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INTRODUCTION

The rigged presidential election in August 2020 and the violent paci‑
fication of opposition protests have provoked a deep political crisis in 
 Belarus. This also directly affected the situation of the Belarusian politi‑
cal elite and business circles. The processes which were triggered at that 
time have resulted in a shift in the balance of power in Lukashenka’s 
inner circle, which in turn has significantly affected the Belarusian 
domestic and foreign policy model, the relations between the authorities 
and citizens, and the conditions for doing business.

The  civilian section of the state administration has been undergoing 
a process of marginalisation at all levels in favour of the national secu‑
rity sector, since 2020. This has been the main trend affecting the situ‑
ation in the ruling camp. At present, the security sector forms the most 
important internal pillar of support for Lukashenka’s regime. Maintain‑
ing nationwide stability through far ‑reaching control of society has be‑
come a priority task for Minsk. The fact that Belarusian politics has been 
dominated by the siloviks has resulted in an unprecedented increase in 
the oppressiveness of the regime, and in reduced efficiency of the state 
apparatus as a whole.

The  complicity of the Republic of Belarus in the Russian aggression 
against Ukraine launched in February 2022 has reinforced the processes 
triggered two years earlier, and increased the importance of the mili‑
tary elite which directly cooperates with the Armed Forces of the Russian 
Federation stationed on Belarusian territory. Due to Minsk’s narrative 
suggesting that Belarus is threatened by NATO, the Belarusian military 
has gained major influence on the country’s domestic security policy and 
on the militarisation of the country’s social life.

The purpose of this study is to discuss the impact the 2020 political crisis 
in Belarus has had on the balance of power within the country’s elite, 
and the related unprecedented increase in repression and in shifts in 
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foreign policy. The main problem the authors encountered while work‑
ing on this text involved them being unable to visit Belarus for a study 
trip. As  a  consequence, they mainly monitored and assessed the pro‑
cesses occurring in the Belarusian ruling camp on the basis of publicly 
available information.

This text has seven chapters. Chapter one is an introduction discussing 
the situation in the Belarusian political elite prior to 2020. In the next 
four chapters, the authors present a comprehensive analysis of the bal‑
ance of power and the changes occurring in specific segments of the rul‑
ing elite. Chapter six discusses the current constitutional reform which 
is in fact an imitation of a genuine system overhaul. The final chapter 
sums up the text and emphasises what consequences the trends dis‑
cussed in previous chapters will have for Belarusian foreign and domes‑
tic policy.
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MAIN POINTS

 • The rigged presidential election held in August 2020 was a water‑
shed event that triggered the process of a far ‑reaching transforma‑
tion of the balance of power in Lukashenka’s system of government. 
The large ‑scale street protests came as a surprise and a major chal‑
lenge to the regime, which had been used to a much smaller scale 
of discontent, such as that manifested during the previous elections. 
Lukashenka responded to these developments by stepping up repres‑
sion to an unprecedented degree, which was followed by an increase 
in the role of the law enforcement segment of the state apparatus.

 • At present, the empowered security sector (the KGB, the Ministry of 
Internal Affairs, the General Prosecutor’s Office) is the main – if not 
the only – factor stabilising the country’s authoritarian regime. For 
years, the funds spent on this sector have exceeded those earmarked 
for national defence, which means that Lukashenka views internal 
security as a priority. Not only did the siloviks, who enjoy his back‑
ing, receive new powers, they also expanded their reach in the state 
apparatus – they were appointed to posts which had previously been 
reserved for civilian employees of the state administration (includ‑
ing in the Ministry of Justice). Lukashenka’s attempts to gain the 
loyalty of the sector’s representatives in exchange for them main‑
taining their high financial rewards and immunity, have resulted in 
the president being ‘held hostage’ by them as regards the perception 
of the genuine threats his regime is facing.

 • Officials from the law enforcement bodies (the Ministry of Inter‑
nal Affairs in particular) are subject to an assessment of their ‘law‑
‑abiding status’. This test determines whether they are fit to con‑
tinue their service. This indicates that the loyalty of the security 
sector institutions may erode. The  police is the system’s weakest 
link – there are reports suggesting that numerous officers are leav‑
ing its ranks to seek employment in the civilian sector. The creation 
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of the BYPOL platform in exile was an unprecedented development. 
It groups former officers of the law enforcement agencies, who em‑
barked on the task of exposing the KGB and the Interior Ministry 
employees responsible for acts of repression.

 • By becoming complicit in Russia’s aggression against Ukraine, Bela‑ 
 rus has almost completely separated itself from the West and in‑
creased its dependence on Russia in the economic and political sphere. 
This has also resulted in the increased marginalisation of civilian 
ministries, including the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (which is now 
unable to bear impact on the country’s most important decisions) 
and has consolidated the privileged status of the law enforcement 
 sector. Declining loyalty on the part of the security sector institu‑
tions may pose a problem to the regime, as they have become more 
prone to Russian influence in connection with their commitments 
linked to the invasion. Moreover, the war in Ukraine has boosted the 
importance of the military elite which is closely cooperating with 
their Russian counterparts. Higher ranking members of the Bela‑
rusian military form the group most closely linked to Russia and any 
personnel changes in the leadership of the Ministry of Defence and 
the armed forces need to be approved by Russia beforehand. Belarus’s 
involvement in the Russian aggression has resulted in the Belarusian 
military intelligence becoming fully subordinated to the Russians 
as it is carrying out tasks which are important to the Russian army, 
 including in the Ukrainian theatre.

 • Lukashenka has strengthened the Security Council of the Republic 
of Belarus, which includes the heads of the KGB and the Ministry of 
Internal Affairs. It has now become a collegiate body supervised by 
the president. It coordinates the activities of the law enforcement 
ministries and, in the event of Lukashenka’s death, it is authorised to 
take over power in Belarus until a new presidential election is held. 
In addition, the status of the head of the KGB has been maintained; 
since this post is supervised solely by Lukashenka, its holder has 
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become the most important actor in the state apparatus. Lukashenka 
believes that the Brest, Hrodna and Minsk oblasts are most at threat 
of destabilisation, allegedly by Poland and Lithuania and other NATO 
states. Special plenipotentiaries of the president were appointed in 
these oblasts from among the KGB and Interior Ministry officials. 
They have a strong impact on how the local administration operates.

 • Belarus’s complicity in the Russian aggression against Ukraine has 
consolidated the anti ‑Western course of the regime in Minsk. Luka‑
shenka has repeatedly emphasised that the security of Belarus and 
Russia is under direct and increasing threat from NATO, including 
Poland, which is allegedly interested in provoking Belarus’s destabi‑
lisation and undermining its territorial integrity. Under this pretext, 
the government stepped up repression targeting its real or imaginary 
opponents and began to combat any manifestations of Polish ness on 
an unprecedented scale. The plan that all actions which the regime 
views as dissident will be punished as acts of terror is a novelty in 
Belarus.

 • The increased role of the security sector has also resulted in a grad‑
ual weakening of civilian institutions. This is particularly evident 
in institutions which in recent years had assumed a more liberal 
attitude both to Belarus’s domestic policy and its policy towards the 
West. Their employees were more prone to object to repression after 
August 2020 than the staff of other public administration bodies. 
This fast marginalisation of the civilian sector of the state apparatus 
has affected the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, various cultural institu‑
tions and the ministries dealing with economic affairs.

 • The  2020 political crisis has increased a  tendency seen for many 
years: to verify the loyalty of Belarusian businesses. Over approxi‑
mately the last fifteen months, a series of audits has been carried 
out, which may have been linked to some business owners’ criticism 
of government policy. The regime is also putting pressure on foreign 
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investors who communicate their intention to leave the Belarusian 
market. In  some sector of the economy, audits and the resulting 
restrictions are particularly frequent, which is a manifestation of the 
most glaring variant of ‘manual steering’ in the economy and a brute 
force interference in the operation of entire sectors.

 • Waves of repression have encouraged numerous business owners, in 
particular from SMEs and the dynamically developing IT sector, to 
relocate to another country. The dynamics of this process accelerated 
significantly after 24 February 2022. This is resulting in a permanent 
weakening of the most innovative and independent sectors of the 
economy, which equates to a vassal ‑like subordination of private 
business owners to the government.

 • The situation is different for those business owners who are closely 
linked to the regime and are frequently referred to as ‘oligarchs’ or 
‘Lukashenka’s wallets’. In the period marked by a political crisis and 
painful Western economic sanctions they did not lose their position. 
Their importance has rather even increased. There are many indica‑
tions that they have expanded their illegal or almost illegal business 
undertakings which now serve as an  important source of income 
for the ruling elite. Enjoying unofficial support from the Bela rusian 
authorities, they expanded the scope of the illegal and highly lu‑
crative business practices which had been carried out in previous 
years albeit on a smaller scale. This mainly involves the smuggling of 
goods which are subject to the Western embargo or to standard tar‑
iff restrictions imposed by specific EU member states (for example 
Belarusian ‑made cigarettes).

 • As part of the currently implemented constitutional reform, new 
sham institutions of representative democracy are being estab‑
lished, the All ‑Belarusian People’s Assembly is one example. Simi‑
larly, the debate on the proposed changes to the domestic political 
system is a sham initiative which will not result in the creation of 
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an institution grouping the ruling elite and operating with agency. 
These changes for example involved repeated attempts to establish 
a party of power on the basis of the Belaya Rus social movement. 
Lukashenka mainly relies on the siloviks and continues to be dis‑
trustful of various other groups within the elite, which are attempt‑
ing to increase their formal participation in the state’s political life. 
Therefore, the influence exerted by specific individuals and groups 
will mainly depend on varying and subjective factors, such as their 
representatives’ ability to interact directly with Lukashenka or his 
closest aides.
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I.  THE BALANCE OF POWER IN THE BELARUSIAN 
ELITE PRIOR TO 2020

The changes in the Belarusian system of power, triggered by the consti‑
tutional referendum held in 1996 by Lukashenka (who had been elected 
as president two years earlier) resulted in the consolidation of an author‑
itarian system of government in Belarus. State security institutions have 
become one of the key instruments in the country’s domestic policy. 
Their main task involves maintaining far ‑reaching control of citizens 
and using repression against the regime’s opponents, the independent 
media and social organisations. This is how the law enforcement sector 
gained its privileged status (similar to the one it had enjoyed in the Soviet 
era) as an important guarantor of the regime’s stability.

