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Introduction

• This Briefing Document provides a 
thorough overview of the social, economic, 
and political history of Belarus.

3

ABOUT BELARUS
Part 1
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1. About Belarus

• Belarus is a large country in the geographic 
centre of the continent of Europe.

• It is landlocked, flat, and covered by forest 
and marshes.

5

Where is Belarus?

6Image source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Belarus. Data source: “Belarus Partnership Country Program Snapshot” World Bank 
Group, April 2016; and WHO [http://gamapserver.who.int/gho/interactive_charts/mbd/life_expectancy/atlas.html]

Key facts

Population 9.5m

Life expectancy at birth, 
female (years) (2015)

78

Life expectancy at birth, male 
(years) (2015)

66.5

Poverty (% population below 
national poverty line) (2015)

5.1

Territory
Land 207,600 km2

Farmland 24 million acres
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Belarus is a “nowhere land”

Flat

Forest/Marshes
No natural 

borders 
(landlocked)

7Wilson 2011 

“The country is a large 
and swampy plain that 

is served by several 
major rivers”
Euromonitor

• Forests are mostly pine trees and cover 1/3rd

of the territory
• 25% of the land is swamp and peat bogs

Natural resources

• Belarus is typically seen to having low natural resources, but 
Radzim Herecki estimates 1.5 billion tonnes of iron ore; 11bn 
of slates; 5.3bn of coal; 80bn of potash; inexhaustible 
rocksalt; and more.*

• The “myth” of barrenness meant that much remains
• Although a 1993 survey estimated that supplies could only 

meet 12% of economic needs **

8See Zaprudnik 1993, p.xx, 
* Zaprudnik 1993,192; ** Marples 1999, p.32

• Potash salt
• Rocksalt
• Peat
• Oil
• Lignite
• Coal
• Iron ores

• Slates
• Bitumimous shale
• Construction materials
• Mineral waters
• Arable land
• Forests
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National emblem (adopted 1995)

9

Map of Belarus

Wheat ears

National colours

Red star

1981-1991

There are seven oblasts
An oblast (“state”, or “province”) is an administrative region:

1. City of Minsk
Dates from 1067 with a population of over 2m

2. Brest
Borders Poland

3. Gomel
Eastern Belarus, highly affected by Chernobyl
Gomel is 2nd largest city

4. Grodno
Close to Poland and Lithuania

5. Minsk
Central region

6. Mogilev
Borders Russia

7. Vitebsk
Contains Polotsk (“Polotesk”) an ancient city of the Eastern Slavs 
traced to 862
Main center of power in present day Belarus during 10th – 12th centuries 
(then incorporated into Grand Duchy of Lithuania)

10Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Polotsk
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The Oblasts

11
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Brest
15%

Gomel
15%Grodno

11%

Mogilev
12%

Minsk
15%

Vitebsk
13%

Population (as a % of Belarus)

Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Regions_of_Belarus
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Belarus_provinces_1960-1993.png

Religion and nationality

• No official religion but the Belarusian Orthodox Church 
dominates

• Minority of Roman Catholics

12Marples 1996, p.3

Belarusian
79%

Russian
13%

Polish
4%

Ukrainian
3%

Jewish
1%

1989 population
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Climate

• Belarus has a temperate continental climate
– Hot summers
– Cold winters (heavy snowfall from December 

to February)

13Source: Weather Online

Holidays

• March 25th – Independence in 1918
• July 3rd – Soviet army liberated Minsk from 

Nazis in 1944

14
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Urbanization has been slow
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Western Europe United States
Euro-Russia Belarus

15Chart: Ioffe 2008, p.137
* Marples 1999, p.2; ** Ioffe 2008, p.137

In 1940 only 21% of 
Belarusians lived in 

cities and towns 
(compared to 34% in 

Russia and Ukraine)**

In 1897 98% 
lived in rural 
settlements*

Minsk has grown rapidly

• Only architecture predating the Nazi occupation is the 
colourful pre war housing by the river Svislach *

• Minsk’s population tripled between 1959 and 1987 
(only Mexico City grew faster) **

16Chartfrom Ioffe 2008, p.110
* Wilson 2011, p.237; ** Zlotnikov 2002, p.124. *** Marples 1996, p.21; **** Bornukova, K., “Structural Challenges”, in Dobrinsky (Ed.) (2016), p.64
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Population of Minsk (thousands) From 1959-86 the 
population living in 
urban centres rose 
250% (compared 
to 24% growth in 

total population)*** 

Minsk population 
grew by 17% from 
1990 to 2013****

Minsk accounts for 
20% of the total 
population ****
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Minsk is far away

17

It’s where Phoebe’s first boyfriend, David (the “scientist guy”) goes 
on a research trip in Friends.

David’s research partner, Max, incorrectly thinks that it’s in Russia.

Minsk is mysterious

18

Rochelle Rochelle, “the story of a young girl’s strange, erotic journey from Milan to Minsk” is a 
recurring fictional movie in the Seinfeld sitcom.

