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Mural displayed at the Kiemo Galerija, Kaunas Lithuania, 2020.

The gallery is located in the neighborhood of the former Kaunas Jewish Ghetto during World War II.
The mural was placed there as a commentary on societal problems in the neighborhood today.
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In every Gazeta issue, we dedicate two
pages to past and upcoming significant
events shaping Central and Eastern
Europe, the South Caucasus and Central
Asia. Each edition spotlights key historical
dates, important cultural events, and major
elections. Dive in and stay ahead of the
latest developments in the region!
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33rd Ukrainian Independence day

24

Aug

As Ukraine enters the second year of Russia’s full-scale invasion, the country
remains resolute in its fight. On this Independence Day, a series of
commemorative events were held both within Ukraine and around Europe,
serving as a powerful demonstration of solidarity.

33rd Moldovan Independence day

27

Aug

Moldova’s Independence Day comes as the country pushes for closer ties with
the West while managing its historical links to Russia. With the war in Ukraine
ongoing, Moldova’s future independence and its path toward European

integration are increasingly tied to Ukraine’s ability to resist Russian aggression,
as both nations confront similar challenges.

Azerbaijani Parliamentary Elections

01
Sep

Originally set for November, President I[Tham Aliyev dissolved parliament in
June, citing a need to avoid overlapping with the COP29 conference in
November. However, the early elections likely aimed to catch opposition
parties off-guard. As in past elections, Aliyev and his New Azerbaijan Party
secured an easy victory in a vote deemed unfair.



Moldovan EU Referendum and Presidential Elections

With a target date of 2030 for EU accession, this referendum will decide
! O whether Moldova should amend its constitution to codify Moldova’s EU

aspiration and prevent any future governing parties from derailing this
trajectory. The referendum will coincide with presidential elections, where
O Ct pro-EU incumbent Maia Sandu currently holds a strong lead in the polls.

68th Anniversary of the Hungarian Revolution

The Hungarian Uprising began as a student protest, which escalated into a
nationwide revolt against Soviet-imposed policies. The uprising was brutally

suppressed by Soviet troops in November, but it remains a symbol of

O C t resistance against totalitarianism.

Georgian Parliamentary Elections

In the context of the aftermath of the passage of the foreign agents bill and
! 6 the protest surrounding it, these elections are being seen as among the most

consequential in Georgia’s modern day history.

Uzbekistan Parliamentary Elections

Uzbekistan will head to the polls with this being the first election featuring a
mixed electoral system. However, due to the lack of genuine political

competition, it is unlikely these elections will result in any real political

O Ct changes.
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https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2023/oct/22/poland-turning-back-tide-of-the-right-should-be-an-object-lesson-in-democracy-for-uk
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2023/oct/22/poland-turning-back-tide-of-the-right-should-be-an-object-lesson-in-democracy-for-uk
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2023/oct/20/poland-election-rightwing-populists-keir-starmer-labour
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2023/oct/20/poland-election-rightwing-populists-keir-starmer-labour
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/10/16/world/europe/poland-vote.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/10/16/world/europe/poland-vote.html
https://www.rp.pl/polityka/art40998281-czy-rzad-donalda-tuska-wywiazuje-sie-z-obietnic-jednoznaczny-wynik-sondazu
https://www.rp.pl/polityka/art40998281-czy-rzad-donalda-tuska-wywiazuje-sie-z-obietnic-jednoznaczny-wynik-sondazu
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https://www.nytimes.com/2023/10/16/world/europe/poland-vote.html
https://www.rp.pl/polityka/art40998281-czy-rzad-donalda-tuska-wywiazuje-sie-z-obietnic-jednoznaczny-wynik-sondazu
https://www.rp.pl/polityka/art40998281-czy-rzad-donalda-tuska-wywiazuje-sie-z-obietnic-jednoznaczny-wynik-sondazu
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Resistance has become the defining characteristic of North
Macedonia’s long and arduous journey toward European Union
membership. For nearly two decades, the country has navigated a
complex web of internal reforms, diplomatic disputes, and external
pressures, all while struggling to meet the EU's stringent accession

