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As Young European Federalists, we have a specific

political vision for which the respect for European

values must be truly woven into the fabric of the EU, as

a precondition for the development of a truly

democractic and federal Europe that could act as a

beacon in the world, providing a perspective for a

different future. Every activity we do contributes to

making reality closer to the vision that we have. 

To the JEFers of today and of the past goes the deepest

thanks for making Democracy Under Pressure actions a

sadly successful campaign. For 15 years, JEFers have

been breaking down abstract concepts of democracy

and rule of law into everyday translations and have

been injecting them right into the public space. We have

been calling on every European, of every party and

every country, to remember their duty to be vigilant.

Those who wish our societies harm are not in uniforms

but in suits, they are not on battlefields but in

boardrooms, they play not just to hate but to apathy.

For years now, a spectre has been haunting Europe.

Illiberal, nationalist and authoritarian tendencies have

spread across national governments and our society

and in today's Europe there is no party and no country

that can afford complacency. Human rights are steadily

undermined by those who are supposed to safeguard

them: freedom of press, of assembly and association;

the independence of the judiciary and the rule of law;

our very own European democratic structures are

under pressure, being twisted and drained of their

substance. Worryingly, the tragedy of the Covid-19

pandemic has been exploited to tighten the

authoritarian grip of many regimes on their citizens. 

But the EU, founded on the rejection of authoritarianism

and totalitarianism, lives, sadly, in a contradiction.

While strict compliance with the fundamental values of

the EU is required to become a Member State, there is

no way to guarantee that the current ones adhere to

these very same values. Unanimity-based decision-

making hinders both effective promotion of democratic

values in the EU neighbourhood and the trigger of the

“Article 7” framework, which is nonetheless a too

drastic and belated first solution for internal problems. 
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With Democracy Under Pressure, we are taking their

power. We are lifting the voices and the stories of the

activists and the citizens who just want to live in a

democratic state. We are breaking apart from the

national silos of perhaps already muted spaces, and

instead we are creating a European space for

democracy and full solidarity.

As Young European Federalists, we stand firm with our

fellow Europeans. An attack on the rule of law,

democracy or fundamental rights in one country is an

attack on our own. We will show equal resolve in

exposing, condemning, resisting, and challenging

those who wish us harm whether they strike at the

fringes of Europe or at its heart. When democracy is

under pressure and the future of the continent is being

taken away from us, we speak up for those who are

silenced.
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FROM #FREEBELARUS ...

On 19 March 2006, presidential elections took place in

Belarus. President Alyaksandr Lukashenka, in power since

1994, known as “the last dictator of Europe”, was already

showing zero tolerance towards pluralism, cracking down

on public protests, imprisoning opposition leaders and

journalists and suppressing the civil society’s freedom of

speech and expression. Yet, very little knowledge on what

was happening in our neighbourhood was present in the

European public space. JEFers needed to grab public

attention and raise awareness on these worrying

developments. 

As a result, the evening between Tuesday 14 March and

Wednesday 15 March 2006 saw the first ‘Free Belarus’

street action across Europe, entitled “Give the People of

Belarus a Voice”. Activists gagged and hung up signs with

the slogan of the action on statues in several European

cities. During this time, JEF’s electoral observers were

arrested in Belarus.. 

The 2006 action saw 23 cities participate and their number

kept growing up to 125, in Europe and beyond, in the

following years. Many activists in fact, on the anniversary

of the first actions, continued to go to the streets and show

solidarity to the Belarus people, even when the headlines

were not talking about the elections anymore. In these

years, JEF actions reached into Belarus and were

mentioned in over 40 media stories in Russian and

Belarusian, showing how resounding the message of

solidarity actually was. 

Little did the JEF activists at the time realise that their

actions would lay the foundations of Democracy Under

Pressure to continue annually for many years to come.

Back then, a pan-European action was quite a new idea

but soon it was clear that JEF turned into a reference point

of international solidarity. It was becoming an activist

organisation able to shed light on topics that people truly

care about, encouraging them to be active European

citizens. 
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JEFers became increasingly worried about the threats to democracy which were unfortunately not

only coming from dictators in post-Soviet states, but from various groups and situations all over

the continent. The “Free Belarus Action” was thus rebranded in 2014 to the “Democracy under

Pressure Action”. 