George is charged $98 by a video store for losing a copy. Bette Midler stars in the Broadway 
musical adaptation. Posters have since appeared in real movie theatres.

Movie poster via @JayShells https://twitter.com/jayshells/status/405789490444517376
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Google Street View, 2016

19Accurate circa 2016. Although there were multiple “Photo Spheres” uploaded by users.

Belarus is either ignored, patronized, or castigated

• “Belarus remains relatively neglected among 
Western scholars”

David Marples

• “An economically and culturally dead zone 
between Russia and Poland”

Alyaxander Tsvickevich

• “The West… sees Belarus as a stagnant place, 
one of the last bastions of the old ways, a kind of 
socialist theme park”

Sherman Garnett

• “An outpost of tyranny”
Condoleezza Rice

20Marples (1999, p.xi); Tsvickevich is Quoted in Ioffe 2008, p.47; Garnett, S., 2002, “The Belarusian Policy Dilemma” in 
Balmaceda et al, (p.394); and “Rice names ‘outposts of tyranny” BBC News, January 19, 2005; 
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HISTORY AND NATIONHOOD
Part 2

21

2. History and nationhood

• Belarus (meaning “White Russia”) became 
an independent nation on March 25th 1918.

• However Belarusians are a non dominant 
ethnic group that has lacked a political 
identity for almost all of its history.

• Its reason for existing is to serve as a buffer 
between Russia and the rest of Europe.
– Its borders are neither cultural nor linguistic 

frontiers.

22
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Ruthenia – home of the Eastern Slavs

23

Muscovite
Great Russians

Ukraine
Little Russians

Grand Duchy of Lithuania
(of whom) White Russians

Poland

Orthodox 
East

Catholic 
West

Litva = Vilna

Rus = Kiev

Polatsk

Historic states of Vilna 
(now Vilnius), Polatsk

and Kiev

Etymology
• “Rus” = the people of Ruthenia

– A patch of land between Kiev, Chernigov and Pereslavl ***
– Mid 14th century moved to Muscovy
~ The largest groups of descendants are Russians

• “Bela” = white 
– Could mean freedom
– Could refer to beauty of the land, abundance of snow, or 

the complexion of the people ***
– Lithuanian origins “Bela” may be Turkish for “west” (as in 

“white = west”)

• Black Russians – paid tribute to the Tatars
• White Russians – no obligation to Tatars **

• Only real identity is “orthodox” (i.e. a religious not national 
identity) (p.128)*

24* Wilson 2011; ** Ioffe 2008, p.40; *** Zaprudnik 1993, p.1
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History

• 1654: War between Sweden and Muscovy
• Belarus (or “uniate-land”) “clung to a residual 

but ever more meaningless Ruthenian
identity” (p.47)*

• A better name for Belarusians might be the 
northern Uniate Rutherians

25* Wilson 2011

The only pre-reformation translations of the bible

• 1461: Germany
• 1471: Italy
• 1488: Czech
• 1517: Belarus *

• 1611: Kings James bible (the first full English 
translation)

26Comments made by Iryna Dubionetskaya at 2nd Annual ‘Belarusian Studies in the 21st Century’ Conference, February 2017
* Bazan 2014 puts this at 1521, p. 133

Played an 
important role in 
the formation of 

a German 
national identity
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Francysk Skaryna (1487-1551)

• Leading renaissance figure in Belarus
• His translation was published in Prague in 1517-

1519 and was the first printed book in Eastern 
and Southern Europe

• Pioneered the use of a forward
– “Giving a brief and succinct description of the 

content of the published work, Skaryna at the 
same time expressed his own civil, political and 
pedagogical views (Bazan 2014, p. 125)

– No one had dared to do this in a Bible before (he 
even included a portrait of himself!)

• So why didn’t language lead to national identity in 
Belarus?
– It wasn’t a spoken language
– It wasn’t a complete Bible

27

An early map

28Zaprudnik 1993, p.31
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The reformation

• The reformation spread “throughout Belarus in a 
peaceful atmosphere of religious tolerance” (Bazan
2014 p.115)

29
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For chart see Bazan 2014 p. 113

The nation and statehood

• Salamon Rysinski was the first person to call 
himself a Belarusian, in 1586

• But Belarus “did not form a distinct political 
entity throughout history until the beginning of 
the 20th century”*
– i.e. with a few months of independence in 

1918
• “It is not possible to find any Belarusian 

national identity before the 19th century”*

• “Why are you interested in this Republic? 
There is no history here” 

(The response of a KGB officer to David Marples, when he said he was a 
historian)**

30* Rees, C.J., and Miazhevich, G., (2009) “Business Ethics in Belarus and Estonia” Journal of Business Ethics, 86(1):51-63, p.53
** Marples 1996, p.xviii
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Population losses

31

Belarus lost 50% 
of its population 
from 1648-1661

3

1.4

1650 1673

Population (m)

