of tomorrow’s life, change for economic freedoms, promising real economic reforms in the future.

Second, one can suggest that in a few years the number of supporters of a Communist economy will become wretched, as it should be in a civilized country. The majority of people must rely on themselves, not on the promises of a populist, who uses people's longing for better living standards to advocate a "better re-distribution" of end products.

What do people think of the "Belarusian economic wonder"?

Irrespective of the optimistic state propaganda, which advocates economic accomplishments gained in 1998 under the wise leadership of the Savior of the Slavs, most people are pessimistic about the state of the economy and their living standards. Official statistics claimed that real incomes went up by more than 20%. However, only 3.5% of respondents said their living standards improved during the past year, and 76.1% claimed they deteriorated! (Table 16). The situation with young respondents is better somewhat because they are naturally more active in earning their living.


Table 16



How did the living standards in Belarus change in 1998, %






Respondents

at large
Young people

under 30



Improved
3.5
5.7



Did not change
19.8
22.5



Deteriorated
76.1
71.3



No answer
0.6
0.5


The poll also produced some information on the views of people about the aftermath of the economic crisis, which swept the country in autumn 1998. The rise of prices was the most painful, which was mentioned by 75% of respondents. The views of respondents at large and young people reveal only a slight difference (Table 17).


Table 17



The aftermath of the autumn 1998 economic crisis, %





Respondents 

at large
Young people

under 30



Personal incomes shrank
50.6
50.9



Prices rose
75.5
71.6



Deficits appeared
30.7
35.7



Rationing was applied to sales consumer goods
24.7
26.0



Limitations (lists, consumer cards, 

passports etc.) were applied to sales of consumer goods
7.2
6.8



Other
0.9
1.5


Around 50% of respondents mentioned the falling of personal incomes, making it the second biggest problem. The third biggest problem was the appearance of deficits, which was mentioned by one third of respondents. People also noticed such inseparable features of a market socialism, as rationing (25%) and even the introduction of consumer cards and other means to limit buying (over 7%).

Against this background, the worries of respondents over their financial security are understandable. 67.8% of people, who answered the questionnaire said this troubled them most. Even health issues are a worry for fewer people (63.0% – second biggest problem) and crime for 33.6% (third biggest problem). Young people are troubled by the same things – the figures for them are 66.2%, 56.3% and 28.2% respectively.

It is clear that people are not content with such a life, especially those who traveled to countries, "where capitalism rots away". The answers to the question, what should life in Belarus be like serve as an indicator (Table 8). Germany, which lost the World War II, is first! The winners of the war and their children envy the Germans. Probably they did not make proper use of their victory.

What do we want?

The answers of respondents, regarding goods and their prices, leave a mixed feeling. The overwhelming majority prefers a market variant, i.e. wide offer of goods and services at free market prices (83.4%). An even bigger percentage of young people answered so (95.7%). Those, who long for the socialist deficits and poor quality of goods make up a minority, and those are not young people (Table 18).


Table 18



Preferences concerning goods and services, %




Respondents

at large
Young people

under 30



Wide offer of quality goods and services at free market prices
83.4
95.7



Limited offer and deficits; low quality goods and services at fixed prices
14.2
3.5



No answer
2.4
0.8


However, once the respondents were asked whether the state must regulate prices of commodities and services, the distribution of answers changed drastically (Table 19). As it can be seen from the table, the number of proponents of the state regulation of prices is big enough – 69.3%. It is good that fewer young people gave this answer, but the high percentage of anti-market minded people makes one feel uncomfortable.


Table 19



Should the government set prices, %




Respondents 

at large
Young people 

under 30



Yes
69.3
57.9



No
12.7
20.9



No answer
18.0
21.2


Although the share of respondents, who support the state regulation of prices is on the constant decrease (down from 80.9% in December 1997 and 74.3% in September 1998), it seems that answering this question the respondents thought about other people, wanting low prices for others and high quality goods for themselves.

The conclusion is as follows: although more people become proponents of a market economy, their market views are still vague and leave their societal thinking unchanged. Many people would like to enjoy all the good things to a market economy (wide offer of quality goods and services, high wages etc.), but avoid its natural ills (unemployment, a need to be active to earn your living, and a necessity to gain better qualifications).

Private business and us
According to the results of the poll, 58.7% of respondents want to be employed in the public sector of the economy, and 30.0% in the private sector, although at present 51.6% of respondents work for state-run companies and 9.3% for private businesses. As it can be seen, people’s aspirations concerning the public sector almost match the real situation, but more people would like to work at a private business than do so now.

This orientation is most clearly popular among young people: only 37.1% of them would like to be employed in the public sector, while 52.4% focus their career plans on the private sector. Note that at present 54% of young people work at state-run companies and only 15.4% at private businesses. It is clear that young people have more adequate views of the current economic environment and are able to make reliable forecasts concerning the economy's future. Therefore, a change of generations will bring about stronger private business.

Another indicator of this is that only 43.6% of respondents at large would like to run a business, while 70.9% of young people are willing to do so. At the same time only 21.3% of the youth and 48.9% of respondents at large would like to be fully dependant on the state (Table 20).


Table 20



Respondents’ opinion of the private business, %




Respondents 

at large
Young people 

under 30



I was involved and will continue
12.9
21.6



I was involved but I am not going to go on
7.5
7.8



I was not involved but would like to
30.7
49.3



I was not involved and would not like to
48.9
21.3


According to the majority of respondents, Belarus has not yet crated favorable conditions for the operation of private businesses. Only 7% of respondents said that these conditions improved over the last two or three years. The rest said that they deteriorated. Over 30% of respondents believed that the state introduced new harsh legislation regulating the operation of private businesses, over 25% said they felt stronger arbitrariness of various government agencies towards private businessmen, and almost 40% mentioned a fall of people’s consumer capacity. These are major hindrances to the development of private entrepreneurship.

Nevertheless the results of the poll allow us to make the following conclusions: neither the anti-business official propaganda, nor harsh economic and legal conditions, bans and limitations can eliminate a liking for private business and having a real source of income to provide for their families in people, especially the youth.

Who will give us food in 10 years?
In Belarus, much as elsewhere in the former Soviet Union, the problem “who will produce food for the country?” is a political problem. Normally the answer is “collective and state farms”, supported by the powerful agrarian lobby, which is unwilling to lose a source of state finance. The result is known to everyone – huge budgetary funds are spent and food products are still a deficit. However, the authorities like the idea and do not grudge the money spent from the budget because the system allows them to control people, who live in rural districts and get their guaranteed votes.

The post-Soviet countries, which abandoned the system of collective farms, have long forgotten food deficits. However, politicians in those countries are facing a new problem of attracting villagers’ votes. As a rule, those who have them are in power.


Table 21



Will collective and state farms remain the major agricultural producer in 10 years? (%)




Respondents 

at large
Young people

under 30



Yes
63.0
51.2



No
35.3
47.5



No answer
1.7
1.3


Our survey showed that people’s opinions regarding collective and state farms are controversial. The majority of respondents (almost two thirds) were sure that collective farms will remain the major agricultural producer in Belarus in ten years’ time (Table 21). Half of young people questioned also said they thought so.


Table 22



Where is production more efficient – on collective or private farms? (%)






Respondents

at large
Young people

under 30



Private farms

The efficiency is equal

Collective and state farms

No answer
52.2

26.6

15.9

2.3
65.9

21.2

11.8

1.2


The opinions of some respondents are based on the belief that in 10 years it will be impossible to overcome the resistance of the agricultural lobby and conduct a reform. Others still believe the official propaganda and think that no-one but collective and state farms is able to produce food for people. However, over 50% of respondents (and two thirds of young people) are sure that private farmers will win the game in the long run, because the efficiency of their work is much higher (Table 22).

