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Introduction

August 2020 was a turning point for contemporary Belarus: after huge waves of protests against the rigged
elections and the police violence that followed, the authorities unleashed brutal repressions against civil soci-
ety. While activists launched dozens of civic initiatives to withstand the pressure, many of themwere forced to
leave the country so that they could continue their activities. Germany and Ukraine turned out to be among
themost popular destinations, along with Poland, Georgia, and Lithuania, as these countries already had pre-
existing Belarusian communities. Furthermore, Germany demonstrated sympathy for the Belarusian protest
movement and activists who had to flee the country, although the administrative barriers for their stay in Ger-
many remained high. Ukraineʼs administrative barriers were lower and its language is related to Belarusian,
and in addition, many activists had family and professional ties there. Yet after Russiaʼs invasion of Ukraine in
February 2022, the position of the Belarusianminority who had settled in the country became evenmore diffi-
cult. As perceived representatives of a co-aggressor country, they experienced attacks and suffered as a result
of the sanctions launched by the international community. For most Belarusians residing in Ukraine, the war
meant fleeing a country for the second time. Two years after the glimpse of hope for a democratic Belarus, how
does the Belarusian diaspora cope with this worsening situation?

The ConnectBY project and this publication aim to shed light on these often overlooked Belarusian activists
living in exile. The publication is divided in two parts: first, we present the results of the study conducted by the
ConnectBY project team, which focuses on the challenges and opportunities that Belarusian émigré activists
currently face. The second, narrative part gives voice to nine members of the Belarusian diaspora community
and their stories. The ConnectBY project has supported these nine activists and scholars and provided them
with the opportunity to take part in tailored workshops. Combining analysis and a human focus, this publica-
tion helps enhance and deepen our understanding of Belarusian diaspora communities today.

https://iep-berlin.de/de/projekte/erweiterung-nachbarschaft-und-zentralasien/connectby/
https://iep-berlin.de/de/projekte/erweiterung-nachbarschaft-und-zentralasien/connectby/
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Background

From the 1990s to the 2010s, the legacy of the Soviet period – the establishment of authoritarianism, repres-
sion of activists, and blockage of any democratic initiatives on a grassroots level – had a detrimental influence
onBelarusian civil society. A short democratic opening between 1992-1995was quite favourable for the launch
of NGOs both in organisational and financial terms: around 600 NGOs and 34 political parties were registered.
However, after Alexander Lukashenka came to power in 1994 and began to establish one-man rule, the autho-
rities gradually introduced laws restricting the receipt of international financial support, complicating the
registration procedure, and also forcing international funds out of the country. The authorities perceived the
civic sector as a threat because NGOs were actively involved in democracy-building and peace-making, inclu-
ding organising protests against Lukashenkaʼs introduction of constitutional amendmentswhich have allowed
him to rule by decree since 1995.

As a result, since the late 1990s, the authorities have gradually revised legislation in order tomake itmore diffi-
cult for NGOs to operate. In particular, the requirement for NGOs to request permission from the state to regis-
ter – as opposed to declaring their registration – has presented a serious barrier formany activists. Other impe-
diments include the introduction of a hefty registration fee, a minimum number of at least 50 founders (ten of
whom should live in Minsk with 40 others in the countryʼs four regions), and a compulsory registered office
address. Earlier in 2005, Article 1931 of the Criminal Code had prohibited the organisation of activities on be-
half of a non-registered or liquidated political party, other public association, religious organisation, or foun-
dation (punishable by a fine, arrest for a term of up to six months, or imprisonment for up to two years). In
2010, further new legislation made any mistake or inaccuracy in the documents a valid reason to decline the
registration. Because of these restrictions, more and more Belarusian NGOs began from the mid-2000s to try
to transfer part of their activities abroad.

Nor was the general political context favourable for the growth of civic activity: in 2010, falsified presidential
election results as well as the arrest of seven out of nine presidential candidates led to protests. On December
19, 2010, tens of thousands of people came to the central square to demand the recount of votes. However, the
protest was brutally dispersed by the police forces. After that, the authorities started debilitating civil society
even further by repressing activists for any politically charged action (broadly defined). In July 2021, a full-fled-
ged offensive on the civic sector was launched, liquidating dozens of NGOs and repressing civic activists, many
of whomwere forced to leave the country as a result.

Having relocated abroad, activists tried to re-register their NGOs, relaunch their projects, and develop their
professional networks. In exile, activists faced multiple problems related to organising within the new legal
environment, building cooperation with foreign NGOs, raising funds to continue their activities, and transfor-
ming their organisationsʼ internal working processes. Many activists also reported that they had lost contact
with their Belarusian colleagues still inside the country, which deprived them of relevant information on deve-
lopments at home. Additionally, they now had to address the urgent question of covering basic needs, which
significantly diminished their capacities to focus on activism.
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The Russian war in Ukraine has aggravated this situation further and deprived Belarusian activists living in
Ukraine of the ability to continue their activities. Scattered across Europe and around theworld, these activists
must find a place to settle down and start a new life in exile. Those who stayed in Belarus face new trials: high
security risks, the lack of freedom of speech and assembly, shrinking space for activism, and the inability to
continue project activities or cooperatewith foreign partners have led to the complete isolation of the organisa-
tions and teams that remained in the country. As a result, the civic sector, themain driving force of democracy-
building in Belarus, has been frozen.

In addition, because the Belarusian President Lukashenka supported the Russian invasion of Ukraine, some
countries have stopped cooperating with Belarusian organisations entirely. Western sanctions against the Be-
larusian regime have hit large parts of industry, state companies, state educational institutions, and also civil
society organisations. As a result, the global ability to support Belarusian civil society has been critically redu-
ced, leading to the disruption of organisationsʼ professional networks and to a literal halt of civic activity.

In this situation of pressure frommultiple sides, the Belarusian diaspora and recently relocated activists have
become key actors and a driving force behind building democracy in Belarus. By maintaining their networks,
creating new projects, launching civic-tech initiatives, volunteering, and fundraising, they try to raise the voi-
ces of the victims of the Belarusian and Russian regimes and invest in the future of a free Belarus and peaceful
Ukraine. At the same time, thanks to the efforts of activists and the team behind elected president Sviatlana
Tsikhanouskaya, the idea of separating Belarusian civil society from the authoritarian regime has been actively
promoted. Civic activists (by which we mean all those people of Belarus who, via volunteering, direct action,
and initiatives of various kinds try to change the situation in the country) are striving to contribute both to the
liberation of Belarus, and to supporting Ukraine in withstanding Russiaʼs invasion. However, due to the war in
Ukraine, the Belarusian democratic struggle has received far less attention globally. This has further weakened
the already vulnerable position of Belarusian civic activists who protest against the Belarusian authoritarian
regime and continue contributing to democracy-building both in Belarus and abroad.

In the following section, we provide an analysis of the current situation of Belarusian civic activists in exile after
2020, based on responses to survey questions and interviews conducted during the project period.
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1. Description of the context

After the wave of harsh repressions in 2020-2021 and the subsequent developments described above, Belaru-
sian civic sector activity has been blocked, networks of cooperation disrupted, and activists themselves have
been forced to focus on survival and thus postpone their actual activities. Since 2020, Ukraine has been a
particularly popular destination for activists and researchers, who were attracted by the lack of a language
barrier, strong family and cooperation networks, as well as cultural similarities and opportunities to conduct
their activity.

However, after Russiaʼs full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, during which the Belarusian regime provided no
support to Ukraine but rather sidedwith Russia, the lives and activities of Belarusian activists in Ukrainian com-
munities have become significantlymore difficult. For example, our Interviewees 1 (activist) and 2 (IT specialist,
activist) stressed that it has been impossible for them to legalise their stay in Ukraine as the local immigration
institutions have ignored residence permit applications. As a result, many Belarusians embarked on a second
relocation. Still, Belarusian activists continue cooperating with their colleagues even after relocation: for exam-
ple, Interviewee 1 mentioned he has strong ties with Ukrainian ecological organisations and still cooperates
with them regardless of his current location.