Bazan 2014 p. 172

“Belarusian society had been 
practically deprived of its elites and 
aristocracy, and Belarusians 
became a people without a 
complex social hierarchy, thereby 
regressing to a rural people. Thus, 
Belarus lost the very basis on 
which a national bourgeoisie could 
emerge and a national statehood 
could develop” 

(Bazan 2014, p. 172)

Jan Zaprudnik’s thesis

• Belarusians are the descendants of the 
Grand Duchy of Lithuania

• Russian colonialism prevents Belarusians 
from discovering their European selves
– But, according to Grigory Ioffe, this “reflects a 

narrow, biased, and somewhat self-centred –
Belarus-is-me – view” *

• Although “Belarus is not included in the 
narrative of the GDL’s inception. The role of 
Belarus is also reduced by the use of 
“Ruthenian” instead of “Belarusian” when 
speaking of the GDP period” **

32Written under the pseudonym Sairhei Mikalayevich Vil’chitski
Ioffe 2008 p. xiv; ** Kesylyte-Alliks, E., 2017, “Discursive construction of Lithuani’a “others:” the case of Belarus”, Nationalities Papers, 45(1):80-95 
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Why the uniate church was not distinctly Belarusian

1. The uniate church was created by Jesuits
2. It helped Catholics beyond Belarus
3. It lacked public support

– Uprisings in 1648-1651

33Bazan 2014 p. 271

Uniate, 70%

Catholic , 
17%

Orthodox, 
6%

Jew, 7%

c19th Population

In 1839 Russia merged the 
uniate church with the 
Orthodox church – a big 
impact given the existing 
population numbers

Belarus failed to evolve as a nation

• “A lot has been written about our national nihilism… 
Our national woes began as early as the second half 
of the 16th century... When in pursuit of priviledges the 
feudal aristocracy betrayed the people and began to 
adopt the Polish language and Polish culture. By the 
end of the 17th century, the ancient Belarusian 
language, which had been the official language in the 
Grand Duchy of Lithuania, had been supplanted from 
the officialdom and confined to home usage. Later, 
when Belarusian lands were incorporated into tasarist 
Russia, the upper strate switched to Russian with 
equal ease and in pursuit of the same priviledges. As a 
result, by the beginning of the 20th century, Belarus 
had not evolved as a nation”

Adam Maldis

34Quoted by Ioffe 2008 p.21
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Belarusian nationhood is a twentieth century phenomena

• The concept of Belarus as a nation only really 
emerged from 1906-1930 *
– Although Adam Zaleski claims that Belarus had 

statehood as early as the c14th-c16th century**
• According to David Marples :

– “Belarus did have a tradition of statehood prior to 
the twentieth century, but not a durable one or one 
that could be used as a precedent for the modern 
nation”***

– “It is far-fetched to declare that these lands were 
prepared in any way to form a national state based 
either on historical precedent or linguistic 
foundations”****

• Zaprudnik (1993) argues that Belarus isn’t a 
“docile” republic but even he accepts that the 
sense of nationhood is less pronounced than 
Poland, Lithuania, Ukraine or Russia.

35* Wilson 2011, p.86; ** Zaprudnik 1993, p.133
*** Marples 1996, p.8; **** Marples 1999, p.2

Why Belarus failed to form

• Poverty
• Lack of literacy (Belarus was mostly 

orthodox)
• No towns/capital city
• Jewish middlemen came to them (therefore 

Belarusians had little experience of travel)
– Although they are cross cultural with a history 

of bandwagoning
• A lack of a convincing story to tell
• Constant war meant that groups of elites 

didn’t form
– The 1930s purges destroyed the intelligentsia
– “The executions were so extensive that they 

have been labelled as genocide”*

36This list is based on Wilson 2011, p.86
* Marples 1996, p.13)

Thus no 
universities 

and no 
students
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Miroslav Hroch’s thesis

• Nondominant ethnic groups have the 
following characteristics:
– No nobility/ruling class
– No state
– An incomplete/interrupted literary tradition

• Belarus is a classic example

• “in ethnic terms there has never been a 
homogenous Belarus” (Bazan 2014, p. 10)

37Ioffe 2008 p. 42

The verdict of historians

• “Belarus is deficient as a nation, even while 
having a state of its own” 

Grigory Ioffe

• “the Soviets helped both to create and 
destroy Belarus… the republic in its present 
state lacks a rational basis for existence” 

David Marples

38Ioffe 2008, p.98 
Marples 1996, p.xxi
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Belarus in the mid 19th century

39Wilson 2011
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40Zaprudnik 1993, p.61 and p.80
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First World War

• WW1 broke out in 1914 and around a quarter 
of western Belarus was occupied by German 
forces within a year

• The Russian regime called upon Belarusians 
and the war effort led to requisitions and high 
prices

• This led to the revolution in February 1917
• Western Belarus went to Poland as per the 