However, despite their special role, the officers of the security apparatus 
were not omnipotent. Implementation of the economic policy, includ‑
ing its monetary and industrial segments, as well as social welfare pro‑
grammes required the participation of civilian institutions which had 
executive powers and were supervised by experienced officials who had 
direct access to the president. As a consequence, in the first fifteen years 
of Lukashenka’s rule the Belarusian elite saw a relatively stable balance 
between the proponents of repression and full control of the economy 
and some more pragmatic (although not necessarily pro ‑democratic) 
groups in the power apparatus.1

Even in the conditions of a persistent command ‑and ‑distribution model, 
Lukashenka needed not merely passive executors of his orders but also 
efficient administrators and quasi ‑reformers (who obviously were aware 

1 In  the pre‑2020 period, the strongest and most stable groups of influence formed 
around Lukashenka’s eldest son Viktar, Syarhey Sidorsky (Belarus’s prime minister 
in  2003–2010) and General Viktar Sheiman (the head of the Presidential Admin‑
istration in  2004–2006, and secretary of the Security Council of the Republic of 
Belarus until 2008). See K. Kłysiński, A. Wierzbowska ‑Miazga, Changes in the polit-
ical elite, economy and society of Belarus. Appearances and reality, OSW, Warsaw 2009, 
osw.waw.pl.

https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/osw-studies/2009-06-15/changes-political-elite-economy-and-society-belarus-appearances
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/osw-studies/2009-06-15/changes-political-elite-economy-and-society-belarus-appearances
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of the limits resulting from the authoritarian system of government). 
This is why several officials whose skills and attitude to liberal eco‑
nomic solutions considerably exceeded the standards previously applied 
in Belarus to date were appointed to the top posts in the state admin‑
istration, in particular post‑2010. These include Pavel Kalaur, who has 
served as the chairman of the National Bank of the Republic of Belarus 
since 2014, and Syarhey Rumas, who was appointed as deputy prime 
minister responsible for economic affairs in 2010 and served as Belarus’s 
prime minister from 2018 to 2020.

Foreign Minister Uladzimir Makey was particularly active. Russia did 
not warm to him and viewed him as the most ‘pro ‑Western’ represen‑
tative of Lukashenka’s entourage.2 The  role of Belarusian diplomacy 
increased significantly post‑2014, when Minsk became the host of nego‑
tiations between Moscow, Kyiv and the West regarding the resolution 
of the Russian ‑Ukrainian conflict. Belarusian diplomats used this fact 
to build up Belarus’s image as a peaceful country acting as a stabilising 
force in the region, a ‘Switzerland of Eastern Europe’.3

Alarmed by the annexation of Crimea and the emergence of two self‑
‑proclaimed pro ‑Russian republic in the Donbas, Minsk decided to 
improve its relations with the EU and the US. In  2015, this triggered 
a period of the most intensive cooperation in Belarus’s history, which 
was interrupted by the tragic events following the 9 August 2020 presi‑
dential election. In retrospect, it may be stated that the regime’s dialogue 
with the West and the related moderate liberalisation in Belarus’s domes‑
tic policy were important though not decisive factors curbing an exces‑
sive increase in the importance of the law enforcement institutions in 

2 Although the Kremlin officially avoided expressing open criticism of Makey, Rus‑
sian journalists and experts manifested their dislike for him. ‘Уйдёт ли в отставку 
главный «западник» Белоруссии’, News.ru, 3 April 2019; А. Цуканова, ‘Влади‑
мир Макей – идеальный для Запада президент Беларуси’, Фонд Стратегиче‑
ской Культуры, 21 October 2019, fondsk.ru.

3 ‘Макей мечтает, чтобы Беларусь стала Швейцарией. Но президенты там меня‑
ются каждый год’, Ex‑press.by, 14 November 2019, ex‑press.live.

https://news.ru/cis/glavnyj-zapadnik-belorussii/?ysclid=l777yyiu37251963116
https://news.ru/cis/glavnyj-zapadnik-belorussii/?ysclid=l777yyiu37251963116
https://www.fondsk.ru/news/2019/10/21/vladimir-makej-idealnyj-dlja-zapada-prezident-belarusi-49283.html?ysclid=l7785tu7br612705395
https://www.fondsk.ru/news/2019/10/21/vladimir-makej-idealnyj-dlja-zapada-prezident-belarusi-49283.html?ysclid=l7785tu7br612705395
https://ex-press.live/rubrics/politika/2019/11/14/makej-mechtaet-chtoby-belarus-stala-shvejczariej-no-prezidenty-tam-menyayutsya-kazhdyj-god
https://ex-press.live/rubrics/politika/2019/11/14/makej-mechtaet-chtoby-belarus-stala-shvejczariej-no-prezidenty-tam-menyayutsya-kazhdyj-god
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the Belarusian power apparatus. It turned out that the most important 
factor was the sense of security on the part of Lukashenka and his clos‑
est collaborators, which was based on their own assessment of both real 
and imaginary threats to the system (such as the potential outbreak of 
social discontent).

The first nomination that significantly disrupted the balance maintained 
over the years between the civilian and the uniformed components of 
the power apparatus was announced on 5 December 2019, when the first 
deputy head of the State Security Committee (KGB) Ihar Serheyenka was 
appointed as the new head of the Administration of the President of the 
Republic of Belarus. To justify this appointment, Lukashenka cited the 
need to “save the country”, which involved stepping up invigilation of 
both the state apparatus and citizens ahead of the upcoming presidential 
election.4 In spring 2020, mounting social discontent, which had been 
triggered by a decline in living standards, lack of support from the state 
during the COVID‑19 pandemic and society’s fatigue with Lukashenka’s 
26‑year ‑long rule, was another factor that encouraged the president 
to increase the role of high ‑ranking officials of the security apparatus 
in ruling the country. This is why in June 2020 (during the electoral 
campaign) another deputy head of the KGB, General Ivan Tertel, was 
appointed to the post of the head of the State Control Committee which 
is responsible for supervising the financial performance of both public 
and private institutions (thus far this post had been occupied by a civil‑
ian official).5 These two nominations were only the beginning of the 
unprecedented increase in the importance of representatives of the state 
security institutions in the functioning of the most sensitive structures 
of the state administration. This was the regime’s response to the threat 
of internal destabilisation which it viewed as a risk to the authoritarian 
political system.

4 ‘Лукашенко принял решение о  назначении новых главы Администрации 
Президента и его заместителя’, Белта, 5 December 2019, belta.by.

5 ‘Председателем КГК назначен Иван Тертель’, Белта, 4 June 2020, belta.by.

https://www.belta.by/president/view/lukashenko-prinjal-reshenie-o-naznachenii-novyh-glavy-administratsii-prezidenta-i-ego-zamestitelja-371839-2019/?utm_source=belta&utm_medium=news&utm_campaign=accent
https://www.belta.by/president/view/lukashenko-prinjal-reshenie-o-naznachenii-novyh-glavy-administratsii-prezidenta-i-ego-zamestitelja-371839-2019/?utm_source=belta&utm_medium=news&utm_campaign=accent
https://www.belta.by/president/view/predsedatelem-kgk-nazanchen-ivan-tertel-393461-2020?ysclid=l77bfn9jly451389783


PO
IN

T 
O

F 
V

IE
W

 3
/2

02
3

15

II.  THE STATE SECURITY INSTITUTIONS  
AND THE MILITARY: THE PILLARS  
OF LUKASHENKA’S RULE

The need to guarantee security to the regime and to minimise the risk 
that the emergence of a large ‑scale protest movement would pose to it 
has resulted in the law enforcement institutions becoming the guaran‑
tors of the authoritarian system’s continued existence. As a consequence, 
since 2020 Belarus has operated in an undeclared state of emergency. 
The omnipresence of the KGB and the law enforcement bodies, which are 
closely monitoring all aspects of Belarus’s political, economic and social 
life, has resulted in a situation in which Lukashenka is to some degree 
held hostage to the interpretation of reality which the security services 
are presenting to him.

The president formulates guidelines regarding the priorities of the ope‑
ration of the state security institutions. In response to these guidelines, 
these institutions frequently create narratives emphasising certain al‑
leged external and internal threats that are in line with his political re‑
quirements. The risk catalogue is convergent with the Russian worldview 
and the main threats are those posed by “aggressive NATO”. According 
to the siloviks, Belarus, just like Russia, has become a ‘besieged fortress’ 
surrounded by hostile states which allegedly seek to oust Lukashenka. 
The state security services have used the atmosphere of fear to expand 
their legal powers. All  aspects of social and economic life and the ac‑
tivity of the education sector have been subject to close scrutiny by the 
KGB, the Ministry of Internal Affairs and the prosecutor’s office. This 
has boosted the position of these institutions within the state adminis‑
tration and increased their already significant potential to impact on the 
state administration’s decisions and staffing.

The unique nature of the Belarusian state security bodies is enhanced 
by their favourable relations with the Russian law enforcement sector, 
in particular as regards the coordination of actions targeting the West. 
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Despite its negative international consequences, Russia’s attack on 
Ukraine, in which Minsk has become complicit, has brought certain 
benefits to the Belarusian law enforcement sector and the Belarusian 
military. This is because the state of undeclared war enables them to 
increase their participation in governing the state and provides them 
with additional funds and powers.

The stronghold of the regime

In Belarus’s authoritarian system of government the law enforcement 
institutions have extensive powers. They are not monitored on an ongo‑
ing basis by other institutions such as the National Assembly and the 
Council of Ministers. Instead, they are supervised solely by Lukashenka, 
his administration and by the Security Council which he directly super‑
vises. Lukashenka seeks to prevent any attempts to limit his power and 
refrains from delegating his competences to other individuals and insti‑
tutions – he personally nominates the holders of the most important 
executive posts in the security apparatus, including the heads of depart‑
ments. In this process, he takes into account the employee assessments 
presented by specific ministers and other information provided by the 
Presidential Security Service and by the head of the Administration of 
the President of the Republic of Belarus, General Serheyenka, a former 
KGB official.

The system of law enforcement institutions

The Belarusian internal security sector includes the KGB, the Min‑
istry of Internal Affairs and its Internal Troops, the Operations and 
Analysis Centre under the President of the Republic of Belarus, and 
the Presidential Security Service. Other components of this sector 
include the State Border Committee, the investigative department 
of the State Control Committee, the State Customs Committee and 
the Main Intelligence Directorate of the Armed Forces of Belarus 
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(the  foreign intelligence department is an  element of the KGB’s 
organisational structure). The activity of the state security insti‑
tutions supervised by the presidential centre of power is subject to 
special protection concerning its information policy and is one of 
the least discussed components of Belarus’s political system. It is 
difficult to learn more about their operation because the avail‑
able information is of low credibility. The publicly revealed facts 
regarding the operation of the so‑called law enforcement bodies are 
to a large degree elements of the state’s official information policy 
intended to justify Lukashenka’s brutal domestic policy. The narra‑
tive created by the special services, targeted at Belarusian society 
(including the representatives of the political and business elite) is 
another important element. It emphasises the vigilance and omnis‑
cience of the institutions responsible for the state’s security, which 
is intended to convince citizens that they are living in a ‘besieged 
fortress’ and to discourage them from attempting to destabilise the 
regime.

