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Polling organization in exile suspends conducting polls in Belarus 
Minsk, 10 August. The Independent Institute of Social, Economic and Political Studies (IISEPS) has suspended conducting opinion polls in Belarus following a televised report accusing the Vilnius-based organization of falsification.

The IISEPS is not able to conduct polls because authorities have destroyed its network of interviewers, Aleh Manayew, the founder of the organization, told BelaPAN. 

On July 31, the state television channel Belarus One broadcast a report alleging that the IISEPS had actually conducted no polls and released fake poll results. 

That report was not the first attempt at discrediting the IISEPS, but unlike previous attacks, the new attack did not target the staff workers of the organization, whose number has never exceeded 10, but the more than 100 people involved in the organization’s network of interviewers, Dr. Manayew said. 

“That is why the IISEPS will not be able to conduct polls in the foreseeable future,” he said. “Even if someone agreed to do this job, we would not put people in jeopardy.” 

Dr. Manayew said that he knew some of the people on the lists of interviewers shown in the report, but most of the names were unfamiliar to him. 

In particular, he noted that he knew well Yawhen Kavalyow who was described in the report as a coordinator of the IISEPS network of interviewers and who claimed that the IISEPS had not conducted proper polls. 

“He is my former student and has really been engaged in public opinion polls,” Dr. Manayew said. “I fully trust him and highly value him as a colleague and a real professional, but one should not trust what he said because it is well known how Belarusian state security agencies can force a confession. I think viewers could see how Yawhen Kavalyow looked and behaved on camera.” 

Given the methods of intimidation and blackmail used by authorities, people say what they are told to say and have to claim that the IISEPS’ surveys were fake, Dr. Manayew said. 

The Belarusian authorities in fact outlawed independent pollsters by establishing prohibitive requirements for them, Dr. Manayew noted. In particular, a polling organization must be accredited with a special commission in the National Academy of Sciences to conduct opinion polls and must obtain approval from the commission for the questionnaire. It is clear that certain questions such as about the real results of elections, the president’s popularity rating and attitudes towards the government’s policies would never be approved, Dr. Manayew said. 

In addition, to get accredited, a polling organization must provide full information about its network of interviewers, its customers and many other things. 

According to Dr. Manayew, the main reason for the closure of the IISEPS in Belarus in 2005 was that the organization refused to submit filled-out questionnaires to the justice ministry before publishing poll results because the interviewers could be identified from the questionnaires. 

Since the conduct of surveys without accreditation is viewed by authorities as a flagrant violation of the law, people who were involved in IISEPS activities would deny this, as no one wants to be fired from their job or expelled from their university, not to speak of being jailed, Dr. Manayew said. 

He noted that under Article 9.28 added to the Civil Offenses Code in 2013, the illegal conduct of polls regarding the social and political situation in the country, national referendums and presidential and parliamentary elections is punishable by a fine of up to 20 times the Base Rate (some $10 at present) for individuals and up to 100 times the Base Rate for legal entities. The same offense committed for a second time within a year would be punished by 10 to 50 times the Base Rate for individuals and 20 to 200 times the Base Rate for legal entities. 

“The Belarusian authorities would like us to try to justify ourselves and answer each point of the accusation, as this would help them involve us in their dirty game and eventually discredit the IISEPS and stop the mouth of public opinion in Belarus,” Dr. Manayew said. 

Established in Minsk in February 1992, the IISEPS was closed down by the Supreme Court in April 2005 and later registered in Vilnius, Lithuania. 

Dr. Manayew describes the IISEPS as "one of the few sources of impartial information" in Belarus and a "mirror that the government, opposition forces and entire society can look into." 

In a statement issued last week, Dr. Manayew condemned the report on Belarus One as a piece of propaganda "based on falsification and manipulation" and linked it to the government's preparations for rigging the upcoming House of Representatives elections. 

"Since the IISEPS has for many years conducted post-election polls and broadly distributed their results, which differ strongly from the election results announced by the government, its activities are seen by the authorities as a direct threat to their interests," said Dr. Manayew. 