criteria. Yet, despite its efforts, North Macedonia finds itself repeatedly
blocked, both by its own unresolved tensions and by an EU that seems
reluctant to fully embrace the Western Balkans. This persistent
resistance—against foreign influence, internal divisions, and an EU
that offers more hurdles than hope—continues to shape North
Macedonia’s fight for a place in Europe’s most exclusive club.
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[1]Conservative
and nationalist
party which
today is anti-EU,
anti-NATO,

and pro-Russian.
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Text and pictures — Jenni Kirkinen

bang” enlargement of the European

Union (EU) to Central Eastern
Europe. The Western Balkan states have
been on the radar for EU membership for
well over a decade. Now, Ukraine and
Moldova are seemingly approaching
concrete accession talks, fast tracking the
process that some countries have lusted
after for years. The accession of Ukraine
and Moldova to the EU is still years away
but it does appear to the Western Balkans
as unfair treatment.

I t has been 20 years since the “big

At the heart of the EU’s enlargement
process are the Copenhagen criteria,
designed to ensure that new members are
stable, democratic, and compatible with
the Union's values and standards.
Historically, the EU has employed a
‘carrot and stick’ approach to encourage
countries both inside and outside the
Union to comply with its requirements.
However, in North Macedonia’s case, the
stick has been wielded more frequently
than the carrot, eroding the country’s
confidence in the EU. Despite efforts to
meet these stringent criteria, North
Macedonia’s candidacy has dragged on
for nearly two decades. Much has been
done to meet the EU’s criteria, but
internal  problems, disputes with
neighbouring EU member states, and the
influence of foreign powers all add to the
unsuccessfulness of North Macedonia
accession to the European Union.

This leads to a broader question: do the
Copenhagen criteria and other EU

accession rules truly hold consistent
value? Examples like Cyprus in 2004,
where sovereignty was overlooked, or
Bulgaria and Romania in 2007, where
concerns about rule of law were brushed
aside, suggest otherwise. Such precedents
make countries like North Macedonia
wonder if their struggles are in vain. This
scepticism is further fueled by the rapid
candidacies of Ukraine and Moldova,
where significant issues like corruption
and the rule of law remain unresolved.
For the Western Balkans, these
inconsistencies deepen frustration over
the EU’s reluctance to move forward with
their accession talks.

mid these frustrations, the rise of
Afar—right and  conservative

nationalist movements across
North Macedonia is no exception. In the
recent presidential elections, Gordana
Siljanovska-Davkova (VMRO-DPMNE)
won by a landslide. She is the first female
president of the country and has
promised to advocate for women's
positions in the country. Her party,
VMRO-DPMNE], has expressed disdain
for agreements like the ‘Treaty of
Friendship, Good-Neighbourliness and
Cooperation’ with Bulgaria (2017) and
the Prespa Agreement with Greece
(2018). These agreements, while vital for
EU accession, have faced growing
opposition within North Macedonia,
particularly regarding the country’'s name
change and the treatment of its Bulgarian
ethnic minority. The contentious nature
of these treaties illusrates the complex



Road North Macedonia must navigate.
Corruption, strengthening the rule of
law, and economic reforms remain
central to its EU aspirations, yet these
diplomatic disputes with Greece and
Bulgaria have become primary obstacles.
The Prespa agreement changed the
country’s name from ‘the Republic of
Macedonia’ to North Macedonia as
Greece had been blocking the start of
accession talks based on contention in
the name use. Large parts of northern
Greece, parts of Bulgaria as well as the
whole of North Macedonia lie on the
geographical area of Macedonia. Thus,
Greece has been vetoing based on
historical and cultural factors before the
name change in the constitution of
North Macedonia. In her inauguration