Trade unions as a “driving belt” of the state policies
Economic crises and the deterioration of people’s living standards result in the activation of trade unions, which are not normally inclined to act. The state-run trade unions activate quickly when workers get slightly discontent, but if they lead the protests, they never go too far, finding excuses for the government, which was suggestedly not given something or cheated by someone. This was the situation in autumn-winter 1998: irrespective of all the strong threats, they never really organized any serious protests. Neither could all the efforts of the most active and unruly state-run trade unions, of agricultural machine producers and electronics workers help out of the situation.

Free trade unions would like to support protests, but they are too small and feel constant pressure from law enforcers and the administration of state-run factories, where their grassroots organizations still remained. There are no trade unions, state-run or independent, at private companies.

The results of the survey show that, unlike in the Soviet times, people cannot be easily driven into state-run unions, while free unions are too small to be influential (Table 23).


Table 23



To which trade union are you a member, %






Respondents

at large
Young people

under 30



State-run trade unions
42.9
36.6



Independent trade unions
3.1
4.1



No trade unions
53.1
59.0



No answer
0.9
0.3


It feels that the leaders of government trade unions fear protests, because they are afraid of losing the support of workers, on behalf of whom they operate. It can be justified by the president’s negative stance to trade unions, of which he repeatedly informed his electorate, and which many perceived as instructions.

However, these are most likely the results of a policy of carrying out government directives, which was pursued by the leaders of state-controlled trade unions for many years. Lately, these unions were unable to make the authorities improve the living standards of their members. Small wonder, many respondents disapproved of their activities. One third of respondents was sure that trade unions advocated their own interests and tried to advertise their leaders rather than struggle for the rights of workers. 13.7% of respondents claimed that there was little justice to the activities of trade unions, because they wanted better living for workers of companies, which do not operate efficiently or produce non-competitive output. Therefore it is understandable that respondents have little trust in trade unions (Table 24).


Table 24



Trust for important state and public institutions (%)



Institutions
Young people under 30
Respondents at large




Trust
Mistrust
Trust rating*
Trust
Mistrust
Trust rating*



Educational establishments 

(schools, colleges, universities)

Independent think tanks

Non-state media

Church

State-run research institutes

Human rights groups

Independent trade unions

State media

President

Prosecutor’s department

Courts

State-run trade unions

KGB

Military

Government

13th Supreme Council

Political parties

National Assembly

Local authorities

Police
43.5

32.9

32.9

31.0

22.8

17.9

15.1

24.1

21.8

16.6

16.8

11.6

14.3

23.2

14.6

7.5

7.6

6.5

8.1

10.1
16.8

13.1

25.6

25.3

22.4

20.7

31.8

42.2

44.9

39.9

41.8

38.2

41.0

33.4

44.9

40.0

40.7

43.1

46.9

53.8
+0.237

+0.212

+0.073

+0.059

+0.050

– 0.029

– 0.172

– 0.184

– 0.235

– 0.239

– 0.257

– 0.275

– 0.277

– 0.311

– 0.311

– 0.334

– 0.348

– 0.378

– 0.406

– 0.449
45.1

28.6

21,8

41.3

25.2

15.2

13.8

39.1

41.0

22.3

22.9

18.7

19.0

35.4

27.1

9.6

6.8

11.6

16.9

18.0
13.9

12.9

32.6

21.8

18.4

18.6

26.4

31.0

28.8

32.3

35.4

30.8

32.6

24.2

31.5

35.8

35.0

34.8

38.6

44.9
+ 0.332

+ 0.170

– 0.114

+ 0.205

+ 0.073

– 0.036

– 0.134

+ 0.085

+ 0.127

– 0.105

– 0.131

– 0.130

– 0.143

+ 0.117

– 0.047

– 0.279

– 0.306

– 0.246

– 0.232

– 0.283



*The trust rating is a relation of the “Yes” answers (showing trust), “No” answers (showing mistrust) and neutral answers (no answer) to the number of respondents. The rate may fluctuate between +1 (maximum trust) and –1 (minimum trust).


Whom do young people believe?
The respondents were asked a question concerning their trust in various societal and state institutions. This trust is a major indicator of the health of society and understanding between the government and people. The responses were the following (Table 24).

People have the most trust in schools, science, church, president and the military. It is interesting that among the major societal and government institutions, which enjoy high credit, spiritual institutes dominate over political and military organizations. It is amazing that independent think tanks are featured in this first group, far ahead of state-run research centers. Their rating among young people is highest, although 50% of respondents know nothing of their activities or found difficulty answering the question. However, among those who have information about independent think tanks, twice as many people trust in them than mistrust them. The credit to think tanks is higher than the trust to other free structures, including independent media and trade unions probably because people think they are not engaged in politics and rely on objective scholarly facts rather than biased political and ideological preferences.

A thing, which was an exception in the rating of trust to societal and state institutes among the respondents at large, became a rule in the youth rating. Most young people said they trusted independent institutions only, including independent think tanks, non-state media and the church. At the same time, the president, the military, army, government, National Assembly and many other state organizations had more opponents than supporters and got negative trust ratings. So, the second characteristic feature of the youth rating is that many more of them are pessimistic about the major state institutes, comparing to respondents at large. 28.8% of respondents mistrusted the president, 38.6% – local authorities and 44.9% police. In the youth ratings, the corresponding figures are 44.9%, 46.9% and 53.8%.

How does the trust or mistrust in authorities affect the opinions concerning the choice of scenarios to influence them? Table 25 offers the answer. Notably, the respondents were divided into three groups: Belarusian people at large, young Belarusians and the president's opponents.

As it is seen from the table, people tend to prefer peaceful means of influencing the authorities. Elections occupy the first place in the rating. And although young people offered less credit to the regime, the distribution of answers for this group was none too different from the most popular answers among respondents at large. However, the distribution of answers offered by the president's opponents was almost reverse: 25% of them believe that the most efficient ways to influence the regime are strikes and armed struggle. These people not only mistrust in the president, who is a major power institute in every country, but also think that harsh measures are needed to make the authorities listen to them. Table 26 shows whether people are ready to influence the authorities and by what means.


Table 25



How can the regime in Belarus may be most efficiently influenced? (%)




Respondents at large (100%)
Young people

(27.8%)
Those who mistrust 

the president (28.8%)



Elections and referenda

Appearances in mass media

Appeals to government agencies

Rallies and meetings

Strikes

Armed combat

Signing public petitions

Hunger strikes
30.1

28.7

21.5

16.0

13.1

10.4

10.1

2.7
28.8

30.1

17.2

18.8

16.0

14.4

12.9

2.9
23.0

22.9

9.1

23.3

24.1

25.7

9.0

5.1



Table 26



What do you think about participation in public events to express your views? (%)




Participated
Are willing to take part




Respondents 

at large
Young 

people
Those who 

mistrust the president
Respondents 

at large
Young 

people
Those who 

mistrust the president



Elections and referenda

Appearances in mass media

Appeals to government agencies

Rallies and meetings

Strikes

Armed struggle

Signing public petitions

Hunger striking
34.0

2.9

5.9

5.4

1.9

0.5

7.0

0.5
27.4

2.8

4.3

6.9

2.1

0.6

7.5

0.7
28.6

3.7

5.0

8.3

4.3

0.5

13.1

0.6
28.7

19.9

22.1

13.3

11.0

7.2

27.3

3.0
35.0

21.5

21.8

15.7

13.5

8.5

33.2

3.5
29.8

27.5

17.4

24.2

21.0

16.8

32.3

7.8


No more than 7% of respondents took part in each form of public politics, except the elections. It is worthy of mention, that slightly more than one third of respondents said they participated in elections and referenda, although according to the official statistics 60-70% of eligible voters do. It seems that the difference was caused by the psychological context of the question: not everyone, who took part in elections thought he was thereby publicly expressing his or her opinion.