With its strong welfare system and economy, Germany proved to be a more attractive destination: researchers
and civic activists came to Germany to try to relaunch their civic initiatives and projects with the aim of contri-
buting to the future democratization of Belarus. That said, integration in Germany has been a challenge for the
majority of activists: Interviewee 3 (researcher) said that most of his time is devoted to meeting his existential
needs, and that his academic work has moved into the background. Such challenges and needs of Belarusian
civic activists and researchers are the focus of this paper.

2. Focus group

This paper relies on a survey (with 27 respondents), four expert interviews, and analysis of data and previous
research to highlight the main problems faced by Belarusian activists after their relocation following the 2020
repressions.

Between September and November 2022, the project team conducted a survey of 27 Belarusian civic activists
who relocated after the 2020 protests to Germany and Ukraine. The questionnaire addressed the activistsʼ per-
sonal situations, their current needs, and the way their organisationsʼ activities and internal processes have
changed due to the relocation. Additionally, four online interviewswere conductedwith prominent representa-
tives of the Belarusian civic sector who relocated to Germany and Ukraine (two in each country) to refine and
complement the findings of the survey.

Part I
Analysis: What is the situation of Belarusian
civic activists in exile after 2020?
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The respondents were selected via the “snowball” method: a link to survey was distributed via trusted per-
sons, activistsʼ acquaintances, and NGO representatives. This ensured that all respondents really did belong to
the diaspora community. At the same time, this method also made it possible to guarantee the safety of all
participants: dissemination of the survey among the “circle of trustees” decreased the risk that law enforce-
ment agents would be able to access individual survey participants or their data, or disrupt the project in an-
other way.

The survey demography encompassed young activists aged 21-35 (59.3%of respondents),middle-aged activists
aged 36-45 (33.3%), aswell as older activists aged 46-59 (7.4%). Themajority of respondentswere female (56%),
33%weremale, 7%were non-binary persons, while 4% of respondents chose not to indicate their gender.

3. Analysis of problems and identification of needs

To identify the current needs of our target groups, the survey contained two groups of questions: “Challenges
the NGO faced after August 2020”, and “Individual problems and needs following relocation.” The analysis be-
low focuses on answers to the questions regarding “belonging to vulnerable groups,” “fields of professional
activity,” “problems with continuing activities after the relocation,” “opportunities provided by the host coun-
try” and their “contribution to personal and professional life,” as well as “desirable ways of establishing new
contacts with other activists.”

Analysing the problems civic activists face after their relocation, we asked respondents if they belonged to any
of the vulnerable groups shown below in Figure 1. Our findings showed that theymostly belong to the political
opposition persecuted by Belarusian authorities (44.4%), independentmedia (3.7%), and the LGBTQ+ commu-
nity (11.1%), which has traditionally also been repressed by the authorities. However, 40%of respondents said
they do not belong to any of the vulnerable groups (see Figure 1 below), including the political opposition. One
possible explanation for this is the somewhat negative connotation of being associated with “Belarusian poli-
tical opposition” in the eyes of Belarusians themselves. For more than two decades since the late 1990s, Bela-
rusians have hoped for political changes, associating the possible transformations with various political figu-
res including Aliaksandr Milinkevich and Aliaksandr Kazulin in 2006, and Mikalaj Statkevich, Vitaly
Rymashevsky, Vladimir Nyaklayev, and others in 2010. As a rule, great hopes were placed on an electoral revo-
lution every five years. However, neither of the oppositional political campaigns brought the much-desired
changes because of individualmistakesmade by the candidates, and objective factors, such as vote rigging (as
a rule presidential elections in Belarus were recognised as fraudulent by international observers), intimidation
of election observers, and violent suppression of protests which were registered and published by human
rights organisations. Coupledwith effective statemedia propaganda, these developments generated themass
perception of inept, indecisive, and inefficient political opposition, not worthy of support. Hence, the reputa-
ble activists generally preferred to distance themselves from oppositional political figures whowere perceived
as actors, willing to embrace and take advantage of any meaningful initiative, and receive points for doing so.
Another and probably even more important reason for respondentsʼ reluctance to associate themselves with
the political opposition is obviously that of their personal safety: any politically-charged initiative in Belarus is
guaranteed to attract the attention of law enforcement agencies.
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Concerning the respondentsʼ occupational fields, the largest proportions were civic activists and volunteers
(29.4%) and researchers (26.5%). Other respondentsweremembers of NGOs (11.8%), journalists (8.8%),media
managers (5.9%), teachers (8.8%), IT specialists (5.9%), and artists (2.9%). (See Figure 2.)

It was hardly surprising that after their relocation, 48.2%of respondents experienced problemswith continuing
their individual and collective civic activities (see Figure 3). Notably, 37% said they did not experience any pro-
blems continuing their activity, which is because this group of civic activists simply continued doing what they
had been doing before, but now online. For example, Interviewee 3 (activist) stressed that despite fleeing from
Ukraine to Georgia due to the war, he still continued his research into the impact of the war in Ukraine on the
environment, and communicatedwith colleagues fromUkrainewithout any problems. He alsomentioned that
he perceived a Ukrainianmilitary victory as a sine qua non condition for the democratisation of Belarus.

A further group of activists simply ceased their activities. For example, Interviewee 2 (an IT specialist and civic
activist whomoved to Ukraine in 2020 and then fled to Poland in 2022) said that he was forced to stop his acti-
vist work due to devoting all his commitment, time, and energy to surviving in the new country.

Figure 1. Belonging to vulnerable groups

No
40.7%

Political opposition
44.4%

Independent media
3.7%

LGBTQ+ community
11.1%

26.5

29.48.8%

8.8%

2.9%

5.9%

11.8

5.9%

Figure 2. Fields of professional activity
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Media manager
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IT-specialist
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Among the main problems experienced after relocation, respondents emphasised the following:

• problems with individual and team security;
• lack of funding;
• lack of potential partners;
• insufficient interaction with representatives of other organisations;
• feeling a lack of certainty about the future;
• shortage of experienced and qualified personnel (as a result of relocation/repression),

insufficient teammember competence, and a lack of effective teamwork;
• insufficient networking with partner organisations;
• a radical change in the sphere of activity; and
• negative treatment from Ukrainians because of Belarusʼ role in the war.

Explaining the reasons behind these problems, survey participants referred to the complicated political situa-
tion and repressions inside Belarus, the difficulties for Belarusians to obtain legal residence inUkraine, the lack
of interest in Belarusian skill sets on the German labour market, the individual lack of free time due to reloca-
tion and the need to re-establish life in a new country, the lack of financial resources to meet basic needs, and
issues concerning personal security and physical and economic vulnerability, as well as the language barrier.
With regards to Belarusians living in Ukraine, one survey participant alsomentioned the “cancellation of Bela-
rusian culture” which, in his view, is a popular trend in Ukraine. Although not much information on this topic
has appeared in the media, survey participants say that public events in Belarusian or events related to Bela-
rusian culture tend to be informally cancelled by the Ukrainian authorities.

Interviewee 2 (activist) and Interviewee 4 (activist), whose teams are still based in Belarus, prefer to keep low
profiles abroad so as not to place their teams under any additional threat. In particular, Interviewee 4 said:
“Repressions and arrests are the main obstacle that slow down initiatives, even if they are legal and allowed
[in Belarus]. There is uncertainty about what is allowed today and what will be restricted and named a crime
tomorrow. Nevertheless, the struggle continues because of themassive injustice and sufferings and the desire
for change”. Interview 2 added: “The danger is always felt, either directly or indirectly. While implementing any
activity, you should always think twice.”