“Inconsistencies
deepen
frustration over
the EU’s
reluctance to
move forward
with their
accession talks”

speech, Siljanovska-Davkova refused to
use the constitutional name of North
Macedonia which angered the Greeks
yet again. In addition, the ‘Good-
Neighbourliness’ treaty with Bulgaria
has been adrift. Bulgaria requires North
Macedonia to address its Bulgarian
ethnic minority in its constitution and
this was prepared by the previous
government headed by the Social
Democrats. However, with the current
government, the amendment to the
constitution is looking impossible to
implement.  Consequently, = North
Macedonia has no chance to join the
European Union if two existing member
states continue to block the accession
talks.

conomically, North Macedonia
E has made some notable progress

according to the latest EU report
regarding the country’s suitability to join
the union. The country is at a good level
of preparation in terms of the
functioning of the market economy and
has had moderate success preparing its
economy to withstand competitiveness
and market forces in the EU. This
follows previous reports for being
positive in the economic realm whilst
the latest report was negative towards
progress in  fighting corruption,
strenghtening the rule of law, and
independence of courts. Like many
other Western Balkan countries, North
Macedonia also suffers from ‘brain
drain’ and the mismatch between needs
and skills in the developing labour

21



market. This hinders the economic potential of
the country. Economic development is being
fostered by the Stabilization and Association
Agreement (SAA) made with the EU in the
early 2000s and this for instance lets some
North Macedonian products enter the Union
duty free. It further supports the adoption of the
‘acquis’ and aids with policy harmonisation.

ompounding these internal and
C external ~ challenges is  North

Macedonia’s strategic location, which
makes it a focal point for foreign influence. The
Western Balkans as a whole are pulled in
multiple directions—toward the EU, Russia,
China, and Tiirkiye. While the North
Macedonian ruling party maintains a friendly
stance towards Russia, the nation as a whole
opposes Russian aggression. Meanwhile,
Tiirkiye has sought to strengthen ties with
North Macedonia, recently proposing a strategic
council for cooperation and aiming to double
bilateral trade. China’s interest, tied to its Belt

and Road Initiative, also underscores the
region's importance in global geopolitics,
particularly given North Macedonia’s proximity
to Chinese-controlled infrastructure in Greece.
These foreign influences further complicate
North Macedonia’s EU aspirations, making it a
battleground for competing interests.

North Macedonia’s EU membership

application, yet the path forward
remains unclear. While the country has taken
concrete steps toward accession, the constant
rejection and competing foreign interests have
left many in North Macedonia disillusioned. As
the EU continues to dangle the promise of
membership, the growing influence of external
powers and the internal struggles within the
country suggest that the battle for the Western
Balkans is far from over. |4

T his year marks the 20th anniversary of
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“This year marks
the 20th
anniversary of
North Macedonia’s
EU membership
application, yet the
path forward
remains unclear.”
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Voices
of
Youth

Resistance

Georgia's Fight for Freedom and a
European Future - an interview with
a student activist

Text — Kristina Dovhunova

Pictures — Kristina Dovhunové, Irakli Gedenidze, Giorgi Ekaladze

movement in its modern history. Anti-

government protests erupted after the
reintroduction of the controversial "foreign agent"
law, which had initially been proposed in 2023 but
was swiftly abandoned following a wave of popular
dissent. This law, seen by many as a step toward
Russian-style authoritarianism, reignited fears over
the future of democracy and European integration
in Georgia. In this interview, we talk to Giorgi
Ekaladze, a student activist and a civil society
representative from Tbilisi, about the recent
developments, the mobilisation of student protest
movement and the reaction of the Georgian civil
society to the illiberal practices and restriction of
basic freedoms.

I n 2024, Georgia witnessed the biggest resistance

The new foreign agent law has sparked
significant controversy in Georgia and the EU

24

back in spring 2023 and 2024. Can you
explain what this law entails and why it has
been so fiercely opposed by so many
Georgians?

