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I. CITIZENS' INITIATIVES FOR
" HUMAN RIGHTS IN POLAND

|

1. The first independent initiative of the "Helsinki walch’ type was launched in Poland
~ only a few months alter the promulgation of the Final Act of the Conference on Secu-
rity and Cooperation in Europe. Extending over the last few months of 1975 and into
Januvary 1976, il was aimed al collecling signatures under a public protest against the
proposed amendments to Poland's Constitution, which were to fortify constitutionally
the Communist party’s monopoly of power as well as the country's bonds with the
Soviet Union. The same petition demanded that the Constitution should contain effec-
tive safeguards of civil liberties in Poland. The climax of the campaign was an open
letter signed by 59 intellectuals, but there were many more such public protests. The
signatonies of these protests became the objects of harassment by the authorities while
the constitutional amendments were adopted by Parliament with only minor modifica-
tions. Though the campaign of public protest did nol divert the authorities from their
line of action, il became a model for numerous independent initiatives Lhat followed.

2 In August 1976, the Workers' Defense Committee (KOR) was founded. among
‘others by participants in the campaign of prolest against the constitutional amend-
ments. KOR arose in reaction 1o the reprisals that affected many of the workers who
had taken part in the massive sirikes held in the factories of Radom, Ursus near War-

saw. and some other places in protest against the big food price rises of mid-1976.
The sirikes were ruthlessly suppressed by the police, and those detained were beaten,
tortured, and either sent to jail for many years or heavily fined in defiance of existing
legal procedures.

Hundreds of people responded to an appeal in which KOR. calling for solidarity
with the persecuted workers, launched a campaign of public support for them. The
operation was a big success: within one year, all the jailed workers were released from
prison. In the autumn of 1977, KOR reorganized itsell into the Commitiee of Self-
Defense 'KOR' (KSS KOR) whose aim was to monitor all politically and ideologically
motivated violations of the law by the police and to support civic inihatives for sale-

-ﬁnﬂlms the rights and freedoms laid down in the Covenants for Human Rights and
W the Final Act of the Helsinki Conference.

3 One more civic initiative with similar goals was born in March 1977, It was the
Movement for Safeguarding Human and Civil Rights (ROPCiO). and one of their more
speclacular actions was the campaign for having the Covenants for Human Rights
published in Poland. ROPCiO printed this texi on their own and slarted to collect
Mulm under a suitable appeal lo the authorities (who controlled the country’s

presses). Eventually, under public pressure, and presumably in view of the
mhing visit of U.S. President Jimmy Carter, the Covenants for Human Rights
were officially published in Poland.




4. KSS KOR, as well as ROPCiO, were the prime movers of numerous independent
initiatives, e.g., the Student Commutlees of Solidarity or the Society for Academic
Courses (TKN) and many other in the field of independent publishing. and in promot-
ing free trade unions. While considered illegal by the authorities. these and similar
civic initiatives were anchored in the norms and rights promulgated in the Pacls on
Human Rights and realfirmed in the Final Act of the Helsinki CSCE.

A direct reference lo the Helsinki Accord was made, 1n substance as well as in
name, by the Helsinki Commission formed in 1980 by acuivists of the KSS KOR Inter-
vention Bureau. The Commission drew up and published a report listing the violauons
of human rights committed by the authorities in Poland in the second hall of the
‘seventies, i.e.. in the period preceding the Madrid Conference.

5. However limited in scope, the civic imtiatives of the second hall of the ‘seventies
were seminal for the subsequent drive for civic self-governmenl and the nanon-wide
upsurge of civic aclivily in the period August 1980 and December 1981.

This was a period when large sections of the population became involved in public
affairs. Al first, right after the founding of *Solidarity,” the movemen! was dominated
by demands of more civil nghts, betler pay, shorter working hours. and the like. but
gradually local programmes of action were being developed. with a view 10 reflorming
the existing civic institutions and bodies. in keeping with the needs and aspirations of
a self-governing society. All these strivings added up to a programme for a peaceful
reconstruction of the system and a ‘socialization’ of the state. The overniding 1ssue
was that of the institutional and legal safeguards of the observance by the authorities
of civil rights and freedoms, as stipulated by the International Pacts on Human Rights.

In the period August 1980—December 1981, many of the independent civic institu-
tions, such as KS§ KOR, ROPCi0Q. and the Helsinki Commussion, decided to dissolve
or discontinued their operations. The leading activists of these bodies joined i1n the
work of the various structures of ‘Solidarity.’

6. The proclamation of martial law in Poland (December 1981) dealt a heavv blow 10
the freedom-minded Poles. All hopes for a reform of the svsiem were dashed overnight.
The coup was aimed chiefly at the independent trade union ‘Solidarityv’as the guaranior
of the proposed reforms. Thousands of ‘Solidarity’ leaders and aclivists were detained.
and the reign of oppression and police terror was solidified by a series of drastic legis-
lative measures curtailing basic civic rights and freedoms. The public responded wilh
a sort of campaign of civil disobedience in various spheres of life. ‘Solidanity’ went
underground, forming clandestine shop councils. inter-factory commitiees, and the
Provisional Coordinating Commission (TKK).

Numerous newspapers and journals began to appear in the underground: in 1982
alone more than 750 titles were registered. In the same way, new publishing houses
and numercus independent educational, cultural and scientific institutions were setl
up. A characteristic feature of spontaneous civic activities was the highly varied move-
ment of civic self-aid. A very important institution of this kind was the Committee
on Aid to Prisoners and Their Families, which operated openly under the auspices of
the Primate of Poland (the head of the Roman-Catholic Church). Less than one year
after martial law, in Oclober 1982, a new civic initiative was born in the underground
—the Polish Helsinki Committee.

7. From its incipience, the Helsinki Commitlee has striven to study the observance
of human rights in Poland and o keep public opinion informed about all violations of
inlernational agreements and the Helsinki Accord in particular. Those working for
the Helsinki Commitlee were volunteers recruited from various independent (i.e..
clandestine) bodies as well as from official institutions. In a matter of months the




. members. The past few months have seen new initiatives of the Commiltee
ing human rights in Poland, specifically by creating a political and legal
thal would guarantee the observance of human rights. Elevent members

ee allended the recent ‘round table’ negotiations between the govern-
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