Figure 3. Respondentsʼ answers to the question:
“Do you experience problems with continuing your activities after the relocation?”

Yes
48.2%

No
37.0%

Not sure
14.8%
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Respondentswho leftUkraine for other countries stressed their poormental health after repressions in Belarus
and experiences of the war in Ukraine. Furthermore, they mentioned a lack of social contacts (which hinders
integration processes), a lack of knowledge about possible opportunities in the new countries, and a lack of
general knowledge on how to deal with their various problems.

For instance, Interviewee 1 (researcher) and Interviewee 2 noted difficulties with integration and socialization
in a new country, in particular combining making friends and re-establishing a career. Rather than solving bu-
reaucratic problems via the regular channels, Belarusians have to build horizontal networks with fellow Bela-
rusians to address their concerns. In this context, themain problem is the lack of information and service orga-
nisations that can help at the institutional level (although these do exist in Lithuania and Poland). Additionally,
the longer activists remain outside Belarus, the more difficulties they face re-launching their activities. As In-
terviewee 3 stressed, researchers have to change their academic focus towards more specifically Belarusian
topics in order to remain relevant in their host countries. They further said that one of the difficulties was secu-
ring legal status in the host country, which required lots of paperwork. Moreover, it was hard for them to socia-
lize without knowing the language.

At the same time, respondents also appreciate the opportunities providedby host countries.While Belarusians
in Ukraine emphasised the lack of support from the state, Belarusians in Germany took part in relocation and
integration programmes and language courses, and also had the opportunity to secure long-termwork (main-
ly for researchers). Host countries provided social services and social protection to Belarusian exiles (see Figu-
re 4). Interviewee 3 (activist) said that contrary to when he lived in Belarus, after relocation it was possible to
make political statements regarding the situation in Belarus and the persecution of activists. In other words,
living abroad provided the opportunity to express his opinions and implement projects.

Figure 4. Respondentsʼ answers to the question:
“Which opportunities did the host country provide?”

Program of relocation and integration

Possibility of long-term staying without visa

Freedom to have an opinion

Training and learning opportunities

Financial support

None

Possibilities of long-term work

Social service and protection

Language courses

2.0%

3.9%

2.0%

15.7%

9.8%

5.9%

15.6%

19.6%

25.5%

0.0% 5.0% 10.0% 15.0% 20.0% 25.0% 30.0%
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At the same time, Interviewee 1 (researcher)mentioned that academic and university structureswere not suffi-
ciently equipped to deal with the preparation of documents and supporting the integration into society. In
their view, amore horizontal approach to interaction and assistance in solving specific issues in the host coun-
try is required, which is more important than the institutional structure.

In response to the question of whether opportunities in the host country were of personal and professional
benefit, 59.3% of respondents responded positively (see Figure 5).

When setting personal development goals, the respondents focused on opportunities for cooperation with
other organisations. They saw potential in establishing contacts with members of other NGOs with regard to
the following:

• personal security concerns;
• informal education and integration opportunities, expanding individual contact networks;
• developing teammembers and capacity, and improving teamwork efficacy by exchanging experiences

with other organisations; and
• finding local cooperation partners and funding, participating in projects and initiatives proposed by

other NGOs, entering the cohort and community of organisations with similar interests and agendas,
and establishing sustainable networks for NGO teams.

Interviewee 1 (researcher) noted his interest in cooperating with other organisations, but in terms of project
management rather than being a mere participant. This was due to past negative experiences of civic organi-
sations expecting his analytical services for free. Prioritizing his self-development, he now prefers to engage in
mutually useful rather than one-sided communication. He mentioned another negative example of advising
fellow researchers in Belarus: he launched a Telegram channel offering Belarusians free advice on writing re-
search projects, and various ways of relocating and settling in countries with different academic cultures. The
service was neither appreciated by colleagues, nor did anyone manage to relocate. Taking that into account,
Interviewee 1 decided to invest his efforts much closer to hand, and started providing mentorship support to
a PhD student, who later became his co-author.

Figure 5. Respondentsʼ answers to the question:
“In your opinion, have these opportunities contributed to your personal and professional life?”

Yes
59.3%

No
11.1%

Not sure
29.6%
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Interviewee 3 (activist) said he would be interested in interacting with other organisations. For him personally,
it was important to try and engage with other Belarusian activists who had relocated abroad. Ideally, he envi-
saged the launch of a platform that provided the location of exiled Belarusian NGOs so that activists could find
one another based on their location, expertise and sphere of interests. In particular, he mentioned that one
way to maintain communication is to develop common projects, for example on the issue of climate change.
Interviewee 3 maintains contact with Ukrainian and Belarusian colleagues working on an environmentalist
media project andmonitoring the consequences of thewar in Ukraine, among other things. Bymaintaining his
networks and publishing articles in Belarusian, he feels he can contribute to the Belarusian democratic move-
ment both regionally and globally.

Interviewee 2 summarised the experience of Belarusians since 2020 as follows: “one day revolution, the next
day war.” In a situation of such fundamental uncertainty, activism becomes a very high-risk enterprise. Any
attempt to rationally calculate risks and benefits of further activity is inconclusive, because everything can
come to naught. His team, which is based in Belarus, is under the constant threat of arrest. After relocating
from Ukraine, Interviewee 2 became disillusioned with further activity and doubted whether there was any
sense in launching new initiatives or projects. Instead, he was forced to concentrate on addressing everyday
issues, and continuing self-development and self-preservation. In other words, given the lack of time, his acti-
vism was put on pause, although he hopes one day to return to it.

Interviewee 4 said that relocation had meant more complicated logistical problems, reduced outreach, and
additional limitations. On the other hand, it had also generated new opportunities and removed the fear of
unlawful arrest. He alsomentioned that his team had experienced difficulties during relocation, as they had to
focus on settling in the new country while suffering increased stress levels because they were forced to leave
Belarus and cannot return. One of the direct consequences is thatmany activities havemoved online, because
offlinemeetings are potentially dangerous in Belarus. Additionally, it became extremely difficult to create new
partnerships inside Belarus, and any cross-border partnerships outside the country will probably result in
state repressions towards the Belarusian organisation. Nevertheless, he continues his work by implementing
carefully planned projects with limited timeframes and objectives. His summary is something that arguably
every activist would be ready to endorse: “Less sleep during that rush time, full concentration, and hardwork.”
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4. Recommendations

Based on the findings of the survey and interviews, we have formulated a set of recommendations, that could
be helpful in improving the situation of Belarusian diaspora representatives. Specifically, the recommenda-
tions target three levels: the local level (Belarusian diasporic organisations in various countries, local commu-
nities), the national level (national decision-makers), and the European level (EU decision-makers).

At the local level, the following measures could be beneficial:

• Providing opportunities for sharing personal stories and experience (supported by local authorities),
raising the visibility of the Belarusian civic actors;

• Raising awareness about the situation in Belarus via local media, informing the local communities on
the ongoing repressions in Belarus, the regimeʼs role in the ongoing war in Ukraine, and the struggle of
Belarusian activists against it;

• Organisation of formal and informal events in order to facilitate building networks and integration into
local communities.

National authorities could provide the following support:

• Provide information on job opportunities, language courses and integrative activities for Belarusians,
provide consultation and support on legal matters and bureaucratic procedures;

• Launch funding schemes for BelarusianNGOs in exile, providemore transparent information on current
funding opportunities and include Belarusian activists into ongoing projects;

• Include Belarusian experts into informal professional communities, which could facilitate knowledge-
sharing and the launch of cooperative projects.

