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Mr. Chairman and Distinguished Members of the Commission: 
 
 Thank you for this opportunity to comment on the troubled conditions in Belarus 
during the run-up to its March 19 presidential election.  Belarus has yet to organize an 
election that meets international standards and the country’s commitments through the 
Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE).  The run-up to the March 19 
presidential poll, unfortunately, is marked by a large number of problems reported in 
respected news media, noted in OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights 
(OSCE/ODIHR) election observation mission reports and findings of nonpartisan Belarusian 
election monitors.  Among the documented violations are: the beating and arrest of a 
presidential candidate; arresting and detention of a number of opposition supporters; charging 
opposition activists with violating the law simply for passing out campaign flyers; and more. 
 
 Mr. Chairman:  These and additional violations of civil and political rights are covered 
by the testimony of others in this hearing.  While NDI has been involved in Belarus since 
2000, assisting citizens who want to build democratic political processes and ensure the 
integrity of elections, today I will focus my comments on one critical subject:  the importance 
of the free exercise of the right of citizens to participate in government and public affairs 
through nonpartisan election observation by domestic nongovernmental organizations.  
 
 On February 21, 2006, several civic activists were arrested; their offices and homes 
were raided, and their computers and other effects were confiscated.  These persons, who are 
leaders in the efforts of Belarusian citizens to monitor their presidential election, remain in 
detention, accused by the KGB of “slandering the president and illegally running an 
unregistered organization”.  Slandering the president is a criminal offense in Belarus that 
could result in multiple years in jail. 
 
 Belarusian authorities have thwarted in other ways the efforts of citizens to observe 
their election process.  NDI, as well as the OSCE, provided assistance to a coalition of 
nonpartisan domestic election monitors who observed Belarus’ 2001 election, and NDI 
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assisted the efforts of more than 3,000 Belarusian nonpartisan observers for the 2004 
parliamentary elections.  A year later, many of the civic activists involved with these efforts 
once again sought to register a citizen initiative called Partnership in order to observe the 
present election.  Their good-faith request for registration was denied. 
 
 I would like to draw your attention to the fact that Partnership signed the Zagreb 
Declaration and Commitments (attached to this testimony) adopted on June 29, 2003, at the 
European Domestic Observer Forum, sponsored by the European Commission and the OSCE 
and organized in cooperation with NDI.  The Declaration and Commitments, among other 
things, commit the signatories to act in an impartial, nonpartisan manner and to observe the 
highest ethical standards when observing elections.  The commitment of Partnership to these 
standards attests to its bonafides regarding election observation. 
 
 The bad-faith denial of registration is being used by Belarusian authorities as a basis 
of charging individuals with running an “illegal organization”.  In addition, in an ongoing 
propaganda campaign, Belarusian authorities falsely accused Partnership of organizing 
fraudulent exit polls to be released after the election in order to draw protesters to the street, 
where explosions would be detonated to create “blood and sacrifices” to mobilize the 
population and attempt to seize governmental power.  This false, outlandish accusation also 
fallaciously tied NDI to the KGB’s fiction.  
 
 Mr. Chairman: The attempts by Belarusian authorities to foil nonpartisan election 
observation by its citizens violate rights guaranteed by Belarus’ constitution, election law and 
international obligations.  Article 13 of the Belarus electoral code recognizes the right of 
citizens to observe elections, just as the Constitution of Belarus recognizes the right of 
association and guarantees free and open elections (Articles 36 and 66).  Yet, the authorities 
have created unreasonable obstacles to the effective exercise of these rights.  The denial of 
genuine opportunities to exercise such civil and political rights also violates Belarus’ 
obligations under the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and its 
OSCE commitments. 
 
 Through its membership in the United Nations and accession to the ICCPR, Belarus is 
obligated to ensure every citizen’s right and opportunity, without any unreasonable restriction, 
to participate in government and public affairs, directly and through freely chosen 
representatives.  Through its participation in the OSCE, Belarus commits to this principle 
(e.g., 1990 Copenhagen Document, paragraph 6) and explicitly commits to invite domestic 
(and foreign) election observers from any appropriate private organization that wishes to 
observe the course of national elections (Copenhagen Document, paragraph 8).  Like all 
OSCE participating States, Belarus is obligated to ensure that its laws, regulations, practices 
and policies conform with obligations under international law and be in harmony with OSCE 
commitments (Copenhagen Document, paragraphs 4 and 24), and that they not be designed to 
frustrate the exercise of rights.   
 