It deserves consideration, that young people are generally more passive than Belarusians at large, but more of them are ready to act. The president's opponents are most active and show the most readiness for action. It is understood that not everyone, who says that he is ready for violent moves, will really participate in them. Such an answer is merely an indicator of discontent and disappointment in the regime.

We might suggest that young people mistrust state and society institutes because they are oriented on their own youth organizations. There are over 70 such organizations in Belarus, and they are aimed at encouraging young people to actively participate in state affairs. However, the results of the poll run counter to this suggestion.

According to Table 27, 80% of young people or more know nothing of the existing youth organizations or do not care. At the same time, the indexes representing organizations are low but nevertheless positive, which suggests that young people tend to like youth organizations rather than dislike them. However, the youth is not really involved in their activities. Where does the paradox originate? According to leaders of and activists in youth organizations, who were polled by IISEPS earlier (see Nadezhda Yefimova's article), one of the reasons why young people like their organizations but are not involved in their activities is because youth associations have limited access to mass media and are deprived of a chance to inform people of their actions and advertise themselves. This hampers communication between youth organizations and their potential members, not allowing young people to make their choice. Youths' indifference can also be attributed to the fact that most of them are aware of the little role and little influence of youth organizations in the society. This is indicated by the answers of leaders of and activists in youth organizations, 55.6% of whom think they cannot participate in important decision-making on a national level through their organizations.


Table 27



Young people’s opinions of the leading youth organizations (%)



Organization
Approve
Disapprove
Do not care
Know nothing 

about it
Relation rate* 



Belarusian youth union

Belarusian union of patriotic youth

The league of young people’s volunteer labor

Belarusian student union

Association of young politicians

Youth front

Youth hramada

Next stop – new life

Civil forum

Leninist Communist youth union
21.9

23.2

9.1

8.1

8.7

9.7

9.3

4.7

3.7

6.6
9.3

16.5

3.5

3.4

4.3

5.4

5.4

3.2

4.7

15.7
34.9

36.5

19.1

20.7

22.1

26.5

28.8

15.6

24.0

32.5
32.2

21.9

66.2

66.0

63.1

56.6

52.6

74.0

65.3

42.5
+ 0.129

+ 0.069

+ 0.057

+ 0.048

+ 0.045

+ 0.043

+ 0.040

+ 0.015

– 0.011

– 0.094



* The relation rate is calculated similarly to the trust rating


The youth has little trust in official state structures but is not involved in the activities of the existing youth organizations. It opted out of the framework suggested by the society.

Money and personal relations rule the world
Table 28 shows that the main driving force of Belarusian society, according to young people, is money and personal relations. Laws and the Constitution took the third and the fourth places respectively.


Table 28



What rules society ( as seen by young people)?*





It is ruled by
%



Money and personal relations
60.9



Presidential decrees and resolutions
51.8



Laws
21.5



The Constitution
17.2



Governmental decisions and enactments
12.5



Decisions made by local authorities
8.5



Written orders by immediate (direct) bosses
7.8



Leadership's phone instructions
7.8



Resolutions and orders given by ministries and departments
4.7



Decisions made by local councils
2.1



*more than one answer could be given


Why don't young people believe in the force of the law in this country? The plausible answer can be obtained from the below results of the polling concerning the application of laws by government agencies: see Table 29.


Table 29



Are all people treated equally in Belarus?*





Answer
%



Rich people can escape punishment
72.5



Senior officials can evade punishment
55.6



All are equal in Belarus and anyone who breaks the law will be inevitably punished
5.3



*more than one answer could be given


The survey results prove that the majority of the respondents believe no constitutional equality before law is being observed in Belarus today. Those who have money can easily circumvent law. However, only a few Belarusians have big money at present – 70% of the respondents stated that their financial situation had deteriorated in 1998, therefore, young adults are considering themselves exposed to various factors: see Table 30. 


Table 30



Percentage of answers to the question "Do you feel secure against: ..." (%)





Answer
Yes
No
No answer



Against criminals
4.0
85.0
11.0



Against bosses' tyranny
10.3
63.1
26.6



Against free rule of state officials
2.5
74.3
23.2



From destitution
10.7
73.8
15.5



Against diseases
4.6
87.1
8.3



From Chernobyl catastrophe aftermath
2.4
86.0
11.6


As can be seen from the table, most respondents feel left to the mercy of fate. Nevertheless, the crucial objectives of the national program "Belarusian Youth" adopted in 1996 is "state assistance and protection of political, social interests and rights of youth." The State Committee for Youth was reported to do a great job in this respect. The survey, however, showed that most young Belarusians have not felt this aid and support so far and abandoned all hopes for it in the future. 

At the same time, who would young adults ask for help if they have to protect their interests? Answers to this questions are provided in Table 31.


Table 31



The question: "You have lent money, and borrowers are not going to repay it, whom would you address for help?"*, answered by young people





Answer
%



Will try to manage the situation on my own
54.5



Will ask acquaintances with broad relations
21.2



Will address a criminal group
13.1



Will give up and forget
11.3



Will file a suit
7.2



Will go to the police
6.5



Will address a newspaper, radio, television
0.1



*more than one answer could be given


Most respondents rely on themselves only. The results indicate that the youth is more likely to address a criminal group that to set hopes upon court or police. 

The survey also shows that the majority of young Belarusians have lost faith in the efficiency of the law because of violations in this domain. Aside from this, such a situation provokes further attempts to break the law – dealing with criminals.

Law enforcers can make people be law-abiding, but no force can propel them to respect the law. This can be achieved only by authorities impeccably following the laws.

The materials in this section were prepared by IISEPS scholars 

Professor Oleg Manaev, Yuri Drakokhrust Ph.D., Alexander Sasnow Ph.D., 

Nadezhda Yefimova Ph.D., and Irina Burina.
Some of the results of a national opinion poll, 

conducted by IISEPS in March 1999
Many readers of the IISEPS bulletin – representatives of various political and economic organizations, mass media as well as our colleagues, analysts – are truly interested not only in the institute's analytical materials but also empirical information, obtained during the polling. Answering their requests, we publish some of the results of the latest national opinion poll «as are»: they are answers to ten questions (each IISEPS questionnaire features over a hundred of them) by different social and age groups of respondents.
Question 1. Preferred type of economy, %
Table 1.1. By place of residence
Type of economy
Regional centers
Large cities
Small towns
Villages