To reflect the alarming developments the focus of the campaign broadened to include 

the many European countries that are currently facing difficulties with adherence

to democratic principles, such as the rule of law and the safeguarding

of human rights, including the freedom of speech. 
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The action week aims at drawing attention to these situations

but also at inviting every European citizen to reflect on what

living in a democratic state where the rule of law is enshrined

means. Most importantly, by paying attention to the

developments in other countries, one becomes faster in

recognising when such values are not respected anymore. No

country and no democracy is in fact immune to illiberal turns.

Every year, in March, JEFers take part in a Democracy Under

Pressure week-long campaign. They gag statues, organise

awareness-raising activities, flash mobs, debates, articles and

partnerships with other civil society organisations and local and

European authorities. Through these actions, JEF wants to show

solidarity to the citizens who would like a democratic change in

their countries and within our own JEF family. 
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By organising a street action, people inform

themselves, visualise the very extreme of what

having democracy under pressure means and

they help raise awareness among passers-by.

During the action week, local sections take to

the streets and organise flash-mobs,

demonstrations, scavenger hunts etc.

GAG A STATUE

Activists gagging statues from several
European cities and hanging signs from their
necks stating the slogans of the campaign
were the first actions undertaken by JEFers
back in 2006. They continued to be the
symbol of Democracy Under Pressure, being
repeated every year all over the continent and
becoming the logo of the campaign. 

CLAP FOR DEMOCRACY

Why the applause? In Belarus, people found
creative ways to protest against the regime,
like randomly clapping on the street - now
forbidden - or setting their mobile alarm
clocks to go off at the same hour in a public
space. That is why clapping is still such a
powerful symbol. Our activists did it during
flash-mobs and in online campaigns!
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SOLIDARITY ACTIONS

This year, in light of the alarming developments in

Belarus, JEF has participated in solidarity actions not

only during the campaign week. Sviatlana

Tsikhanouskaya, leader of the democratic opposition in

the country, has proclaimed 7th February the Day of

Solidarity with Belarus and 29th May the Day of the

Global Picket of Solidarity with Belarus the and calling

on everyone in Europe and the world to organise

performances and rallies, release statements, display

the white-red-white colours, write letters to political

prisoners and support victims of repressions financially

via dedicated platforms, including BySol, A Country to

Live In and #BY_help.

 

There are currently more than 450 political prisoners

in Belarus, many detained for peacefully protesting

against the fraudulent presidential elections on 9th

August 2020. Most of them are very young people,

who have been detained for months waiting for a

trial. 

JEFers have sent more than 100 hand-written letters

in Russian and Belarussian to political prisoners. The

letters showed our solidarity and support for the fight

and conveyed a clear message to Belarusian

dissidents and citizens that Europe is aware of their

struggle and the abuses of Lukashenka’s regime. 

LETTERS TO POLITICAL PRISONERS

BELARUS

https://bysol.org/en/
https://en.stranafund.org/
https://www.belarus97.pro/eng


 

25 March, the last day of the 2021 action week, was

the unofficial Freedom Day celebrated by the

democratic opposition in Belarus. Our partners CCRE

(Council of European Municipalities and Regions) and

PLATFORMA joined our action and have invited their

members, national associations of cities and regions

to light up buildings. As a result, Gdansk, the Basque

Country, Estonia and Norway showed their support. 

JEFers also sent letters to their local authorities and

we managed to light up in white-red-white the cities

of Rouen, Münster, Novara, Strasbourg!
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RUSSIA

In February, demonstrations in support of the jailed

opposition leader Aleksei Navalny swept the nation,

beginning in the Far East and reaching the capital. Arrests

climbed into the thousands. Hundreds are detained as

protests in his support sweep across Russia. 

JEF partnered with VESNA, a youth organisation from Russia

fighting for liberty and democracy and starting the

procedure to become JEF Russia, which has participated in

the recent protests to free Navalny. 

The group asked support from JEF Europe to denounce the

retaliation against protesters carried out by some

universities which are now threatening the expulsion of

students who took part in the demonstrations. Since Russia

is also part of the Bologna process, JEF has published a

general statement on the protests together with VESNA and

ESU, calling on European universities to join us in

condemning Russian universities betraying the ideal of a

university as the ultimate place for freedom of thought and

expression. 

