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This submission to the Human Rights Committee highlights violations of the provisions of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (“ICCPR”) subsequent to the adoption of the List of issues in connection with the consideration of the 5th report of Belarus (CPR/C/QPR/BLR/5).
As described below, issues listed in the List of issues prior to submission of the fifth periodic report of Belarus by the Human Rights Committee persist, namely, the continued denial to reregister new local entities of Jehovah’s Witnesses for more than ten years, the obstruction to efforts to find premises that could serve as places of worship or the denial to build new ones, and the subsequent harassment of those who peacefully practice their faith. Jehovah’s Witnesses in Belarus and as a worldwide organization respectfully request the government of Belarus to:
(1) Allow Jehovah’s Witnesses to register additional religious communities.

(2) Grant permission for Jehovah’s Witnesses to build new places of worship.

(3) Issue occupancy permits for Jehovah’s Witnesses to hold religious meetings in rented venues.

(4) Allow Jehovah’s Witnesses to express their beliefs and to distribute their religious publications freely and without fear of being accused of illegal religious activity.
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I. INTRODUCTION
1. The European Association of Jehovah’s Christian Witnesses is a charity registered in the United Kingdom. It is assisting the adherents to the faith of Jehovah’s Witnesses in various areas of the world. 
2. Jehovah’s Witnesses have been in Belarus for more than 94 years. They were first legally registered on 14 January 1994 and re-registered on 31 August 2010. 
3. This submission provides information subsequent to the adoption of the List of Issues in connection with the consideration of the 124th periodic report of Belarus (CCPR/C/BLR/5). It predominantly focuses on the rights protected under Articles 18, 22 and 26.
4. The Witnesses in Belarus still contend with the prejudice of some authorities. At times, officials hinder them from obtaining legal registration, holding religious meetings, or finding suitable venues for religious services. 
5. Paragraph 28 of the List of Issues (CPR/C/QPR/BLR/5) states: 
2
28. Please explain how the restrictions imposed on the exercise of the freedom of religion, such as the compulsory State registration of religious communities imposing complex registration requirements, the State permission for any public exercise of religion and punishment of any unregistered religious activity, are compatible with the State party’s obligations under article 18 of the Covenant. Please also comment on reports of hostility towards and harassment of members of minority religious groups, including denial of permits for places of worship and raids of their private residences.
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1. According to the Law on Religion, worshippers must register a local religious organization (community) in every town where they have over 20 members. Otherwise, authorities consider religious activity without State registration illegal. 
2. Jehovah’s Witnesses in Pinsk (Brest Region), Borisov (Minsk region), and Lida (Grodno region) have been trying unsuccessfully to register communities in Belarus for over ten years. 
3. At times, when groups of worshippers wish to use a building as the legal address for their community, authorities pressure the building’s owner to deny the community permission.
4. Marina Gorka, Minsk Region. On 19 February 2016, the second attempt to register the Marina Gorka Religious Community of Jehovah’s Witnesses failed. The local authorities put pressure on the owner of the building that the Community wished to use as its legal address, and the owner refused to allow the Community to use the building for the intended purpose. 
5. Borisov, Minsk Region. On 30 November 2016, Witnesses were unable to register a community in Borisov for the 12th time. Their 13th attempt also failed on 14 April 2017. As before, city officials pressured the owners of the buildings to break their agreement with the Witnesses, who were seeking to obtain legal addresses for future registration.
6. Slonim, Grodno Region. On 4 January 2017, the authorities refused to consider the application of Jehovah’s Witnesses, who wanted to register a religious community in Slonim. The local authorities explained that the community had no right to have a legal address in a non-residential building. Even though a different religious organization had been registered at this address previously, officials stated that the building was not designated for religious activities.
7. Vileika, Minsk Region. In 2017, authorities denied registration of the religious community six times.
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8. Jehovah’s Witnesses in Belarus meet freely for worship in the religious buildings they own. However, local authorities must first give their approval before the Witnesses may legally meet in constructed or purchased homes, or rented non-religious premises for religious services. Although in some cities officials have given approval for the Witnesses to meet together, in some others the authorities have refused to give approval. They have informed the Witnesses that non-residential buildings are not available to rent for religious meetings. When the Witnesses request permission to meet in private homes for worship—for example in Gomel, Mogilev, Vileika and Rechitsa—authorities refuse.
9. Without suitable places for worship, Jehovah’s Witnesses have no choice but to hold their religious meetings “illegally” in private homes. Although police have not disrupted any of these meetings this year, they have disrupted Witness religious services in the past, asserting that residential buildings are not intended for religious meetings. The Witnesses effectively have no legal protection of their right to assemble, since the authorities can interfere with their religious meetings at any time and prosecute them for religious activity.
10. The following case regarding Mr. Andrei Kuzin illustrates this situation. Because all local remedies have been unsuccessful, a CCPR complaint (Ref: G/SO 215/51 BLR(270)) is now pending and was communicated on 10 April 2018 to the government of Belarus:
a. On 20 November 2014, a group of about 60 of Jehovah’s Witnesses were gathered for a peaceful religious service in the outbuilding on  Mr. Kuzin’s property. 
