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Summary

INTRODUCTION
Belarus is traditionally considered to be Russia’s closest
ally, and their alliance is a cornerstone of post-Soviet
integration projects, both military (the Collective
Security Treaty Organisation - CSTO) and economic
(the Eurasian Economic Union - EAEU). But bilateral
relations have entered a different and more conflictual phase. The paradigm shift started in 2014, when
Belarus invoked its constitutional neutrality pledge
to refuse to side with Russia in its ongoing conflict
with Ukraine and the West. Playing this card allowed
President Lukashenka to appear as a security guarantor
both in the eyes of Belarusians and the West. Irritated
by such autonomy, Moscow indicated that it now wants
more for its money.
Russia is no longer ready to subsidise the Belarusian
economy in exchange for its neighbour’s fleeting geopolitical loyalty. In linking, in 2018, the resumption of
economic privileges to ‘deeper’ political integration
within the Union State that the two countries nominally established 20 years ago, Russia stepped up the pressure. Yet Vladimir Putin made Belarus an offer he knew
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›

Since 2014, Russia has tried to coerce Belarus
into being a more submissive ally, or accepting a ‘marketisation’ of their relations.

›

President Lukashenka has resisted Russia’s
ultimatum, however, and negotiations over
granting the Union State supranational institutions and prerogatives have hit a wall.
Yet given Belarus’s dependence on Russian
subsidies, Moscow can tighten the screws
when needed.

›

President Lukashenka’s traditional ‘survival strategy’ therefore seems unsustainable in the long run. Russia has readily started using hybrid measures against
Belarus, which is ill-equipped to resist such
malign influence. This entails high risks for
Lukashenka, who is seeking re-election.

›

The
uncertain
future
of
the
Russian-Belarusian alliance has geopolitical implications too. The challenge for the
EU is to support the independence of Belarus
without making the regime more resilient –
and Russia more assertive in its attempts to
subjugate Belarus.
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Aliaksandr Lukashenka would refuse: the Belarusian
president had repeatedly stated that Belarus’s sovereignty was ‘not for sale’.
Given its dependence on Russia and current economic hardships, Belarus might not be able to resist
Moscow’s ‘coercion to integrate’, however. Its capacity to uphold its sovereignty is being challenged from
outside, while Lukashenka’s regime survival is under stress from within: in the run-up to the 9 August
presidential election, unprecedented opposition forces
have emerged which the Belarusian regime has started
cracking down on.1 Should repression intensify, leading the West to reintroduce sanctions, Minsk’s efforts of the past years towards normalising relations
with Brussels and Washington would come to nothing. Yet renewed (self-)isolation of Belarus is exactly
what Russia needs to reach its strategic goal of keeping
Belarus in its orbit, and extract more concessions from
its fragile leadership.
This presents the EU with a dilemma it knows all too
well: how can it support Belarus’s efforts to preserve
its independence, without increasing the resilience of
Lukashenka’s authoritarian regime or making Russia
more assertive?