In May 2024, the Georgian parliament passed a
law requiring non-governmental organisations
(NGOs) receiving 20% or more of their funding
from abroad to register as entities "pursuing the
interests of a foreign power” The law also
provides for a monitoring mechanism based on
an anonymous statement meaning that
whenever the Ministry of Justice wishes, it can
conduct monitoring and thereby artificially limit
the activities of an organisation.

The wording is interesting — when first proposed
in 2023, it required NGOs and media to register as
"foreign agents.” In 2024, the term was changed to



acting in the interests of a foreign power". The
word ‘agent’ has a bad connotation in countries of
the former Soviet Union so they changed it. It was
a strategic step from them.

What is important is the context this “Russian
law” was introduced in. Last year, Georgia was
granted EU candidate satus and expected to begin
EU accession talks. But introducing the law like
this was a direct sabotage of Georgia’s European
future. With this law, we can’t continue on our EU
integration journey and the integration is halted.
This is why people gathered to protest - they
wanted to make it clear that they do not wish to go
the Russian path.

Where did the name "Russian law” come
from, and how has the government justified
enacting it?

The law is called "Russian law" because it mirrors
legislation introduced in Russia twelve years ago.
It is the exact same law, perhaps the wording is
different, but the content, context and intentions
are exactly the same. This name had a crucial

impact on our winning in 2023 when the bill was
introduced. It became clear that passing it would
align the country with Russia, an enemy that
invaded Georgia and continues to occupy 20% of
its territory. This association played a crucial role
in mobilising opposition to the law.

The Georgian Dream’s (GD) narrative is that if it
wasn’t for us, there would be another war in
Thilisi. GD claims they are the ones who want to
avoid the war at any cost - and that’s actually
smart. They tried to compare the law to the U.S.
Foreign Agents Registration Act (FARA). They
argued that the legislation was not inspired by
Russia but was instead a measure to ensure
transparency, a fundamental Western value. This
was accompanied by some conspiracy theories
about how NGOs organise colour revolutions in
Georgia. This year, the narrative changed a little -
the conspiracy about NGOs funding revolutions
was still there, but they stepped up their claims.
They claimed that NGOs are corrupt, that they use
large amounts of funds to organise training in
luxury resorts and that they act on orders from
foreign powers. According to them, if a donor

25
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the Gen-Z

it wasn’t only

special
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“We know
that all those
laws on
foreign
agents and
LGBTQ
propaganda

will be
repealed
after the
election if we
win. And I
am pretty
sure we will.”

our generation was too young back then. Even when
they used tear gas or water canons towards us, we
were not scared. We understand the true meaning of
freedom and we will fight for it.

How did you manage to unite the students and
young people and bring them to the streets in
2023 and 2024? What was your role there?

In 2023, I was a Law student at Tbilisi State
University. Together with my fellow students, we
mobilised people within the university and later
joined the big protests in front of the parliament.

I also organised a university protest against Irakli
Kobakhidze. Back then, he was the GD’s Chairman
and a professor at the Law faculty. We decided to
organise a protest during his lecture. You know, his
specialisation is Constitutional Law and he is the
author of the country's current constitution as well.
Our constitution says that all constitutional bodies
must take all measures to ensure the full EU and



NATO integration. So naturally, this was a huge
moral discomfort for us, that this professor teaches
us about Constitutional Law and yet he is part of a
party that drafted a law on foreign agents.

We organised a silent demonstration - we had to be
very careful when choosing our form of protest as we
were still at the university and could face
repercussions. They could use anything they could
against us. So we chose the silent protest - we stood
in the hall leading to the classroom, creating a
shamecorridor for him. It was actually the biggest
protest at the university at that time. But Irakli did
not show up. We thought it was our win that he did
not show up as it was clear that he was afraid to look
in our eyes.

I am taking a gap year so I did not organise any
student protests. But being part of an NGO, we
formed an informal coalition with other NGOs in
Georgia and we organised all of the protests this
spring, including the biggest one on the 11th of May.
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Has the perception of Georgian NGOs
changed in the recent months and have you
noticed any negative attitudes?