Market economy with little state regulation
38.0
42.7
31.9
38.8

Market economy heavily 

regulated by the state
35.6
28.2
27.1
27.5

Administrative economy
19.4
19.7
25.0
26.7

Other economy
1.9
1.2
1.1
1.8

No answer
5.1
8.2
14.9
5.2

Table 1.2. By region

Type of economy
Minsk
Minsk region
Brest, Brest 

region
Grodno, Grodno region
Vitebsk, Vitebsk 

region
Mogilev,

Mogilev region
Gomel, Gomel region

Market economy with little state regulation
47.2
44.2
41.2
49.0
38.7
34.2
24.4

Market economy heavily regulated by the state
25.2
22.1
29.4
25.9
31.4
35.7
27.9

Administrative economy
23.2
31.9
18.8
20.9
20.8
28.1
28.8

Other economy
0.9
1.8
4.8
-
0.2
0.3
1.1

No answer
3.5
-
5.8
4.2
8.9
1.7
17.8

Table 1.3. By age

Type of economy
16 - 19 
20 - 24
25 - 29
30 - 39
40 - 49
50 - 59
60 è >

Market economy with little state regulation
43.4
47.7
50.2
10.8
36.8
31.9
30.5

Market economy heavily regulated by the state
37.1
29.4
27.6
42.9
28.8
28.5
24.9

Administrative economy
14.0
8.9
13.7
28.6
28.7
35.1
35.3

Other economy
1.3
1.7
2.1
16.1
0.9
-
2.4

No answer
4.2
12.3
6.4
1.6
5.6
4.5
6.9

Table 1.4. By education

Type of economy
4 years at school 
8 years at school
Secondary

school
Technical college
Higher and non-finished higher

Market economy with little state regulation
30.5
34.3
38.4
40.1
54.4

Market economy heavily regulated by the state
16.6
30.0
31.0
34.9
23.6

Administrative economy
41.5
30.7
21.3
15.8
13.1

Other economy
3.1
0.4
1.8
0.7
1.1

No answer
8.3
4.6
7.6
8.4
7.9

Question 2. Participation in private business activities, %
Table 2.1. By place of residence

Participation in private business activities
Regional centers
Large cities
Small towns
Villages

I was involved and will continue
19.1
9.6
10.3
8.1

I was involved but I am not going to go on
9.6
8.9
5.2
4.4

I was not involved but would like to
34.7
38.8
35.2
26.5

I was not involved and would not like to
37.5
42.5
49.5
60.1

Table 2.2. By region

Participation in private business activities
Minsk
Minsk region
Brest, Brest region
Grodno, Grodno region
Vitebsk, Vitebsk 

region
Mogilev, Mogilev region
Gomel, Gomel region

I was involved and will continue
24.3
10.5
12.4
14.5
11.4
9.2
7.2

I was involved but I am not going to go on
14.3
7.9
5.6
6.5
6.0
7.6
5.4

I was not involved but would like to
24.6
29.4
33.6
29.2
34.6
31.9
30.6

I was not involved and would not like to
36.7
52.3
49.0
49.4
48.4
51.4
55.2

Table 2.3. By age

Participation in private business 

activities
16 - 19
20 - 24
25 - 29
30 - 39
40 - 49
50 - 59
60 è >

I was involved and will continue
12.8
23.1
26.9
18.3
11.5
4.1
3.3

I was involved but I am not going to go on
1.7
6.4
11.9
18.5
10.3
4.7
1.7

I was not involved but would like to
64.6
52.6
36.6
37.1
25.7
19.3
9.6

I was not involved and would not like to
21.0
14.7
24.8
31.6
52.4
71.7
84.2

Table 2.4 By education

Participation in private business

activities
4 years at school 
8 years at school
Secondary

school
Technical college
Higher and non-finished higher

I was involved and will continue
-
6.2
15.8
15.8
20.7

I was involved but I am not going to go on
-
5.8
9.4
8.7
11.2

I was not involved but would like to
7.3
22.4
39.1
3.1
37.1

I was not involved and would not like to
88.2
65.5
35.6
38.6
31.6

Question 3. Participation in May 16, 1999 presidential elections, %
Table 3.1. By place of residence

Will participate
Regional centers
Large cities
Small towns
Villages

Yes
43.5
45.2
47.5
42.2

No
19.0
23.3
25.7
24.4

No answer
36.7
30.9
25.9
31.8

Table 3.2. By region

Will participate
Minsk
Minsk 

region
Brest,

Brest 

region
Grodno, Grodno region
Vitebsk, Vitebsk 

region
Mogilev, Mogilev region
Gomel,

Gomel region

Yes
44.1
57.7
41.2
49.8
36.0
34.3
49.0

No
24.2
15.3
32.8
17.2
24.7
25.5
20.5

No answer
30.9
26.1
25.9
31.7
36.9
37.4
29.9

Table 3.3. By age

Will participate
16 - 19
20 - 24
25 - 29
30 - 39
40 - 49
50 - 59
60 è >

Yes
33.0
49.1
44.9
48.4
44.2
41.1
43.7

No
32.9
16.3
21.0
20.1
28.1
13.9
26.6

No answer
30.9
33.3
32.3
30.1
27.1
6.1
28.6

Table 3.4. By education

Will participate
4 years at school 
8 years at school
Secondary

school
Technical college
Higher and non-finished higher

Yes
43.6
37.7
44.5
46.5
48.4

No
16.6
32.1
23.3
22.0
24.1

No answer
38.4
29.2
31.0
30.7
26.1

Question 4. Voting in favor of Alexander Lukashenko in the next presidential eletions, %

Table 4.1. By place of residence

Will vote in favor of A. Lukashenko?
Regional centers
Large cities
Small towns
Villages

Yes
37.1
44.8
49.2
56.6

Table 4.2. By region

Will vote in favor of A. Lukashenko?
Minsk
Minsk 

region
Brest, Brest 

region
Grodno, Grodno region
Vitebsk, Vitebsk region
Mogilev, Mogilev region
Gomel, Gomel 

region

Yes
26.0
37.1
45.5
38.4
46.7
53.2
65.9

Table 4.3. By age

Will vote in favor of A. Lukashenko?
16 - 19
20 - 24
25 - 29
30 - 39
40 - 49
50 - 59
60 è >

Yes
36.4
30.4
24.9
35.5
46.4
50.0
75.0

Table 4.4. By education

Will vote in favor of A. Lukashenko?
4 years at school 
8 years at school
Secondary

school
Technical college
Higher and non-finished higher

Yes
77.0
50.6
41.4
38.4
28.2

Question 5. Voting in the next parliamentary elections, %
Table 5.1. By place of residence*

Party
Regional centers
Large cities
Small towns
Villages

Belarusian Popular front
3.6
3.1
4.6
2.6

Communist Party of Belarus
1.7
1.1
3.8
3.2

Belarusian Social Democratic Union
1.6
0.6
0.9
0.2

Liberal Democratic Party of Belarus
1.5
4.9
0.6
0.7

United Civil Party
0.7
1.3
2.8
0.6

Party of Belarusian Communists
0.7
1.0
1.8
0.2

Yabloko
-
1.2
-
0.1

Agrarian party
-
-
1.6
1.0

Communist party
3.5
5.3
8.1
4.9

"Lukashenko’s party" 
2.4
2.7
4.5
2.8

Democratic party
1.3
4.5
2.4
2.3

Non-party candidates
0.6
2.5
0.2
0.6

Table 5.2. By region

Party
Minsk
Minsk region
Brest, Brest region
Grodno, Grodno region
Vitebsk, Vitebsk 

region
Mogilev, Mogilev region
Gomel,

Gomel 

region

Belarusian Popular Front
9.4
3.5
3.9
6.3
1.8
4.5
1.2

United Civil Party
2.1
1.2
0.2
3.5
1.1
1.1
0.9

Liberal Democratic Party
1.6
0.7
1.9
-
1.4
1.8
1.9

Party of Belarusian 

Communists
1.5
0.8
1.8
-
1.6
0.4
-

Nadzeya
0.8
1.4
0.2
-
-
0.4
-

Belarusian Social 

Democratic Union
0.6
-
0.9
-
1.1
.3
0.2

Agrarian Party
0.2
0.5
0.3
1.6
0.6
0.2
1.5

Communist Party of Belarus
-
0.7
3.2
0.9
3.0
1.0
5.1

"Lukashenko's party"
3.0
-
0.8
2.6
2.0
1.7
8.1

Communist party
2.7
4.4
7.5
4.5
5.1
3.0
6.2

Social Democrats
-
0.3
-
0.7
-
0.4
1.1

Democratic Party
1.9
2.9
1.1
3.1
1.8
4.1
2.8

Youth organization
0.4
-
2.2
-
0.8
0.4
0.2

Non-party candidate
1.0
-
1.6
0.3
-
-
1.4

* Candidates representing the listed parties gained more than 1% of votes in any of the sections

