I GRASSROOTS THINK TANK AUSTRIA

POLICY PAPER #2

Actions and Reactions:

Political Crisis in Belarus as Seen
from Brussels and Moscow

Marylia Hushcha

Magda Stumvoll

In cooperation with

orz=11 lI=CFA

INTERNATIONAL
INSTITUTE FOR
PEACE

GRASSROQOTS THINK TANK

Policy Paper #2 O FOR EUROPEAN
January 2021 AND FOREIGN POLICY

Vienna, Austria



Marylia Hushcha & Magda Stumvoll Actions and Reactions: Political Crisis in Belarus as Seen From Moscow and Brussels

The Policy Paper represents the opinion of the
authors and does not speak for Ponto as an
organization.

Ponto - Grassroots Think Tank fiir Europa-
und AuBenpolitik.

Plattform zur Férderung eines konstruktiven
und evidenzbasierten Dialogs zwischen Poli-
tik, Wissenschaft und Zivilgesellschaft e.V.

January 2021

Ponto — Grassroots Think Tank for European
and Foreign Policy
office@pontothinktank.org
www.pontothinktank.org

£l @PontoThinkTank



http://office@pontothinktank.org
http://www.pontothinktank.org/
https://www.facebook.com/PontoThinkTank/
https://twitter.com/PontoThinkTank

Marylia Hushcha & Magda Stumvoll

AUTHORS

Marylia Hushcha, MA

is a Ponto Board member
and a Research Assistant
at the International Insti-
tute for Peace in Vienna.
She previously worked at
Pontis Foundation in Slo-
vakia, where she managed a capacity-building
project for NGOs in Russia. Maryia has com-
pleted training and fellowship programmes at
the United Nations Office in Belarus, the Euro-
pean Academy of Diplomacy in Warsaw, and
the University of San Diego. She holds a Mas-
ter's degree in European Studies from Come-
nius University in Bratislava.

Contact:
marylia.hushcha@pontothinktank.org
m.hushcha@iip.at

Magda Stumvoll, MA
works as project coordina-
tor and research fellow at
the Austro-French Centre
for Rapprochement in Eu-
rope. Her research topics
include the Eastern Part-
nership (the Eastern dimension of the Euro-
pean Neighbourhood Policy) and internal EU
challenges. Since August 2019 Magda has been
in the board of the Austrian Grassroots Think
Tank for European and Foreign Affairs Ponto,
first as President, now as Vice-President. She
studied Economics, Political Science, Ro-
mance and European Studies in Vienna, Re-
gensburg and Clermont-Ferrand.

Contact:
magda.stumvoll@pontothinktank.org
magda.stumvoll@oefz.at

Actions and Reactions: Political Crisis in Belarus as Seen From Moscow and Brussels


mailto:magda.stumvoll@pontothinktank.org
mailto:m.hushcha@iip.at
mailto:magda.stumvoll@pontothinktank.org

Marylia Hushcha & Magda Stumvoll Actions and Reactions: Political Crisis in Belarus as Seen From Moscow and Brussels

Table of Contents

10

n

12

Abstract
Introduction

Belarusian political crisis and the Euro-
pean Union

Belarusian political crisis and Russia
Geopolitical dimension
Conclusion & Recommendations

Further Reading



Marylia Hushcha & Magda Stumvoll

ABSTRACT

Belarusians have taken to the streets of their
cities and towns for over five months now,
demanding free and fair elections after the
presidential vote in August had been bla-
tantly rigged. ‘The longer the political crisis
drags on, the more Russia’s and the EU’s ac-
tions matter.

The perception of the Belarusian political cri-
sis in the East and the West is a different one.
The elites in Russia view the protest as coor-
dinated by the West, whereas the EU consid-
ers it as a purely domestic issue. Russia has a
high interest in Belarus, in terms of security,
economics, culture etc. For the EU, stability in
its neighbouring country is essential. It is
questionable how long Lukashenka will stay
in power, as he is not a promising partner,
neither for Russia, nor for the EU.

