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BELARUS: Why does government still try to conscript
conscientious objectors?
By Olga Glace, Forum 18 (https://www.forum18.org)

Belarus' Rechitsa Military Conscription Office is yet again trying to conscript 24-year-old Jehovah's Witness conscientious objector
Dmitry Chorba for military service, Forum 18 News Service has learnt. The attempts continue despite past criminal and
administrative charges against him being dropped and an Alternative Service Law coming into force in July 2016. Lieutenant
Colonel Vladimir Osipov, who heads the Conscription Office, does not want conscientious objection to be "a habit" but has refused
to explain to Forum 18 why he and his colleagues continue to try to conscript or punish Chorba. Yauhen Asiyeuski of For
Alternative Civilian Service suggested to Forum 18 that Conscription Offices have a quota of young men they must conscript. In
small towns like Rechitsa – in contrast to cities like Minsk - the number of young men of call-up age between 19 and 27 years old is
limited, making every conscript valuable. However, Defence Ministry Spokesperson Colonel Vladimir Makarov denied to Forum 18
that Conscription Offices have a conscript quota. But officials seem to have no intention of halting attempts to conscript Chorba.

Rechitsa Military Conscription Office in Belarus' eastern Gomel [Homyel] Region is yet again trying to conscript 24-year-old
Jehovah's Witness conscientious objector Dmitry Chorba for military service, Forum 18 News Service has learned. 

Chorba's latest summons to a medical examination at the Military Conscription Office came despite both criminal and administrative
charges against him being dropped. The charges were dropped after what Chorba described as a "show trial" attended by potential
conscripts.

Another Jehovah's Witness conscientious objector, Viktor Kalina in the western city of Brest, has also faced a "show trial" attended
by potential conscripts and has similarly had criminal and administrative charges dropped (see F18News 24 September 2015
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2104).

The repeated summonses and cases against both conscientious objectors are despite the official adoption in June of Belarus'
first-ever Alternative Service Law. This takes effect from 1 July 2016 and allows some, but not all, young men who are
conscientious objectors to perform a civilian alternative service instead of compulsory military service. However, only young men
with a religious objection will be eligible to apply, not those with non-religious pacifist convictions.

It is also unclear whether even all young men with religious objections to military service will be allowed to do civilian alternative
service. Moreover, civilian service will be twice the length of military service and those undertaking it will be paid less than military
conscripts (see F18News 18 June 2015 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2074).

Despite the punitive nature of the Alternative Service Law compared to military conscription, Chorba has told the authorities that he
is willing to do alternative civilian service (see F18News 20 July 2015 http://forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2083), as has
Kalina (see F18News 26 August 2015 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2094).

The difference in the length of service is "not good", Jehovah's Witnesses told Forum 18 on 27 October, but added that "our young
men will agree to this". They noted that "our young men will be pleased to take up the opportunities civilian service offers to be of
service to others".

Officers don't want conscientious objection to be "a habit"

After Chorba's 25 September medical examination he was certified fit for military service, but he refused to sign the notification
given to him of this, he told Forum 18 on 17 October. He has noticed that "local people in the military have behaved rudely towards
me because I won the administrative case against being conscripted". They were also rude because of his pacifist Jehovah's Witness
beliefs.

In Chorba's presence, Lieutenant Colonel Vladimir Osipov, who heads the Military Conscription Office, discussed on the phone how
he can punish him, so that "in future conscientious objection doesn't become a habit".
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Despite Chorba's repeated explanations to officers that his religious beliefs do not allow him to do military service, his winning legal
cases and the Alternative Service Law, officials have shown no intention of dropping their attempts to conscript Chorba. Colonel
Denis Nislovsky, Military Commissioner of Rechitsa Conscription Office, insisted in a letter to Chorba of 3 October – seen by
Forum 18 – that "the second request [not to be conscripted] is ill-founded and further correspondence on the issue is terminated".

More confrontation coming?

Chorba expects that the government will initiate more confrontation. "First I won't turn up at the assembly station, then they will
formally ask the Investigation Committee to initiate proceedings under Criminal Code Article 435, Part 1," he commented to Forum
18.

This Article bans "Refusal of call-up to military service" with penalties of either a fine or up to two years' imprisonment. The
government's last attempt to prosecute him on this charge ended when the Investigation Committee found that Chorba had
committed no crime (see F18News 20 July 2015 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2083).