I would say that people in general now have a
better, more positive attitude towards us as we try
to show tangible examples and benefits of our
work. But this does not mean that everyone
supports us - yes, the perception of NGOs is
growing, but many people still believe in GD’s
“pragmatic” approach that says that this law will
help Georgia avoid the war on its territory. There
is also this common belief that if NGOs receive
funding, they must follow the donors’ orders.
They don’t understand that the donors can
provide funds just for someone to develop
themselves. They say - when there is money,
there are intentions. And the intentions are
never good.

At the time of this interview in August 2024,
the government launched its registry of
foreign agent NGOs and media. What is the
general reaction to this and is there a
consensus among Georgian NGOs and
media?



Most NGOs, including two of mine, are resisting
and will not register. We are not going to obey the
Russian law. There are exceptions to this, for
example GONGOs (government-organised
NGOs) or organisations that work in the harm
reduction sphere, they have to register so that
they can provide theirservices to the vulnerable,
and I understand that. But the absolute majority
of organisations, and ironically it’s the
organisations towards which this law targeted,
are not going to register.

The Parliamentary Elections are planned
for October 26, 2024. The GD has been
preparing by amending the electoral code
and weakening civil society, and a
controversial anti-LGBTQ bill was passed in
June. What are the next steps for the
resistance movement, and how can
international supporters help?

Right now, our priorities include raising funds
for information campaigns and observation
missions to monitor polling stations across
Georgia. We are actively fundraising for this
purpose. We also need to mobilise all immigrants

abroad, even the illegal ones. There are many
Georgian immigrants abroad - despite the visa
liberalisation with the EU, some people overstay
and they are scared to vote in the elections. We
need to make it clear that if they go to vote at the
embassy, they will not be arrested for voting. We
need government officials to say this. We know
that all those laws on foreign agents and LGBTQ
propaganda will be repealed after the election if
we win. And I am pretty sure we will. [

About Kristina Dovhunova

Kristina is a first-year student of the Master's in Russian, East European and
Eurasian studies at the University of Helsinki. Her research interests and
professional background involve civil society, democratic transition and elections in
the EU Eastern Neighbourhood region. Kristina holds an MA in Politics from the
University of Glasgow, with a year abroad spent at the University of Amsterdam.
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Mural for the Belarusian Opposition in Wroctaw, Poland.
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3Maraiia

is not “to struggle,” it is “to resist”
- on the situation of the Belarusian language in Belarus

Text — Alicja Kielpinska
Picture — Lila Bednarska

ow does a language become endangered?
H There are as many answers to this
question as there are languages in danger
but for the Belarusian language, the answer is the

authoritarian regime of Alexander Lukashenko.
Or is it Alyaksandr Lukashenka?

The first being the English transliteration of the
dictator’s name in Russian. The second coming
from Belarusian. In 2006, Lukashenka claimed
that there are only two great languages worldwide
- Russian and English. Belarusian, according to
him, is a poor language, which cannot express
anything great. Lukashenka has been in power
since 1994, the same year the Constitution of the
Republic of Belarus was adopted. To see the
document, I went to the Belarus Legislation
Databank where I read this:

“The online version of the Belarus Legislation
Databank contains the complete set of laws of the
Republic of Belarus, acts of the President of the
Republic of Belarus and the Government's
decisions (only in Russian and Belarusian

language). To search in the Belarus Legislation
Databank, go to the Russian variant of this page.
The Constitution of the Republic of Belarus and
Codes of the Republic of Belarus are available
there in Russian free of charge.”