Riga Treaty of 1921

41See http://www.minsktours.by/about_belarus/belarus_history2.html. Accessed June 2017

Independent Belarus
• The Belarusian National Republic (BNR) 

(formerly the White Ruthenian Democratic 
Republic) declared independence on March 25th

1918
• The “Rada” is the council and the chairperson is 

known as the President
– Tried to generate the legitimacy of independence 

internationally and collaborated with Germany. 
Since Germany was occupying ~50% of Belarus 
this undermined their claims and became seen as 
German stooges

• Replaced by a communist government within a 
year, known as Byelorussian Soviet Socialist 
Republic (1920-1941 and 1943-1991)
– After Germany lost the war in 1918 Russia spread 

through the whole territory
• BNR went into exile (currently the oldest existing 

government in exile)

42
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Presidents of the BNR

• 1918–1919: Jan Sierada
• 1919–1928: Piotra Krečeŭski
• 1928–1943: Vasil Zacharka
• 1944–1970: Mikoła Abramčyk
• 1970–1982: Vincent Žuk-Hryškievič
• 1982–1997: Jazep Sažyč
• 1997–present: Ivonka Survilla

43

Ivonka Survilla
• Lives in Ottowa
• Created a charitable relief fund for Chernobly victims in 1986
• Has two daughters and is an artist

44

Paulinka
Vilnia
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Why so much territory for such little claim to nationhood?

• It was in the Bolshevik’s interests to overstate 
Nationalist sentiment and Belarusian identity
– Secured a western border with Poland
– Willing to cede part of Russia proper to make 

it happen
• It’s a buffer with Poland
• It’s a balance to the Ukrainian Soviet 

Republic

• “from the start, the creation of the Belarusian 
republic was an example of nation-making 
“from above” based on ethnographic data, 
but with limited public support” 

Francine Hirsch

45See Wilson 2011, Ch. 6
Hirsch, F., (2005) Empire of Nations: Ethnographic Knowledge and the Making of the Soviet Union, Cornell University Press, p.150

Growth of the BSSR

46
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According to some, “the augmentation of the BSSR 
was a direct result of campaigning by Belarusian 
nationalists rather than Soviet benevolence”*

* Marples 1999, p.6
Bazan 2014, p. 324 puts the population growth as from 5.6m to 10.3m
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The 1920s cultural revival

• “There is no question that the 1920s were years of 
a cultural revival for Belarus”

David Marples*

• The Belarusian State University opened in 1921
• Increased use of the Belarusian language (at 

schools and party publication) 
• Growth in the number of Belarusian schools

– Although by 1989 some oblasts did not have a single 
Belarusian school** 

• “Talented exiles were encouraged to return 
home”*** 

• Famous poets, such as Yanka Kupala and Yakub
Kolas took part

47* Marples 1996, p.12; Marples 1996, p.32; Marples 1996, p.27

1925 population composition

Belarusians
80%

Jews
8%

Russians
8%

Poles
2%

Ukrainians
1%

Others
1%

1925 population composition

48Zaprudnik, 1993, p.78



Belarus Briefing Document

1920s and 1930s

• Russian and Polish imperialists both 
denounced Belarusian nationalists on the 
grounds that it was an “intrigue” of their main 
rival

• They were both wrong
– It was something else, neither Russian nor 

Polish

49Zaprudnik 1993, p.86

What is Belarus?
• People “saw in Belarus only a transition phase from 

Poland to Russia” (p.76)*
• According to Viacheslav Nosevich the Belarusian 

territory was designated as what was neither Russia, 
Ukraine, or Poland

• It’s been referred to as:
– Defense shield; Corridor; Transit space; Bridge; 

Outskirts; Crossroads**
• “The principle problem of Belarusian history has been 

the problem of cultural and political survival… in the 
shadow of Russia and Poland”**

• “Belarusian intellectuals developed an understanding 
of Belarus as non-Poland and non-Russia but failed 
to... Spell out what Belarus’s unique nature and 
commonly understood historic mission are”

Andrei Okara **

50* Wilson 2011
** Ioffe 2008, p.40
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Ukraine is different

• Cossack culture
– From kazak, Turkish for “free man”
– “Runaway peasants and other sundry fugitives 

from official injustice, taxation and conscription 
fled south and adopted a nomadic life on the 
ungoverned steppe. By the beginning of the 
seventeenth century, the Cossacks, with their 
unequalled horsemanship and fighting 
prowess, had become a powerful force in the 
wild lands on the edge of the empire”*

• Experience of state formation
– Hetmanate, 1648

51* Polansky, Rachel (2010), Molotov’s Magic Lantern, Faber and Faber, p.219

Early Stalinism

• Embrace of socialism
– “For many of the exiles, the pill of socialism was 

not difficult to swallow if it was accompanied by a 
wholesale national and cultural revival, during 
which the Russian language virtually disappeared 
from official business, higher educational 
institutions, and schools. In this sense the BSSR 
was the natural offshoot of… the BNR” **