Conscientious objector Kalina was similarly charged under Article 435, Part 1, but was acquitted by Brest's Moscow District Court
on 17 August (see F18News 24 September 2015 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2104). The Prosecutor appealed
against the acquittal but Brest Regional Court turned down the appeal on 13 October, Kalina told Forum 18 on 22 October.

Kalina said that he was not called up in the Autumn 2015 call-up but expects, despite the Alternative Service Law, to be called up in
the next round in Spring 2016.

Why?

Both Colonel Nislovsky and Lieutenant Colonel Osipov have refused to explain to Forum 18 why they are so determined to try to
conscript or punish Chorba. Between 19 and 26 October both officers either put the phone down or did not answer when Forum 18
called them at Rechitsa Military Conscription Office to ask this.

Most Military Conscription Offices "now try to find a reason to exempt conscientious objectors until the Law on Alternative Civilian
Service comes into force", Yauhen Asiyeuski of the For Alternative Civilian Service campaigning group told Forum 18 from the
capital Minsk on 22 October.

The Defence Ministry would not confirm this to Forum 18. Spokesperson Colonel Vladimir Makarov insisted on 27 October that
"no indulgence will be made for conscientious objectors" before the Alternative Service Law comes into force on 1 July 2016.

Colonel Makarov noted however, that after the Law comes into force conscientious objectors will make requests for alternative
civilian service to a Conscription Commission chaired by the Head of the Regional Executive Council, not to Military Conscription
Offices (see F18News 18 June 2015 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2074).

Asiyeuski of For Alternative Civilian Service noted that Military Conscription Offices have a target for the number of conscripts
they must send for military service. In small towns like Rechitsa the number of men of call-up age between 19 and 27 years old is
limited, making every conscript valuable. "Nobody cares that he is a conscientious objector as the quota must fulfilled," Asiyeuski
told Forum 18. However in Minsk the number of potential conscripts exceeds the quota, so not everyone eligible is called up.

Colonel Makarov of the Defence Ministry denied that Conscription Offices have a quota for conscripts. He told Forum 18 that all
men between 18 and 27 without health problems are called up for military service. He explained however that, at present, laws and
regulations are being adjusted to meet the requirements of the new Alternative Service Law.

How to be a conscientious objector

At present, those who object on grounds of conscience to swearing the military oath, doing military service with weapons, or both,
are offered work either with the Railway Troops (who maintain and control railways) or in another non-combat capacity. Those who
object to serving within the armed forces in any capacity under military control, such as Jehovah's Witnesses, are either exempted
from service altogether or imprisoned (see Forum 18's Belarus religious freedom survey
http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=1997).

The Alternative Service Law should replace the current system of arbitrary decisions. Alternative service will be under the control of
the Labour and Social Security Ministry and, under Article 1, "not connected with service in the Armed Forces of the Republic of
Belarus, or other armed or military formations of the Republic of Belarus".

However, conscientious objectors will be required to apply to a local Military Conscription Office for their requests for alternative
service to be considered by a Conscription Commission (see F18News 18 June 2015
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http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2074).

"We'll keep taking a stand on this issue"

Human rights defenders, such as Asiyeuski of For Alternative Civilian Service, have strongly criticised the Alternative Service Law
for not meeting international standards by restricting conscientious objection only to those from pacifist religious communities and
for the punitive length of alternative service (see F18News 18 June 2015 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2074).

But For Alternative Civilian Service will continue to campaign for change, although Asiyeuski of For Alternative Civilian Service
did not think the Law will be changed in the near future. "It makes no sense to expect someone to take the initiative to change the
law, but we'll keep taking a stand on this issue," he assured Forum 18. (END)

For a personal commentary by Antoni Bokun, Pastor of a Pentecostal Church in Minsk, on Belarusian citizens' struggle to reclaim
their history as a land of religious freedom, see F18News 22 May 2008 http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?article_id=1131.

For more background information see Forum 18's Belarus religious freedom survey at
http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?article_id=1997.

Full reports on freedom of thought, conscience and belief in Belarus can be found at
http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?query=&religion=all&country=16.

A compilation of Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) freedom of religion or belief commitments can be
found at http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?article_id=1351.
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