And so, in the Russian version of the constitution
“available free of charge,” I found article 17: “The
state languages in the Republic of Belarus shall be
the Belarusian and Russian languages.” This
article effectively makes Belarus a bilingual
country, just like Finland with Finnish and
Swedish as the two official languages. Well,
actually, not at all like Finland.

ccording to the UNESCO World Atlas of
A Languages, Belarusian is spoken by about

2.2 million people in Belarus, while
Russian is spoken by around 6.7 million. These
data align with the results of the latest census
from 2019, where only one-fourth of Belarusians
reported using Belarusian at home. Additionally,
there was a noticeable drop in-the number of
people who identified Belarusian as their native
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“Why does UNESCO consider
the Belarusian language within
Belarus vulnerable?”

tongue, which was 60% compared to
85% twenty years earlier. With 2.2
million speakers,  Belarusian has
significantly more speakers in Belarus
than the 300,000 Swedish speakers in
Finland. So why does UNESCO
consider the Belarusian language
within Belarus vulnerable?

During his trial in 2011, Belarusian
Nobel Peace Prize winner and activist
Ales Bialiatski demanded translations
of the Criminal Code and the Code of
Criminal Procedue — the laws under
which he was being tried—into
Belarusian. He also requested that his
trial be conducted in Belarusian. Both
motions were denied.

Research conducted by Belarusian
human rights activist Alina Nahornaja
on the accessibility and discrimination
of the Belarusian language in Belarus

documents numerous instances of
linguistic discrimination across many
aspects of society. According to the
study, 77.8% of respondents answered
"yes" to the question, "Do you face
difficulties when using the Belarusian
language?”. The participants also share
their personal stories. One participant
Hienik recounted: “On the third day [of
my arrest for participating in mass
protests], the trial finally started for the
inmates of our cell. The trial was held
online, and the judge didn’t bother
going into details. Someone was
randomly sentenced to 13 days of
imprisonment, someone to 15. I was
sentenced to 20 days. And I know why
— because I spoke Belarusian.™

propaganda has started referring
to Belarusian speakers contemp-
tuously as “zmahars”. The word comes

S ince the protests in 2020, official



from the Belarusian “3maramia,”’
meaning “to struggle,” or “to grapple
with something.” In the eyes of the
propagandists, zmahars are just
powerless trolls, active, especially on
theinternet. Zmahars, themselves, see
their struggle as a road to a better
future - a free and democratic Belarus.

[har Sluchak, a lawyer and a
Belarusian language activist, who has
been forced to flee the country due to
his human rights activity, says that
Belarusian-speaking  citizens in
Belarus are an unprotected and
vulnerable group. According to
Sluchak, the access to education
entirely in Belarusian (especially in
the cities) islimited, the same applies
to the healthcare sector. About 1% of
all legal acts in the country are written
in the language.?

ccording to the Viasna
AHuman Rights Center based

in Minsk, after Russia’s full-
scale invasion of Ukraine, people in
Belarus started to switch from Russian
to Belarusian as a sign of protest - not
to speak the aggressor’s language.
While it is possible for a language to
survive (and thrive) without a state, it
needs people or in the case of the
Belarusian language, zmahars. People
who will send appeals so that more
Belarusian appear in public spaces,
people who will speak Belarusian
even if the reaction they get is “speak
a normal language”, people who will
teach their kids to be proud of the
Belarugfn language, people who will
resist.’

[1] Alina Nahorjnaja
(2023). Accessibility
and Discrimination
of Belarusian
Language in Belarus.

[2] Katsiaryna
Lutsevich (2024).
“The fight for my
language made me a
refugee” In: Global
Bar Magazine.

[3] Language as a
protest. (2024) In:

Viasna
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Backstage

Meet our talented
team of layout
designers! They are
the ones responsible
for bringing each
article of our
magazine to life and
make it visually
pleasing for you to
read.




STAY IN TOUCH WITH SASHA
BECOME A SASHA MEMBER
CHECK OUT SASHA’S BLOG

@sasha_ry_

f @sashary

Any feedback or thoughts about this issue? Let us know at
sashahallitus@gmail.com

More Gazeta? Find all past issues on issuu.com/sashary
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