 Belarus and other OSCE participating States are further committed to ensure that 
individuals are permitted to exercise their right to association by forming and joining 
organizations in order to study (i.e., monitor) the observance of human rights and fundamental 
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freedoms – including the right to genuine democratic elections.  Participating States are also 
to ensure that such organizations are permitted to develop and advance ideas for improved 
protection of human rights and for ensuring better compliance with international human rights 
standards – including standards for democratic elections. (See Copenhagen Document, 
paragraphs 10.2 and 10.3.)  This extends to having unhindered access to and communication 
with similar bodies within and outside Belarus, to engage in exchanges, contacts, cooperation 
and even to solicit and receive funds from such other groups for the purposes of promoting 
and protecting human rights and fundamental freedoms (Copenhagen Document, paragraph 
10.4).  Beyond this, domestic nonpartisan election monitoring organizations are a subset of 
“human rights defenders” that have gained protection under United Nations instruments. 
 
 Despite these clear obligations, Belarusian authorities have blocked legal recognition 
of appropriate groups that seek to engage in nonpartisan election observation, prohibited 
assistance from outside sources and are detaining individuals for nothing more than seeking to  
promote the right of citizens to free, open and genuinely democratic elections. 
   
 Mr. Chairman:  We all believe that sovereignty belongs to and flows from the people 
of a country and that the legitimacy and authority to govern derives from the will of the 
people expressed in periodic and genuine democratic elections.  It is from these precepts that 
citizens organize themselves to observe and help ensure the integrity of election processes.  
There is no more basic exercise of the right of association and no more important act by 
citizens to protect and promote human rights and fundamental freedoms.   
 
 Around the world, citizens have organized in a nonpartisan manner to monitor 
elections as a means of building public confidence, promoting citizen participation in 
elections and safeguarding electoral integrity.  NDI is proud to have worked with over 160 
citizen groups and coalitions in more than 65 countries over the last 20 years to aid domestic 
nonpartisan election observation.  Honoring citizens’ rights to monitor their election processes 
is an established and growing state practice, which is a recognized component of standards for 
democratic elections. 
 
 NDI is deeply concerned that Belarusian authorities are taking overt actions to deny 
this and other human rights and fundamental freedoms in the present electoral period.  NDI 
Chairman Madeleine Albright, in a statement released by the Institute on March 6 and 
attached to this testimony, deplored attempts to deny citizens the right to peacefully monitor 
the March 19 presidential election and condemned the recent arrest of citizen activists, as well 
as the false accusations against Partnership.  In her statement, we called on the government of 
Belarus to immediately release those detained and to allow them to continue their rightful 
monitoring effort without interference.  We hope that you will join in this call.  
 
 Mr. Chairman: NDI appreciates the efforts of Congress to support efforts of the people 
of Belarus to establish a full democracy, the rule of law, and respect for human rights and 
Congress’s call on the Government of Belarus to conduct a free and fair presidential election, 
as stated in House Resolution 673.  We greatly appreciate the role of this Commission in 
defending and promoting human rights and respect for all elements of the Helsinki process.  
The CSCE is a strong voice of Congress and the American people. 
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 NDI also would like to highlight the efforts of the OSCE concerning the electoral 
situation in Belarus, and in particular for the efforts of the OSCE/ODIHR.  The March 3 
statement of the OSCE Chairman-in-Office, Belgian Foreign Minister Karel De Gucht, 
expressed concern and drew attention to the plight of four prominent domestic observers in 
Belarus, as well as the physical aggression of authorities against and detention of a 
presidential candidate who was later released.  The Chairman-in-Office called on Belarusian 
authorities to stop such acts.  The OSCE/ODIHR Election Observation Mission in Belarus 
also drew attention to these developments in its first Interim Report and in a March 2 press 
release.  These and other actions by the OSCE are valuable and are consistent with mandates 
to follow the compliance of participating States with their OSCE commitments. 
 
  It is NDI’s hope that the government of Belarus will meet its obligations and conduct 
itself in accordance with its international commitments and its constitutional requirements in 
this electoral context.  Ensuring civil and political rights and guaranteeing a free, open and 
genuinely democratic election are crucial for developing democracy in Belarus, as in all other 
countries. 
 