RUSSIA’S COERCION TO
‘DEEPER INTEGRATION’
Whereas Russia’s relationship with Belarus was always
marred by diplomatic disputes, blackmail and various
‘trade wars’, in recent months disagreements have
shaken the very foundations of their strategic alliance.
The paradigm change became obvious in late 2018,
when Moscow stepped up pressure on Minsk to deliver
on earlier commitments regarding the institutional
‘deepening’ of the Union State of Belarus and Russia.
Formally established two decades earlier as an intergovernmental project, the Union State should become,
according to the Kremlin, a supranational organisation. Aware that it would be dominated by Russia given
the imbalance between the two Union members, the
Belarusian leadership has always resisted the idea of
transferring elements of sovereignty to a would-be supranational body, however.
Throughout 2019 the two parties conducted intense
negotiations on revising and updating the 1999 Treaty
establishing the Union State,2 but they hit a wall by the
end of the year.3 The bone of contention was the last
three items of a list of 31 roadmaps which Belarus allegedly refused to even discuss since they provided for
transferring prerogatives and elements of Belarusian
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sovereignty to the Union State in fiscal and monetary fields.
For Belarus the only incentive to integrate closer with
Russia – be it within the Union State or the EAEU – is
tied to expected benefits relating to the conditions and
tariffs for purchasing Russian oil and gas. Discounts on
hydrocarbon deliveries have always represented a major share of the Russian subsidies that keep Belarus’s
unsustainable economy afloat (they represented up to
20% of Belarus’ GDP in 2006).4 In cutting subsidies
down, Moscow is trying to force Minsk to accept either
Russian re-integration plans or further ‘marketisation’ of their trade relationship, with the levelling up of
tariffs towards world market prices.
The bargaining started when Russia modified the
taxation regime of its oil exports, making purchasing Russian crude oil more costly for Belarus. Minsk
demanded that the Russian budget compensate for its
profit losses due to this ‘tax manoeuvre.’5 In December
2018, Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev indicated that
this and the resumption of subsidies in general was
conditional upon Belarus agreeing to deeper integration within the Union State.6
Faced with Medvedev’s ultimatum, Lukashenka replied
that Belarus’s sovereignty was ‘not for sale’: he rightly
foresees that a supranational Union State would actually resemble an enlarged Russian Federation, entailing much less prerogatives for him personally. This
dialogue of the deaf reached an impasse in late 2019.7
For failing to agree to political unification on Russia’s
terms, Belarus is set to lose economically. The new
status quo is not to its advantage and Belarus’s structural dependence on Russian hydrocarbons gives the
Kremlin the upper hand in future negotiations.8
Yet reviving the stillborn Union State might have been
a mere pretext from the onset. Once again, Putin has
backed Lukashenka into a corner by presenting him
with an unacceptable option. In fact, what Putin is after is not a fool’s bargain on institutional integration.
For almost two decades, Russia has tolerated Belarus’s
eccentric conception of what being an ally means, and
it too was satisfied with the Union State being a mere
platonic union.
What Russia wants is Belarus’s geopolitical loyalty,
which started evaporating after Russia’s 2008 war
with Georgia, when President Lukashenka refused to
recognise the independence of the breakaway republics of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. This earned him
more consideration in the eyes of the EU, contributing to Brussels lifting some of its sanctions a couple of
months later, and extending an invitation to Belarus to
join the Eastern Partnership in 2009.
What Russia does not want is Belarus ever turning to
the West and this is exactly what has been happening
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since 2015. Amid the emergence of the latest wave of
Belarusian nationalism (aka ‘soft Belarusianisation’),
which Lukashenka expediently seeks to exploit to rally his people around the flag,9 the autonomisation of
Belarus’s foreign policy and its flirting with the West
came to be seen as unacceptably anti-Russian.

BELARUS’S SURVIVAL
STRATEGY
In refusing to recognise the 2014 annexation of Crimea
de jure, and by invoking the neutrality pledge enshrined
in Belarus’s constitution to refuse to side with Russia
in its ongoing conflict with Ukraine and the West,
Lukashenka opted for sovereignty over loyalty. This
raised considerable distrust in Moscow, especially after Belarus became involved in schemes bypassing the
Russian embargo on food imports from the West, and
on oil exports to Ukraine.
Lukashenka’s survival strategy always consisted of a
balancing act, playing Russia against the West in order to extract benefits from both. Tactically, it relied
on geopolitical blackmailing of Russia, threatening to
seek a rapprochement with the EU to force Moscow to
resume subsidising its economy. Lukashenka knows
how to exploit Putin’s neo-imperialist syndrome, as illustrated in the row over establishing a Russian airbase
on Belarusian territory, a demand repeatedly made by
Russia since 2013. Eager to maintain good neighbourly relations with all its other neighbours, Lukashenka
has consistently and, so far, successfully, rejected
such security outsourcing.10 This, in turn, has allowed
him to showcase himself in the West as the guarantor
of Belarus’s sovereignty and a contributor to regional
peace and stability.
In relation to Brussels, ‘dictaplomacy’ was always
Lukashenka’s main regime-survival tool: turn a blind
eye to my authoritarian wrongdoings, otherwise an
isolated Belarus will fall back into Russia’s embrace,
was his underlying message.
In hosting the peace talks that led to the Minsk agreements, Belarus bolstered its image as a ‘neutral buffer
state’, further improving its rating in the West.11 Despite
limited progress towards meeting the democratic conditions attached to Western sanctions, in 2016 the EU,
later followed by the US, started gradually lifting coercive measures against the regime.
Diversifying
international
partnerships
is
Lukashenka’s key survival tactic. It endows Belarus’s
notional ‘multi-vector’ foreign policy with some substance and has led to a number of breakthroughs which