• Situation deteriorates
– “Belarusian villages forcibly pacified by the Polish 

military after a series of uprisings and strikes” *
• May 1929 marked the First Five-Year Plan and 

the start of the collectivization of agriculture
– This led to “one of the most systematic purges of 

the 20th century leaving alive only a handful of 
compromised figures in the Belarusian intellectual 
elite by the end of the decade” *

52* Marples 1999, p.8; ** Marples 1999, p.7
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First Five-Year Plan
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1939 annexation

• The Red Army moved into Belarus once the 
Polish government collapsed

• A border with the rest of Belarus remained
• Some in Belarus welcomed this

– “Polish rule was indubitably harsh, so much so 
that the Soviet invasion seemed to have been 
genuinely welcomed in the western regions”

• September 22: Soviet forces reached Brest, 
thus uniting Belarusian territories

54Marples 1999, p.13

Population 
increased by 

46%
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Population devastation during WW2 (million)
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55Chart from Ioffe 2008, p.106
* Marples 1999, p.16

77% of cities 
ruined*

Estimated cost 
of 35 annual 

budgets*

German occupation

• Minsk was occupied within 6 days of the 
German invasion

• Created a puppet regime under leadership of 
Radaslau Astrouski
– Became President of the Belarusian Central 

Council
– Had a national army to fight Bolsheviks
– Restored national flags and symbols

• German occupation lasted from 1941-1944
• This was to have “repercussions for the 

independent state 52 years later when the 
new national symbols were associated with 
collaborationist sentiment”

56Marples 1996, p.18
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German occupation
• Life under the NKVD (Soviet secret police) had been so 

bad many Belarusians took an initial wait and see 
approach to the occupying Germans
– “Some recalled the German occupation of 1918 and 

compared it favourably with the rule of Poles and 
Soviets”***

• Plan was to “Germanize” 25% of the population and send 
the rest to Siberia *

• In 1940 Himmler declared an intention: **
– ”to exterminate or dispatch 75 percent of the Belarusian 

population to Siberia”
– “subject the remainder to Germanization for use as a 

labour force”

• “The White Ruthenians shall become a ‘nation’ only to the 
extent that they shall be capable of forming a wall against 
Muscovy and the Eastern Steppe” Wilhem Kube **

57*Marples 1996, p.18  ** Zaprudnik 1993, p.95 *** Marples 1999, p.15

German results

• According to an official count:
– 2.2 million people killed
– 380,000 people displaced
– Destroyed:

• 10,388 factories
• 96 percent of energy capacity
• 80 percent of building materials equipment
• 500,000 collective farms
• 7,000 schools
• 61% of horses, 69% of cattle, 89% of pigs, 78% 

of sheep *
• All theatres, clubs, museums and libraries.

58See Marples 1996, p.18. According to the Great Patriotic War museum 2.357m were killed (1.547m civilians and 810k prisoners of war). 
* Zaprudnik 1993, p.101.

2.2 million 
people killed
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Khatyn

• On March 22nd 1943 the 
entire village was massacred 
by German troops
– Only 5 children survived
– The only adult survivor, Yuzif

Kaminsky, was 
memorialised in a statue 
where he is holding his 
burned son, Adam

– It contains 185 pots 
containing soil from each 
village destroyed by Nazis 

59

The Bloodlands

60Image via https://pbs.twimg.com/media/CIf2d6BWUAAYwsD.jpg:large

Soviet 
Russia

Nazi 
Germany
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The Bloodlands

• Belarus found itself in the heart of the 
“bloodlands”
– Between a quarter and a third of Belarusians 

died in WW2*
– 50% of the entire population were either killed 

or displaced
– Minsk was destroyed

• “modern Minsk is therefore one of the most 
Soviet of former Soviet cities”**

• Home of one of the biggest partisan (armed 
resistance of occupying forces) movements 
(along with Yugoslavia)

61* Marples 1999, p.79 puts the figure at around 25%, whilst Ioffe 2008, p.91 says more than a quarter. Lukashenko has started to put the figure at 
1/3 of the population and The Economist says a third (see “Waving the denim” The Economist, March 18 2006);  ** Wilson 2011, p.110

Partisan fighters
• Partisans are an armed but often irregular group formed to fight 

against an occupying force often using guerilla warfare and sabotage
• Year Zero: Belarusians have converted the myth of partisan resistance 

into a Soviet history – the national identity took on a partisan myth

62
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Operation Bagration (June 22nd – August 19th 1944)

63See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Operation_Bagration

This was the 
plan to deliver 

a decisive 
blow to the 

German 
“Centre” army

The Eastern 
front 

equivalent of 
Normandy

Belarus and the Jews
• According to the Great Patriotic War Museum, 

500,000-800,000 Jews were murdered in Belarus 
during the Nazi occupation

• “In 1926 over 40% of Minsk’s population was Jewish. 
Most of them were murdered”