INTRODUCTION

The presidential election on 9 August 2020 in
Belarus was followed by peaceful protests of
the Belarusian public who did not recognise its
results: too manifold were the reasons to as-
sume that the elections were rigged. Sviatlana
Tsikhanouskaya who was supported by large
parts of the population was attributed 10,12% of
the votes by the Central Electoral Commission,
whereas Aliaksandar Lukashenka according to
official figures received 80,10% of the votes
cast.

Up to 200.000 Belarusians took to the streets
to protest peacefully against the alleged elec-
tion fraud. The largest protests took place in
the capital city of Minsk, but big rallies also oc-
curred in other major cities as well as in small
towns. They were supported by diverse groups
of society: men and women, students and the
elderly, workers and employees from public
and private enterprises. However, these pro-
tests were countered with an unseen scale of
violence by Lukashenka's regime. The Belarus-
ian security forces used stun grenades, pepper
sprays, water cannons and batons against the
protesters. Until now, more than 33.000 people
have been arbitrarily detained since the Au-
gust elections. 179 [as of 16 January 2021] have
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been convicted to prison sentences and were
acknowledged as political prisoners by human
rights organizations. At least five people died.

The scale of the current political crisis in Bela-
rus has been unprecedented in the country's
history. While there is still some support for
Lukashenka among Belarusians, available data
shows that it does not exceed 25%. The pro-
tests and the violent response inevitably
caused an international backlash, which the
Belarusian public and key stakeholders were
waiting for. Both Lukashenka and the opposi-
tion reached out to Belarus’ neighbours,
namely Russia and the EU, calling for their sup-
port. Moscow and Brussels reacted, each with
their own aims and interpretations of the situ-
ation in mind. This paper aims to shed some
light on the two different assessments of the
political crisis in Belarus by its big neighbours
and give some recommendations to EU for-
eign policy stakeholders.

BELARUSIAN POLITICAL CRISIS AND THE
EUROPEAN UNION

The EU and its member states closely observed
the protests in Belarus and took measures on
different levels as a response to the crisis.

EU sanctions

Only after nearl y two months of peaceful pro-
tests of the Belarusian society, the European
Union finally reached an agreement on 2 Octo-
ber 2020 to impose first restrictive measures
against the Belarusian regime. These
measures included travel bans and asset
freezes for individuals identified as responsible
for the unacceptable use of force and torture,
arbitrary arrests and the misconduct in the
electoral process. Lukashenka was not put on
the list at first, as there were still hopes in Brus-
sels for possible diplomatic interventions.
Moreover, Emmanuel Macron and Angela Mer-
kel aimed for the EU to be a possible mediator
in the dialogue between Lukashenka and the
opposition, in which they wanted to include
Russia as well. But as the EU realized that
peaceful discussions between the opponents
would not take place in the near future and



https://www.chathamhouse.org/2020/10/what-belarusians-think-about-their-countrys-crisis
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/PDF/?uri=OJ:L:2020:319I:FULL&from=EN
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that therefore the EU would not be able to play
the role as a mediator, Lukashenka was finally
put on the sanction’s list another month later
on 6 November.

Finally, the third round of sanctions against
Belarus was imposed on 17 December, target-
ing 88 officials as well as 7 companies close to
Lukashenka that are mostly active in the mili-
tary industry. The 2010/2011 sanctions, in com-
parison, included 243 individuals “from the in-
nermost circles of the regime” and put “32
companies linked to three tycoons closely con-
nected with the president” under trade sanc-
tions. An arms embargo against Belarus has al-
ready been in force since 2011.

Looking at the unprecedented force used
against the protesters, Tsikhanouskaya called
on the EU, US, UK and Canada for tougher
sanctions, especially against state companies
and businesses close to Lukashenka. Besides
official sanctions, the European Investment
Bank (EIB) and European Bank for Reconstruc-
tion and Development (EBRD) temporarily
stopped most of their activities in Belarus.

The 2020 EU sanctions against Belarus were
rather weak, especially because of the way
they were imposed, namely too slowly. This
was, on the one hand, due to the fact the EU
did not want to send a too harsh message in
the beginning to keep the door open for possi-
ble mediation. On the other hand, it was linked
to the institutional problem of unanimity in EU
foreign policy: under the current ruling, indi-
vidual member states can use their consent to
specific questions as a leverage to other mem-
ber states’ approval of a different issue of -
sometimes national — interest. Cyprus used
this leverage in the current example in order to
receive support from fellow member states to
sanction Turkey over its oil and gas drilling in
the Mediterranean.