EU decision-makers could implement the following actions:

• Simplify and harmonise the process of legalisation for Belarusian citizens, as well as for the registration
of civil initiatives launched after 2020;

• Launch service organisations or initiatives which support Belarusians in exile in solving basic integra-
tion issues;

• Promote and facilitate cooperation between Belarusian and European NGOs;
• Developmeasures to enable Belarusians to return to their home country, once the regime has changed.
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5. Conclusion

The analysis of the situation in Belarus in 2020-2022, as well as data from the survey and interviews, illustrate
the nature of challenges faced by civic activists over the last two years. Aggravation of the political crisis in Be-
larus combined with Lukashenkaʼs support for the Russian invasion of Ukraine forced Belarusian civil society
to leave the country. Settling in new countries, civic activists have had to reorganize their lives, find new jobs,
and integrate into local communities. Forced relocation represented a serious challenge for many activists,
who had not planned for such a radical change in their lives. As a result,many democracy-building and cultural
development projects were postponed or cancelled, and professional networks were disrupted. Civic activists
who had previously influenced Belarusian public opinion were pushed out of their usual work activity and
forced to focus on solving individual survival issues.

At the same time, relocation also represented a powerful developmental impetus for those who managed to
sort out day-to-day issues, find a job, and take advantage of the opportunities offered by the host countries,
such as integration courses and education. In addition, the war in Ukraine provided a further momentum, as
activists started launching initiatives to help war refugees and raise funds for the Ukrainian army, while not
overlooking their usual activities (raising awareness of Belarusian political prisoners, popularizing Belarusian
culture, and so on). Accordingly, many civic initiatives appeared in 2022 in culture, education, science, and ci-
vic technology. As a consequence, this allowed many Belarusians to draw a line between the public cons-
ciousness of Belarusian civil society and the authoritarian regime.

Part II of this paper presents the personal stories of nine Belarusian activists who had to relocate fromBelarus,
their project initiatives, aswell as their vision for a democratic Belarus.We thank all participants for their open-
ness to share their experiences and for participating in our project activities.
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I was born in Belarus and lived there all my life, but
have never felt so connected to other Belarusians as
since 2020. I had to leave Belarus because of the re-
pressions and moved to Odesa, Ukraine, to heal.
Odesa was a good location and attracted a lot of like-
minded Belarusians. At first, it was very difficult to re-
ceive newwaves of immigrants because everyonewas
deeply traumatized. We even played an unofficial
“Zmagar (fighter) Bingo” game as a joke. The ideawas
to mark and collect the key words that came up in

every conversation within the community, such as
“prison,” “torture,” “Lukashenka,” “KGB,” and “break-
in”, because it seemed that every Belarusian was ex-
periencing the same story of violence over and over
again. Time passed, and after a year in exile, it see-
med unlikely that any of us would be able to return to
Belarus in the foreseeable future. As a community, we
also felt more settled and integrated in Odesa. And
Odesa itself is such a special and powerful city, with
its own rules and character.

Elena Rabkina
Photo project about Belarusian Diasporas

Margo.
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Part II
Voices of Belarusian civic activists in exile
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In the autumn of 2021, I suddenly felt a strong urge to
make a photo series about the Belarusian diaspora in
Odesa. Ukraine was one of the top three countries for
Belarusian refugees, and those people whomoved to
Odesawere united by a specific vibe. Themain reason
to go there was access to the sea and the need for he-
aling. Thatʼs why I kicked off the shooting with the
phrase “the sea heals,” which is widely used in Bela-
rus. I invited members of the Belarusian diaspora to
pose in the sea and, with the help of Aleksandr Uriev,
I took their portraits and conducted short interviews
about what homeland means to them and how they
feel in Odesa. At that time, I had no idea what the fu-
ture had in store for us. Not all of my subjects have
survived, andwith thewar, people have scattered and
are forming new diasporas. Now I would like to make
a larger series about other Belarusian communities,
to tell stories of people who had to leave the country
and the new homes they found.

As part of the project, I would like to create a photo
series of between three and six further émigré com-
munities in different cities and publish a print-on-de-
mand photo book in Belarusian and English, telling
the stories of Belarusians both for other Belarusians
and the international community.

I believe that this project will allow us to connect on a
deeper level and feel that even thoughwe are all scat-
tered as a nation, we are not alone, we belong to-
gether, and can learnmore about other communities.
This project will also help raise awareness about the
political situation in Belarus by showing real examples
of newmigrant communities and telling their stories.
Instead of numbers, people will have the opportunity
to interact on a more personal level and gain a better
understanding of the situation in Belarus.

Viktoria.

Evgenij.

www.rabkina.net/arts
https://www.instagram.com/whoisrabkina/
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Iʼm an artist from Belarus, currently living in Berlin,
Germany. For the last five years, I have been working
to establish the VEHAArchive. This platform is current-
ly the only open-access photo archive in the country
that offers opportunities for systematic cross-discipli-
nary research into Belarusian visual history and every-
day life. It focuses onmaterial artifacts and rituals and
combines them with oral history and storytelling. My
goal is to develop an alternative publicmechanism for
preserving the Belarusian collective experience that is
currently being neglected or denied by the countryʼs
dictatorial regime.

The VEHA initiative was created in 2017 in order to
draw attention to family archives as an important
source of information and, ultimately, to create a mu-
seum of Belarusian photography.

There were never many photographs in Belarusian fa-
mily archives. And even fewer of them are preserved
now. While photography quickly gained popularity in
theWest, its development in Belaruswasmuch slower
due to poverty, a lack of photo studios, and so on.

Much material was lost during the wars. Sometimes,
people destroyed photos on purpose, such as during
the highly repressive 1930s. This was done to avoid
the risk of being exposed as a relative or a friend of an
“enemy of the people.” During the Stalinist period, no
fewer than 200,000 Belarusians were accused of being
an “enemy of the people.”

Within each private archive is a huge, fantastic and un-
ique historical heritage, butwe often overlook them. It
seems we want to forget them or at least not look in-
side, not to look too closely. This is understandable -
there is a lot of violence and pain in our history. The
VEHA initiative works with this heritage. We collect
thematic vintage photographs taken on the territory
of modern Belarus by means of an open call, with the
aimof studying and preserving visual history. Thenwe
process (retouch, describe, catalogue) the materials
and publish them in a public archive on our website.
More than 700 people have taken part in contributing
to the archive. We keep only digital copies, because
our goal is not to take thematerial for ourselves, but to
show people the value of what they already have. We
conduct research ourselves and also invite experts to

Lesia Pcholka
VEHA. A Visual history of Belarus

2018, The Best Side (Najlepšy bok) by VEHA. © Alexander Luchina

2019, “Dziavočy viečar”, FAF Gallery (Warsaw, Poland).
Fundacja Archeologia Fotografii. Curated by Marta Przybyło.
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workwith the collections. Our research has resulted in
a unique online archive, several exhibitions, and three
books.

Over the five years of our work, we have realised three
projects: The Best Side (Najlepšy bok); Girlsʼ Night and
the Last Photo (Dziavočy viečar & Apošni fotazdymak);
and People of the Forest (Ludzi Lesu). The topics of
these projects were not chosen by chance, since they
are the most common subjects in Belarusian archival
photography.

A collection of portraits, mostly of villagers, photogra-
phed against the background of hand-woven carpets.
The photographs date from the early 1920s until the
middle of the last century, aroundWorldWar Two. The
textile elements seem to manifest a beautiful side,
even though the subjects are poor people living in
very difficult historical times. But do we see this? The
photos depict beautifully dressed people. They seem
to be consciously performing important social rituals
in order to pass on the most attractive images of their
lives for their loved ones of future generations.