Sigrid Rausing*

• “With surprise a Nazi official reported that, in the eyes 
of the population, the Germans appear as ‘barbarians 
and hangmen, the Jew being held to be as much of a 
human being as the Belarusian’”

Nicholas Vaker**

• “The dominant characteristic of the Byelorussian 
population was one of friendship and sympathy 
towards the Jews”

Yefim Stolerovitch** 
(Head of the Minsk Ghetto)

64* See “On Freedom: Powerful Polemics by Supporters of Belarus Free Theatre”, Oberon Books, p.42
** Quoted by Zaprudnik 1993, p.97
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The Bloodlands death toll

Period Nationality Victims
Soviet famines 1932-1933 Ukrainian 3.3m
National terror 1937-1938 Poles/Ukrainians 300,000
Occupied Poles 1939-1941 Poles 200,000
German hunger 
plan

1941-1944 Russians/Belarus
ians/Ukrainians

4.2m

Holocaust 1941-1944 Poles/Soviet
citizens

5.4m

Reprisals 1941-1944 Belarusians and 
Poles

700,000

Total 14 million

65Snyder, 2010, p. 411

Belarus demographic deficit

66Zaprudnik 1993, p.101, p.113
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Great Patriotic War

• “the Great Patriotic War became the 
touchstone of the BSSR’s existence. It’s 
wartime heroes became its postwar leaders. 
The war dominated the psyche of the 
population and the subsequent Soviet 
leadership”

David Marples

• “The eventually emergent Belarusian 
nationalism of the 1980s and 1990s could 
never quite eradicate the stain of 
collaboration”

David Marples

67Marples, 1996, p.20

Geography and war

• “The parts of its history that seems to have 
most shaped the sensibility of Belarus are the 
wars that have been fought across its 
invitingly flat land (though its forests proved 
as hospitable to partisans as the flatness did 
to cavalry, and later tanks)”

“Waving the Denim”, The Economist, March 2006
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Belarus stands between Warsaw and Moscow

69

Moscow conference, 1944

• Poland officially accepts the Curzon Line as 
the border with Belarus
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Winston Churchill and the United Nations

71

“My heart goes out 
to White Russia 

[Belarus]… bleeding 
from her wounds 

whilst beating down 
the tyrants”

Zaprudnik 1993, p.103

• Churchill convinced 
Roosevelt that Belarus (and 
Ukraine) deserved their own 
vote at the United Nations

• Belarus became a founder 
member in 1945

Belarus was very different to other Soviet republics

• “It’s uniqueness lay in the stability of its 
Communist authority in the postwar era, the 
singular ability of Belarusian leaders to pursue 
republican interests exclusively through the 
Soviet party and government structure. Few 
Soviet republics could equate national and 
Soviet interests so closely”*

• “It is one of the unique features of Belarus that 
the ruling elite embarked on a conscious negation 
of its own culture and past during the period of 
independence” **

• “In Russia, Boris Yeltsin had turned on the former 
Soviet leaders and led the country towards 
reforms; whereas in Belarus, Lukashenka had 
chastised the first post-Soviet leaders, and thus 
turned against the path of reform” ***

72* Marples 1999, p.19; ** Marples 1999, p.54; *** Marples 1999, p.93
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Belarusian post war leaders

• First Party Secretary of Belarusian SSR:
– Kiryl T. Mazurau, 1956-1965

• Used Belarusian in official speeches
– Pyotr Masherau, 1965-1980

• Populist in BSSR
• Former Partisan 
• Gave credibility to Soviet regime
• Spoke Belarusian
• Loyal to Brezhnev regime
• Eventually became isolated by Brezhnev clique
• Died in a car accident in 1980

73Marples 1999, p.19 and 1996, p.5

Kurapaty

• On June 3rd 1988 the newspaper Litaratura i
Mastactva (Literature and art) reported that a 
burial site had been discovered in a forest 
just north of Minsk
– Some estimate that 300,000 victims 

unearthed
• This figure wasn’t reported in the original article 

(as a compromise with censors)
– David Marples puts the figure at 30,000
– 500 mass graves

74See Zaprudnik 1993, p.131
* Marples 1999, p.55
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Kurapaty

• Belarusian authorities quickly claimed that 
German occupation forces were responsible

• The investigation was flawed
– Only took 6 months
– None of the executioners of victims were 

named
– Discrepancies in the dating of trees

• Created scope for conspiracy theories, such 
as the fact that a gas line was laid to 
circumvent the graves, suggesting officials 
knew it was there

75Marples 1999, p.56-57

Kurapaty

• Executions had taken place on a daily basis 
from 1937-1941 as part of the “Great Purge” by 
Soviet Secret Police
– 90% of regional party leaders, 96% of Soviet 

officials, 82% of collective farm chairmen*
• Similar massacres happened elsewhere but 

only in Belarus were any covered up for so long
• It “demonstrates how firmly the Belarusian 

republic had been placed under state control”**
• 1988: Creation of Belarus Popular Front (BPF)