The cancellation of the post of the president’s national security advisor 
was an important change in how the state security apparatus is managed. 
Lukashenka’s son Viktar had held this post since 2005 but on 1 March 2021 
he was appointed President of the National Olympic Committee of the 
Republic of Belarus. His former post remains vacant, which may indicate 
that the state security sector is supervised by President Lukashenka or, 
in emergency situations, by a collegiate body made up of the president, 
the head of the KGB, the minister of internal affairs and the secretary of 
the Security Council.

In September 2020, after the rigged presidential election, the head of 
the KGB was dismissed. As stated above, he was succeeded by Ivan  Tertel,  
who until that time had been responsible for combatting corruption. 
Under his leadership, the KGB consistently carries out acts of repression, 
frequently on the basis of fabricated evidence, targeting individuals 
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and  social and educational organisations which the government con‑
siders to be posing a risk to the state security. By creating a narrative 
that Belarus is under threat from the special services of specific NATO 
states, Poland and Lithuania in particular, the KGB intends to find the 
‘internal enemy’. Examples of these activities include arranging ini tia‑
tives which are allegedly carried out by representatives of the Polish 
minority in Belarus, which is viewed as ‘harmful’ to the Belarusian state, 
and launching an operation to ‘de‑Polonise’ Belarus.6 The KGB is involved 
in persecuting Polish civil society activists and journalists, destroying 
places of remembrance dedicated to the Home Army, and wiping out the 
Polish language from the education system. Alongside the State Border 
Committee, it continues to destabilise the situation along the borders 
with Poland and Lithuania. As part of these activities, since 2021, with 
the support of the Russian FSB it has established channels for smuggling 
migrants from the Middle East and Africa there.7

On 10 October 2022 Lukashenka issued a decree “On the improvement 
of the operation of the system of state security bodies”,8 which was 
intended to make the KGB totally dependent on Lukashenka and at the 
same time to maintain its autonomy in its relations with other public 
institutions. On the basis of this decree, the KGB was removed from the 
list of public administration institutions (the status of these institutions 
is equal to the status of ministries) and transformed into a body directly 
supervised by the president. By establishing this direct subordination, 
Lukashenka increased the significance of the KGB in the state admin‑
istration structure and emphasised its special role in the power appa‑
ratus as a whole. He also confirmed the status of the KGB’s head – the 
holder of this post reports directly to the president; this makes them 

6 K. Kłysiński, ‘Lukashenka’s anti‑Polish speech on the occasion of National Unity 
Day’, OSW, 19 September 2022, osw.waw.pl.

7 P. Żochowski, ‘Belarus: an escalation of the migration crisis’, OSW, 27 October 2021, 
osw.waw.pl.

8 Об изменении указов Президента Республики Беларусь. Указ № 356 от 10 октя‑
бря 2022 г., President of the Republic of Belarus, 10 October 2022, president.gov.by.

https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/analyses/2022-09-19/lukashenkas-anti-polish-speech-occasion-national-unity-day
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/analyses/2022-09-19/lukashenkas-anti-polish-speech-occasion-national-unity-day
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/analyses/2021-10-27/belarus-escalation-migration-crisis
https://president.gov.by/ru/documents/ukaz-no-356-ot-10-oktyabrya-2022-g
https://president.gov.by/ru/documents/ukaz-no-356-ot-10-oktyabrya-2022-g
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the most important actor in the state apparatus. Alongside this, by strip‑
ping the government of its powers to supervise the operation of the KGB, 
he considerably limited the influence of politicians on the state security 
apparatus.

It is in the interest of the state security services to provide the regime 
with information (frequently manipulated) on mounting threats, as they 
expect that this will help them maintain their domination in the state 
apparatus. The language Lukashenka uses in his public statements sug‑
gests that the impact of the narrative spread by the KGB and the Minis‑
try of Internal Affairs is increasing. He presents Belarus as a ‘besieged 
fortress’ and emphasises that foreign governments (including the Pol‑
ish government) cooperate with groups that intend to destabilise the 
situ ation in Belarus and that their hostile actions bear the hallmarks 
of a hybrid war.9

The increased role of the KGB in the state apparatus is corroborated by 
the fact that its leadership is allowed to engage other institutions (such 
as the internal ministry structures, the military and other state security 
bodies) in its activities if needed. In Brest, Hrodna and Minsk oblasts, 
which Lukashenka views as the most threatened by destabilisation from 
Poland and Lithuania and other NATO states, presidential plenipotentia‑
ries have been appointed. These hail from the KGB and the Ministry of 
Internal Affairs and their tasks include managing the local structures if 
social discontent emerges, and supervising the situation on the  border. 
Moreover, Lukashenka has increased the importance of the Security 
Council which is made up of the head of the KGB, the minister of inter‑
nal affairs and other officials. It has been transformed into a collegiate 
body supervised by the president. It coordinates the actions of the law 

9 Lukashenka’s statement on 8 August 2022 is an example of this rhetoric: “Poland is 
the most aggressive state towards Belarus. It is ready to cut off a portion of Ukraine, 
they are ready to swallow Belarus as a whole. This won’t happen”. ‘Лукашенко 
обвинил Польшу в стремлении захватить часть Украины и всю Белоруссию’, 
Ритм Евразии, 8 August 2022, ritmeurasia.org.

https://www.ritmeurasia.org/news--2022-08-08--lukashenko-obvinil-polshu-v-stremlenii-zahvatit-chast-ukrainy-i-vsju-belorussiju-61356
https://www.ritmeurasia.org/news--2022-08-08--lukashenko-obvinil-polshu-v-stremlenii-zahvatit-chast-ukrainy-i-vsju-belorussiju-61356
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enforcement institutions and is entitled to govern the country in the 
event of the president’s death until a successor is elected.

The reasons behind the stepped‑up role of the law enforcement insti‑
tutions include the increasing number of cases of political extremism 
being prosecuted (this includes any actions that the authorities view 
as a threat to the regime) and involvement in preparing acts of terror. 
Examples of the latter include exposing of the organisers of the alleged 
‘military coup’ intended to kill Lukashenka and the members of his family, 
and the thwarting of the alleged attempted murder of Ryhor Azaronak, 
a journalist loyal to the regime. Both cases were extensively discussed 
by Lukashenka and were based on fabricated materials provided by the 
KGB and the Russian FSB. The president’s fears that ‘foreign forces’ may 
provoke civil unrest to topple him and carry out acts of sabotage to dis‑
rupt the operation of Russian troops stationed in Belarus or deployed 
there have resulted in draconian amendments being introduced to the 
Belarusian criminal code. On 18 May 2022, a provision was added that 
introduces the death penalty for attempting to carry out an act of terror. 
Since autumn 2020, the KGB has compiled its “Official list of organisa‑
tions and individuals involved in terrorist activity” showing the names 
of active opponents of the policy pursued by the government in Minsk 
(in October 2022, independent journalist and Polish minority activist 
Andrzej Poczobut was added to this list and on 8 February 2023 he was 
sentenced to eight years’ imprisonment).

The expenditure on the law enforcement sector has long exceeded the 
outlays on national defence, which indicates that internal security is 
more important to the regime than external security. The increase in 
spending on this sector seen over the last year, when Belarus was strug‑
gling with economic problems, suggests that Lukashenka attaches great 
importance to maintaining this sector’s loyalty (including the loyalty of 
the special services). The sum earmarked for this purpose accounts for 
as much as a third of the funds available under the “National defence 
and national security” budget category. In 2022 (and in 2021), this sector 
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(including the prosecutor’s office and the judiciary) cost the budget 
around $1.3 billion10 and in 2023 the sum earmarked for law enforcement 
institutions is more than $1.5 billion.11

The links to the Russian ‘ally’

Maintaining a common military space and – to some degree – common 
internal security has been a concession which Lukashenka made to the 
Kremlin at the end of the  1990s. In exchange for being able to freely 
manage Belarus’s domestic situation, he has agreed to support Russia’s 
actions targeting the common ‘enemies’. Cooperation between the spe‑
cial services of Russia and Belarus is strictly confidential. Occasionally 
leaked information indicates that it involves areas such as protection of 
the border with NATO and EU member states, intelligence and counter‑
intelligence cooperation focused on Belarus’s neighbours, and protec‑
tion of the joint group of the armed forces of Belarus and Russia.

The unofficial influence of Russian security services on the operation 
of Belarusian institutions is difficult to assess. Lukashenka was pre‑
viously cautious and concerned about manifestations of their activity, 
such as establishing contacts with representatives of the Belarusian 
political elite (cooperation with the Belarusian defence industry is 
important in this context). However, the situation changed following 
the 2020 election and Minsk’s official support for Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine two years later. The crisis in Belarus’s relations with the West, 
combined with Lukashenka’s increasing dependence on Moscow (which 
supports the policy of repression), forced him to become more open to 
the development of cooperation between the Belarusian political elite 
and Russia.

10 According to official statistics, in 2019 and 2020 Belarus spent around $1.1 billion on 
its state security bodies. 2021  saw an  increase in this spending up to $1.3 billion. 
‘Республиканский бюджет на 2022 год’, Белта, 6 January 2022, belta.by.

11 ‘Похоже на бюджет военного времени. Расходы госказны в 2023 году на обо‑
рону и силовиков сильно увеличат’, Зеркало, 29 November 2022, news.zerkalo.io.

https://www.belta.by/infographica/view/respublikanskij-bjudzhet-na-2022-god-27557/
https://news.zerkalo.io/economics/27196.html
https://news.zerkalo.io/economics/27196.html
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The invasion of Ukraine has increased Belarus’s importance as a terri‑
tory which Russians use to carry out both military and hybrid activity. 
In  this context, regular meetings between the head of the Belarusian 
KGB and the director of the Foreign Intelligence Service of the Russian 
Federation are important.12 Brief press releases published after these 
meetings frequently emphasise “the development of partnership be‑
tween the intelligence services of the two countries and efforts to com‑
bat threats faced by the Union State of Russia and Belarus”. This indi‑
cates that their special services are involved in joint operations targeting 
the NATO states. One other important factor which suggests that Russian 
interests are taken into account by the Belarusian leadership is the activ‑
ity of the Main Intelligence Directorate of the Armed Forces of Belarus. 
Considering the fact that the Belarusian armed forces are a component 
of the Joint Group of Forces of Russia and Belarus, it may be stated that 
Belarusian military intelligence is indeed a part of the Russian military 
intelligence which carries out its ‘commissioned tasks’.

One glaring example of cooperation between the KGB and the FSB was 
the operation carried out in April 2021 (according to the KGB it lasted 
six months) intended to expose the organisers of an alleged military 
coup in Belarus. These types of joint operations are carried out on the 
basis of bilateral agreements, for example regarding legal assistance and 
combatting terrorism. Under these agreements, both sides are entitled to 
request operational assistance in order to detain individuals suspected 
of having committed a crime. The fact that the cooperation between the 
KGB and the FSB on Russian territory has been made public should be 
viewed as a warning from the special services to individuals involved 
in fighting the regime in Minsk. It is intended to make them aware that 
they would not be able to feel safe were they to decide to flee to Russia. 