 Thank you, Mr. Chairman and Members of the Commission. 
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STATEMENT BY THE NATIONAL DEMOCRATIC INSTITUTE  

ON THE CURRENT SITUATION IN BELARUS 
 
Around the world, citizens have organized in a nonpartisan way to monitor elections as a means 
of promoting confidence and participation in the electoral process.  The right of citizens to 
monitor their elections is a fundamental democratic principle, and over the past 25 years the 
National Democratic Institute is proud to have worked with nonpartisan monitoring groups in 
more than 65 countries in every region of the world.  
 
In Belarus, civic activists have also sought to monitor their elections, a right which is guaranteed 
to them under Article 13 of the Belarusian electoral code and the Organization for Security and 
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) 1990 Copenhagen Document.    
 
In 2001, the OSCE along with NDI provided support to a coalition of nonpartisan domestic 
monitors who observed the 2001 presidential poll, and NDI assisted the efforts of more than 3,000 
Belarusian nonpartisan monitors for the 2004 parliamentary elections.  These monitors acted with 
integrity and professionalism, although their attempts to register as a nonpartisan election 
monitoring organization had been rejected by the Belarusian authorities.  A year later, many of the 
same monitors once again sought to register a citizen initiative called Partnership in order to 
monitor the upcoming presidential poll.  Their request for registration was once again denied.   
 
Two weeks ago, on February 21, several of these civic activists were arrested and their offices and 
homes raided.  The KGB accused them of “slandering the president and illegally running an 
unregistered organization.”  In its propaganda campaign the Belarusian authorities falsely accused 
Partnership of organizing fraudulent exit polls and planning a violent uprising after the election. 
The activists were formally charged on March 3 and remain in detention. 
 
NDI Chairman Madeleine K. Albright made the following statement:  

 
“The National Democratic Institute deplores this attempt by the Belarusian authorities to 
deny the basic rights of their citizens to peacefully monitor the March 19 presidential 
election. 
 
We condemn the recent arrests of civic activists and the accusations leveled against 
Partnership, whose only interest is to promote a democratic election process and peacefully 
monitor that process.   
 
By refusing to register nonpartisan monitoring groups and restricting their access to 
assistance from outside organizations, Belarus is violating its commitments as a member 
state of the OSCE and other international human rights instruments to which it is a party. 

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE  
March 6, 2006           
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We call on the government of Belarus to immediately release those detained and allow them 
to continue their rightful monitoring effort without interference. 
 
The Belarus government cannot expect to earn international respect if it does not respect 
international norms.” 
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APPENDIX II 
 

CONFERENCE DECLARATION OF THE EUROPEAN  
DOMESTIC OBSERVER FORUM  

Zagreb, 29 June 2003 (“Zagreb Declaration”) 
 

We the domestic non-partisan election monitoring groups attending the European Domestic 
Observer Forum, sponsored by the European Commission and the OSCE, agree upon and 
declare the following:    
 
Domestic non-partisan election monitoring is a safeguard to genuine democratic elections and 
thus defends and promotes basic human rights and fundamental freedoms. 
 
In order to strengthen the election process in our countries, we agree and pledge ourselves to 
the following principles of conducting domestic nonpartisan domestic election monitoring, 
also stated in the Zagreb Commitments: 
 

- impartiality and non-partisanship; 
- objectivity; 
- transparency and responsibility; 
- reporting in a neutral, accurate and verifiable manner; 
- dedication and respect for the principles of democracy and the rule of law; and 
- solidarity among organizations and individuals that seek to promote democracy 

in their countries and abroad. 
 
Monitors from domestic non-partisan election groups should be permitted effective access at 
all stages of the electoral process.  Monitors should receive appropriate credentials for this 
purpose a sufficient period of time prior to elections to enable them to organize their activities 
effectively.  Applicable legal provisions and necessary regulation of monitors should allow 
them to conduct their activities effectively. 
 
We call on all countries in our region to ensure the exercise of civil and political rights, 
consistent with their obligations and commitments under international law, in particular the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the European Convention on Human 
Rights, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the Copenhagen Document.  These 
documents require that domestic legal provisions must promote the effective exercise of those 
rights and ensure that it is not hindered or restricted in any way.  
 
We reaffirm our right to associate, including the right to form, join and participate effectively 
in non-governmental organizations and to cooperate with similar groups and international 
organizations.  In this regard, we remind our governments of all their commitments under the 
Copenhagen Document, particularly the right of domestic non-partisan monitoring groups to 
receive financial contributions from both national and international sources. 
 