But one must remain realistic: as the EU’s foot-
ing was too weak in Belarus. Its sanctions
would never have had the leverage to change
Lukashenka's behaviour, which the EU was
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aware of. But besides the coercing and con-
straining function, sanctions also aim at signal-
ling. Out of the seven enterprises that have
faced sanctions since December 2020, four are
operating in the military industry and one is
specialized in facial recognition software. With
the decision to sanction them, it can be argued
that the EU was reaching out for the constrain-
ing function of sanctions to minimize the vio-
lence against civil society and journalists. How-
ever, itis questionable to what extent these en-
tities really depend on the EU market, com-
pared to the Russian one. In other words, it re-
mains to be seen if these sanctions do really
hurt these enterprises and if therefore the con-
straining function can be successful. Without
doubt, the signalling function of the sanctions
was effective. Belarusian authorities were and
still are aware that the EU does not tolerate
their behaviour and that the EU is carefully ob-
serving the developments and is reaching out
to civil society and supporting the victims of
unjustified violence.

EU rhetoric

Even if EU sanctions could be harsher, the
rhetoric of the EU vis-a-vis Belarus was very
clear from the beginning: The EU and its mem-
ber states refused to recognize Lukashenka as
the president of the country after the elections
in August 2020. The EU repeatedly con-
demned the use of violence, the criminal per-
secution and torture of the protesters in Bela-
rus. Furthermore, after the elections many
heads of state and government as well as for-
eigh ministers met with Tsikhanouskaya as the
leader of the opposition to whom they prom-
ised support for the Belarusian civil society.
Moreover, they joined her call for new elec-
tions, the immediate release of all political pris-
oners and those arbitrarily arrested during the
protests and the end of violence.

In August and December 2020, the EU reallo-
cated financial support to the Belarusian civil
society and independent media that was orig-
inally intended for the Belarusian state. In Au-
gust, 53 Mio EUR were disbursed, whereby 50
Mio were foreseen for coronavirus emergency
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https://twitter.com/Tsihanouskaya%20/status/1330602564073779202
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support and 3 Mio EUR for victims of repres-
sion and as support for civil society. In Decem-
ber, 24 Mio EUR were allocated to civil society
and media. In the same month, the European
Parliament awarded the Sakharov Prize for
Freedom of Thoughtto the “democratic oppo-
sition in Belarus, represented by the Coordina-
tion Council, an initiative of brave women and
political and civil society figures” which can be
seen as another strong symbol of support to
the Belarusian people.

EU member states’ response

While leaving the strategic questions for Bela-
rus-EU relations to Brussels, various EU mem-
ber states started with short-term help for the
Belarusian society to keep the people-to-peo-
ple contacts alive and not to isolate the coun-

try.

The Polish embassy and consulates which
were closed due to the coronavirus pandemic
opened again at the end of August and offered
a simplified visa application system for Bela-
rusians who wanted to enter Poland for profes-
sional and humanitarian purposes. Estonia re-
opened its Visa Applications Centres in Belarus
at the end of September. Lithuania started to
grant entry permits for special humanitarian
reasons and to grant political asylum to those
whose lives are in danger. Latvia started a fast-
track visa application procedure to relocate
Belarusian businesses and their employees. Al-
ready in early September, the Baltic states that
historically and geographically look back at a
close relationship with Belarus joined forces
and issued an entry ban on Lukashenka and 29
other Belarusian officials.

Several EU member states offered scholar-
ships for Belarusian students who were ex-
pelled from their universities after taking part
in the protests in Belarus. Lithuania offered 100
government scholarships for Belarusian stu-
dents to continue their studies outside Bela-
rus. The Belarusian university in exile based in
Lithuania, the European Humanities Univer-
sity, also reserved additional spots for the Bel-
arusian youth. Many other countries followed
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suit: e.g., Poland (Warsaw University), Slovakia
(Comenius University and Slovak Technical
University, Bratislava), the Czech Republic (Ma-
saryk University, Brno) and Estonia (Tallinn
University and Tallinn University of Technol-

ogy).