Table 5.3. By age

Party
16 - 19
20 - 24
25 - 29
30 - 39
40 – 49
50 -59
60 è >

Belarusian Popular Front
2.5
2.5
5.5
4.7
6.9
4.5
1.4

United Civil Party
0.8
1.8
3.3
1.1
0.7
2.1
0.8

Liberal Democratic Party
1.7
3.1
2.2
2.8
0.9
0
0.3

Party of Belarusian Communists
-
-
0.3
-
2.2
2.5
0.7

Nadzeya
0.4
-
0.6
0.7
-
-
0.2

Belarusian Social Democratic Union
0.4
2.5
0.8
0.8
0.8
0.9
0.1

Agrarian Party
-
-
-
1.9
0.8
0.9
0.3

Communist Party of Belarus
0.4
-
0.5
0.6
2.5
8.9
-

"Lukashenko's party"
2.1
-
0.7
2.3
3.8
3.2
6.3

Communist party
0.4
0.4
-
4.8
5.6
4.0
10.9

Social Democratic Party
1.2
1.2
0.5
0.7
-
-
-

Democratic party
2.9
1.2
2.4
3.5
2.9
1.8
1.4

Youth organization
1.3
2.4
1.8
0.4
0.4
0
0

Table 5.4. By education

Party
4 years at school 
8 years at school
Secondary

school
Technical college
Higher and non-finished higher

Belarusian Popular Front
-
-
5.0
3.9
8.5

United Civil Party
-
1.6
1.6
0.4
0.7

Liberal Democratic Party
-
0.6
0.6
1.9
2.5

Party of Belarusian Communists
-
1.6
1.6
0.7
2.0

Nadzeya
-
-
0.3
-
-

Belarusian Social Democratic Union
-
0.2
-
0.4
1.6

Agrarian party
-
0.8
0.8
1.0
1.7

Communist party of Belarus
7.4
-
1.6
1.2
2.8

"Lukashenko's party"
5.5
5.3
2.9
1.5
0.5

Communist party
11.8
6.3
3.6
3.7
2.9

Social Democratic party
-
0.6
0.4
0.2
0.2

Democratic party
1.8
0.7
2.8
3.4
2.5

Youth organization
-
-
1.2
0.3
4.5

Question 6. Voting in the hypothetical referendum on the unification of Russia 

and Belarus, %
Table 6.1. By place of residence

Voting
Regional centers
Large cities
Small towns
Villages

In favor of unification
48.0
47.6
39.3
41.2

Against unification
37.1
32.3
44.8
38.8

Will not vote
13.1
19.0
15.2
14.3

Table 6.2. By region

Voting
Minsk
Minsk 

region
Brest, Brest 

region
Grodno, Grodno region
Vitebsk, Vitebsk 

region
Mogilev, Mogilev 

region
Gomel, Gomel 

region

In favor of unification
36.3
35.7
30.5
32.1
47.0
46.6
58.8

Against unification
47.6
46.4
47.6
44.2
36.4
41.0
26.5

Will not vote
13.5
15.2
16.4
20.0
15.4
9.3
12.3

Table 6.3. By age

Voting
16 - 19
20 -24
25 - 29
30 - 39
40 - 49
50 - 59
60 è >

In favor of unification
32.7
32.0
33.5
35.2
44.7
44.2
56.3

Against unification
40.3
48.0
46.6
47.1
39.4
45.7
24.4

Will not vote
26.2
19.2
18.0
16.2
12.8
16.9
12.9

Table 6.4 By education

Voting
4 years at school 
8 years at school
Secondary

school
Technical college
Higher and non-finished higher

In favor of unification
47.4
46.4
39.9
39.5
37.5

Against unification
31.8
37.2
40.1
45.3
48.4

Will not vote
12.5
12.9
18.6
13.4
11.4

Question 7. Opinions regarding the Belarusian constitution, %
Table 7.1. By place of residence

Dissatisfied with
Regional centers
Large cities
Small towns
Villages

The 1996 Constitution
27.4
33.9
27.0
25.6

The 1994 Constitution
19.2
26.9
26.1
7.8

Table 7.2. By region

Dissatisfied with
Minsk
Minsk 

region
Brest, Brest region
Grodno, Grodno region
Vitebsk, Vitebsk region
Mogilev, Mogilev region
Gomel,

Gomel region

The 1996 Constitution
40.6
38.5
24.3
31.0
26.0
22.9
27.2

The 1994 Constitution
13.1
19.9
22.9
17.2
25.6
34.8
20.2

Table 7.3. By age

Dissatisfied with
16 - 19
20 -24
25 - 29
30 - 39
40 - 49
50 - 59
60 è >

The 1996 Constitution
37.3
32.2
36.6
31.7
31.6
36.0
13.0

The 1994 Constitution
19.4
24.8
18.6
18.7
22.6
14.6
28.5

Table 7.4. By education

Dissatisfied with
4 years at school 
8 years at school
Secondary

school
Technical college
Higher and non-finished higher

The 1996 Constitution
22.1
29.8
28.3
29.8
39.5

The 1994 Constitution
24.9
14.3
22.5
25.7
17.5

Question 8. Preferable national symbols of the Republic of Belarus, %
Table 8.1. By place of residence

Choice
Regional centers
Large cities
Small towns
Villages

Traditional white-and-red-and-white flag and the symbol Pahonya
20.7
14.4
15.5
8.4

Current flag and symbol
37.4
33.1
41.7
35.5

Soviet red flag and the hammer and a sickle
5.8
8.6
8.0
10.7

Do not care
32.6
37.9
32.3
43.4

Choose other symbols
2.8
4.6
2.5
1.9

Table 8.2. By region

Choice
Minsk
Minsk region
Brest, Brest 

region
Grodno, Grodno region
Vitebsk, Vitebsk 

region
Mogilev, Mogilev region
Gomel, Gomel region

Traditional white-and-red-and-white flag and the 

symbol Pahonya
31.0
11.7
15.5
21.7
9.1
8.1
10.9

Current flag and symbol
30.2
40.5
43.3
29.0
32.8
36.9
39.3

Soviet red flag and the hammer and a sickle
5.4
5.2
5.5
5.0
11.3
18.5
9.5

Do not care
29.6
40.1
33.0
40.8
43.3
32.1
38.0

Choose other symbols
3.5
2.5
2.5
3.2
1.7
1.8
1.7

Table 8.3. By age

Choice
16 - 19
20 - 24
25 - 29
30 - 39
40 - 49
50 - 59
60 è >

Traditional white-and-red-and-white flag and the symbol Pahonya
28.8
27.6
16.5
18.9
13.5
14.6
5.6

Current flag and symbol
27.8
26.4
27.2
37.6
35.5
41.5
42.8

Soviet red flag and the hammer and a sickle
4.9
0.2
5.4
56
9.3
8.9
16.0

Do not care
30.2
41.6
46.0
34.9
38.1
32.9
34.9

Choose other symbols
8.2
4.0
4.4
2.8
1.2
0.6
0.4

Table 8.4 By education

Choice
4 years at school 
8 years at school
Secondary

school
Technical college
Higher and non-finished higher

Traditional white-and-red-and-white flag and the symbol Pahonya
10.2
13.5
15.4
15.7
26.9

