
165 East 56th Street, New York, NY 10022  T: (212) 891-1393  F: (212) 891-1460   www.jbi-humanrights.org

Alexander Lukashenka
President of the Republic of Belarus

December 23, 2010

Re: Open Letter to Belarusian President Alexander Lukashenka on Abuse of 
Opposition Politicians and Supporters

Dear President Lukashenka,

We write to call on you to take urgent action to safeguard the rights and physical integrity 
of Belarusian journalists, human rights defenders, and former presidential candidates, 
particularly Andrei Sannikov and Vladimir Neklayev, detained along with more than 600 
others by Belarusian security forces on December 19 and 20, 2010. We call on you to
release immediately all individuals detained; to ensure that all persons detained are 
immediately given access to their lawyers, to independent physicians, and to members of 
their families, in order to protect against the risk of further abuse; and to launch an 
independent investigation into the events of December 19-20, including into violence and 
other abuse committed by security officials and others affiliated with them.  We also call 
on you to prevent members of the security forces from engaging in further harassment of 
journalists, human rights defenders, civil society activists, and members of the 
opposition.

On the evening of December 19, Belarusian riot police attempted to forcibly disperse a 
demonstration in Independence Square in Minsk by an estimated 20,000 people opposing
alleged gross irregularities in the presidential election held earlier that day.  The riot 
police claimed that they were reacting to violence perpetrated by members of the crowd 
following the announcement of the official election results, which indicated that you had 
received nearly 80% of the vote.  The Minister of Interior also alleged that 30 policemen 
were injured by violent members of the crowd.  However, independent media and human 
rights groups reporting from Minsk have made video footage available on the internet 
that appears to show that the most prominent incident of unrest reported – an attack on 
the windows and doors of a government building in Independence Square – was
committed by organized provocateurs rather than by demonstrators.  

In the course of their efforts to disperse the crowd, riot police beat a significant number 
of individuals, including presidential candidates Andrei Sannikov, Vladimir Neklayev,
and Vitaly Rymashevsky.  Neklayev appeared to have been knocked unconscious by the 
riot police and was taken to a hospital by supporters.  He was later apparently abducted 
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by seven men in civilian clothing from the hospital, and as of December 23, authorities 
continued to deny him access to his lawyer and members of his family. The Belarusian 
Association of Journalists has reported the names of 22 journalists allegedly beaten and 
injured by the riot police.

The Jacob Blaustein Institute for the Advancement of Human Rights (JBI) particularly 
urges that you take immediate action to facilitate the transfer of presidential candidate 
and well-known human rights advocate Andrei Sannikov to a hospital and provide him 
with access to independent physicians and specialists competent to address serious 
injuries inflicted on him, as reported by his attorney to Amnesty International.  Sannikov
was injured by the riot police during the demonstration on December 19, but his attorney
later alleged that he received additional severe injuries – including external injuries and 
trauma to his brain – after he was taken into official custody.  To date, Sannikov remains 
in police custody and appears to be in urgent need of medical care.

Additionally, early on the morning of December 20, security forces raided the offices of 
Charter 97.org, Belarus’ most prominent independent news website, arrested all staff 
members, and confiscated equipment.  Plainclothes security officers also raided the 
Human Rights Centre Viasna, arresting 10 staff members and confiscating computers, 
documents, and materials related to the organization’s election-monitoring project.

In a statement, you later acknowledged that the police had detained 639 people in 
connection with the demonstrations.   The group of those initially detained by police 
included at least seven candidates in the December 21 presidential election and several of 
their campaign managers, 24 journalists, the staff and volunteers of Charter97.org, and 
the leaders of the Belarus Free Theatre.  

Since December 20, a number of those initially detained appear to have been released and 
many more have been charged, tried, and sentenced to 10-15 days of administrative 
detention.  However, it appears that a significant number of individuals, including at least 
four former presidential candidates and at least five journalists remain in the custody of 
the security forces awaiting charges or trials. In addition, officials announced that 18 
people have been declared criminal suspects for perpetrating “mass riots,” pursuant to 
article 293 of the Belarusian Criminal Code.  These include six former presidential 
candidates, Natallia Radzina, the editor of Charter97.org, Iryna Khalip, the wife of
Sannikov, and several campaign staff of the accused presidential candidates.  They face 
up to 15 years in prison.

JBI is seriously concerned that the vast majority of those taken into custody by the 
authorities on December 19 and 20 – in particular, opposition candidates, journalists, and 
human rights activists – were or are being arbitrarily detained in connection with the
exercise of their rights to freedom of expression and assembly, and not in connection to 
any act of violence.  Belarus has pledged to uphold the rights to free expression and 
assembly under the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), to 
which it has been a party since 1973.  JBI is further concerned that some of those 
detained – particularly opposition figures Andrei Sannikov and Vladimir Neklayev –
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have been subjected to conduct by officials that violates Belarus’ obligations under both 
the ICCPR and the Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading 
Treatment or Punishment, to which it became a party in 1987.  Sannikov was reportedly 
subjected to unnecessary force by the riot police, appears to have been subjected to 
serious additional abuse while in official custody, and is being denied necessary medical 
attention.  Neklayev similarly was subjected to unnecessary force by the riot police and is 
being denied appropriate medical treatment and prompt access to a lawyer and to family 
members.

Despite the fact that the European Union, the United States, the UN High Commissioner 
for Human Rights, and many others have publicly called for the release of those taken 
into custody in the wake of the elections and condemned the use of force against the 
demonstrators, your government has given no indication that it intends to act on these 
recommendations.  JBI urges you to reconsider this decision and to act quickly to uphold 
your commitments under international human rights treaties to which Belarus is a party.   

The Jacob Blaustein Institute for the Advancement of Human Rights has sought since 
1971 to improve the protection of international human rights by narrowing the gap 
between the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and its implementation.  Upholding 
the prohibition against torture is a central focus of JBI’s programming.

We thank you for your attention to these urgent concerns.

Sincerely,

E. Robert Goodkind Felice D. Gaer
Chair               Director

Cc: 

Mr. Sergei Sidorsky, Prime Minister of the Republic of Belarus

Mr. Oleg I. Kravchenko, Charge d’Affairs A.I., Embassy of Belarus in the United States

Ambassador Janez Lenarcic (r), Director, Office for Democratic Institutions and Human 
Rights, Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE)

Mr. Juan E. Méndez, UN Special Rapporteur on Special Rapporteur on torture and other 
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment

Mr. Frank La Rue Lewy, UN Special Rapporteur on freedom of expression

Mr. Michael H. Posner, United States Assistant Secretary of State for Human Rights, 
Democracy, and Labor