Local sections did the same with their respective universities

preparing open letters to their vice-chancellor asking for

support.

LIGHT UP YOUR CITY

IN RED AND WHITE



Bringing our actions on social media was one of the

most important ways to reach as many people as

possible, especially considering the complicated times

we were living in Spring 2021. 

This is why, all our actions can be found under the

umbrella hashtag #DemocracyUnderPressure. 

Local sections created country and rule of law

information material and visuals, shared on their social

media. They mentioned and reposted the campaign,

amplifying its messages all over Europe. Some explored

new and entertaining ways of communicating, for

example creating videos and eye-catching videos!

Others created documentaries or took part in a daily

diary challenge in which they showed the struggles one

experiences when fundamental rights or freedoms (such

as freedom of speech, assembly, movement) are taken

away. 

Organising events allows to inform people and to make

them aware of the situation in other countries and the

signs to pay attention to understand if democracy is

under pressure and rule of law guarantees are being

taken away.

Unfortunately, the 15th anniversary of Democracy Under

Pressure was celebrated in a moment in which most of

the European countries were experiencing restrictive

lockdown measures, making it difficult for activists to

organise physical events. However, in 2021 JEF Europe

and JEF sections organised 29 online events, debates

and movie screening, addressing general topics on

democracy and the rule of law or focusing on the

political situation in specific cases/countries.

SOCIAL MEDIA CAMPAIGNSEVENTS 
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Last but not least, JEFers are active in conventional media every year, either by writing articles,

launching press releases, creating partnerships and open letters. 

In 2021, JEFers published 27 articles in 4 different languages on our webzines Eurobull, Le

Taurillon, The New Federalist, El Europeista, as well as 5 podcasts related to the campaign.

 

Moreover, 21 French MEPs and 3 MPs have co-signed an opinion column published in Ouest-France

titled “For the rule of law to be a priority of the French Presidency of the Council of the EU”.

Finally, JEF Europe has published 5 press releases on the situation in Russia, in Belarus and for the

15th anniversary of Democracy Under Pressure together with youth political parties organisations

and civil society partners. 

CONVENTIONAL MEDIA 
(press releases, articles ...) 
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As Young European Federalists we are proud of

having been talking about Belarus when no one

else was raising the issue and of having continued

advocating for rule of law and the respect of

human rights in this and many other countries year

after year, relentlessly and outspokenly. 

However, it is not enough. After 15 years, the

anniversary of Democracy Under Pressure brings

about mixed feelings. On the one hand, we have

seen a democratic crisis taking place in many

countries even inside the EU and undermining the

mutual trust among Member States. We still have

to raise awareness about the systemic weakening

of democracy, including in Member States, fifteen

years later. 

When it started, the campaign aimed at

materialising these abstract concepts so as to

connect with people and to show that an European

public sphere actually existed. It was also about

advocating, in the light of future treaty changes, for

a single European foreign policy that could act

united against such violations. 

And unfortunately, despite the broadening of the

scope of our campaign, in this 15th anniversary we

returned to the origins, supporting - on the day of

Solidarity with Belarus and beyond - the incredible

strength of the Belarusian citizens that keep

fighting for their freedom. 

On the other hand, a campaign turning 15 years old

is already quite special to any NGO, but it is

specifically special for a youth NGO as this means

that even more generations of members have been

involved. So, when these actions lift the voices of

those who are silenced by the ones who want to

put democracy under pressure and make sure that

they continue to be heard and supported in

solidarity, we should be also proud. 

We would like to celebrate, congratulate and

thank our volunteers all across Europe for their

tireless work on this campaign and their innovative

ideas during the pandemic. These difficult times

have not silenced us. If one thing, they have

brought us closer online, so we had the chance to

discover each other's activities and attend each

other's events. It is heart-warming to see how the

whole network has shown solidarity, has been

inspired by activists and has inspired others to join

our fight. 

Democracy Under Pressure is therefore a source of

hope. It is not just a campaign, but a commitment.

Year after year, for as long as needed, JEF will

speak for those who are silenced. We will build on

what we did these past 15 years and make sure

that many generations of young Europeans will

stand up for democracy for the next 15 years and

many more to come.  
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