This project is dedicated to the two most important
subjects of twentieth-century Belarusian family pho-
tography: weddings and funerals. The sacred nature
of these events meant that they were the most often
documentedmoments. The photographs serve as the
visual proof of marriage or of the final point of life.
They document memory. The photographs weʼve
collected form a retrospective representation of 100
years of Belarusian visual history. Viewing them in
chronological order allows us to witness a change in
peopleʼs attitudes towards these events. One can also
follow the influence of political events on family ritu-
als. In our research based on this project, we examine
the traditions of our ancestors through the critical lens
ofmodernity, addressing the position of women in so-
ciety, social status, and the taboo subject of death.

The Best Side project (“Najliepšy bok”), 2017 – 2018.
Photos from the VEHA archive.

“Girlsʼ Night and the Last Picture” project (“Dziavočy viečar and
Apošni fotazdymak”) 2018 – 2021. Photos from the VEHA archive.

Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/veha.blog/
Archive: http://veha.by

https://www.instagram.com/veha.blog/
http://veha.by
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At first glance, I live the usual life of amigrant woman,
feminist activist, and project manager in public orga-
nisations: project work, conducting research, writing
applications for grants, trainings, seminars, and con-
ferences. I can easily maintain small-talk about the
weather, the delay in application review periods, or
Berlin public transport problems with colleagues or
casual acquaintances. It may even seem that I am
normal. But who am I kidding, how can I be normal,
Iʼm from Belarus.

August 2020 split my life in two, as well as the lives of
hundreds of thousands of other Belarusian men and
women. Such uplifting experiences, such inspiration,
and then such despair, pain, fear, and anger. News
fromBelarus, the fate and needs of those who remain
there or are about to leave, more and more waves of

repression. It seems that things cannot get worse, but
there are no limits to this evil and pain. Every Belaru-
sian, no matter where they are, lives this sorrow for
the Motherland and leads her or his own fight for Be-
larus.

According to the results ofmy survey of Belarusian
female activists,¹ every third respondent spoke of
an extremely high level of stress and fatigue, and
this level has barely changed, sometimes increa-
sing over the past two years.

I left Belarus on 15 September 2020 and havenʼt been
home since. A couple of days before I left, someone
knocked on the door of our apartment in the middle
of the night, and I was lying there thinking: “Iʼm not
human, maybe Iʼll turn into a stone, Iʼll just blend in
with space and remain unnoticed.” I hardly remember
the first six months after leaving. It seems that I really
was lying like a stone and themain feeling was that of
security: no-one will be able to enter my house wi-
thout my permission.

More than half the surveyed Belarusian female
activists mentioned fear for family and friends as
the main obstacle to their activism, as well as the
high probability of political repression.

Gradually, in a foreign land, you learn to navigate, to
gather your new reality and identity. I live in three
time zones: Belarusian time and Belarusian reality;
local, wherever I am (and what difference does it
make if Iʼm not at home); and Central European Time,

Alena Aharelysheva
Identity: Foreign Female Belarusian

“We simultaneously live in two cities, and the split
personality drives us crazy…”

Liavon Volski

1 I conducted an online survey of Belarusian female activists in October 2020 and July 2022, published as
“Research on needs of Belarusian women involved in the transformation processes within the country”, at telegra.ph.

Protest sign, August 2020: “I have rights, not rights are having me!”
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to which international online events and projects are
tied. My activity is divided into several categories: paid
work, volunteering (which includes participation in va-
rious social projects), and responding to personal re-
quests. Sometimes you go to the shop or are sitting at
a party, and as soon as you hear the phrase “Katya has
been detained” or “They are knocking on my door,
what should I do?”, your day and your time no longer
belong to you. What is more real: the place and time
where you are physically, or what you are doing?
Sometimes it seems that I am not capable of doing
anything, I can only observe from a distance how the
lives ofmy colleagues and friends, the lives of thewho-
le country, are being totally destroyed. But sometimes,
when you are able to achieve the impossible – help
with evacuation, secure a humanitarian visa for an
activist, hand things over, organize meetings – I donʼt
even believe I am capable of organizing all this.

Starting from August 2020, every second surveyed
female activist has increased the amount of time
she spends on unpaid activistwork (in August 2020
it was about three hours a day). Since February
2022, in addition to helping Belarusians, female
activists have contributed to helping Ukrainians.

It cost me a lot of time and resources to find the acti-
vities and rituals that help me not go crazy and have
panic attacks. Yes, in the spring of 2021, a flower gar-
den named Protasevich2 appeared on my balcony by
chance. As the sky over Belarus was gradually closing
and the future was unclear, I grew flowers for the first
time in my life and thought: “Lena, focus on the gera-
nium, you can at least influence it somehow.” Now a
family from Donbas lives in my former apartment.

I hope they get as much energy from watching life
come into being.

It may seem that this is only my story. But the perso-
nal is political. Most Belarusians in exile go through a
reorientation in time and space, while in parallel they
continue helping Belarus and undergoing trials in the
new location. This way, my future research is an att-
empt to analyse and describe the invisible and unob-
servable work of women activists.

Different languages, different time zones, different
projects and priorities. This year has also meant relo-
cation fromPrague to Berlin. Itʼs all the same because
itʼs not home. Can I call myself Belarusian if I havenʼt
been there for a long time? If not, who am I then? But
if I am a part of Belarus, then Belarus is also always
with me.

Well, nothing can be done with Minsk.
It is impossible to destroy it, capture it,
It will never, your Minsk, rot, burn,
It will speak to you in your language.

2 In May 2021, the Belarusian regime used a fighter jet to force a commercial plane bound for Lithuania to land in Minsk, falsely claiming
there was a bomb threat on board. Belarusian police then took political activist Roman Protasevich away when passengers disembarked.
For more information, see “Western powers voice outrage as Belarus accused of hijacking plane,” BBC News, 24 May 2021,
URL: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-57224452.

Liavon

A word cloud with female activistsʼ responses to the question:
“What gives you the strength to continue your activities?”
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My path in queer femi-
nism started almost ten
years ago, and in 2020 it
culminated in my rigo-
rous participation in
democratic processes
in Belarus. This experi-
ence enriched me with
a unique sense of be-
longing: for the first
time, I felt that Belarus
is the country to which

I am connected both physically and emotionally.

Soon, after 2020 and due to personal risks, I had to re-
locate to Kyiv where I continued my work in queer
and feminist organising. Together with other coura-
geous activists whomoved from Belarus, we engaged
in communal reflection on the events of 2020 and fa-
cilitated processes of healing for our communities by
providing psychological aid, building and maintai-
ning spaces for rest and respite, and mobilising for
the visibility of Belarusians in Ukraine.

In 2022, when Russia started a full-scale war on Ukrai-
ne, I used my knowledge and skills gained in 2020 to

support my colleagues and friends in times of acute
need. As a part of several feminist groups and queer
organisationswho directly worked to support women
and LGBTQI+ communities in Ukraine, I had the privi-
lege to participate in collective spaces where we for-
mulated visions for a de-colonized Eastern Europe.
The anger, sorrow, and shared pain from the Russian
invasion of Ukraine fuelled brutally honest discus-
sions. They helped us unpack the historic traumaRus-
sian imperialism has inflicted on the regions of Eas-
tern Europe, the Caucasus, and Central Asia and how
structures of racism, xenophobia, exploitation, and
oppression are still preserved.

The power of these discussions has pushed me to
think about the role Belarus (and specifically, the Be-
larusian state) has in the war as the collaborator of
the aggressor country, and how I myself perceive my
identity in relation to it. I felt that admitting the guilt
inflicted by the Belarusian state on the Belarusian
people through participation in the war was not suffi-
cient, and that we need to seek more concrete strate-
gies of transformation. With that in mind, and to-
gether with the Belarusian-Turkmen poet Hanna
Otchyk, we have started to formulate the idea of “de-
colonial circles:” peer-to-peer learning groups for fe-
minists, queer activists, and allies in Belarus with the
aim to grow the corpus of de-colonial knowledge and
analysis in relation to our context.