12 For example, at a joint meeting of the executives of Belarus’s KGB and Russia’s For‑
eign Intelligence Service held on 7  July 2021 in Moscow, the delegates confirmed 
their close cooperation in intelligence activities targeting the “destructive policy 
pursued by the West”. ‘СВР России и КГБ Беларуси будут совместно противо‑
действовать деструктивной деятельности Запада’, Белта, 3  June 2021, belta.by.

https://www.belta.by/society/view/svr-rossii-i-kgb-belarusi-budut-sovmestno-protivodejstvovat-destruktivnoj-dejatelnosti-zapada-444330-2021/
https://www.belta.by/society/view/svr-rossii-i-kgb-belarusi-budut-sovmestno-protivodejstvovat-destruktivnoj-dejatelnosti-zapada-444330-2021/
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Another example of the support the Belarusian security apparatus has 
offered Russia involves Belarus detaining Russian men intending to 
evade mobilisation and returning them to Russia.

Doubts regarding loyalty

Should another political crisis occur, there is no certainty that the sys‑
tem in which the law enforcement services acts as pillars of the police 
state ruled by Lukashenka will prevail. The loyalty of the state security 
bodies is a precondition of the state’s stability. If they are prone to yield 
to pressure from a neighbouring country, this creates serious risks to the 
state. Delivering on bilateral commitments linked to the functioning of 
the common security area with Russia prevents the Belarusian president 
from pursuing a fully independent policy in this field.

Moreover, the impact of public sentiment on the morale of law enforce‑
ment officers is unknown. The Belarusian state security institutions 
should not be viewed as a monolithic structure. The police is the  weakest 
link of the system and an outflow of police officers to the private sec‑
tor has been recorded. The creation in exile of the BYPOL platform was 
an unprecedented development. It groups former officers of the law en‑
forcement agencies, who embarked on the task of exposing the KGB and 
interior ministry employees responsible for acts of repression. Its head 
Alyaksandr Azarau (a member of Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya’s interim 
cabinet) argues that when Lukashenka is ousted from power, the plat‑
form will reform the state security institutions and vet their employees. 
In addition, BYPOL has launched work on a plan known as Peramoha 
(Victory), which envisages the organisation of providing military train‑
ing to Belarusians living in exile in order to prepare them to forcibly 
seize power in Belarus.

BYPOL’s initiative is likely to have some influence on the slow disorgan‑
isation of the law enforcement structures and to a decline in confidence 
in the regime, in particular among the lowest ‑ranking police officers. 
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The policy pursued by Russia, which views its military, intelligence and 
counter intelligence cooperation with Belarus as a method for retain‑
ing this country in its sphere of influence, has a considerable impact 
on the morale of Belarusian society. As a consequence, employees of the 
law enforcement institutions are under dual pressure – the internal fac‑
tor forces them to be loyal to Lukashenka, while Minsk’s close ties with 
 Moscow and the increasingly frequent suggestions that Russia will con‑
tinue to seek to make him fully dependent may undermine their willing‑
ness to defend the present regime at any cost.

The army: loyally serving two masters

The position of the military elite in the power apparatus is determined by 
the role of the Armed Forces of the Republic of Belarus in planning and 
executing the tasks required of them as part of their cooperation with 
the Russian military. Since the end of the 1990s, the Belarusian military 
has gradually lost its independence in providing the state with autono‑
mous military capability.13 In the strategic and operational aspects, it is 
a component of the Russian military, while the remnants of its ‘sover‑
eignty’ in deciding how Russia can use Belarusian territory for military 
purposes disappeared when Russia invaded Ukraine. Lukashenka and 
his military commanders are unable to independently shape the poten‑
tial of the Belarusian armed forces because the decision to increase this 
potential fully depends on the equipment and training support provided 
by Moscow. This, in turn, is carried out in line with the Russian concept 
for using Belarus’s troops in a potential armed conflict. From the point 
of view of the Russian army’s general staff, the most important com‑
ponents of the Belarusian armed forces include the land component of 
the air defence, the reconnaissance, signalling and electronic warfare 

13 The fact that a separate tab was created on the website of the Russian Defence Min‑
istry showing the line‑up of the joint executive team made up of representatives 
of the two countries’ defence ministries suggests that the Belarusian army has 
indeed been included in the Russian security system. ‘Coстав совместной Кол‑
легии Минобороны Республики Беларусь и России’, Ministry of Defence of the 
Russian Federation, structure.mil.ru.

https://structure.mil.ru/management/ministri_board_rf_rb.htm
https://structure.mil.ru/management/ministri_board_rf_rb.htm
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units, as well as units responsible for a wide range of activities linked 
to materiel and logistical support. The ‘allied’ Belarusian army carries 
out auxiliary activities and its main task involves providing security and 
protection to the Russian troops operating in Belarus.14

The invasion launched on 24 February 2022 completely changed the for‑
mer position of the leadership of the defence ministry and the General 
Staff in the government apparatus. For the first time in history, the terri‑
tory of Belarus was used for the deployment of Russian troops to enable 
them to carry out a military operation. This has ultimately integrated 
the two countries’ militaries and reduced the status of the command 
structure of the Belarusian armed forces to that of a component of the 
Western Military District of the Russian Federation. Belarus was forced 
to meet Russia’s needs, particularly as regards the request to make its air‑
fields available and to provide Russia with logistical support. It also had 
to allow Russians to extensively use the Belarusian stockpile of ammuni‑
tion and military equipment. Unable to prevent Belarus’s official involve‑
ment in the ‘special military operation’, Lukashenka focused on avoiding 
the active participation of Belarusian troops in the aggression. So far, 
this strategy has proved successful.

The  cooperation between the two countries’ militaries in war condi‑
tions has most likely had an impact on Lukashenka’s power to supervise 
the Belarusian armed forces, though the extent of this is unclear. Mili‑
tary issues are discussed during his numerous meetings with Vladimir 
Putin and also as part of regular consultations between the two coun‑
tries’ defence ministries. Lukashenka is required to accept the decisions 
imposed on him, while concepts of specific military operations are 
agreed in advance by Russian and Belarusian military officials. Russia 
forcing Belarus to agree to the deployment of their joint group of forces 
in the first half of October 2022 and attempting, since February 2022, 

14 A. Wilk, Russia’s Belarusian army. The practical aspects of Belarus and Russia’s military 
integration, OSW, Warsaw 2021, osw.waw.pl.

https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/osw-report/2021-03-03/russias-belarusian-army
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/osw-report/2021-03-03/russias-belarusian-army
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to draw Minsk in an intensive anti ‑Western campaign intended to cor‑
roborate the alleged potential aggression of NATO troops against Belarus 
are strong signals that Lukashenka’s decision ‑making power has been 
significantly reduced. In June 2022 in a public statement, Russia’s Min‑
ister of Defence Sergey Shoigu emphasised that Belarus is facing the 
challenge of boosting the defence capability of the Union State (which 
has existed since 1999). This involves increasing the combat readiness 
of  the regional group of forces and the unified regional air defence 
 system. He assured the public that Russians will provide the ‘allied’ army 
with the necessary support in tackling this challenge and stressed that 
this army’s main task involves bolstering the unity of the Union State’s 
defence space.

The military decisions imposed by Russia directly impact on Belarus’s 
domestic policy. The state apparatus operates in conditions resembling 
martial law and the role of military officials in managing its structures 
has increased. At the end of April 2022, the Belarusian army was made 
combat ready, which forced the leadership of the Belarusian defence 
ministry to take steps to audit its mobilisation capability.

As regards the command structures’ attitude to the Russians, there are 
no indications that they may boycott or disrupt the cooperation between 
the two countries’ armed forces. On the contrary, they are carrying out 
Russia’s plans to engage Ukrainian units on the state border and serve as 
‘auxiliary forces’ protecting Russian troops which operate from Belarus. 
Belarusian Minister of Defence Viktar Khrenin and the head of the Gen‑
eral Staff Viktar Hulevich create the army’s image and are responsible for 
cooperation with the Russian side. In their activities, they do not show 
any political ambitions – they position themselves as obedient executors 
of Lukashenka’s orders and approve the plan to limit the ‘sovereignty’ 
of the Belarusian armed forces in their relations with  Moscow. All deci‑
sions regarding the staffing of top posts in the Belarusian Ministry of 
Defence and its armed forces need to be approved by the Russian side 
and this is the most important argument suggesting that higher ‑ranking 
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Belarusian military officials form the group that is most closely linked 
to Russia. Therefore, the careers of the highest ‑ranking officials depend 
on favourable decisions made by the leadership of the Russian military. 
This in turn forces them to be loyal to their Russian counterparts. More‑
over, these individuals are under close scrutiny by the Russian military 
intelligence which monitors the situation in the ‘allied’ army.

The decision to implement a ‘military’ model of government mainly re‑
sulted from Lukashenka’s anti ‑Western orientation and the fact that he 
presents Belarus as a  ‘front ‑line’ country which is adjacent to NATO’s 
eastern flank. As regards Belarus’s domestic policy, besides repression, 
another method to maintain discipline among citizens expected to take 
part in their homeland’s ‘defence’ is seen in the efforts to improve socie‑
ty’s military organisation. This includes: the acceleration of work on the 
structure of territorial defence, the narrative stressing that the country 
is able to mobilise 500,000 individuals, accelerated organisation of mil‑
itary training for as many citizens as possible. This type of discipline is 
favourable from the point of view of the regime.

The line‑up of the highest ‑ranking military officials is stable. Khrenin 
(who used to serve as the commander of the Western Operational Com‑
mand) has been in his current post since January 2020, while Hulevich has 
been the head of the General Staff since March 2021. He was appointed 
to this post when his predecessor Alyaksandr Valfovich became the sec‑
retary of the Security Council, which is responsible for the coordination 
of actions carried out by the military and the state security apparatus. 
Valfovich’s career corroborates the view that as early as the beginning 
of 2021 one of Minsk’s priorities was to develop the government system 
in such a way so as to prepare the country for the introduction of unof‑
ficial martial law.

The Belarusian military elite is also carrying out ideology ‑propaganda 
tasks supporting the Kremlin’s policy. They spread a worldview in which 
Belarus’s military alliance with Russia is intended to defend it against 
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NATO’s political ambitions. At the beginning of October 2022, the Bela‑
rusian minister of defence warned that in the coming months initia‑
tives will be launched against Belarus in order to destabilise it and to 
discredit the two countries’ militaries.15 The alarming tone of this state‑
ment indicates that indoctrination of the Belarusian political elite is in‑
creasing and that, aside from their purely military activities, the Bela‑
rusian armed forces also act as ‘guardians’ of the ideology endorsed by 
the government.

