STATEMENT

by the Coordinating Board of the Republican Public Association 

"Belarusian Think Tanks"

On May 31, 2002 the Council of Ministers of the Republic of Belarus adopted regulation N 707 "Оn the Opinion Poll Commission at the National Academy of Sciences of the Republic of Belarus" that has marked the end of the last year government initiative to take independent sociological studies under their control. On February 1, 2002 the Coordination Council of the Republican Public Association "Belarusian Think Tanks" delivered a statement stressing that "the regulation will prejudice not only the scientific association but millions of the Belarusians that will deny their right on reliable and timely information". Representatives of the international organizations showed their concern by stating that "each attempt of the government to take control over independent public opinion in Belarus will be a significant step backward on the way of creating conditions for efficient work of the independent media and for transparency of the mechanism of political discussions in this country". This April the board of the Belarusian public association Sociological Society uniting sociologists of the leading state institutions sent a letter to the National center of bill activity under the President of the Republic of Belarus that regarded the bill of the Republic of Belarus "On changes and amendments into the Electoral Code of the Republic of Belarus of the order of opinion poll studies and publishing procedure of opinion poll results" as "absurd attempts to take control over sociological studies and over public opinion polls in particular". 

The Belarusian authorities, however, gave "a decent answer to the challenge of the time": not to pass the decision through the Parliament – for many of the deputies using information of the independent analytical centers would most likely reject the bill – but in the favorite manner of the government, i.e. as the executive power regulation. The attempt to introduce the decision as "the will of the scientific community " failed and the authorities had to operate out in the open. 

Three provisions of the regulation are to be given special attention. First, higher demands to the requirements. Concerning not just opinion polls on a referendum or an election (as it was in the bill) but "social and political situation in the country". In other words, from now on all questions on public attitude to politics – President, back pays, EU expansion, opposition statements, integration with Russia, etc. – are to be first confirmed by a special commission approved by the Council of Ministers. Second, 40 m rubles will be annually provided from the state budget for the activity of this Commission. And third, "the persons guilty of violation of law and order while carrying out an opinion poll or publishing polling results … are liable according to the legislation of the Republic of Belarus". Motives of the government are quite evident – while the institution of the government is losing public confidence, independent research centers are gaining (according to the last opinion poll, more than 40 percent of population give them their confidence, less than 25 percent distrust the research centers, almost two thirds says that "it is necessary to carry out opinion polls and publish their results without any permissions" and only 14.8 percent have an opposite opinion. 

Thus, authorities are eager to take total control (at the expense of the very nationals!) over an independent source of information and analysis that provides the Belarusians as well as the international community with information on the actual state of affairs in the country.

Authorities seem to treat public opinion based on objective information and professional analysis not as a support but as a threat to their course. 

The Community of independent researchers and analysts enters its protest against the actions of the Belarusian authorities and claims to continue its mission, i.e. carry professional surveys of the Belarusian society and deliver survey results to the very society.

InfoFocus, June 2002
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