De-colonisation requires utmost transparency regar-
ding oneʼs pre-conceptions and stereotypes. It grows
from a place of recognising oneʼs own shortcomings
and then develops into pro-active learning that trans-
forms theways a person thinks and acts. In relation to
Belarus, de-colonial and anti-imperial optics cannot
be simplified to ressentiment against Russia as a for-
mer (or present) empire. It urges us to address norms
of whiteness and xenophobia present in Belarus,

tony lashden
“My Belarus is a country for everyone”

BY Kyiv Pride 2021

© tony lashden
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it deconstructs nationalist conservative utopias built
on heteronormative assumptions, and it touches
upon oppressive cultural norms and regulations.

As I see it, to de-colonialise Belarus means to re-visit
its past and re-imagine its future. The conservative
project of Belarusian restoration by maintaining and
uplifting “traditional values” is built on male-centred
perceptions of Belarusian history and male-driven
ambitions for change that cater to the interests of a
few. By organising peer-to-peer learning groups that
focus on providing time and space to find alterna-
tives, I hope to contribute to a Belarus that is current-
ly being imagined.

My future Belarus is a country with a multi-ethnic
background that accounts for and respects cultural
diversity. It is a country that recognises the historic
erasure, pressure, and oppression of the different eth-
nic groups within it. My Belarus is a queer rhizome
which provides cultural flexibility for gender-noncon-
forming individuals and queer people, and thosewho
practice romantic, sexual, and erotic experiences out-
side of communally accepted perceptions. It is an in-
clusive space that has the capacity to hold complex
discussions on our history and identities.

My Belarus is a country for everyone.

Milan Pride 2022

©
to
ny

la
sh
de
n



23

ConnectBY

2020 became a crucial
turning-point for media
makers in Belarus. Now,
39 members of the Be-
larusian Association of
Journalists (BAJ) NGO
are in prison, and more
than 20 independent
media outlets have left
the country and conti-
nue to work for the Be-
larusian audience from

abroad. Founded in 1995, the BAJ was liquidated by a
Supreme Court decision on 21 August 21. The BAJ
continues to work and protect the interests of Belaru-
sian journalists in Lithuania, Poland, Ukraine, Geor-
gia, Germany, and Belarus.

By the time I became aChinChin producer, I had about
twenty yearsʼ experience of producing media in a
country with an authoritarian political regime. Iʼve
helpedproduceTV showsandmedia campaigns inBe-
larus and Eastern European countries, including
Lithuania, Poland, and Ukraine. The ChinChin media
start-up demonstrated a new approach to informing
and entertaining the audience. I was happy to join the
team in November 2020 and started working on pro-
ject development.

Why arewe doing political satire?

ChinChin is an anti-propaganda art-media start-up.
We produce short videos in the political satire genre
and post them to YouTube and other social networks.
We believe that humour helps people overcome the

collective traumatic experience that Belarusian socie-
ty has endured since 2020. Political satire stimulates
critical thinking about the regime, official politicians,
and state media, and also develops pro-democratic
political attitudes, knowledge, and behaviour among
the audience.

Sketch comedy series are an efficient tool to expose
propaganda. How? Just by making it funny. This me-
thod has received a great audience response. The first
videos on the ChinChin YouTube channel were
viewed a hundred thousand times. Jokes and music
clips went viral.

Maria Savushkina
Producer and Project Manager at the ChinChinChannel
anti-propagandamedia start-up from Belarus:

“To appear twice as a refugeemeans findingmyself
in an identity crisis, feeling fear and guilt.”

©Maria Savushkina

One of the locations of filming “Here was Lenin” series, January 2021.
Production started in Lviv but was interrupted by war.
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ChinChinʼs success didnot gounnoticedby theBelaru-
sian regime. In August 2021, ChinChin members recei-
ved a threat from Department for Combating Organi-
zed Crime and Corruption, a special department
dedicated to fighting political opponents of the re-
gime. Blurred photos of our faces were posted on the
pro-state Telegram channel. We decided to leave Bela-
rus and continue working in Lviv, and very quickly fell
in love with this beautiful city in the Western part of
Ukraine.

When Russia attacked Ukraine on 24 February 2022,
the ChinChin team were in the middle of producing a
six-episode series entitled “Here was Lenin.” Lviv and
cities innorth-westernUkrainewereattackedbyRussi-
anmilitary forces advancing from Belarusian territory.
All of a sudden, as citizens of Belarus, we were percei-
ved as co-aggressors. We decided to leave. On 26 Fe-
bruary 2022, the ChinChin teammembers crossed the
border on a refugee train for Poland and Germany.

What does itmean to be forced to flee as a refugee twi-
ce during sixmonths? My colleagues and I became po-
litical and then war refugees within a short period of
time. Iʼm sure that nobodywants this kind of situation
in their life. You cannot plan it or be prepared. Analy-
sing this experience, Iʼve concluded that everyone
who went through this faced the same kind of perso-
nal problems: identity crisis, complexes, fear, and guilt
over leaving friends in need behind in Belarus and Uk-
raine. Whatʼs more, I realized that Iʼve developed a
very special attitude towards my job and “being a
journalist” in those countries and in this situation.

My story is not unique. Hundreds of journalists and
media professionals are in the same situation and
have tried to re-start life andwork from scratch in Ger-
many, Poland, Lithuania, and other countries.

FromMarch to August 2022, I and several other Belaru-
sian journalists were taken in as refugees by the
Schloss Bröllin Association in northern Germany.

In May, I celebrated my birthday there and got a guitar
as a present. Later in August 2022, with support from
Reporters without Borders, I moved to Berlin. Now Iʼm
thinkingaboutbuyingabike.What stopsme is that I do
nothaveahome.Onceagain Imight findmyself having
to relocate. But this time, Iʼll have a bike and a guitar…

The ChinChin team in Lviv, Ukraine, January 2022.

Filming in the center of Lviv, January 2022.
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I have been working in cinema since 2008, when
I first joined the “Belarusfilm” film studio. I have ex-
tensive experience working on the sets of Belarusian,
Russian, Ukrainian, and Kazakh films and TV series.
I have worked as an actor, first assistant director, cas-
ting director, and executive and line producer. I fell in
love with cinema which became my passion. In 2018,
I graduated from the Belarusian State Academy of
Arts with a degree in Film Studies, Organisation of
Film and Television Production. I have a Masterʼs de-
gree in Film, Television and Other Screen Arts. In
2019, I started teaching at the Belarusian State Acade-
my of Arts. In November 2020, I was fired due to my
protest activities. In 2021, I founded a private acting
school in Minsk.

Now I am an executive producer of the YouTube show
“ChinChinChannel”, well-known in Belarus and also to
a Russian-speaking audience. This project, which star-
ted as a hobby, was our response to the 2020 elections
stolen from Belarusians. The founders of ChinChin-
Channel are Mikhail Zui and Dmitry Yesianevich, for-
mer actors of the Yanka Kupala Theatre who left the

theatre in protest in the summer of 2020, and Andrey
Kashperski, a young, talented comedy director. I joi-
ned the project in October 2020. Weʼve been through
a lot in the two years since it was first launched.

The song “Shchuchinshchina” went viral and quickly
gained popularity; it was even performed at rallies.
The whole team was inspired by this, we were proud
that we could be part of a free Belarus and support
people with our creativity in difficult times.