 
Signed, 
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Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission, Afghanistan [Conference Observers] 
Albanian Institute for Election System Development (INSIZ), Albania 
Association Transparency, Peru [Conference Observers] 
Centre for Civic Initiatives (CCI), Bosnia and Herzegovina 
Centre for Democratic Transitions (CDT), Republic of Montenegro (Serbia and Montenegro) 
Centre for Monitoring (CEMI), Republic of Montenegro (Serbia and Montenegro) 
Centre for Monitoring Election Violence, Sri Lanka [Conference Observers] 
Centre for Free Elections and Democracy (CeSID), Serbia and Montenegro 
Coalition for Democracy and Civil Society, Kyrgyzstan 
Coalition for the Neutral Monitoring of Elections, Georgia 
Committee of Voters of Ukraine (CVU), Ukraine 
For the Sake of Civil Society, Azerbaijan 
GONG, Croatia  
Helsinki Committee for Human Rights, Coalition of NGOs – Izbori, Bosnia and Herzegovina 
International Society for Fair Elections and Democracy (ISFED), Georgia 
It’s Your Choice (IYC), Armenia 
LADOM, Moldova 
MEHR, Tajikistan 
MEMO98, Slovakia 
Miami-Dade Election Reform Coalition, United States of America 
MOST citizen’s Association, Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia 
Obcianske Oko, Slovakia 
Partnership, Belarus 
Pro-Democracy Association, Romania 
Republican Network of Independent Monitors, Kazakhstan 
Society for Democratic Culture, Albania 
VOICE Coalition, Russian Federation 
Women’s Republican Council, Armenia 
Women Voters, Tajikistan 
 
 

THE ZAGREB COMMITMENTS  
TO A COMMON APPROACH TO DOMESTIC ELECTION 
OBSERVATION IN THE OSCE REGION 
 
 
We, non-partisan civil society groups in the OSCE region, in order to promote 
genuine and democratic elections, commit ourselves to: 
 
 
1. Act impartially and maintain independence from undue influence; 
 
2. Maintain the highest ethical standards through adherence to codes of 

conduct;  
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3. Be representative, accountable and transparent;  
 
4. Sustain voluntarism and promote equality of opportunity; 
 
5. Observe comprehensively while remaining adaptable and flexible in our 

approach; 
 
6. Be rigorous and consistent in our methodology; 
 
7. Base all reports on credible, verifiable and accurate information; 
 
8. Report in a timely, fair and constructive manner;  
 
9. Provide technical and moral support to each other; and  
 
10. Welcome peer review of our activities. 
 

29 June 2003 
 

Signed: 
 
Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission, Afghanistan [Conference Observers] 
Albanian Institute for Election System Development (INSIZ), Albania 
Association Transparency, Peru [Conference Observers] 
Centre for Civic Initiatives (CCI), Bosnia and Herzegovina 
Centre for Democratic Transitions (CDT), Republic of Montenegro (Serbia and Montenegro) 
Centre for Monitoring (CEMI), Republic of Montenegro (Serbia and Montenegro) 
Centre for Monitoring Election Violence, Sri Lanka [Conference Observers] 
Centre for Free Elections and Democracy (CeSID), Serbia and Montenegro 
Coalition for Democracy and Civil Society, Kyrgyzstan 
Coalition for the Neutral Monitoring of Elections, Georgia 
Committee of Voters of Ukraine (CVU), Ukraine 
For the Sake of Civil Society, Azerbaijan 
GONG, Croatia  
Helsinki Committee for Human Rights, Coalition of NGOs – Izbori, Bosnia and Herzegovina 
International Society for Fair Elections and Democracy (ISFED), Georgia 
It’s Your Choice (IYC), Armenia 
LADOM, Moldova 
MEHR, Tajikistan 
MEMO98, Slovakia 
Miami-Dade Election Reform Coalition, United States of America 
MOST citizen’s Association, Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia 
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Obcianske Oko, Slovakia 
Partnership, Belarus 
Pro-Democracy Association, Romania 
Republican Network of Independent Monitors, Kazakhstan 
Society for Democratic Culture, Albania 
VOICE Coalition, Russian Federation 
Women’s Republican Council, Armenia 
Women Voters, Tajikistan 
 