As a response to these actions, Belarus ex-
pelled Lithuanian and Polish diplomats. As a
sign of solidarity, many European member
states - e.g. the Czech Republic, Estonia,
France, Germany, Latvia, Romania and Bul-
garia — temporarily recalled their respective
ambassadors. At the beginning of the crisis,
ambassadors from many EU countries laid
down flowers at the spot where the first pro-
tester died in August 2020. Furthermore, they
gathered at Belarusian Nobel Laureate and
Coordination Council member Sviatlana Alex-
jevich's house when more and more signs ap-
peared that she would face persecution by the
regime. However, this event was also cited to
underline the weakness of the EU in Belarus:
only when diplomats were physically present,
the EU was able to protect a Belarusian citizen
who presumably was forced later on to leave
the country.

Irrespective of the importance of EU actions for
the Belarusian civil society on a day-to-day-ba-
sis, one must be aware that they represent cru-
cial symbols but they do nothave real leverage
to impact the course of the current crisis. What
these symbols certainly do, is to influence the
perception of the EU among protest sympa-
thizers, which the EU could benefit from in
case of a democratic transition.

EU’'s perspective on Belarusian crisis

Throughout the protests, media in EU member
states constantly linked the protests to a dem-
ocratic change and a democratic uprising of
the Belarusian people. However, the endeav-
ours of the Belarusian society — especially at
the beginning of the uprising — were not nec-
essarily linked to a democratization of the sys-
tem. The protests did not seem to be nour-
ished by a political vision of whatever colour, it
did not seem like a choice between a


https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/priorities/sakharov-prize-2020/20201016IPR89546/the-2020-sakharov-prize-awarded-to-the-democratic-opposition-in-belarus
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/priorities/sakharov-prize-2020/20201016IPR89546/the-2020-sakharov-prize-awarded-to-the-democratic-opposition-in-belarus
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/priorities/sakharov-prize-2020/20201016IPR89546/the-2020-sakharov-prize-awarded-to-the-democratic-opposition-in-belarus
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/priorities/sakharov-prize-2020/20201016IPR89546/the-2020-sakharov-prize-awarded-to-the-democratic-opposition-in-belarus
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democratic and an autocratic system. A study
shows that in January 2020, 52% of Belarusians
thought that their country was heading in the
wrong direction, whereas only 29% were confi-
dent about Lukashenka's path. The source of
the public uprising can be perceived as anger
and discontent with the current system which
is another reason why the EU assesses the pro-
tests as a purely domestic affair. The poor man-
agement of the COVID-19 pandemic was po-
tentially the peak of the iceberg in an overall
poorly  functioning system. Belarusians
wanted their voices to be heard, have aright to
express their opinion and elect a leader them-
selves.

However, during the protests and with the es-
tablishment of the Coordination Council,an in-
stitutionalized opposition body that emerged
from the protests, the rhetoric changed. The
main goals of the Coordination Council are “to
facilitate the transfer of power and ensure so-
cial cohesion on the basis of the Constitution.
The Coordination Council does not intend to
change the constitutional order or the foreign
policy of the country.” Furthermore, the resto-
ration of rule of law, civil rights and status of
the Republic of Belarus as a democratic and le-
gal state are further key terms mentioned in
their Resolution, where the word democratiza-
tion does not appear. While the West labels
the Coordination Council with this term, the
Council does not contradict, but is careful to
use the term itself.

How closely the protests and violent suppres-
sion are observed in the EU varies from mem-
ber state to member state. Belarus' direct
neighbours, Lithuania and Poland which also
share a common history are the staunchest
supporters of the Belarusian civil society. In
many countries across Europe solidarity pro-
tests were organized on various scales and fre-
guencies, often initiated by Belarusian dias-
pora. In general, media in EU member states
continued to report about the protests
throughout autumn and winter and the topic
continued to be on the agenda of the Foreign
Affairs Council in Brussels.
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EU-Belarus collaboration: Which framework?
In general, the EU and Belarus look back at a
fluctuating relationship, which has been
marked alternately by sanctions (2006 and
2010/2011) and thaws. While Belarus is one of
the six partner countries in the Eastern Part-
nership (EaP) framework, it has not fully ex-
ploited its collaboration possibilities, largely
due to the lack of political will of its elites. Alt-
hough there is a relatively fruitful exchange on
the expert level, only serious discussion on a
high-ranking level can advance the overall col-
laboration of the partner countries. However,
this door remains closed for the time being, as
Belarus downgraded its participation in the
EaP to an expert level, as a response to the cur-
rent sanctions.