Yet euphoria was quickly replaced by harsh repressi-
onswithin the country. During 2021, the Belarusian re-
gime began its persecution of independent media. By
the summer of 2021, ChinChinChannel was the only
satirical media that continued operating within the
country. We were already preparing to produce our
most ambitious project – a six-episode web series –
when team members began receiving direct threats
from pro-government Telegram channels acting on
behalf of law enforcement agencies. In the autumn of
2021, thanks to our project manager Maria Savushki-
na, almost the whole team moved to Lviv in Ukraine
where, after fourmonths of preparation, we started fil-
ming again. Unfortunately, we were not destined to
complete filming: on 24 February 2022, Russia inva-
ded Ukraine. The team had to relocate for the second
time in six months.

For two years, weʼve been active on five social net-
works and posted more than fifty satirical video sket-
ches on our YouTube Channel. For a short while, the
ChinChin Art-Media project was the leading political
and satirical media segment in Belarus. Our audience
is young, aged 18-45, and 65% male, 35% female.
About 80%of theChinChinʼs audience lives in Belarus.
Now our team lives in four countries. We are constant-
ly in touch and continueworking on the project. In the

Andrei Karalevich
Executive producer of ChinChinChannel

Working on the satirical show “ChinChin Hour”. Lviv, December 2021
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summer of 2022, we were able to meet up as a film
crew in the eastern part of Germany in the Bröllin
Castle, whereMaria and I stayed as refugees. As part of
our retreat,wewere able to shoot several projects that
are now being released on our YouTube channel,
which allows us to maintain audience interest in the

Belarusian political situation in view of the changed
circumstances. One of these projects is a series of
short-format videos. The YouTube algorithm rotates
short videos very well. It appears to be another very
effective way to reach our audience in Belarus. Now,
our short videos published on the ChinChin channel
feature many great, funny moments of political satire
and are still relevant; we first published them within
one-hour long videos over recent years. The idea is to
extract and edit the most prominent moments and
jokes and publish them as YouTube Shorts. This al-
lows us to producemore publications in a popular for-
mat, avoiding expensive production processes. In ad-
dition, it also works as a marketing tool, since we can
release videos in this format not only on YouTube, but
also on TikTok, attracting an even larger audience to
our main platform.

Our team will continue to fight propaganda, using sa-
tire as a response to repression and the ban on free
speech. Humour is our communication tool to help
take peopleʼs minds off the negative news agenda by
being critical of official sources of information. I hope
that the newBelaruswe are fighting forwill be built on
the foundation of free speech and the protection of
human rights. Everyonewill have the right to know the
truth and express their opinion. And in the new Bela-
rus, therewill benoplace for officials of thepost-Soviet
type, or for revanchist and imperialist consciousness.
Our characters will go down in history but remain a re-
minder of the transitional past, in which the personal
desire for powerwas placed above the development of
the country and the value of human life.

Long live ChinChin! Long live Belarus!

YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/@chinchinchannelofficial
Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/chinchinchannelofficial/
TikTok: https://www.tiktok.com/@chinchinchannel
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/Chinchinchenl
Telegram: https://t.me/chinchinchennelofficial

ChinChins in Ueckermünde, June 2022.

“Lenin Square” in Mykolayiv, Lviv region, February 2022.
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Jan Machulski
ByMetal

For almost 15 years, the ByMetal project has contribu-
ted to the metal music movement in Belarus. It evol-
ved from a thematic internet forum to become amass
media platform, the largest of its kind in the country
with its own brand of festivals, organising dozens of
concerts, international partnerships, and spin-off cul-
tural projects such as film dubbing. It is generally per-
ceived as a webzine with a network of pages on social
media platforms.

That is how, as the creator and the leader of ByMetal,
I havemanaged to engage people in a community. We
have our own ideology, distinctive signs, symbols,
and merchandise which is still worn until today, re-
gardless of the virtual absence of the core project. By-
Metal was more about being a “club” that people
were eager to join, it was an honour to be part of it; we
also had procedures for selecting and training people,

as well as a system of bonuses. Everything was done
on a pro-bono basis. We werenʼt commercial.

The most prominent and distinctive feature of ByMe-
tal is its pronounced Belarusianness. This stood out in
stark contrast to the world in which we started, the
world of Russianness as normality. We were conside-
red nothing less than freaks because of such a radical
choice to use exclusively Belarusian in all our commu-
nication, as well as grounding our designs in national
and folk elements, appealing to national roots.

At first it appeared strange, and then it started to be-
come the new normal: people thanked us for learning
Belarusian because for many members of our com-
munity, we were the only source for people to keep in
touch with our national language. I would say we
worked with a specific audience, the people without

ByMetal former website.
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the prerequisite pro-national attitudes, people who
didnʼt consume any other pro-national content.

Itʼs necessary to highlight the fact that under Lukas-
henka, anything pronouncedly national equals oppo-
sitional. For us, pro-national orientation goes hand
in handwith democratic values and pro-European-
ness. And the audience for metal music can be cha-
racterised as people who are inherently free thinkers,
nonconformist and smart,1 ‒ basically a danger to au-
thoritarian systems. No wonder this subculture is op-
pressed in Lukashenkaʼs Belarus the same way it was
in the USSR. Metal events are subjected to severe
ideological control and must obtain permits from
state commissions. This music is being stigmatised
andmarginalised. Meanwhile, outside Belarus, in rea-
lity it is an integral part of national culture and should
be treated accordingly, the sameway as in developed
Western countries. The Belarusianmetal scene is very
viable, rich in talented artists and high-qualityworks.2

With no sufficient support from elsewhere, it is ByMe-
talʼs mission to serve this movement as a community
platform.

Emigration has impacted us hard, putting us at the
edge of survival. ByMetal shrank and eventually went
into hiatus. Following the imprisonment of one of our
managers, the website was lost. But personally, Iʼm
not yet ready to bury my most prominent child.
I know that the situation can be reversed. For the time
being, Iʼm alone and struggling to achieve the lowest
levels of Maslowʼs hierarchy of needs. But what Iʼm re-
ally good at is finding and gathering people around
ideas. I already have someone ready to repair the
website. No doubt therewill be others joining the new
team and revitalising the projectʼs activity. Now, in a
different way and form. Emigration means a new pa-

radigm. The sense of community is especially nee-
ded. To stick together, organise our collaborative Be-
larusian events, and partner with foreigners on behalf
of an umbrella organisation, not individual artists. By-
Metal is needed. If it functioned mostly for the dome-
stic market before, providing people in Belarus with
metal music content while “belarusifying” them, now
I have a new vision: to promotemetal music as part of
the national culture of Belarus in the European and
worldwide context.

https://giftedphoenix.files.wordpress.com/2012/11/nagty-occasional-paper-19-the-darker-side-of-bright-students-gifted-and-talented-heavy-metal-fans-april-2007.pdf
https://giftedphoenix.files.wordpress.com/2012/11/nagty-occasional-paper-19-the-darker-side-of-bright-students-gifted-and-talented-heavy-metal-fans-april-2007.pdf
https://www.metal-archives.com/lists/BY


29

ConnectBY

A few years ago, I was working as a journalist in Minsk
and deep inmy heart, I hoped that big changes would
take place very soon. Thousands of demonstrations
in the streets, flags on the balconies, and a general
feeling of the imminent victory of democracy were
clear confirmations of this expectation. We could feel
freedom at our fingertips.

And big changes really did take place, but they were
completely different: instead, theywere dramatic and
tragic. Under the pressure ofmass repressions and in-
timidation, a society that only yesterday was free
was now seized with fear, thousands of people fled
abroad, and many of those who remained ended up
in prison.

I made my decision to leave Belarus after reading
messages frommy friends in my Facebook feed every
morning, one by one;most of themworked as journa-
lists. “Thereʼs a knock on my door!” “Looks like they
came for me.” And then they stopped responding. At
that moment, dozens of journalists ended up behind
bars, andmost of them remain in prison to this day.