have bought Belarus time and diplomatic support in its
quest for autonomy.
The first breakthrough was the signing of a
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership with China in
2013. This led to establishing an industrial park near
Minsk and attracted some Chinese investments – albeit
mostly as tied loans for now. Belarus also aspires to become a European hub for Xi Jinpin’s Silk Road Initiative.
Cooperation accelerated following the Ukrainian crisis, notably in the military field: with Chinese support
Belarus developed a multiple-rocket launcher, named
Polonez, able to compete with Soviet and Russian artillery systems on world markets.12
Belarus’s diversification efforts yielded results on the
Western front too, the most spectacular improvement
being in relations with the United States. Minsk and
Washington have been working towards mending their
relationship since 2018. After sanctions were partially
lifted, an agreement was struck regarding the return of
a US ambassador to Belarus after a 12-year break. The
ongoing thaw climaxed with the visit of Mike Pompeo
to Minsk in February 2020, when the US Secretary of
State announced that his country could supply Belarus
‘with 100 % of the oil it needs, at a competitive price’,
to help it secure its sovereignty.13 Although such an import scheme sounds unsustainable, the message sent –
to Minsk, and to Moscow – is groundbreaking.
The improvement of Belarus’s relations with the EU and
several EU member states individually – notably Poland
– has led to a de facto normalisation, albeit still without
a framework agreement. The ongoing construction of a
nuclear power plant in Astravets near Belarus’s border
with Lithuania remains a fly in the ointment. Renewed
dialogue reopened opportunities for cooperation, however. The most significant progress is the signing of a
Visa Facilitation and Readmission Agreement in May
2020. As a result, the Schengen visa application process will be faster and the fee should drop to €35 for
Belarusians.
Combined with the diversification of its foreign partnerships, the qualitative improvement in Minsk’s relations with potential trade partners helps Belarus
counterbalance its economic dependence on Russia.
The prospect of increased foreign direct investment (FDI), trade flows, and access to credits from
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and European
Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD),
motivates the Belarusian authorities to uphold this
strategy – with the caveat that, due to the lack of
structural reforms, they should not expect much from
Western donors.
Lastly, Belarus has attempted to diversify its sources of energy, negotiating with potential oil suppliers
(Norway, the US, Azerbaijan) and transit countries
(Ukraine, Lithuania, Latvia).14 The first shipment of a
3
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Belarusian oil reﬁneries depend on subsidised crude oil deliveries
through pipelines from Russia. Although current infrastructures
technically allow for deliveries through alternative routes via Baltic
harbours or Odessa, these are generally not seen as economically viable
for Belarus.
Energy dependence on Russia also extends to nuclear power, with
Belarus set to open a Russian-built nuclear power plant in 2021. This
move is opposed by Lithuania, which agreed to close its sole nuclear
power plant in Ignalina as a condition for accession to the EU in 2004,
and now faces similar environmental risks given its proximity to the
Astravets plant.
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mix of US and Saudi oilSzázhalombatta
was announced in May 2020.
It will probably transit via the Ukrainian harbour of
Odessa, since the railway connecting the Klaipeda oil
terminal (in Lithuania) to Belarus is deemed to have
insufficient capacity for handling the announced
600,000 barrels (about 80,000 tons).15 The investments
required in multimodal transport infrastructure will
4

have to be guaranteed in order for alternative routes to
Russian pipelines to prove competitive in the long run.
Data: Esperis.pl,
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unlikely to be overcome by a couple of overseas deliveries, however. Russia remains confident that Belarus’s
levers in future negotiations are shrinking.16 ‘Gazprom
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diplomacy’ remains a powerful pressure tool, as the
gas giant links its pricing policy to the repayment of
Belarus’s debt.17 Moreover, Putin has a number of other
tricks up his sleeve.