Belarus remains the last of the EaP partners
who has not yet signed a framework partner-
ship and cooperation agreement with the EU.
However, one can not only blame Belarus, as
the political will from the EU's side is limping
as well. After Belarus granted a unilateral visa
liberalisation for EU citizens arriving at Minsk
National Airport in 2017, the EU only followed
suit with visa facilitation for Belarusian citizens,
which after lengthy discussions entered into
force in July 2020.

The good news in this context is that a frame-
work to possibly strengthen EU-Belarus rela-
tions does already exist, even if it still needs to
be further developed and adapted to the cir-
cumstances: The partners should make use of
itifthere is a genuine interest for deeper coop-
eration, once the question about the next le-
gitimate leader of Belarus is solved.

BELARUSIAN POLITICAL CRISIS AND RUSSIA

Russia's first reaction to the Belarusian protest
in the aftermath of the August elections was
somewhat delayed. Putin congratulated
Lukashenka as the newly elected president al-
ready on the following day, but his message
was rather restrained. Otherwise, Moscow re-
mained silent in its public stance towards the
events in Belarus and carefully observed the


https://globalvoices.org/2020/09/17/is-belarus-in-the-midst-of-a-generational-upheaval/
https://globalvoices.org/2020/09/17/is-belarus-in-the-midst-of-a-generational-upheaval/
https://rada.vision/en/resolution
https://rada.vision/en/resolution
https://rada.vision/en/resolution
https://rada.vision/en/resolution
https://rada.vision/en/resolution
https://rada.vision/en/resolution
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situation. Putin and Lukashenka talked on the
phone four times throughout August.

A clear public signal of Russia's backing of
Lukashenka came on 27 August when the Rus-
sian president promised a military reserve to
support the regime in Belarus. On 3 Septem-
ber, Russian Prime Minister Mikhail Mishustin
met with Lukashenka in Minsk. On 14 Septem-
ber, Lukashenka met with Vladimir Putin in So-
chi. There, Putin supported a constitutional re-
form announced by Lukashenka and prom-
ised a loan of 1,5 Bio USD, partially to refinance
the previous loans by Russia to Belarus.

There are several reasons why Russia decided
to support Lukashenka. First, he is a well-
known, even if disliked, figure in Moscow's po-
litical circles. He has been dramatically weak-
ened by the Belarusian protest and |ost his le-
gitimacy among the majority of Belarusians.
Despite that, he managed to stay in power re-
lying on close loyalists and the security appa-
ratus. A weak Lukashenka does not have a
choice but to rely on Russia and is more likely
to yield to its demands. Sviatlana Tsikhanous-
kaya and other members of the opposition
have claimed to be Russia-friendly, but they
are largely unknown figures in the Kremlin and
thus represent greater uncertainty. If they
were to take over the leadership in Belarus,
they would also enjoy the support of the West
and, consequently, have more leverage vis-a-
vis Russia's interests.

The chances that the West will talk to
Lukashenka at all are very slim, as he was not
even recognized there as president. Further-
more, both Putin and Lukashenka are authori-
tarian leaders. Letting Lukashenka fall in the
neighbouring Belarus as a result of mass pro-
test would set a precedent for Russia's own
population that might feel encouraged to
make a similar attempt. Finally, from the
Kremlin's perspective Lukashenka does not
need to stay president for long. But in the short
period that he will still rule, he could ensure a
transit of power in accordance with Russian in-
terests.
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The Russian elites' perspective on the Belarus-
ian crisis

Russia considers the protest and political crisis
in Belarus as an attempt to carry out another
“colour revolution ” Russian political elites gen-
erally regard colour revolutions as instigated
from the outside. In their view, post-Soviet so-
cieties are incapable of self-organization on a
mass scale and require external support to
bring about a political upheaval. Any sort of
public unrest is also seen as an existential
threat to statehood. This perception is based
on the assessment of Russia's own experience
with radical political transformations in the
past century. Today, both 1917 and 1991 are per-
ceived by the elites as catastrophes and col-
lapses of national statehood.