15 ‘Хренин о военной политике Беларуси: целесообразно не бряцать оружием, 
а сесть за стол переговоров’, Белта, 6 October 2022, belta.by.

https://www.belta.by/society/view/hrenin-o-voennoj-politike-belarusi-tselesoobrazno-ne-brjatsat-oruzhiem-a-sest-za-stol-peregovorov-527792-2022/
https://www.belta.by/society/view/hrenin-o-voennoj-politike-belarusi-tselesoobrazno-ne-brjatsat-oruzhiem-a-sest-za-stol-peregovorov-527792-2022/
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III. MARGINALISATION OF THE CIVILIAN APPARATUS

The  limited domestic liberalisation and the related dialogue between 
Belarus and West were halted by the 2020 presidential election. Further‑
more, the election also brought about far ‑reaching changes in the bal‑
ance of power within the state apparatus. The former fragile balance 
between the influential law enforcement sector (which nevertheless at 
that time had limited powers) and the civilian part of the government 
administration has collapsed completely. Due to the unprecedented scale 
of terror targeting citizens who protested against the rigged election 
results, the role of ministries other than the law enforcement ministries 
was practically reduced to an ongoing supervision of current affairs and 
supporting the repressive apparatus if necessary. The status of the civil‑
ian segment was further undermined by the personnel crisis recorded 
in some (if not all) institutions. Numerous employees resigned from 
their jobs in response to the scale of oppression and brutality on the 
part of the law enforcement bodies, or were dismissed for being disloyal 
to the regime.

The ‘suspicious’ Ministry of Foreign Affairs

The problem was most visible in the Belarusian Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs which until August 2020 had been the main institution respon‑
sible for establishing and maintaining contacts with the EU and the US. 
In this context it is worth noting that it was this ministry that for years 
had been unofficially regarded as the most liberal institution in the state 
apparatus as a whole and which was sceptical of Lukashenka’s author‑
itarian methods of governance. In many instances, the frustration of 
the ministry’s employees was likely aggravated by the fact that their 
efforts to achieve rapprochement with the West had been in vain. This 
is why, over several weeks following the election, dozens of employees at 
the ministry’s headquarters and the foreign missions resigned or were 
dismissed for criticising the government. These included the direc‑
tor of the ministry’s North America and Western Europe department, 
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the ambassadors to Argentina, Spain, Slovakia and Latvia, the chargé 
d’affaires in Switzerland, as well as lower ‑ranking diplomats in India, 
Poland and Lithuania.16 The  total number of dismissed employees is 
likely close to 70. The ministry’s top officials have declined to provide 
the exact number of dismissed employees and only published estimates 
(likely understated) according to which this number is around 5–6% of 
the staff.17

Unlike many of his subordinates (including his son Vitaly who objected 
to the policy of repression and resigned from his post at the Minis‑
try of Internal Affairs shortly after the election), Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Uladzimir Makey did not resign. He decided to be fully loyal to 
Lukashenka and continued the policy imposed on him by the president, 
which involved severing Belarus’s ties with the West and opting for 
unconditionally moving closer to with Russia. In practice, this involved 
publicly condemning the years ‑long strategy of developing cooperation 
in many foreign policy areas and shaping Belarus’s image as a neutral 
state which is allegedly a guarantor of peace and stability in the region.18

Makey retained his post but lost his privileged status in Lukashenka’s 
entourage. The decline in the main area of the MFA’s genuine preroga‑
tives, that is the relations with the West,19 has reduced the foreign min‑
ister’s tasks to justifying the consecutive acts of repression targeting 
the regime’s opponents (which the siloviks supported) and explaining 
why Belarus has embarked on a collision course with the Western world. 

16 В. Еремин, ‘От Лукашенко уходят послы, дипломаты, чиновники, журнали‑
сты’, Newsland, 28 October 2020, newsland.com.

17 ‘Макей об увольнении дипломатов: «Если бы 70 или 100 сотрудников уволились, 
то МИД перестал бы работать»’, Брестская газета, 15 February 2021, za: bgmedia.site.

18 ‘«Верность Лукашенко оказалась сильнее верности своим идеалам». Расска‑
зываем, как развивалась и что определяло карьеру Владимира Макея’, Зер‑
кало, 9 December 2021, news.zerkalo.io.

19 According to a  tacit agreement in the Belarusian system of power regarding the 
division of powers in the field of foreign policy, the MFA mainly focused on con‑
tacts with the West, while the Presidential Administration dealt with cooperation 
with allied Russia and Minsk’s strategic cooperation with China.

https://newsland.com/post/7249805-ot-lukashenko-ukhodiat-posly-diplomaty-chinovniki-zhurnalisty
https://newsland.com/post/7249805-ot-lukashenko-ukhodiat-posly-diplomaty-chinovniki-zhurnalisty
https://bgmedia.site/news/makey-ob-uvolnenii-diplomatov-esli-byi-70-ili-100-sotrudnikov-uvolilis-to-mid-perestal-byi-rabotat/
https://bgmedia.site/news/makey-ob-uvolnenii-diplomatov-esli-byi-70-ili-100-sotrudnikov-uvolilis-to-mid-perestal-byi-rabotat/
https://news.zerkalo.io/life/6992.html?ysclid=l77788t1uq527177489
https://news.zerkalo.io/life/6992.html?ysclid=l77788t1uq527177489
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Makey’s sudden death on 26 November 2022 (most likely due to a heart 
attack) and the appointment of Syarhey Aleynik, former deputy foreign 
minister, as his successor on 13 December had no impact on the foreign 
ministry’s position in the state apparatus. Moreover, it cannot be ruled 
out that the process of marginalising this ministry will continue.

At the same time, it seems that upon seeing numerous signs of disloyalty 
on the part of foreign ministry employees, Lukashenka may have lost 
confidence in Belarusian diplomats. He suggested this in July 2021, when 
he harshly criticised the ministry for failing to control its employees, 
which in his opinion contributed to the emergence in this institution as 
the biggest centre of open or tacit support for the regime’s opponents in 
the state apparatus as a whole. This was also when he ordered a detailed 
review of the ministry’s personnel policy.20 Lukashenka referred to the 
issue of the MFA’s loyalty once again in February 2022, when he spoke 
about “the ministry’s huge debt to the country” and expressed his hope 
that the personnel crisis recorded in 2020 will not re‑occur.21

The rebellious employees of the Ministry of Culture  
and the ministries dealing with economic affairs

The regime’s brutal actions have also provoked major discontent in the 
culture sector, including in the Ministry of Culture, numerous cultural 
institutions and from individual artists. A protest that received major 
media coverage was organised at the Janka Kupala National Academic 
Theatre in Minsk, which suspended its performances in response to acts 
of repression, and the theatre’s director Pavel Latushka attended anti‑
‑government demonstrations. As  a  consequence, most actors (around 
60  individuals) lost their jobs and Latushka was forced to emigrate. 
In exile, he has become a leader of the Belarusian political opposition. 

20 ‘Лукашенко: с предателями церемониться не будем’, Белта, 20 July 2021, belta.by.
21 ‘Рассмотрение кадровых вопросов’, President of the Republic of Belarus, 10 Feb‑

ruary 2022, president.gov.by.

https://www.belta.by/president/view/lukashenko-s-predateljami-tseremonitsja-ne-budem-451299-2021/?ysclid=l8c6arfnfs790638322
https://president.gov.by/ru/events/rassmotrenie-kadrovyh-voprosov-1644484064
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The magnitude of protest among the staff was so large that the theatre 
resumed its operation as late as late autumn 2020, when all the vacant 
posts had been filled.22

Due to discontent among artists, in November 2020 the minister of cul‑
ture was dismissed. Anatol Makarevich, a loyal official of many years 
who had held numerous posts at various levels of the local government 
and used to work as the presidential inspector for Brest Oblast, was 
appointed as the new minister of culture. In a statement justifying his 
decision, Lukashenka admitted that this was the first time when he 
appointed an  individual with no previous experience in the culture 
sector as the minister of culture, which indicated that he had lost con‑
fidence in the representatives of the culture sector. In  January 2022, 
the minister announced that around 300 employees of the culture sector 
had been dismissed nationwide since the 2020 presidential election due 
to their “destructive views”. This was one of the few public statements 
offered by a high ‑ranking official confirming that a purge in the state 
apparatus had been carried out.23

Among those individuals who lost their job for political reasons are also: 
employees of other sectors such as the ministries dealing with economic 
affairs (which used to be viewed as relatively liberal), the central bank, 
state ‑controlled banks and the railways. Other dismissed employees 
included many healthcare professionals involved in civil activism, school 
teachers, academic lecturers and employees of state ‑controlled compa‑
nies, in particular those which organised protests in 2020. In civilian 
institutions, the vetting of staff to test their loyalty to the regime was 
combined with efforts to reduce their importance in the state apparatus. 
This interrelation was evident in the ministries dealing with economic 

22 Т.  Неведомская, ‘Что с  Купаловским театром и  актерами, которые из него 
ушли?’, Deutsche Welle, 20 August 2021, dw.com.

23 ‘Главное — поддерживать власть. После 2020‑го на высоких должностях 
в Беларуси оказалось немало неожиданных людей — рассказываем’, Зеркало, 
16 August 2022, news.zerkalo.io.

https://www.dw.com/ru/teatr-i-protest-v-belarusi-chto-s-kupalovskim-i-byvshimi-ego-akterami/a-58930956
https://www.dw.com/ru/teatr-i-protest-v-belarusi-chto-s-kupalovskim-i-byvshimi-ego-akterami/a-58930956
https://news.zerkalo.io/economics/20012.html
https://news.zerkalo.io/economics/20012.html
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affairs. When the government toughened its domestic policy, they turned 
out to be of little use from the point of view of fighting the regime’s 
opponents. At the same time, the government began to consider them as 
inconvenient because they promoted a realistic view of the state of the 
Belarusian economy.

Since autumn 2020, the central bank has been subject to particular pres‑
sure. Its chairman Pavel Kalaur objected to excessive money creation and 
unrestricted lending activity which was generating losses to the state 
sector. Lukashenka additionally increased the degradation of this part 
of the administration when he returned to the anti ‑free market rhetoric 
typical of the 1990s. The populist direction of economic policy, which 
was inadequate to the economic realities of that time, was officially 
adopted during the sixth National Assembly of the Republic of Belarus 
held in February 2021. It approved a five year plan (2021–2025) for the 
state’s development, which had been devised on the basis of assump‑
tions that do not correspond to the current economic situation at home 
and abroad.24

Similar efforts intended to weaken the importance of the civilian branch 
of the state administration have not been recorded in the Administra‑
tion of the President of the Republic of Belarus, which continues to be 
one of the country’s most important planning and decision ‑making cen‑
tres. However, the fact that the status of this institution has not changed 
results from the monopolistic position of the president in the Belaru‑
sian political system. It is also connected with the fact that since Decem‑
ber 2019 it has been headed by General Ihar Serheyenka, former deputy 
head of the KGB. As a representative of the state security sector, he most 
likely makes every effort to ensure the Administration of the President 
remains reliable and loyal to the regime.