Current flag and symbol
37.8
38.1
33.6
38.9
33.9

Soviet red flag and the hammer and a sickle
15.6
11.0
6.9
4.9
4.6

Do not care
36.5
35.3
39.5
37.2
29.7

Question 9. Most efficient method of influencing the authorities, %
Table 9.1. By place of residence

Most efficient method
Regional centers
Large cities
Small towns
Villages

Mass media
31.2
38.7
32.2
21.1

Elections and referenda
29.9
28.4
31.2
29.6

Applications to government agencies
19.6
24.6
19.7
22.1

Rallies and meetings
13.1
15.3
15.0
15.0

Striking
11.4
10.0
12.6
13.3

Signing public appeals
10.6
13.5
8.1
8.3

Armed struggle
9.7
7.6
8.0
9.2

Picketing
3.4
1.7
2.3
2.2

Hunger strikes
3.3
1.4
1.9
2.2

Other
5.9
4.2
4.2
3.0

Table 9.2. By region

Most efficient method
Minsk
Minsk

region
Brest, Brest 

region
Grodno, Grodno 

region
Vitebsk, Vitebsk 

region
Mogilev, Mogilev 

region
Gomel, 

Gomel 

region

Mass media
32.3
21.3
32.1
29.5
26.8
28.2
27.2

Elections and referenda
31.2
16.6
28.2
32.4
24.0
25.3
35.5

Rallies and meetings
23.0
15.0
15.4
15.1
14.6
14.8
13.6

Applications to 

government agencies
21.8
18.1
16.7
22.2
17.5
27.9
25.8

Armed struggle
19.1
10.8
10.4
6.9
12.3
11.5
4.1

Striking
17.4
12.4
12.2
13.5
21.6
9.4
6.3

Signing public appeals
14.0
9.7
5.7
14.1
8.4
12.1
8.5

Picketing
7.0
2.0
2.4
1.6
4.2
1.6
2.1

Hunger strikes
5.6
5.5
2.9
1.2
1.7
4.0
0.8

Other
6.2
3.4
4.5
4.7
5.2
1.8
3.3

Table 9.3. By age

Most efficient method
16 - 19
20 - 24
25 - 29
30 - 39
40 - 49
50 - 59
60 è >

Mass media
34.9
35.2
24.6
26.6
26.4
33.8
26.1

Elections and referenda
25.2
26.4
30.1
29.1
32.6
26.6
34.9

Rallies and meetings
19.7
18.5
20.4
13.5
16.1
18.4
11.6

Applications to government agencies
18.1
11.7
21.1
17.1
23.5
24.0
28.1

Armed struggle
12.8
16.6
12.4
14.0
17.6
12.4
2.7

Striking
16.8
16.6
15.4
15.9
15.6
9.4
7.1

Signing public appeals
9.8
13.2
12.2
8.1
10.2
13.1
7.4

Picketing
3.3
4.2
5.0
3.8
3.4
1.8
1.4

Hunger strikes
1.7
3.7
2.8
4.3
3.4
1.9
1.3

Other
3.3
2.9
6.4
6.9
3.5
3.2
3.0

Table 9.4. By education

Most efficient method
4 years at school 
8 years at school
Secondary

school
Technical college
Higher and non-finished higher

Mass media
24.3
25.7
31.2
28.8
30.9

Elections and referenda
29.1
27.5
28.9
31.9
35.1

Rallies and meetings
17.1
14.0
15.1
14.4
21.6

Applications to government agencies
25.2
27.4
19.4
20.0
17.0

Armed struggle
8.8
10.2
10.6
10.8
11.2

Striking
5.5
13.1
13.1
13.8
20.4

Signing public appeals
5.5
8.5
10.6
11.2
14.1

Picketing
1.4
0.4
4.2
3.0
5.7

Hunger strikes
1.4
2.0
3.6
2.9
2.8

Other
2.8
3.4
4.3
4.9
6.4

Question 10. Trust in mass media, %
Table 10.1. By place of residence

Most trust in
Regional centers
Large cities
Small towns
Villages

Belarusian non-state press
14.0
8.3
10.0
5.5

Belarusian state press
16.9
22.7
22.5
27.9

Belarusian non-state TV
2.4
1.4
2.2
1.3

Belarusian state TV
22.9
24.2
23.2
30.4

Belarusian non-state radio
8.0
4.5
4.3
6.0

Belarusian state radio
14.2
20.5
14.7
24.2

Russian press
10.0
16.1
8.2
8.3

TV channel ORT
38.3
47.0
35.4
45.0

TV channel NTV
33.6
22.1
17.5
16.8

Western radio
8.8
7.2
5.6
5.5

No media
17.3
16.8
24.5
13.3

Table 10.2. By region

Most trust in
Minsk
Minsk region
Brest, Brest region
Grodno, Grodno region
Vitebsk, Vitebsk 

region
Mogilev, Mogilev region
Gomel, Gomel region

Belarusian non-state press
25.1
7.7
10.4
11.9
6.7
5.8
7.3

Belarusian state press
21.9
16.4
27.0
22.0
19.5
27.8
26.1

Belarusian non-state TV
5.2
4.8
1.1
1.4
3.0
1.6
0.8

Belarusian state TV
26.6
11.2
31.7
32.9
24.8
28.2
22.4

Belarusian non-state radio
21.8
17.2
3.5
6.5
6.7
4.3
3.5

Belarusian state radio
16.7
12.1
22.2
21.0
16.1
25.5
18.2

Russian press
12.4
3.7
7.8
5.7
9.9
11.7
14.8

TV channel ORT
28.9
23.4
41.1
49.2
46.4
49.4
35.6

TV channel NTV
55.0
30.4
11.5
4.9
36.7
29.5
21.4

Western radio
10.8
4.8
6.5
8.2
5.3
7.8
5.4

No media
13.8
23.0
15.6
23.7
16.0
9.2
17.4

Table 10.3. By age

Most trust in
16 - 19
20 - 24
25 - 29
30 - 39
40 - 49
50 - 59
60 è >

Belarusian non-state press
11.9
14.1
15.9
12.2
10.6
14.3
4.0

Belarusian state press
15.2
12.3
13.6
15.3
24.5
27.4
41.5

Belarusian non-state TV
2.5
4.7
3.5
2.4
2.9
1.6
0.4

Belarusian state TV
22.2
18.3
14.6
13.8
27.4
39.1
40.4

Belarusian non-state radio
15.9
14.2
16.6
7.8
8.5
5.5
8.9

Belarusian state radio
8.1
8.2
7.2
10.6
18.9
25.4
38.2

Russian printed press
7.5
12.9
12.6
9.0
9.6
15.7
5.8

TV channel ORT
45.5
37.5
38.4
36.5
36.9
46.4
39.4

TV channel NTV
37.8
40.6
35.2
31.8
23.7
24.6
7.4

Western radio
5.8
10.3
7.8
7.7
10.1
4.3
4.6

No media
16.8
12.9
20.3
18.1
21.2
13.5
14.6

Table 10.4. By education

Most trust in
4 years at school 
8 years at school
Secondary

school
Technical 

college
Higher and non-finished higher

Belarusian non-state press
7.7
6.5
10.4
9.9
23.9

Belarusian state press
37.4
26.3
20.8
20.4
16.1

Belarusian non-state TV
-
2.7
3.0
2.9
1.6

Belarusian state TV
39.3
33.3
25.1
20.3
15.3

Belarusian non-state radio
2.8
6.8
10.2
8.8
10.0

Belarusian state radio
36.0
25.8
14.2
13.4
12.4

Russian press
10.2
7.8
9.6
9.8
14.3

TV channel ORT
35.3
47.3
41.2
35.9
35.7

TV channel NTV
9.1
25.4
26.4
29.4
39.5

Western radio
2.8
6.6
6.7
7.2
12.7

No media
12.5
14.7
17.7
21.7
15.5

CIVIL SOCIETY IN BELARUS: 