VULNERABILITIES IN THE
FACE OF HYBRID THREATS
In recent years Russia has activated various hybrid warfare tactics against Belarus. The aim is to influence domestic developments so as to constrain Lukashenka’s
capacity to control domestic affairs and extract decisions that satisfy Russia’s geopolitical objectives.
Hybrid warfare uses coordinated military, political, economic, civilian and informational (MPECI) instruments
of power that allow the pursuit of strategic goals below
the threshold of traditional armed conflict. Russia used
it extensively against Ukraine, as a complement to its
unadmitted military intervention in Donbas. And it implemented non-linear ‘active measures’ (in Soviet jargon) elsewhere as well.
In the case of Belarus, hybrid threats emerged in
2015-2016 when Russia intensified its soft power or,
rather, ‘sharp’ power projection.18 The effort initially
targeted public opinion on Ukrainian issues to popularise the belief that Belarus was intrinsically part of
the ‘Russian World’ (Russkij Mir).19 Hence, the narrative went, Belarus was at risk of suffering the same
fate as Ukraine – social unrest and a ‘fascist coup’ by
‘nationalists on a Western payroll’, followed by a ‘civil
war’ – should a Colour Revolution occur. The subliminal message was that Russia could intervene militarily
in that event.
This marked the beginning of a massive propaganda
campaign in Belarus, later diagnosed as a ‘creeping assault’ on Belarusian sovereignty.20 Evidence accumulated that Russia was establishing a large-scale system
of interference, using state-controlled, quasi-private
and non-governmental initiatives, allegedly coordinated from the Kremlin.21 This system includes foundations, government-organised non-governmental organisations (GONGOs), the Russian Orthodox Church,
sports clubs and even Cossack groups. Individually and
as a network, these agents of influence form a potential fifth column in Belarus. For now their mission is
to spread Russophile narratives and Russkij Mir worldviews, to deter popular aspirations to nation-building,
and turn Russian and Belarusian public opinion against
Lukashenka and his policies.
Belarus is extremely vulnerable to Russian (dis)information because it is virtually integrated into the Russian
infosphere, with 60% of the content aired on TV actually produced in Russia. Pro-Kremlin propaganda is

impactful because internet-connected Belarusians are
increasingly getting information on socio-political,
economic and foreign policy issues from social networks such as VKontakte (the Russian equivalent of
Facebook), blogs and Telegram or YouTube channels,
which are dominated by pro-Russian influencers and
narratives.22
The Belarusian authorities’ response to Russian media interference has been too little, too late, to protect
the country against such malign influence.23 The narrow media landscape, (self-)censorship and systematic restrictions on freedom of speech make alternative
discourses inaudible. Having spurned the Belarusian
language and the national culture for two decades,
Lukashenka’s sudden metamorphosis into a nationalist looks unconvincing. Unless the government issues a 5-year plan supporting ‘soft Belarusianisation’
– which, for now, is mostly a spontaneous societal
movement – bureaucrats and state-owned media will
not develop pro-Belarusian messages able to compete
with Russian propaganda.24 Lukashenka’s own personal survival strategy might not be sustainable in the face
of Russian interference.