Bearing this in mind, Russian political elites
view the Belarusian protest as a project of the
West. They talk about the protesters as about
a disoriented part of the society that external
actors took advantage of. In an interview from
12 November 2020, Russian Foreign Minister
Sergei Lavrov said that the “decrease in mass
protests evidently reflects an understanding
among those who sincerely had taken to the
streets and wanted to be heard that the situa-
tion needs to be calmed down, that one needs
to turn to a constructive dialogue”.

He cited the constitutional reformm announced
by Lukashenka as a sufficiently clear proposal
to start such a dialogue. Lavrov further stated
that the protests were wearing down due to
the fact that “sincere people who wanted a
better life and wanted a dialogue with author-
ities"” left the streets already. On one hand, this
assessment indirectly recognizes the legiti-
macy of Belarusians' demand for Lukashenka
to go. On the other hand, it also shows Russia’'s
disrespect to formal rules and procedures,
such as elections, when the political interest (of
Russian elites) is at stake.

Demonstrations in Belarus are perceived as a
foreign intervention that is led by Poland and
the Baltic states where Tsikhanouskaya and
many members of the Coordination Council
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are now based'. Also, the popular channel
NEXTA on the messaging platform Telegram
that is used by the protesters to coordinate
and Belarusian TV station Belsat both operate
from Warsaw. This fact is cited as further evi-
dence of foreign involvement in the Belarusian
protest movement. The fact that throughout
autumn and December 2020 European lead-
ers met with Tsikhanouskaya is further viewed
as an attempt to destabilize the political situa-
tion in Belarus and create divisions between
Belarus and Russia by receiving an “illegiti-
mate” leader on such a high level.

Such representation of the events in Belarus is
surely further inflated in the rhetoric of public
officials and through state media. However, at
its core it points to a genuine self-perception of
Russia’s role in its neighbourhood. Russia per-
ceives Belarus, as well as other post-Soviet
countries, as having obtained independence
exclusively as a result of the dissolution of the
Soviet Union. The legitimacy of the Belarusian
national claim is now put to a test. It remains
to be seen whether the formalsovereignty will
become a real one. Russia's own identity is
fluid and goes beyond the state borders.
Therefore, from the Russian point of view, the
EU's support to Belarusian people is seen as a
foreign intervention, while Russia’'s support to
Lukashenka is seen as legitimate. To use a
metaphor that is still prominent in the public
discourse, as a Slavic brother — certainly an
older one — Russia sees its role in preventing
the 7amily from falling apart. This is the lesson
that has been drawn from the Ukrainian case.

Russian media have extensively covered the
events in Belarus. They became the third most
memorable issue for Russians in October, pre-
ceded only by the COVID-19 pandemic and the
war in Nagorno-Karabakh. According to
monthly polls conducted by Levada Centre,
the Russian population gives its rather steady
support to Lukashenka. Two weeks after Au-
gust elections, 57% thought that he should

T Belarusian authorities condemn the opposition for
‘intruding into the events in Belarus from abroad, de-
spite the fact that many of them, including Sviatlana
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remain president, while only 17% saw the op-
position candidate as the legitimate leader. In
September and October, about 40% of re-
spondents had their sympathies lying with
Lukashenka. About 20% sympathized with the
protesters, while around 37% were indifferent
to both sides. Those who trust state TV sympa-
thize predominantly with Lukashenka (about
50%). Those who use the internet and social
networks sympathize with Lukashenka signifi-
cantly less (only 12%) but do not overwhelm-
ingly sympathize with the protesters either
(32%).

Constitutional reform and Russia's plans for
Belarus

Lukashenka's response to the protest was to
announce a constitutional reform. However,
little detail is available about what exactly will
be reformed. Lukashenka mentioned constitu-
tional changes already in 2018 when he was
still a strong ruler and considered a controlled
power transition to a hand-picked successor. A
constitutional reform under Lukashenka today
would amount to a series of cosmetic changes.
The protesters and the opposition do not take
this initiative seriously, as it would in any case
not respond to their central demand, namely
new and fair elections without Lukashenka.