24 K. Kłysiński, ‘The cost of a police state: Belarus’s economic problems’, OSW Commen-
tary, no. 392, 11 May 2021, osw.waw.pl.

https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/osw-commentary/2021-05-11/cost-a-police-state-belaruss-economic-problems
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A decline in the effectiveness of the state apparatus

Despite their overt or concealed scepticism towards the government and 
its actions targeting the citizens, the vast majority of civil servants have 
not left their jobs. Their loyalty is largely due to their financial and fam‑
ily commitments, the lack of alternative attractive employment opportu‑
nities and fear of the consequences of quitting their jobs. In the present 
circumstances, the government could view this decision as an  act of 
treason. Individuals holding prestigious executive posts, in which full 
subordination to the regime is required, are particularly exposed to the 
risk of being held accountable.

The wave of purges in the state administration sector, which has been 
ongoing with varying levels of intensity for the last two years, has 
affected hundreds of individuals and possibly more than a  thousand. 
Although this group is just a fraction of the total workforce,25 dismissals 
of its representatives have to some degree disrupted the stability of the 
state apparatus. Moreover, in a situation when the civil servants’ main 
task involves demonstrating their loyalty to the government, carrying 
out their usual duties has become less important. As a consequence, the 
quality of management and the efficiency of cooperation between spe‑
cific ministries have declined, the more so because showing initiative 
exposes the individual in question to increased risk.

Fearing an  economic slump, Lukashenka tolerates the proponents of 
a rational policy. One example of such a pragmatic approach involves 
the reshuffle carried out in July and August 2022. Dzmitry Krutoy, for‑
mer deputy head of the Administration of the President of the Repub‑
lic of Belarus, was appointed as Belarus’s ambassador to Russia, while 
his former post was taken by Maksym Yermolovich, who used to serve 

25 According to data for 2021, the Belarusian state apparatus employs around 180,000 
individuals. ‘Сколько в  Беларуси работников и  чем они заняты?’, onlíner, 
26 December 2021, money.onliner.by.

https://money.onliner.by/2021/12/26/skolko-v-belarusi-rabotnikov-i-chem-oni-zanyaty
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as Belarus’s ambassador to the United Kingdom.26 Both officials have 
for years been considered ‘liberal’, which in Belarus does not precisely 
equate to being ready to introduce a  full market economy model so 
much as simply being critical of the principles of the centrally planned 
economy.

Lukashenka’s public statements seem to suggest that he is increasingly 
aware that the silovik ‑dominated state is becoming increasingly dys‑
functional. During a meeting on the state’s personnel policy held on 
16 December 2021, he recommended that the state security institutions 
should show “more restraint” in prosecuting the “traitors from the 
administration”. He also admitted that the civil servants who are subject 
to consecutive acts of repression and vetting have begun to regard their 
colleagues with suspicion, and summed up this statement with the fol‑
lowing words: “if we stop trusting each other, then we can start handing 
power over to our fugitives who live abroad”.27 He referred to the issue 
of excessive repression once again on 6 September 2022. He expressed 
his doubts regarding the rightness of the current strategy of “persecut‑
ing and jailing everyone” who may pose a political risk. In his opinion, 
this strategy may provoke the disintegration of society. However, he con‑
cluded his statement by saying that in his view no other policy is possible. 
This line of reasoning indicates that the regime is unwilling to liberalise 
the system although it is aware that the current situation has a negative 
impact on the country and the citizens.28 This means that Lukashenka 
indirectly admits that he fears a situation in which the state apparatus 
may regain its former balance that had existed prior to the 2020 crisis. 
This, in turn, would equate to both domestic and foreign policy becom‑
ing more rational. In addition, the domination of the law enforcement 

26 ‘Лукашенко назначает на важные посты людей, с подходами которых годами 
публично не соглашался. Эксперты — о том, почему это происходит’, Зеркало, 
2 August 2022, news.zerkalo.io.

27 ‘«Предателям прощать нельзя». Лукашенко про «свою точку зрения», «подпи‑
сантов за альтернативщиков» и НГО’, Зеркало, 16 December 2021, news.zerkalo.io.

28 ‘Лукашенко заговорил об амнистии, «перегибах» и «озабоченности многих 
граждан»’, Наша Ніва, 6 September 2022, nashaniva.com.

https://news.zerkalo.io/economics/19130.html?ysclid=l8lwsnmws6137959654
https://news.zerkalo.io/economics/19130.html?ysclid=l8lwsnmws6137959654
https://news.zerkalo.io/economics/7314.html
https://news.zerkalo.io/economics/7314.html
https://nashaniva.com/?c=ar&i=298713&lang=ru
https://nashaniva.com/?c=ar&i=298713&lang=ru
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sector is facilitated by the war in Ukraine. Belarus is complicit in this 
war on Russia’s side. In this situation, the few appointments which are 
inconsistent with the tendency to make the domestic policy tougher do 
not indicate that – at least in the short term – the process of the margin‑
alisation of the civilian sector of the state apparatus may be reversed 
or stopped, at either the level of day ‑to ‑day administration or as regards 
the creation of the state development strategy.
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IV.  THE LOYALTY CRITERION: REPRESSION 
TARGETING PRIVATE BUSINESS

The crisis that followed the 2020 election turned out to be a breakthrough 
not only as regards the balance of power in the state apparatus but also in 
terms of the relations between the state and the private sector. As a con‑
sequence, the model which had been in place for many years collapsed. 
It had been based on the coexistence of two theoretically contradictory 
systems: the state command ‑and ‑control system based on authoritari‑
anism and a free market economy understood at least as the right of pri‑
vate entrepreneurs to maximise their profits. Although members of the 
ruling elite blocked the attempted privatisation of large industrial plants 
and continued to manually control the state sector, they allowed private 
business to develop. At  the end of 2017, Lukashenka even signed two 
decrees to liberalise the conditions for doing business for entrepreneurs 
and IT companies. Under the new rules, these companies were allowed 
to operate in an unprecedentedly liberal manner. This led to the de facto 
emergence of two parallel economic systems within a single state.29

As  a  consequence of this policy, recent years have seen a  systematic 
increase in the number of small and medium ‑sized privately ‑owned 
businesses operating in Belarus (in 2020 there were more than 381,000 of 
them). Although the private sector’s share in the country’s GDP remained 
stable for many years (around 25–26%), between 2012 and 2020 the num‑
ber of individuals employed in it increased from 37.8 to 45.5%, and in 
the category of export revenues this sector’s share doubled from 30% 
to almost  65%.30 Particularly dynamic development was recorded in 
the IT sector which in 2020, despite the COVID‑19 pandemic, accounted 
for as much as 7.3% of Belarus’s GDP. This means that its share increased 

29 K. Kłysiński, ‘Is the crisis over? The economic situation in Belarus after two years 
of recession’, OSW Commentary, no. 262, 27 February 2018, osw.waw.pl.

30 А. Александров, ‘Малый и средний бизнес: итоги работы за 2020’, Экономи‑
ческая газета, 25 May 2021, neg.by; В. Беляев, ‘KEF: Источником роста белорус‑
ской экономики были частные компании’, Белорусский Партизан, 9 July 2021, 
belaruspartisan.by.

https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/osw-commentary/2018-02-27/crisis-over-economic-situation-belarus-after-two-years
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/osw-commentary/2018-02-27/crisis-over-economic-situation-belarus-after-two-years
https://neg.by/novosti/otkrytj/malyj-i-srednij-biznes-itogi-2020/
http://web.archive.org/web/20230313110346/https://belaruspartisan.by/economic/539905/?ysclid=l8lyt0wlee859123346
http://web.archive.org/web/20230313110346/https://belaruspartisan.by/economic/539905/?ysclid=l8lyt0wlee859123346
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by around 1 percentage point compared with 2019 and that it became 
as important as the share of the extensive agricultural sector (which 
receives numerous subsidies from the state).31

From Lukashenka’s point of view, the participation of numerous repre‑
sentatives of the business sector, in particular IT sector employees, in 
the anti ‑government protests held in 2020, was an act of “betrayal” and 
a manifestation of ingratitude towards the government officials who 
had built a  “paradise” for private business owners. He criticised the 
post ‑election mass demonstrations attended by rebellious citizens and 
referred to them as a  “petty bourgeoisie revolution provoked by indi‑
viduals who want to seize power”.32 As a consequence, repression also 
covered business owners. This was seen for example in increasingly 
frequent audits of companies owned by businesspeople who were sus‑
pected of criticising the regime. These audits resulted in fines being 
imposed on business owners and sometimes even in their companies 
being closed. Some of the most active political and civil activists, such 
as the managers of the PandaDoc IT company, were detained. This indi‑
cates that in order to survive, the private business sector needs to be 
apolitical, which in this case means that it needs to show unconditional 
loyalty to the regime.

Acts of repression targeting private business

One typical example of actions carried out by the state security bod‑
ies which targets the business sector involved a raid carried out by 
the officers of the interior ministry (supported by OMON) on the 
premises of the Minsk ‑based Belagro company at the end of Sep‑
tember 2022. The official reason given for the search was the com‑
pany’s taxes being in arrears. However, some time later a video was 

31 ‘ИТ по влиянию на рост ВВП «откатилось» до уровня сельского хозяйства’, Dev.by, 
2 February 2021, devby.io.

32 ‘«Ребята, прекратите шалить». Как менялось отношение Лукашенко к айтиш‑
никам’, Зеркало, 15 December 2021, news.zerkalo.io.

https://devby.io/news/it-vvp-2020?ysclid=l8lzqn7ova965808382
https://news.zerkalo.io/economics/7268.html
https://news.zerkalo.io/economics/7268.html
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published online showing a company employee admitting, under 
pressure from the investigators, that he had “insulted” the regime’s 
supporters in his internet posts, and saying that the actual reason 
behind the raid was the participation of Belagro’s employees in the 
“anti ‑state” protests held in 2020.33 20  individuals were detained 
during the raid. This incident was not only another example of the 
unprecedented increase in the role and the powers of the law en‑
forcement sector, it was also a brutal manifestation of the regime’s 
attitude towards Belarusian business owners.