76* Marples 1996, p.28 
** Marples 1996, p.14
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Belarus Popular Front

• Founding conference in Vilnius, Lithuania, 
June 1989

• Formation derived from:
1. The language question
2. The Kurapaty discovery
3. Impact of Chernobyl

• Led by Zyanon Pazniak, born April 24, 1944
– Father had been arrested and murdered by 

the Soviet regime
– An anti-communist and Russphobic
– An archeologist, he had discovered the mass 

graves

77* Marples 1999, p.48 and 121

Belarus is a “quiet” land
• The national anthem is “we are Belarusian, peaceful people”

– Shushkevich had visions of being a small non-aligned state 
similar to Switzerland (Marples 1999, p.65)

– “The Byelorussian SSR sets the aim of making its territory a 
nuclear-free zone and of becoming a neutral state” ***

– New York Times declared Belarus the first state in history to 
give up it’s nuclear weapons

– “If we would like to come to your country then we will come not 
on tanks, but on tractors.” Vladimir Makei, Belarus foreign 
minister****

• Very limited foreign involvement
– They’ve never invaded anyone

• Despite 60% of population supporting Russian actions in Ukraine **
– In March 1996 Lukashenko said that “Not a single Belarusian 

citizen will ever be engaged in warfare outside our territory”*
– In August 1998 he reiterated that Belarusian troops wouldn’t be 

deployed to CIS borders in Central Asia
78Wilson 2011 * See Garnett, S., 2002 “The Belarusian Policy Dilemma” in Balmaceda et al. (p.399) ** Wilson, A., “Belarus votes – and 

this time it matters” European Council on Foreign Relations, October 9, 2015 *** Zaprudnik 1993, p.205. **** “Belarus performs 
balancing act in move to strengthen EU ties” Financial Times October 2017
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No wars since WW2

79https://twitter.com/Amazing_Maps/status/987835981041688578

Timeline: c6th – c20th
• c6th – c7th: Slavs move into the territory of modern 

Belarus (already settled by Baltic tribes)
• c10th: Polotsk is a major source of power, 

competing with Kiev
• 1019: First documented mention of Brest
• 1237: Merger of Knights of the Sword and Knights 

of the Cross into one Teutonic Order
• 1240: Kiev destroyed by Mongols
• 1323: Capital of Grand Duchy of Lithuania and 

Rus moved to Vilnius
• 1410: Armies of the GDL and Poland defeat 

Germans of Teutonic Order
• 1468: Code of Laws published in GDL (written in 

Belarusian)
• 1472: After the falling of Rome and 

Constantinople, Moscow is declared the “Third 
Rome”

• 1499: Minsk granted self-government
• 1517: Bible is translated into Belarusian
• 1558: Ivan IV attempts to conquest Belarus and 

Livonia (taking Polacak in 1563)

• c16th Golden age of Belarusian culture and all 
three Statutes of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania 
written in Belarusian

• 1569: Political union of GDL and Poland
• 1596: Establishment of Uniate Church
• 1613: Election of first Romanov tsar in Russia
• 1654: Bohdan Khmelnitsky unites Ukraine with 

Russia
• c18th: Poland is partitioned and Belarusian land 

falls under control of the Russian Empire 
• 1790: Synod of Zamose. Not violent but a council 

between Polish Roman Catholics and Russian 
Orthodox

• 1839: Uniate Church is forcibly converted to 
Russian Orthodoxy

• 1862: First railroad through Belarus is constructed 
(linking Warsaw with St Petersburg)

• 1863: Uprising against Polish insurrection led by 
Kastus Kalinouski

• 1870: Publication of Dictionary of the Belarusian 
Language

80Zaprudnik 1993, p.229-245 and Marples 1999, p.1
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Timeline: c20th-1985
• 1910: Publication of Short History of Belarus
• 1914: WWI begins
• 1915: A third of Belarus falls under German 

occupation
• 1915-1918: German occupation of West 

Belarus
• 1917: Russian Revolution, Lenin seizes power
• March 25, 1918: Proclamation of the 

independent Belarusian Democratic Republic
• 1918: WWI ends
• January 1, 1919: Belarusian Soviet Socialist 

Republic (BSSR) is proclaimed
• 1919-1921: Russo-Polish War results in Belarus 

partitioned between BSSR and Poland
• July 31, 1921: a new Soviet Republic of Belarus 

proclaimed
• December 1922: USSR is founded and the BSSR 

joins
• 1923: BSSR grows in size
• 1929: Beginning of repressions against Belarusian 

intelligentsia
• 1937-1941: Operation of Soviet death camp in 

Kurapaty

• September 1939: WWII begins
• September 17, 1939: Red Army move into Belarus 
• June 22, 1941: Germany attacks Soviet Union and 

invades Belarus
• 1941-1944: German occupation
• August 1944: Soviet forces defeat Germany
• October 1944: Poland accepts Curzon Line as 