Moscow wants Lukashenka to carry out consti-
tutional changes as well. At their meeting in
Sochi, Putin enthusiastically supported this
idea. But their visions of this reformm might dif-
fer significantly. Moscow's interest in the con-
stitutional reform in Belarus lies in the decen-
tralization of the political system. |If
Lukashenka's power vertical is broken down
into multiple centres, they can be occupied by
persons more convenient to Russia. This con-
cerns not only the government and parlia-
ment, but also state enterprises (that can be
privatized), media, the education sphere, etc.

Lukashenka is an acceptable actor to carry out
the transition but is expected to leave the

Tsikhanouskaya, were forced to leave the country by
the very same authorities.


https://www.levada.ru/2020/11/02/zapomnivshiesya-sobytiya-42/
https://www.levada.ru/2020/11/02/zapomnivshiesya-sobytiya-42/
https://www.levada.ru/2020/08/27/vybory-i-protesty-v-belarusi/
https://www.levada.ru/2020/10/05/protesty-v-belarusi/
https://www.levada.ru/2020/11/05/protesty-v-habarovskom-krae-i-belarusi/
https://www.levada.ru/2020/11/05/protesty-v-habarovskom-krae-i-belarusi/
https://ecfr.eu/article/lukashenka-besieged-russias-plans-for-belarus/
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political scene afterwards, within a year or two.
He is seen as an unreliable partner in the
Kremlin, having built his entire pre-election
campaign on the anti-Russian sentiment,
dropping it and asking Moscow for help as
soon as his position at home was challenged.

Lukashenka himself wants to stay in power,
even if not necessarily in the role of president.
While he claimed that he would not cling to
power, he repeatedly stated that he would not
give it away either, especially to an ‘unknown
president’. In December, he suggested mak-
ing the Belarusian People’'s Congress a consti-
tutional body, prompting political observers to
compare this reform to the revival of the Soviet
communist party. By transferring certain pres-
idential powers to the Belarusian People's
Congress and becoming its head, Lukashenka
might intend to reconcile his ambition to stay
in power with his earlier promise not to be the
president under the new constitution. How-
ever, already in January 2021, his statements in-
directly indicated that the Belarusian People's
Congress might remain just a formal body
without significant powers. As usual, without
giving specific details, on January 10,
Lukashenka announced that a constitutional
reform proposal will be finished by the end of
2021. This further demonstrates his willingness
to slow down the process in order not to carry
out the reform any time soon.

A potentially even stronger Russian presence
in Belarus might not be taken well in society.
While the Belarusian population has an overall
friendly attitude to Russians, over the past
thirty years a distinct Belarusian national iden-
tity emerged and has been reinforced by the
protest movement of 2020. At the same time,
Russia took for granted its soft power in this
country after the collapse of the USSR, invest-
ing little resources in relevant policies in the
following years. Also, by supporting
Lukashenka, Russia further alienates Belarus-
ians. Survey data from November 2020 show
that the number of Belarusians supporting the
union with Russia fell by 1% compared to Sep-
tember. This might indicate the formation of a
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new trend, according to Belarusian sociologist
Andrey Vardamatski.

GEOPOLITICAL DIMENSION

The overall mistrust in international politics
and heightened tensions between Russia and
the EU further constrict space for a joint dis-
cussion on Belarus. Multilateral formats, such
as a possible OSCE mediation, have not gath-
ered necessary support in Belarus itself. Bela-
rusian authorities have declined to collaborate
in the framework of the OSCE Moscow Mecha-
nism, which was invoked due to the human
rights violations related to the election fraud
and the suppression of protests. This serves as
another indication that the Belarusian regime
would probably not accept the organization as
a mediator for the overall conflict neither.

The EU’s main interest in Belarus is to have a
stable country onits border. While the EU’s hu-
manitarian support has done a lot to alleviate
the hardships of the Belarusian people, it can
hardly turn the tide in the overall dynamics of
the crisis. The EU sanctions came late and were
of symbolic nature, compared to earlier sanc-
tionsimposed against Belarus. The EU is aware
that its comparably weak presence in Belarus
lies behind this, that is why it cannot not take
up a bigger role in the current crisis.