b. On that same evening, 20 November 2014, police officer V.V. Pavlovets, Chief of the Department for the Protection of Law and Order of the Borisov District Police Department (the “Borisov District Police”), issued an order purporting to authorize a police search of the complainant’s property. The text of that order confirms that the police were aware that a religious service was being held on the complainant’s property and that they knew that their search would interfere with the religious service.
c. At 6:55 p.m. on 20 November 2014, two persons in civilian clothes entered the complainant’s property, claiming to have been invited to the service. These persons were later identified as police officer V.V. Pavlovets and another officer from the Borisov District Police. At 7:15 p.m., a large group of police entered the complainant’s property and stopped the religious service from being held in the outbuilding. The police audio and video recorded everyone who was in attendance at the religious service and seized some religious literature. 
d. On 28 November 2014, the complainant was charged under Article 23.34, paragraph 2, of the Belarus Code of Administrative Violations (CAV) for holding an “unauthorized mass event (assembly)” on this property. 
e. On 23 December 2014, he was convicted by the Borisov District Court under CAV 23.24, paragraph 2, and ordered to pay a fine of 3.75 million Belarusian rubles, which is about 1.62 million euros. All subsequent appeals were rejected. 
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11. Authorities continue to misapply Article 26 of the Law of the Republic of Belarus on Freedom of Conscience and Religious Organizations (Law on Religion). This article defines where religious legal entities may distribute publications, yet law enforcement officials unlawfully apply these restrictions to individuals. Police regularly detain Jehovah’s Witnesses on suspicion of violating the Law on Religion and demand a written explanation of their preaching activity. The following are typical examples of such police interference.
12. Mogilev (Mogilev Region). On 5 March 2016, the Mogilev Regional Executive Committee issued a Warning Notice to the Religious Community of Jehovah’s Witnesses in the city of Mogilev. It accused the Community of holding religious meetings without State permission and of distributing religious literature from house to house and publicly. This warning endangers the existence of the Community, since the Law of the Republic of Belarus on Freedom of Conscience and Religious Organizations does not allow a religious community to appeal Warning Notices. If the Community does not eliminate an alleged infringement within six months or is warned again within a year, the Mogilev Regional Executive Committee (as the registering agency) can appeal to court for liquidation of the Community.  
13. Brest (Brest Region). On 30 March 2018, the Brest Regional Executive Committee issued a Warning Notice to the Brest Religious Community of Jehovah’s Witnesses. It accused the Community of distributing printed religious materials at unauthorized places. However, the Warning Notice did not contain reference to any specific facts. If the community receives a second warning, the authorities could move to liquidate it.
14. Smorgon, Grodno Region. In March 2017, local authorities asked the police to investigate the religious activity of one of Jehovah’s Witnesses and her use of religious publications in sharing her beliefs with others. The police questioned her and then dismissed the administrative case on 14 April 2017.
15. City of Grodno, Grodno Region. On 10 June 2017, two of Jehovah’s Witnesses were discussing their beliefs with others near the bus station and using religious publications. Police detained them and accused them of illegal picketing. At two separate hearings in August 2017, the Oktyabrskiy District Court of the city of Grodno found them guilty of illegal picketing. They appealed these decisions, but the decisions were left standing.
16. Fanipol (Minsk Region). On 21 September 2017, the police accused one of Jehovah’s Witnesses, who had been sharing her religious beliefs with others in the street, of picketing without state permission. On 18 October 2017, the Dzherzhinsk City Court dismissed the case.
17. Rogachev (Gomel Region). On 24 March 2018, two of Jehovah’s Witnesses were discussing their beliefs with others near a local store, using religious publications. The police detained them and accused them of illegal picketing. On 16 May 2018, the Rogachev District Court ruled to fine them for conducting an unsanctioned picket. The cases were appealed, but on 15 June 2018, the Gomel Regional Court dismissed both appeals.
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18. Import of religious publications. All printed religious materials of Jehovah’s Witnesses have passed State religious examination and have been imported into Belarus in 2017 and in the first half of 2018. However, since the law does not set a time limit for the State to study the literature, Jehovah’s Witnesses generally must wait three months before receiving permission to import new religious periodicals.
19. Meeting disruptions. Since the end of 2014, police have not disrupted any religious meetings of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Belarus.
20. Large religious assemblies. On 7-9 July 2017, Jehovah’s Witnesses held a large religious convention in Minsk with nearly 7,300 people in attendance. Officials granted permission to hold the convention in advance. On 28 May 2018, State permission was obtained to hold a big religious convention of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Minsk on 27-29 July 2018, with a proposed peak attendance of nearly 9,000 persons.
21. Alternative civilian service. Beginning in January 2017 dozens of Jehovah’s Witnesses began alternative civilian service. Before Belarus’s law on alternative service came into force on 1 July 2016, young adult Witnesses faced administrative or criminal charges for their conscientious objection to military service.
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22. Jehovah’s Witnesses in Belarus and as a worldwide organization respectfully request the government of Belarus to:
a) Allow Jehovah’s Witnesses to register additional religious communities.

b) Grant permission for Jehovah’s Witnesses to build new places of worship.

c) Issue occupancy permits for Jehovah’s Witnesses to hold religious meetings in rented venues.

d) Allow Jehovah’s Witnesses to express their beliefs and to distribute their religious publications freely and without fear of being accused of illegal religious activity.
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