Aside from forcing the business sector to show loyalty to the regime, the 
actual purpose of the attacks on private businesses was to introduce 
the manual control of specific segments of the economy which until 
that time had been allowed to operate relatively freely. Examples that 
corroborate this view include the wave of audits carried out by the State 
Control Committee in companies operating in the healthcare sector and 
the unexpected decision made by the Ministry of Health in May 2022 
to revoke the licences of several private hospital chains such as Lode, 
Klinika A1 and Nordin, which had been operating in Belarus for many 
years. The ministry’s decisions coincided with the process of introduc‑
ing payments for selected state healthcare services. This created the 
impression that the government intended to prevent private companies 
from competing with the state ‑controlled ones, and also likely wished to 
force the staff of the closed down companies to seek employment in the 
state sector, where salaries are much lower (in November 2022 Belarus 
recorded a shortfall of more than 4,500 medical specialists). The deci‑
sion to revoke Lode’s licence was cancelled the following month, which 
indicates that the legal basis for these decisions was vague. Recent 
months have seen the authorities issuing numerous chaotic and contra‑
dictory decisions targeting other companies operating in the healthcare 

33 ‘Стала известна причина обысков в «Белагро»’, Еврорадио, 29 September 2022, 
euroradio.fm.

https://euroradio.fm/ru/stala-izvestna-prichina-obyskov-v-belagro
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sector.34 As a consequence, most of the audited companies suspended 
or even stopped their operations, which contributed to a major decline 
in the quality of medical services and in a deterioration of the general 
situation in the healthcare sector.

In response to mounting pressure, most business owners attempted to 
adapt to the new conditions, while the most independent ones decided 
to close down or relocate their companies. According to estimates based 
on surveys conducted in the IT sector and on the number of visas issued 
in the main destination countries between 2020 and the end of 2022, 
it is likely that more than 60,000 IT specialists and their families have 
left Belarus.35 This number is likely to double in the immediate future 
because around 30% of the respondents who continue to live and work 
in Belarus declare their readiness to emigrate. It should be noted that the 
wave of departures increased significantly following Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine in February 2022. This was largely due to pressure put on Bela‑
rusian programmers by their Western partners willing to continue to 
cooperate solely with companies from countries other than ‘toxic’ Bela‑
rus which is a co ‑belligerent in the war.36

The staff shortage is evident in official statistics, according to which in the 
first seven months of 2022 the number of IT specialists working in Bela‑
rus decreased by more than 6,000, which indicates a major aggravation 
of the trend recorded since the beginning of the COVID‑19 pandemic.37 

34 ‘Минздрав разрешил вернуться к  работе «Нордину» и  «Трем Дантистам 
Плюс» (но приостановил работу еще одного центра)’, Зеркало, 3 October 2022, 
news.zerkalo.io.

35 Between autumn  2020 and the end of  2022, Poland issued around 65,000 visas 
under the Poland Business Harbour programme directed towards IT  specialists. 
See A.  Taczniak, ‘Białoruska migracja. Dokąd i  dlaczego Białorusini wyjeżdżali 
w roku 2022’, Belsat, 22 January 2023, belsat.eu.

36 K.  Kłysiński, ‘The  price of dependence on Russia. The  economic consequences 
of Belarus’s complicity in Russia’s aggression against Ukraine’, OSW Commentary, 
no. 441, 29 April 2022, osw.waw.pl.

37 ‘С начала 2022 года из белорусского IT‑сектора «выпали» более 5,5 тысяч человек’, 
Зеркало, 5 July 2022, news.zerkalo.io.

https://news.zerkalo.io/life/23163.html
https://news.zerkalo.io/life/23163.html
https://belsat.eu/pl/news/22-01-2023-bialoruska-migracja-dokad-i-dlaczego-bialorusini-wyjezdzali-w-roku-2022
https://belsat.eu/pl/news/22-01-2023-bialoruska-migracja-dokad-i-dlaczego-bialorusini-wyjezdzali-w-roku-2022
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/osw-commentary/2022-04-29/price-dependence-russia-economic-consequences-belaruss
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/osw-commentary/2022-04-29/price-dependence-russia-economic-consequences-belaruss
https://news.zerkalo.io/economics/17262.html


PO
IN

T 
O

F 
V

IE
W

 3
/2

02
3

41

In the same period, a 2% decrease in the overall number of small and 
medium ‑sized companies was recorded (i.e. by around 7,500 businesses) 
compared with the corresponding period in  2021. As  a  consequence, 
between 2020 and the end of 2022 around 20,000 companies were forced 
to close down or relocate.38 Although repression from the regime was not 
always the immediate cause for these liquidations or relocations, the cur‑
rent contraction of the private sector is certainly due to a major decline 
in conditions for doing business in the IT sector.

38 ‘Малый и средний бизнес стал «ужиматься»’, Ilex Новости, 6 June 2022, ilex.by.

https://ilex.by/malyj-i-srednij-biznes-stal-uzhimatsya/
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V.  MORE PRIVILEGES: THE PART OF THE BUSINESS  
SECTOR LINKED TO THE REGIME

The political crisis, followed by the war in Ukraine, created new oppor‑
tunities for the most affluent business owners linked to Lukashenka’s 
closest aides. In  the most difficult months of  2020, a  small group of 
businesspeople who owed their commercial success to their favourable 
relations with the authorities remained fully loyal to the regime. Bela‑
rusian ‘oligarchs’ had too much to lose and therefore decided not to show 
support for an opposition which lacked a strong leader. Big business was 
even more tightly linked to the regime due to the EU’s personal sanc‑
tions, for example targeting the most prominent and influential business 
owners such as: Mikalay Varabey, Alyaksandr Shakutsin, Aliaksey Alek‑
sin and Alyaksandr Zaytsau. Their Western assets have been frozen and 
their companies were included in a trade embargo.

The introduced restrictions have not resulted in a rift in this segment of 
the elite and it seems that all of the above ‑mentioned businessmen have 
managed to adapt to the new situation relatively quickly, for example by 
transferring ownership of their companies to their relatives or closest 
collaborators.39 The case of Alyaksandr Moshensky, one of the leaders of 
the Belarusian agri ‑food sector, is worth noting. He successfully lobbied 
to avoid being put on the sanction list. As a consequence, he continues to 
be the only prominent businessman linked to the regime to be excluded 
from Western sanctions (in  spite of this, the sale of his products to 
the EU declined considerably after 24 February 2022).40

Minsk’s increasing isolation since the autumn of  2020 and the sanc‑
tions pressure from the West have convinced the ‘oligarchs’ to expand 
their former practices involving illegal transactions and smuggling, in 

39 K. Kłysiński, ‘Pressure being stepped up cautiously: the EU’s and US’s sanctions 
against Belarus’, OSW Commentary, no. 381, 19 February 2021, osw.waw.pl; P. Żochow‑
ski, ‘The EU: striking at Lukashenka’s base’, OSW, 22 June 2021, osw.waw.pl.

40 ‘Владелец «Санта Бремор» снова не попал пол санкции. Кто вступился на этот 
раз?’, Маланка.Media, 19 May 2022, malanka.media.

https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/osw-commentary/2021-02-19/pressure-being-stepped-cautiously-eus-and-uss-sanctions
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/osw-commentary/2021-02-19/pressure-being-stepped-cautiously-eus-and-uss-sanctions
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/analyses/2021-06-22/eu-striking-lukashenkas-base
https://malanka.media/news/8107
https://malanka.media/news/8107
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which they enjoy tacit support from the government. It is highly likely 
that these activities have generated profits for Lukashenka and his clos‑
est aides for many years. Recently, the regime’s most trusted business‑
men, such as Zaytsau, Aleksin and Varabey, have played the main role in 
these practices. Their tobacco and transport companies are involved in 
the smuggling of huge amounts of Belarusian ‑made cigarettes without 
an excise label to the EU and Russia on an unprecedented scale. Accord‑
ing to most likely incomplete data for  2021, Lithuanian, Latvian and 
Polish customs officers have confiscated more than 2.5 million packs 
of cigarettes at border crossing points and the share of Belarusian con‑
traband in the total volume of goods smuggled to these countries was 
between 43% (in Poland) and 88% (in Lithuania).41

Another interesting example is the Bremino Group which is run by the 
above ‑mentioned businessmen. It is a logistical ‑transport operator which 
enjoys a highly privileged status (businesses making up this group op‑
erate according to rules applied to a free economic zone). Independent 
Belarusian investigative journalists argue that the company is suspected 
of smuggling a wide array of goods to and from Belarus (aside from 
tobacco products, this practice involves Polish ‑grown apples, Turkish‑
‑made textiles and other goods) and also of transferring illegal revenues 
generated in this way to the United Arab Emirates.42 The regime is be‑
lieved to transfer both its financial assets and its non ‑transparent and 
most likely largely illegal projects to non ‑European countries. It should 
be noted that undisclosed business links between members of the Bela‑
rusian power apparatus and the ruling elite of African, South American 
and Arab states were most often combined with favourable political rela‑
tions at the highest level. This is proven, for example, by frequent visits 
to the UAE by Lukashenka and his eldest son Viktar.43

41 А. Кирейшин, ‘Креативная контрабанда, или Как нелегальные сигареты из Бела‑
руси попадают в другие страны’, Белорусы и рынок, 3 April 2022, belmarket.by.

42 М. Кугель, ‘«Табачный король» Беларуси. Режим Лукашенко и контрабанда 
сигарет’, Радио Свобода, 24 June 2021, svoboda.org.

43 ‘Łukaszenka i jego interesy. Białoruś – tajna polityka zagraniczna’, OSW, 7 February 
2022, youtube.com.

https://belmarket.by/news/news-50408.html
https://belmarket.by/news/news-50408.html
https://www.svoboda.org/a/tabachnyy-korolj-belarusi-rezhim-lukashenko-i-kontrabanda-sigaret/31323722.html
https://www.svoboda.org/a/tabachnyy-korolj-belarusi-rezhim-lukashenko-i-kontrabanda-sigaret/31323722.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zxMlom7crZ8


PO
IN

T 
O

F 
V

IE
W

 3
/2

02
3

44

The regime’s ‘exotic’ investment projects

Gold mining in Zimbabwe is an example of non ‑transparent foreign 
‘investments’ carried out by the Belarusian regime. It used to be 
supervised by General Viktar Sheyman – Lukashenka’s long ‑term 
aide who is currently responsible for the implementation of pro‑
jects in non ‑European countries, including for Minsk’s business 
undertakings in Venezuela. These had been intensive prior to 2013 
and the death of Hugo Chávez, Venezuela’s president who had been 
favourably inclined towards Lukashenka. According to information 
provided by the independent media, Sheyman coordinated the pro‑
jects carried out in Zimbabwe via his son Syarhey and Alyaksandr 
Zingman, a businessman of Belarusian origin linked to the regime 
(NB. he is Zimbabwe’s honorary consul in Minsk). These two men 
have established several companies in Zimbabwe operating in the 
sector of gold mining and the trade in gold. In addition, Zingman 
supervised the equally lucrative supplies of Belarusian ‑made agri‑
cultural and construction equipment to Zimbabwe. The companies 
controlled by these individuals enjoyed numerous tax reliefs offered 
by their African hosts. It is worth noting that in spring 2021 Zing‑
man was detained in the Democratic Republic of Congo on suspi‑
cion of the illegal trade of arms and involvement in preparations for 
a coup in this country. The ‘business’ activity of the representatives 
of the Belarusian regime in Zimbabwe is proof of the major flexi‑
bility, creativity and efficiency of the Belarusian elite as regards 
finding new sources of income – even in such geographically and 
culturally distant regions.
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VI.  SHAM REPRESENTATION: THE POSITION  
OF MEMBERS OF THE RULING ELITE  
IN THE CONTEXT OF THE CONSTITUTIONAL REFORM

The absence of a party of power was one of the key elements of the 
authoritarian political system built back in the 1990s. Lukashenka de‑
liberately blocked attempts to form such a party in order to maintain 
his dominance in the state apparatus. From his point of view, the emer‑
gence of a large party rooted in the government structures would have 
excessively strengthened the position of the members of the ruling 
elite, which in time could have threatened his continued rule. This is 
why, from the beginning of his presidency, he opted for the participa‑
tion of small, insignificant parties in Belarusian politics, and the official 
narrative prioritised social organisations, associations and trade unions, 
which were expected to ensure ‘direct’ contact between the ruling elite 
and the people. As a consequence, consecutive attempts made over the 
past years by some members of the elite to establish a party of power on 
the basis of the pro ‑regime Belaya Rus movement, have all failed.