Brussels has also drawn lessons from the
Ukrainian situation and tried to avoid a geopo-
litical confrontation with Russia this time, even
if the circumstances in Ukraine and Belarus
differed extensively. There is no such identity
split between East and West - Russia and the
EU - in the Belarusian society as there is in
Ukraine. Furthermore, the political landscapes,
including an extensive party system and
strong civil society organizations in Ukraine,
cannot be compared to the Belarusian scene.

High Representative for Foreign Affairs of the
EU Josep Borrell called on Russia not to inter-
vene in Belarus already at the end of August,
even before the EU acted itself. In general, one
can feel some contradiction in the EU’s overall


https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/4583283
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rhetoric: The clear objective of Ursula von der
Leyen's Commission is Weltpolitikfdhigkeit of
a geopolitical and strategically autonomous
EU. It promotes stronger EU involvement in
Asia, Africa and South America while remain-
ing restrained at its own border, namely in Bel-
arus.

Russia, on the other hand, clearly has a lever-
age in Belarus. Belarus has been a member of
all Russia-led multilateral projects, including
the Eurasian Economic Union, the Collective
Security Treaty Organization, the Common-
wealth of Independent States, and the Union
State of Russia and Belarus. Belarus hosts two
Russian military bases that are of strategic im-
portance to Russian presence around the
world. The country is also highly dependent on
Russian energy resources and Russia is the
major trade partner for Belarus. The two coun-
tries are culturally close too.

Russian elites' belief that the Belarusian pro-
test is organized by the West leads them to
view the domestic crisis in Belarus as another
front of a broader geopolitical conflict. There-
fore, as one analyst aptly noted, the situation in
Belarus has not impacted the EU-Russia rela-
tions just yet. It might do so in the future, if
Russia intensifies its presence in Belarus to an
extent that the EU will be affected directly, e.g.
by establishing another military base on Bela-
rus' territory. The EU will have to react, once
Moscow proceeds with specific actions. Thus,
the EU appearsto be in a wait-and-see position
Nnow.

CONCLUSION & RECOMMENDATIONS

The perception of the Belarusian uprising in
the East and the West is a different one. The
elites in Russia view the protest as coordinated
by the West, whereas the EU considers it as a
purely domestic issue. Russia has a high inter-
est in Belarus, in terms of security, economics,
culture etc. For the EU, stability in its neigh-
bouring country is essential. It is questionable
how long Lukashenka will stay in power, as he
is not a promising partner, neither for Russia,
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nor for the EU, not to mention the Belarusian
people. Russia has a high interest that Belarus,
its partner in various multilateral formats like
the Eurasian Economic Union, continues to
have a pro-Russian leader. Meanwhile, the EU
seeks to establish good relationships with the
newly formed Coordination Council that has
already indicated as well that it does not in-
tend to change the foreign policy of the coun-
try. Many experts assess that the point of no re-
turn has been passed, that the population will
not return to their homes and silently bear all
the things they do not agree with any longer:
change has come to the country —especially in
the mindset of the people. Moreover, it is very
likely that EU-Russia relations themselves wiill
be affected by the current crisis in Belarus.

From an EU perspective, it will be essential to
resort to the already existing framework to
strengthen the EU's relationship with Belarus,
namely the Eastern Partnership. In case of any
further deterioration of the situation, it is im-
portant that the EU reacts promptly: the sig-
nalling function of sanctions is stronger the
quicker the signal of disagreement with cer-
tain actions comes. Furthermore, the EU could
think about imposing sectoral sanctions and
thus reaching out to the constraining function
of sanctions, which could affect the income of
the regime. Short time term assistance, as al-
ready provided by the EU such as offering
scholarships for students, visa for people fear-
ing repression and violence or financial help for
civil society and journalists, should be contin-
ued. While the EU’'s sanctions in the Belarus
crisis might have been mostly limited to the
signalling function so far for good reasons, it is
essential for the EU, and for the stability in its
neighbourhood, that policymakers do not
close their eyes now and are prepared for more
to come: examining and confronting itself with
possible scenarios of an already inevitable po-
litical transition in Belarus might be the key.


https://carnegie.ru/commentary/83344
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