PROBLEMS AND PERSPECTIVES
PROBLEMS OF THE FORMATION OF A CIVIL SOCIETY IN BELARUS (1995-1999)
By Tatiana Protko, Chairperson of the Belarusian Helsinki Committee

History proves that a law-abiding state and a civil society are formed together as two sides of a single process of social development. They have controversial relations, which are often characterized by an invisible or obvious conflict. In a totalitarian state, the society is fully subject to state rule, is deprived of freedom and is merely an object to control. It cannot really be referred to as a civil society. In an authoritarian state, some elements in society testify to its "civil" status. However, only in democracies the state and society act as partners, resolving social problems by compromising.

Public associations are one of the major structural elements of a civil society. The main principle of a civil society, which suggests that a person is a major subject of relations in society, is realized with their help. Political and non-political organizations become a counter-balance to the power structures, making a country truly democratic. Small wonder, a call on governments world-wide to observe the rule of law, democracy and human rights has become a major motto in contemporary societies.

1. The beginning of the formation of a civil society in Belarus
Up until mid '80s, Belarusian people did not have an opportunity to form political, social and cultural organizations. Even trade unions, which were officially referred to as "the school of Communism", were in fact government structures. All public associations were under control of government agencies and Communist party committees, were financed by the government or lived on membership fees. Other sources of finance, including charity, were prohibited. In accordance with the law, adopted in 1932, the formation of organizations, whose major purpose was other than the strengthening of Socialism and the building of Communism was banned. Associations who were denied registration, could not legally hold any events, including meetings. The activities of anti-Communist organizations were prohibited. Any opposition-like activity was followed by the change of the organization leaders or closure by decision of the Communist party agencies. The creation of organizations to which tens of thousands of people were members was encouraged. Their activities had a formal character, such organizations did not participate in the political life and were hardly influential in society.

Mass media were managed by the state and their major purpose was ideological brainwash of people, who were not getting reliable information about the latest developments in the Soviet Union and abroad. The state held a tight grip on determining the goals of society, and formed its interests.

In mid '80s, which were a spell of a democratic reform in the Soviet society, generally referred to as "Perestroika", young people began organizing cultural and educational organizations, which criticized the official ideology and were oriented on the personal needs of people. These organizations did not link their activities with the building of Communism and were called "informal" to denote their difference from the registered government associations with lots of members.

In January 1987 the first attempt to coordinate the activities of 30 informal youth organizations was made, when the leaders of these associations met near Minsk. The meeting was named "Volny Seim" (Free Meeting) and was also attended by government and party officials, who suffered their first bitter loss in a talk with informal leaders. The meeting passed a statement, which listed the promotion of the Belarusian language to the state language status, as well as the studies and popularization of the Belarusian history and culture as priorities for informal youth organizations.

The state persecuted informal organizations, which however, did not lead to the halting of their activities. In 1988 their aggregate membership reached 46 thousand people; 566 organizations operated in Minsk alone.

In late '80s the activities of informal organizations expanded. Now they were aimed at the development of a program of democratic reforms in Belarus. They also assumed a political side, which was facilitated by the fact that the authorities were withholding information about the mass graves of victims of Stalinist repressions in Kuropaty and the Chernobyl catastrophe. On July 24, 1989 the Belarusian Popular Front "Adradzhenne" (Revival) was set up in Vilnius, which was the first political movement in the opposition to the Communist party. The new movement united most of the leaders of informal youth organizations. The activities of informal organizations created pre-requisites for the formation of basic elements of a civil society in Belarus and a transition from a one-party to a multi-party system.

2. Civil society Renaissance in Belarus
Belarus’ separation from the Soviet Union and the beginning of economic reforms facilitated the process of the formation of a civil society. Human rights situation improved substantially. The state partially gave up its stranglehold on mass media, allowing public criticism of its activities. People were learning to openly express their views and ideas and set up independent media.

Belarus entered a transition period, when a legal basis for the new political system was being developed. Most of it was embodied in the Constitution of the Republic of Belarus, adopted by the 12th Supreme Council in March 1994. In accordance with the Constitution, the political system in Belarus was based on people's participation in the formation of government agencies, local authorities and self-government bodies, in the determination of state policies and control over their implementation, which created a legal basis for the creation of a civil society. The legislative formalization of the major components of a civil society, political parties and non-government organizations (NGOs) took place in October 1994, when the Supreme Council of the Republic of Belarus adopted laws, regulating the procedure of their registration with government authorities.

The laws were based on democratic principles. They eliminated ideological standards in organizations' and parties’ constituent papers, which had been needed to be registered, and stipulated the freedom of their activities, in accordance with the aims and purposes featured in their charters. A procedure of the closing of organizations in court was established. Public associations and political parties were granted the status of economic entities and were allowed to obtain finance from any legal source. The last thing proved especially important, making it possible for Belarusian NGOs to apply for grants, offered by foreign foundations.

For some time the government retained its influence on public associations, primarily because the bureaucratic procedure of registration was complicated. In a month's time after a registration application was submitted, officials at the Ministry of Justice carefully checked the contents of each document and made remarks, which organizations had to eliminate during one month. Then the process was repeated: new remarks appeared and new changes were made in the documents. Sometimes it took as long as six moths for an organization to obtain its registration certificate, which gave it a right to open a bank account. However, by early 1995 around 600 public associations and 34 political parties were registered.

Here we should note the specific character of the formation of a civil society. Total brainwash and making everyone answer the standards of a "Soviet person", which were characteristic of the Soviet regime, were most successful in Belarus. By the time democratic reforms began, the society was standardized. There were very few social and economic groups with clear political, economic and cultural interests. Most of those groups were organized around structures, which were controlled by the state since the Soviet times. The leadership of those organizations, which was formed by the Communist party and acted in the interests of the state, managed to keep their positions in the changing environment. The fact, that most influential opposition party leaders criticized the regime, closed the doors to state-controlled mass media for them. Political parties had no chance to advocate their goals and attract new people. Their activities were mainly concentrated in the capital of the country, while their regional structures did not develop. The Communist party retained its influence on large groups of people, especially in rural districts.

Following the tactical mistakes of its leaders in the 12th Supreme Council and a large-scale anti-BPF campaign in state-run mass media, the biggest opposition organization, the Belarusian Popular Front "Adradzhenne" began losing its supporters, part of whom joined various smaller political parties.

NGOs in Belarus wanted to fully legalize their activities and eliminate their political aspect. They were encouraged to do so by large grant-makers, including TACIS, Eurasia, Soros Foundation, NED etc., which preferred to cooperate in educational, environmental, cultural and educational projects. Some NGOs began cooperating with government agencies, thereby influencing them.

Up until November 1996 the Belarusian authorities exerted no real pressure on political and non-political organizations, the total number of which by that time was around 1100. The regime began creating favorable conditions for the operation of foreign grant-makers. In July-October 1995 the government set a preferential taxation scheme on money and property received by economic entities and people from the International Science Foundation and the Belarusian Soros Foundation. Owing to it, the Soros Foundation had by 1996 become the major donor organization for Belarus.