The Belaya Rus social movement: an attempt at creating 
a party of power

The Belaya Rus nationwide social organisation was established in 
November 2007. At present, it has almost 200,000 members, most 
of whom are civil servants working at various levels of government, 
from district and regional administration to institutions operating 
at the central level. Its ideology is based on full and unconditional 
support for Lukashenka.44 From the beginning of its existence, 
Belaya Rus has been a manifestation of attempts by the active por‑
tion of the ruling elite to create a party of power in order to stabi‑
lise the elite’s political position and to enable the party members to 

44 ‘Республиканское общественное объединение «Белая Русь»’, President of the 
Republic of Belarus, president.gov.by.

https://president.gov.by/ru/belarus/society/obedinenija/belaja-rus
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push through their collective interests more effectively. It was also 
hope that the future party structures could serve as a launch pad 
for young civil servants and activists to help them to develop their 
career. However, the project has never transformed into something 
more than a  social movement. The history of the activity of the 
Belaya Rus movement, which spans almost fifteen years, is a series 
of attempts to transform the organisation into a more formalised 
entity. These attempts included numerous declarations of readi‑
ness to transform it into a political party, which each time met with 
a sceptical response from Lukashenka. As a consequence, the organ‑
isation’s role de facto boils down to nominating loyal members to sit 
on electoral committees during elections to various state adminis‑
tration bodies, and organising demonstrations of support and other 
events which fit in with the model of the Belarusian socio ‑political 
life endorsed by the government.

The constitutional amendments which Lukashenka announced for the 
first time in spring 2018 were viewed as an opportunity to meet these 
expectations. According to the declarations, the purpose of this reform 
was to modernise the political system, for example to strengthen the role 
of parliament. This could potentially pave the way for establishing one or 
several parties of power. Ultimately, the draft law approved in the refe‑
rendum held on 27 February 2022 contained other solutions which were 
less favourable from the elite’s point of view. Parliament was expected to 
continue to act as an institution of secondary importance, while the All‑
‑Belarusian People’s Assembly (which until recently had been held every 
five to six years in the form of a meeting of delegates from all over the 
country) was granted the status of a constitutional body. The assembly 
has up to 1,200 members elected for a five ‑year term. They represent 
local government structures and social organisations from each of Bela‑
rus’s seven oblasts. In theory, the assembly received wide ‑ranging pow‑
ers which were granted to it at the expense of the prerogatives of the 
government and the president. It is managed by a permanent presidium 
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and the incumbent president may be appointed as the presidium’s head. 
Once the law on the All ‑Belarusian People’s Assembly is passed, the pre‑
sidium will be transformed into an executive body and its recommen‑
dations and decisions will be enforced by parliament, the president and 
the council of ministers.

In the context of this reconstruction of the political system, Lukashenka 
continues to have a conservative approach to the idea of a power party 
being established. During a meeting on two draft laws (on the reform of 
the political scene and on the modification of the rules governing the 
operation of social organisations) held on 30 August 2022, he stated that 
“this is not the right time for the development of a party, now it is ne‑
cessary to defend the country and rally around the president”. He also 
expressed his concern about the excessive increase in the importance of 
political parties, which may “destabilise society and provoke divisions 
and the emergence of different centres of power”. He added that “con‑
structive relationship with the government” and “acceptance of the cur‑
rent political course” were the main criteria that should be taken into 
account when assessing legitimacy of any party.45 This indicates that 
the changes to the Belarusian political system which are currently being 
implemented or which have recently been announced offer no realistic 
opportunities for the members of the ruling elite grouped in the Belaya 
Rus movement to transform their organisation into an independent en‑
tity in whatever form (a potential party of power or a structure operating 
in the All ‑Belarusian People’s Assembly).

It  should be emphasised that the amended constitution has de facto 
made it possible for Lukashenka to remain in power until the end of his 
life. It is likely that the All ‑Belarusian People’s Assembly will be formed 
when Lukashenka is appointed as the presidium’s head (the draft con‑
stitution introduces no limits on the number of terms in this office). 

45 ‘Совещание по законопроектам, регулирующим развитие гражданского обще‑
ства, работу партий и общественных объединений’, President of the Republic 
of Belarus, 30 August 2022, president.gov.by.

https://president.gov.by/ru/events/soveshchanie-po-zakonoproektam-reguliruyushchim-razvitie-grazhdanskogo-obshchestva-rabotu-partiy-i-obshchestvennyh-obedineniy
https://president.gov.by/ru/events/soveshchanie-po-zakonoproektam-reguliruyushchim-razvitie-grazhdanskogo-obshchestva-rabotu-partiy-i-obshchestvennyh-obedineniy
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Once this happens, Lukashenka will retain his powers to make key deci‑
sions related to domestic and foreign policy, including by initiating legis‑
lative amendments or annulling specific legislative acts.46 The announced 
reform, was meant to result in a major overhaul of the state structures, 
but has turned out to be merely a  simulacrum of the elite’s interests 
since the most important powers will remain in Lukashenka’s hands. 
Moreover, Lukashenka has criticised the formal and de facto meaning‑
less solutions adopted in the referendum, such as the method of form‑
ing the assembly, and he continues to block them. As a consequence, as 
part of the so‑called ‘public consultations’ carried out in late October 
and early November 2022, the proposal to hold a general election to the 
assembly (which was contested by the presidential centre) was dropped. 
Only deputies of the lower house of parliament will be elected in this 
election, while the remaining members will be automatically nominated 
in connection with their function (e.g. regional governor) or delegated as 
representatives of the most important pro ‑regime social organisations.47 
This equates to an almost total revival of Soviet ‑era standards with no 
elements of direct democracy.

46 P.  Żochowski, K.  Kłysiński, ‘Transformation of Lukashenka’s system of govern‑
ment: the draft of Belarus’s new constitution’, OSW, 21  January 2022, osw.waw.pl.

47 А. Целюк, Ю. Демешко, ‘Эксперты — об уникальности законопроектов о ВНС 
и Избирательном кодексе и о предложениях граждан’, СБ. Беларусь Сегодня, 
10 November 2022, sb.by.

https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/analyses/2022-01-21/transformation-lukashenkas-system-government-draft-belaruss-new
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/analyses/2022-01-21/transformation-lukashenkas-system-government-draft-belaruss-new
https://www.sb.by/articles/zakonoproekt-o-vns-eto-deystvitelno-narodnyy-dokument.html
https://www.sb.by/articles/zakonoproekt-o-vns-eto-deystvitelno-narodnyy-dokument.html


PO
IN

T 
O

F 
V

IE
W

 3
/2

02
3

49

VII.  CONCLUSIONS. THE IMPLICATIONS  
FOR BELARUS’S INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL POLICY

The changes that occurred in the Belarusian ruling elite and business 
circles in the wake of the 2020 political crisis are having a significant 
impact on the state model and on the country’s current domestic and 
foreign policy. The power apparatus, which for many years was based 
on a unique balance between the law enforcement ministries and the 
civilian ministries, has now been almost completely dominated by the 
state security sector. This, in turn, has significantly reduced its effi‑
ciency. the prioritisation of issues such as internal security, the need to 
combat real and imaginary external threats (with sanctions being a real 
threat and NATO aggression an imaginary one) and repression against 
the regime’s opponents have pushed other areas of state activity, such 
as the economy, society and culture, into the background. The actions 
carried out by the ministries responsible for these sectors are becoming 
increasingly reactive. Proponents of liberal or at least more flexible solu‑
tions choose not to show any initiative, fearing the consequences. Instead, 
they try to adjust to the current policy of the ideological indoctrination 
of citizens and to the restrictive model of a centrally planned economy. 
The changes in Belarusian foreign policy are a glaring example of the 
degradation of the civilian part of the state administration. The Minis‑
try of Foreign Affairs no longer plays the role of an active creator and 
executor of the rapprochement tactic in Belarus’s relations with the West. 
Instead, it mainly focuses on justifying Lukashenka’s anti ‑Western and 
pro ‑Russian stance. As a result of these moves, the system of government, 
which relies on a highly privileged law enforcement sector, has lost its 
former efficiency and effectiveness in seeking solutions that could fos‑
ter the country’s development. Belarus is consistently moving towards 
a totalitarian model, and the inertia in its economic and foreign policy is 
further increasing Minsk’s unprecedented dependence on Moscow.

The civilian part of the state apparatus is marginalised and its attempts to 
act as an independent group are consistently blocked by the government. 
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The loyalty of this group’s members to Lukashenka will mainly be driven 
by fear, which suggests that the current situation may not be sustainable. 
In addition, private companies (including those in the IT sector) are relo‑
cating their operations to other countries (this has been ongoing with 
varying intensity since 2020) and the educated professionals of working 
age are emigrating. These two processes additionally decrease Belarus’s 
development potential. Focused on intimidating its citizens, the regime 
is unable to restore the business climate which had been present in Bela‑
rus prior to the 2020 elections. Therefore, the most creative groups of cit‑
izens are likely to continue to leave the country in the immediate future. 
As a consequence, the Belarusian economic system will need to rely on 
outdated Soviet ‑era solutions and on an almost vassal ‑like relationship 
between the central government and unconditionally loyal business‑
people. At the same time, a steady increase in the importance of a small 
group of Lukashenka’s trusted ‘oligarchs’ should be expected, which will 
result in the development of the shadow economy which is not covered 
by statistical reporting and supervision by the state institutions. This set 
of factors will plunge Belarus into a mounting crisis which it will only 
be able to weather if it receives increasing support from Russia, and its 
internal development potential will be further reduced.

KAMIL KŁYSIŃSKI, PIOTR ŻOCHOWSKI

Work on this text was finished at the beginning of February 2023.
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