After moving to Kyiv, I did not feel the loneliness that
emigrants often talk about. Inmanyways, this happe-
ned thanks to Ukrainian journalists, who at that time
supported their Belarusian colleagues with all their
might. I was also lucky to make several Ukrainian fri-
ends right away. One of them is Yana Borisova, who
worked as a brilliant marketer in the daytime, and in
the evening, she gave vent to her emotional nature in
dancing and creativity.

Walking along the banks of the Dnieper, we often
thought about the future, what we want to see: a free
Belarus and a free Ukraine. At that time, it seemed
that both our countries and ourselves would be fine.
And that our dreams will soon become a reality. But
this did not happen: a year later, Russia launched a
full-scale war against Ukraine, and Belarus became a
co-aggressor in this war, making friendship between
our countries seem impossible for decades.

The first few months after the start of the war, Yana
and I went through a difficult emotional period, but
wewere able tomaintain our friendship.Moreover, al-
ready in exile ‒ it was her first exile in Slovenia, and
I was spending my second exile in Lithuania – we de-
cided to make a joint project that would develop Be-
larusian and Ukrainian cinema.

Pavel Petko
Backstage.Belarus

Pavel Petko.
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We created an Instagram page called “Backstage.Be-
larus” and started publishing posts about young
filmmakers who, despite the lack of funding, are try-
ing to create talented and courageous films. We star-
ted from scratch, but young people caught on to the
idea ‒ and within a few months we had five hundred
subscribers.

Now we are telling inspiring stories ‒ for example,
how a young Belarusian filmmaker who left for New
York tried to raise money through crowdfunding to
make her first short film. Or about a group of young
Belarusians who made a film version of a political
pamphlet in the form of an ironic fairy tale about the
Belarusian dictatorship amid the 2020 protests. An-
other story is dedicated to the debut work of a Ukrai-
nian director who shot and released her first film de-
spite the Covid-19 pandemic and the war.

We believe that it is independent cinema that can be-
come a cultural bridge between Belarus and Ukraine
and help overcome the rift that exists today. We also

believe that the post-Soviet countries need to actively
develop their culture and identity in order to free
themselves from the harmful influence of Russian
propaganda. And the development of national inde-
pendent cinema is the main direction on this path.

When the cinemas in Minsk and Kyiv are packed with
people watching films by Belarusian and Ukrainian
filmmakers, and peace and democracy are estab-
lished in the region, we will consider our task to have
been completed. This is the picture of the future that
we dream of, and we will do everything we can to
make it come true.

Yana Borisova.

Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/backstage.belarus/
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https://www.instagram.com/backstage.belarus/
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I am lucky to have an occupation I dreamed about sin-
ce I was a kid: I am a biologist. Looking back, I think
my dream profession was not achieved because of
help from the Belarusian educational system, but de-
spite it: school did not support other people ofmy ge-
neration or me. On the contrary, we were constantly
reminded howmuchmoney we owed to the Belarusi-
an government and that we should be happy with
what we had.

Politics and propagandawere a part of our school life:
we were forced to join the Belarusian Republication
Youth Union (BRSM), otherwise it would be very diffi-
cult to get into university, receive a scholarship, a
room in the student dormitory or any other “privilege
from the government,” which in fact was paid from
our parentsʼ taxes.

In July 2010, for the very first time, I learned that poli-
tical persecution could affect someone other than a
presidential candidate. I came to Minsk one day befo-
re my application date at the university to participate
in a flash-mob celebrating the 600th anniversary of

the Battle of Grunwald. In this battle, the alliance be-
tween the Grand Duchy of Lithuania (which partially
corresponded to the territories of modern Belarus)
and the Crown of the Kingdom of Poland ultimately
defeated the Teutonic Order. This glorious victory has
become one of the symbols for the Belarusian natio-
nal movement. The flash-mob was a great event up
until the point that the police came to detain the or-
ganisers and participants. I was lucky to have left ear-
ly. Otherwise, it is highly probable that I would not
have had the chance to submit my documents to my
chosen university that year.

During my university studies, I faced even more poli-
tical repressions. Students were forced to vote in lo-
cal and presidential elections. Lists of students who
had voted were personally checked by the Vice Dean.
Those who did not vote had problems gaining admis-
sion to exams. This happened to me during the 2014
local election when my personal choice was to boy-
cott the elections.

Ever since I was 16, I knew I wanted to do a PhD in Eu-
rope or Australia. In 2015, I was awarded a doctoral
position at the Max Planck Institute for Terrestrial Mi-
crobiology. For me, that meant I had only two opti-
ons: I could either decline it and humbly follow the
mandatory job placements for university graduates
for two years, or accept it with little chance of being
able to return to Belarus without any problems. Well,
I chose the doctoral position. I tried to appeal to the
law, according to which, if a student continues their
education with a higher degree, their mandatory job
placements would be postponed. My Institute sub-
mitted the required document, but it was rejected by
the Belarusian State University commission. There
followed a court hearing, and I received a fine and exit
ban from Belarus. Due to COVID-19 restrictions and
Schengen visa application complications in Belarus,
my family cannot visit me in Germany frequently.

Sofya Kuzmich

White stork (Бусел белы). This bird is a symbol of Belarus. People
believe it very lucky to have a white storkʼs nest on the roofs of their
houses.
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I have not seen them for three years. That is my story.
Nowadays in Belarus, all social spheres are affected
by the political crisis. As a biologist, I was deeply sho-
cked by the liquidation of nature conservation and
ecological organisations, and the political persecuti-
on of their specialists, activists, and volunteers. These
political repressions of nature conservation NGOs
also have a serious detrimental impact on Belarusian
nature and, consequently, on the nature of other EU
countries. For example, the Białowieża National Park,
located at the Belarusian-Polish border, is home to
the largest free-living European bison (zubr) populati-
on and to species endangered in Central Europe such
as the brown bear, lynx, and wolf. The Park now con-
tains a fence which disrupts the migrations of these
animals. Moreover, Belarus is also a habitat for rare
bird species such as the azure tit, the great grey owl,
the terek sandpiper, the aquatic warbler and the
black stork (see images). Knowing the utilitarian
attitude of Belarusian authorities towards nature, wi-
thout proper control and monitoring from the nature
conservation NGO side and civil society, rare species
are in danger. As are all the other flora, fauna, and na-
tural resources inBelarus. I thereforewant to createa vi-
sual project entitled “Birds of Freedom,” using photos

of both rare and common birds in Belarus to docu-
ment and communicate these issues to the citizens of
Germany and Poland. This visual project will be im-
plemented in Frankfurt-am-Main and Warsaw in co-
operation with the Belarusian diasporas of both
countries.

I am proud of Belarusian society inside Belarus and
Belarusian diasporas who, despite the very real dan-
gers of persecution, do not give up and find the
strength and personal resources to discuss the politi-
cal crisis in Belarus, organise educational projects
and cultural events, and preserve and develop Bela-
rusian culture and language. And I am proud to be
part of this society. I am certain that in a democratic
Belarus, the well-being of people, animals, and the
natural environment will have the highest priority,
and that the government will support students to
achieve what-ever they dream of.

Black stork (Бусел чорны). Rare bird under protection in Belarus.
Unlike the white stork, the black stork prefers to nest near wetlands
and swamps, far away from people.

Greylag Goose (Гусь шэрая). Rare goose species. In 2004 it was in-
cluded in The Red Book of Belarus, a list of endangered species of
plants, animals and birds under protection. However, by Lukashen-
kaʼs presidential decree, the Greylag goose was excluded from this
list of protected species in 2005 and included in the list of species al-
lowed to be hunted. Belarusian ecologists and ornithologists spoke
against that decision. It is suspected that Greylag Goose appeared in
the list of hunted species due to the hunting lobby of Lukashenkaʼs
regime.
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