The process of formation of social groups and their interests began, as well as the creation of civil society structures. However, public associations were not formed to reflect real social and economic forces in society, but appeared as a result of unification of supporters of abstract social systems. There was no Constitutional mechanism, using which political parties could influence the formation of power structures. And although members of 16 parties won 106 seats during the elections to the Supreme Council (the other 92 seats were occupied by independent candidates), these were the candidates' personal qualities and their connections in government authorities that mattered during the elections , not their being party members. Therefore the spectrum of political interests of the members of the 13th parliament did not feature democratic reforms or the creation of favorable conditions for the development of a civil society. Refusing to give a go-ahead to the reforms, needed to introduce private property, the 13th Supreme Council found no economic alternative to it, which could offer the Belarusian people a chance to make use of all the conveniences introduced by the modern civilization. The economy stopped growing and living standards began to deteriorate.

The MPs' indecision concerning the creation of a legal basis for market reforms and the lack of clear and transparent actions on behalf of political parties, represented in the Supreme Council, resulted in people's bad trust to parliamentarism, let alone political parties proper. This made the strengthening of the president’s grip on power possible. The referendum, initiated by the president in November 1996, featured changes and amendments to the Constitution of the Republic of Belarus, which provided the president with a legal basis to dominate over other branches of power. The parties' influence on political life shrank.

The referendum was conducted with lots of violations of the procedure. Representations of the U.S., Western European countries and international organizations, (including the Council of Europe and OSCE) never recognized the results of the referendum, qualifying the 13th Supreme Council as Belarus' only legitimate supreme law-making body, rather than the Chamber of Representatives of the National Assembly, hand-picked by the president. A long-term political crisis swept Belarus.

3. Civil society during the country's totalitarization

In November 1996 civil society structures which were set up by that time (independent media, political parties, non-government democratic organizations) protested against counterfeits and breaches of law, which accompanied the introduction of changes to the Constitution. However, NGOs went no farther than protests, because they were facing a threat of closure of organizations and independent media. This threat was partially realized, when the Belarusian Soros Foundation was fined 3 million American dollars and its bank accounts were arrested. The foundation, which denied the charges of breaching the currency regulations, suspended its activities in Belarus and the Belarusian NGOs were deprived of the main source of finance.

To counter the threats, which were more than once voiced by government officials, democratic NGOs made a number of attempts to organize a system of collective defense. In February-March 1997 a Belarusian Human Rights Convention was set up, uniting mote than 200 democratic political parties, trade unions and NGOs. An Assembly of non-government organizations was also created, which included more than 400 NGOs.

The state embarked on a campaign to eliminate the opposition in the Belarusian society. Originally, it intended to regain the "leading role" it had before the '90s in three spheres – youth, business and social security. Quasi-NGOs were set up with the support from government agencies, the activities of which were coordinated by power structures, ministries and committees. It was suggested that these "formal" NGOs would gain control over youth organizations, businesses and charitable funds and make them subject to the government. The state began allocating more finance and offering more support in state-run media for pro-presidential and pro-Communist organizations, which existed in Belarus before the '90s began – Unions of Creative Workers, Journalists, War Veterans etc.

The main weapon, used by the state to fight the opposition civil society structures were tax checks which were conducted to paralyze the operation of unruly organizations. In March 1997, the Security Council, which formally has nothing to do with control over NGOs, notified three biggest and most active organizations, including the Fund for the Children of Chernobyl, the National Center for Strategic Research "East-West" and the Belarusian Soros Foundation of the forthcoming auditing checks. Those resulted in fines, which halted or limited the scope of their activities.

A halt of economic reforms, aiming at the introduction of private property, deprived the civil society structures of the source of finance. The Belarusian civil society is forced to rely on external sources, Therefore the most efficient method was used to fight the development and expansion of independent NGOs and mass media: the deprivation of possibility to receive support from foreign funds. High taxes, complicated procedure , needed to bring financial activities in line with the law, which presented a problem even for experienced accountants, and un-ending taxation inspections triggered the loss of interest in Belarus among grant-makers. During a meeting of the largest donor organizations, held in Brussels in November 1997, the full cessation of finance offers for Belarusian projects was discussed. And although this point was not supported, Belarusian programs became less competitive and grant-makers established closer contacts with Ukraine and Russia.

In September 1997 the European Commission of the European Union decided to limit the TACIS program in Belarus by three programs, "Democracy", LIEN (partnership among socially-oriented NGOs) and TEMPUS (university contacts).

However, early in December 1997 5 million ECU were additionally allocated for the program "Development of a civil society in Belarus". The program was composed of three sections - support for independent media, MBA cooperation (training of teachers to educate businessmen at state and non-state higher educational establishments) and support for NGOs. The Belarusian government had to agree to implement the projects to make the allocation of money possible.

However it did not, originally claiming the implementation of the program could hamper peace in society and then saying the competition was biased and the program itself was poorly advertised. At last, the government suggested new projects, on which it could spend the European Union finance, including the overcoming of the Chernobyl catastrophe aftermath, education, social development and economic reforms. In February 1999 the authorities remarked that a priority on the development of civil society in Belarus, made by the TACIS program, had a negative impact in its reputation in the Belarusian society, reiterating their suggestion to negotiate the terms on which they were ready to receive money from the European Union at a conference of ambassadors from EU members states and representatives of the European Commission.

However, it is not only by financial means that the government limits the development of a civil society. Over the period from September 1998 to February 1999 the Ministry of Justice was instructed by the president not to register public associations altogether.

The civil society in Belarus has found itself in a deep crisis, which was made even harder to overcome by a state monopoly on the most influential media, primarily electronic media. In these conditions, political parties, which are not represented in central government bodies and are deprived of a right to use state-run media, have virtually become NGOs. They were also unable to resist the actions of the regime in a strong joint move, because of party leaders' ambitions (each of them aspired to a "national" status; this was for instance how the United Civil Party referred to their candidate in the presidential race).

Until December 1998 the authorities had no problems with public associations. Most of the 2,580 NGOs were fully preoccupied with getting grants from Western donors, adapting to their interests and understanding of the processes underway in Belarus. The problems of development of a civil society were of purely theoretical nature.

However, the situation began changing when largest trade unions, which used to be obedient to the state, started protesting against deteriorating living standards. A process of consolidation of trade unions with political and non-political organizations began.

To stop the process, on January 26, 1999 the president issued a decree #2 "On measures to ensure orderly activities of political parties, trade unions and other public associations". It is mentioned in that document, that it is aimed at maintaining orderly activities of all public associations and improvement of state control over them. Before July 1, 1999 all Belarusian NGOs must be reregistered by judicial bodies. The organizations, which received written warnings from government agencies during the past year can be denied reregistration. In fact there is a special commission, which will take a final decision on reregistration.

Such a harsh decree, which runs counter to international law, resulted from a deepening political, economic and constitutional crisis in Belarus, its international political and economic isolation, and an announcement by the 13th Supreme Council of presidential elections, in accordance with the 1994 Constitution.

Conclusions
The process of formation of a civil society in Belarus has halted, while the existing structures are in jeopardy. The harsh authoritarian regime, which was established after the November 1996 referendum, returned the country to mid '80s. The only difference is that the activities in the Belarusian society are regulated by government agencies rather than ideological departments of the Communist Party of Belarus. The speedy totalitarization of the country took democratic forces off-guard.

At the same time, the organization of alternative elections partially consolidated the remaining civil society elements, showing the potential rather than the real influence of a civil society on democratic reforms. Time will tell whether this potential is realized.
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