24.01.2025 - International Day of the Endangered Lawyer

On 24 January 1977, four labour lawyers were murdered in their office, at Calle
Atocha street, in the centre of Madrid, by right-wing extremists, within the wider context
of political violence, due to Spain’s transition towards constitutional democracy, following
the death of dictator Francisco Franco. After this event, which is mostly known as the
‘Massacre of Atocha’, the Endangered Lawyer Foundation was created, aiming to defend
and assist lawyers who are threatened, attacked or murdered in various countries around
the world while they perform their professional functions and especially because of their
human rights work. This effort is supported by a network of national and international
legal organisations and bar associations, including the Council of Bars and Law Societies
of Europe (CCBE) and the Czech Bar Association (CBA).

Every year, since 2009, 24t January is recognised as a memorable day and marks
the International Day of the Endangered Lawyer, organised by the Coalition for the
Endangered Lawyer. This day aims to draw the attention of government officials,
international institutions, civil society, the media and the public regarding the struggles
that lawyers face, while exercising their duties, with a particular focus to a certain country.
In 2025, the International Day of the Endanger Lawyer is dedicated to the lawyers in
Belarus.

Today, the Day of the Endangered Lawyer spotlights the persecution of lawyers in
Belarus, who face systematic harassment and interferences with their professional
activities. Following the Presidential election and mass protests in 2020, a crackdown by
the government has resulted in the targeting of lawyers, journalists, human rights
defenders, and dissidents. The evidence indicates a persistent and troubling trend in
Belarus where legal practitioners face increasing criminal sanctions, arbitrary detentions,
and systemic interference in their professional duties.

Even though Belarus has signed and ratified human rights treaties that protect all
individuals, including lawyers, from human right abuses, the President of the Republic of
Belarus, Alexander Grigoryevich Lukashenko, has organised and won three referendums
that changed dramatically the Constitution, undermining the rule of law and the principle
of separation of powers as well. In this context, the Minister of Justice was granted
authority to directly interfere in the activities of bar associations, including suspension or
revocation of a lawyer’s license to practise law, removal and selection of bar association
chairmen and initiation of disciplinary acts against lawyers. While all these proceedings
are not subject to appeal, lack transparency and they are often used as punitive measures
against lawyers who defend political opponents or express critical views, the CCBE has



stated that key self-governing bodies of lawyers have become instruments of state
repression.

As a result, between 2020 and February 2024, 141 Belarusian lawyers were
deprived of their right to practise and at least 23 lawyers have been arbitrarily arrested
and persecuted on fabricated charges, such as “active participation in actions grossly
violating public order”, “inciting social hatred and discord” and “assistance with extremist
activities”. Among those legal practitioners, Maksim Znak, a former lawyer and professor
of law at the Belarusian State University, who has been the legal representative of
Lukashenko’s main political opponent, was arrested by masked men, being accused of
calling for actions to undermine national security, and he was sentenced to 10 years
imprisonment, without being allowed to see his family, independent medical personnel,
or his lawyers. As it was expected, the announcement of the verdict provoked several
reactions in many countries, whereas the President of the European Parliament, David
Sassoli, stated that “We condemn the verdict against the Belarusian Asctivist Maxim.
Defending freedom and democracy will never be a crime!’.