WEAKENING GRIP AND
INCREASED RISKS
Of all Russia’s post-Soviet neighbours, Belarus is the
most likely candidate to be subjected to the same treatment as Ukraine.25 Conventional force might not be necessary, however, for subjugating Belarus to the extent
Russia needs for meeting its strategic goal of keeping
the country under its control. Given that Vladimir Putin
might again need a quick geopolitical victory to boost
his own popularity ratings, a hybrid action or even a
Crimean scenario to fully vassalise Belarus should not
be excluded a priori.
This said, the Russian army lacks the means to sustain
a long occupation of, or war of attrition in, Belarus. It
might have infiltrated Belarusian civil society, and rely
on pro-Russian siloviki, but existing fifth column elements are not sufficient to subjugate Belarus yet. The
Belarusian military remain loyal to their country, and
the population would not welcome absorption, whether achieved by force or by ruse.
The prospect of Belarus becoming part of the Russian
Federation – which Vladimir Putin indicated in 2002
was his favoured integration scenario26 – finds no support in Belarus (less than 1.4 % of the population, according to an August 2019 poll).27 If offered multiple
options, the majority of Belarusians (43%) would prefer
independence over a union with Russia (22%) or joining the EU (18%).28 Since 2014, sovereignty has grown
even dearer to their heart, and support for uniting with
5
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Russia declined by 20 percentage points during the
2019 negotiations on ‘deeper integration’.
A tangible threat remains, however, that Russia uses
sharp power tactics, and Gazprom diplomacy, to aggravate Belarus’s domestic hardships to extract concessions from Lukashenka. In 26 years, the Kremlin
has learnt to accommodate itself to its eccentric partner, and toppling him was never a priority. But helping him stay in power makes less sense if whoever
succeeds him has only Russia to turn to for economic
support anyway.
In recent months Belarus’s situation has evolved from
bad to worse and this creates new opportunities for
Russia. Amid sharp economic decline and the Covid-19
crisis, Lukashenka appears as politically weakened
for the first time during his reign.29 His trust capital and electoral rating have dropped in the eyes of a
fast-changing Belarusian society.30
In May and June 2020, hundreds of thousands of
Belarusians braved the risk of Covid-19 contamination
to line up to give their signatures to citizen initiative
groups nominating alternative candidates. Over 400
dissenters – political activists, human rights defenders, journalists, bloggers, etc. – were sentenced to fines
or administrative detention for participating in ‘unauthorised mass events.’31 This followed the arrest of a
famous blogger, Siarhei Tsikhanouski, who was touring the country to meet his followers, and launched the
‘get rid of cockroaches’ slogan – earning the movement
the label of the ‘Slipper revolution’, as people took to
the streets waving slippers, a well-known weapon for
crushing these household pests.32
Another novel development in the wake of the campaign is the emergence of potential challengers from
the ranks of the establishment, such as diplomat Vitaly
Tsepkalo. They advocate reforms and regime change,
but unlike the old nationalist opposition they do not defend pro-Western views. Viktar Babariko, who gathered
over 400,000 signatures, has close financial connections with Russia. A former CEO of Belgazprombank, he
received massive support among the business-oriented
urban middle class – and beyond. His arrest on 18 June,
allegedly for money laundering, sparked spontaneous
street gatherings in Minsk, which were repressed in a
way reminiscent of the Winter 2010-2011 crackdown.33
The current spiral of protests and repression makes
Lukashenka vulnerable in several ways. Even by deploying administrative resources and coercion, Lukashenka
is unable to mobilise his traditional support base
among blue collar workers and the elderly, hit hard by
the current crisis. A critical mass of previously apathetic Belarusians is now eager for a post-Lukashenka era,
and possibly ready to fight for it.
Whereas the loyalty of the force structures seems indefectible, the nomenklatura is more disoriented. In
6

a surprise government reshuffle on 4 June several
pro-reform ministers were dismissed, such as Prime
Minister Sergei Rumas, replaced by silovik Roman
Golovchenko, the former head of the Military Industry
authority. Influenced by (dis)information from his own
security services, reputedly the most pro-Russian segments of the Belarusian administration, Lukashenka is
escalating the state violence which can lead to exactly
the Maidan scenario he warns against. Russian-led
provocations could exacerbate tensions, and justify
Moscow’s interference under the pretext of restoring
order in case of riots or a power vacuum.34
Should Lukashenka use repression and electoral manipulation to stay in power, he risks being isolated from
the West again, reversing previous steps towards normalisation. As in 2011, this would reduce Belarus’s room
for geopolitical manoeuvre, giving Russia a chance to
impose ‘deeper integration’, notably in the military
field (e.g. building its airbase on Belarusian soil). This
would also make regional security more volatile.
A preferable scenario, but also the least likely, is a
peaceful power transition to a post-Lukashenka era already in 2020, through an electoral process followed by
round-tables or a referendum re-establishing the primacy of the 1994 Constitution, as Viktar Babariko has
suggested. In this event, Russia would still enjoy considerable leverage.
Whether this would necessarily limit the EU’s links
with Belarus will depend on the EU’s own strategy and
its readiness to downplay political divergences and engage with Russia (and the EAEU) in a Grand Bargain
over the future of European security architecture.
Unless Belarus’s neutrality status is sanctified in the
process, there is no guarantee that the country will remain sovereign in such a scenario.

CHALLENGES FOR THE EU
Finding the morally right and mutually acceptable format for relating with Lukashenka, and Putin too for
that matter, has always created a dilemma for the EU.
Its democratic values prevent it from re-engaging unconditionally with the Belarusian leadership, especially if the latter starts to revert to its repressive habits.
Should political prisoners reappear in Belarus the EU
will have to decide whether to impose coercive measures against Lukashenka's regime again, with the additional dilemma that amid growing socioeconomic
chaos, EU sanctions might inflict serious collateral
damage on the Belarusian population too.
Yet the time will come when the EU will have to engage with a post-Lukashenka Belarus. Identifying and
reaching out to those in the bureaucracy without whom
transition cannot proceed is critically important now.
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Conversely, continuing conditional engagement without conceding to the forces of pragmatism – which have
been on the rise within the EU too – exposes Brussels to
being sidelined in future transition processes. Keeping
this prospect in mind, the EU should continue a constructive but principled dialogue and technical cooperation on mutually beneficial sectoral issues with carefully selected interlocutors.
Warnings and recommendations made before the sanctions were last lifted remain valid: Lukashenka’s flirting with the West is an authoritarian regime-survival
tactic, and after he is gone a hypothetically democratic
Belarus would not necessarily be more pro-European.35
Attention should thus focus on the fields where linkages with Europe contribute to consolidating Belarus’s
sovereignty, people-to-people contacts with Europe,
and strengthening the resilience of civil society in the
face of domestic and external challenges. Five directions should be prioritised:
Reducing Belarus’s dependence on Russian energy deliveries. Cooperation in the energy field is the main avenue for enhancing Belarus’s economic resilience.36 This
can be done by developing alternative supply routes,
supporting the transition to renewables and furthering
support for infrastructure and energy projects to ensure deeper interconnectivity of the Belarusian energy
system with EU standards.37
Helping Belarus uphold its neutrality pledge, by
counter-balancing or deterring military reintegration with Russia. This could mean encouraging a closer
partnership between Belarus and NATO as well – and
overcoming the resistance of Turkey38 and Lithuania to
that prospect.
Sustaining nation-building trends, notably by supporting ‘soft Belarusianisation’. A first step would be for
all EU member states to recognise and use ‘Belarus’ to
name the country (not ‘White Russia’ or ‘Biélorussie’,
terms which refer to the Soviet Socialist Republic of
Byelorussia). Support should focus on the media and
book publishing fields, which are still dominated by
Russian-language products. Belarusian bureaucrats
are aware that Russification represents an existential
threat for their country’s sovereignty: what they lack
are tools, ideas and networks for containing it.39
Building civil society capacity. More and smarter
funding is needed for organisations, initiatives and
individuals that contribute to making Belarusian civil
society more resilient against malign Russian interference. This should include investing in developing
media-awareness, and encouraging people-to-people
contacts, twinning, as well as cultural and educational
exchanges across the EU.
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cooperation between Belarusian border regions and
Poland, Lithuania, Latvia and Ukraine. More synergies
could be developed within Euroregions (Bug, Neman,
etc.) to foster the socialisation of Belarusians in Europe.
The Europeans are constrained in how far they can respond to Belarusian challenges and possible overtures
from Minsk. Acknowledging Belarus’s importance for
European security, it is in the EU’s interest, however,
to exploit the cracks that have appeared in the façade of
the Belarusian-Russian union.40
Russia is evidently trying to coerce Belarus into accepting being either subjugated politically, or abandoned economically, and the hybrid measures used in
that blackmail do not exclude the use of conventional
force at some point. The sustainability of alternative
schemes for future bilateral relations between Belarus
and Russia depends on a number of domestic and external unknowns, and possible scenarios at the regional level.41 One thing is certain, however: should Russia
wish to take control of Belarus, Lukashenka’s previous balancing game and diversification strategy cannot guarantee his regime’s survival. Amid the Covid-19
pandemic and subsequent economic downturn, the EU
will predictably have little time and money to spend on
Belarus. Yet this is a critically important endeavour,
since the prospect of Belarus losing its sovereignty entails risks for European peace and security too.

Reinvigorating cross-border cooperation. Available
instruments – for example the European Neighbourhood
Instrument (ENI) for Eastern Partners – can increase
7
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