Poland’s eastern frontier
• May 1945: WWII ends in Europe
• 1946-1948: Purge of Belarusians from Communist 

Party of Belarus
• 1956: Anti-Communist uprisings in Poland and 

Hungary
• 1959: Krushchev accelerates Russification of 

Belarus
• 1964: Authoritarianism and conservatism return 

with Brezhnev
• 1968: Soviet Union invades Czechoslovakia
• 1979: Establishment of Belarusian State 

University

81Zaprudnik 1993, p.229-245

1985
• January: Launch of Talaka

(Together) Youth movement in 
Misnk

• March: Mikhail Gorbachov 
elected secretary general of the 
Communist Party

• July: Gorbachov visits Belarus
1986
• April 26: Chernobyl disaster
1987
• Series of independence rallies in 

Minsk
1988
• June 3: Revelation of Kurapaty

mass graves
• October: Military troops disperse 

demonstrations commemorating 
victims of Stalinism

• Gorbachov announces he will 
not use force to save 
Communist governments in 
Eastern Europe

1990
• March 3: Communists win 

majority of seats in the BSSR 
Supreme Council

• March 11: Lithuania declares 
independence

• June: Kebich is appointed Prime 
Minister

• July: Boris Yeltsin quits 
Communist Party to rival 
Gorbachov

1991
• April: Demonstrations in Minsk 

over high food prices
• June 12: Russia proclaims 

independence
• August: Estonia, Latvia declare 

independence
• August 24: Gorbachov resigns 

and Ukraine declare 
independence

• August 25: Belarus 
declaration of independence

• September: Poland recognizes 
Belarus; Soviet Union 
recognizes Lithuania, Latvia and 
Estonia

• September 17-19: Belarus 
Supreme Council elects 
Shushkevic as speaker. The 
BSSR formally becomes the the 
Republic of Belarus and the flag 
and coat of arms are changed

• December 8: Establishment of 
the CIS. The Soviet Union 
comes to a virtual end

• December 25: USA recognizes 
Russia, Ukraine, Belarus; 
Gorbachov resigns as president 
of the Soviet Union

1992
• July: Belarus joins IMF and 

IBRD

Timeline: 1985-1992

82Zaprudnik 1993, p.229-245
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CHERNOBYL
Part 3

83

3. Chernobyl

• The Chernobyl nuclear accident had an 
unfathomable impact on the country.

• The wind direction meant that around 70% of 
the fallout landed in Belarus, contaminating a 
fifth of the entire country.

84



Belarus Briefing Document

Chernobyl
• In the early hours of 26 April 1986, one of four nuclear reactors at the Chernobyl power 

station exploded.
• Engineers on the evening shift at Chernobyl's number four reactor began an 

experiment to see whether the cooling pump system could still function using power 
generated from the reactor under low power

• However, too many rods were lowered and output dropped too quickly, resulting in an 
almost complete shutdown.

• Concerned by possible instability, engineers began to raise the rods to increase output. 
• By 0123, power had reached 12% and the test began. But seconds later, power levels 

suddenly surged to dangerous levels. 
• The reactor began to overheat and its water coolant started to turn to steam.
• At this point it is thought that all but six control rods had been removed from the reactor 

core - the minimum safe operating number was considered to be 30.
• The emergency shutdown button was pressed. Control rods started to enter the core, 

but their reinsertion from the top displaced coolant and concentrated reactivity in the 
lower core.

• With power at roughly 100 times normal, fuel pellets in the core began to explode, 
rupturing the fuel channels.

• At about 0124, two explosions occurred, causing the reactor's dome-shaped roof to be 
blown off and the contents to erupt outwards.

BBC News

85See http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/spl/hi/guides/456900/456957/html/nn2page1.stm/
Sebestyen 2009, p. 179 documents a number of accidents prior to Chernobyl

April 26th 1986

86
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Chernobyl fallout

87See https://allegedlyapparent.wordpress.com/2011/05/19/fukushima-2011-versus-chernobyl-1986-a-fallout-map-comparison/

Chernobyl fallout

88See https://allegedlyapparent.wordpress.com/2015/04/29/chernobyls-forest-fire-april-2015/
Image source: http://mapinmap.ru/archives/tag/белоруссия, and http://mapinmap.ru/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/image80.jpg
* Reppert, J.C., 2002, “The Security Dimension” in Balmaceda et al (p.266); ** Marples 1999, p.28

“Contaminated 22% of 
arable land… and 

partially contaminated  
70% of the entire 

territory” * 

Affected 2.2 million 
people **



Belarus Briefing Document

Nuclear disasters

89See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Windscale_fire

Chernobyl radiation fallout
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90Source: Gomel’skaya pravda, 8th June 1993. See Marples 1996, p.44



Belarus Briefing Document

Evacuations

• In 1986, 116,000 people were evacuated 
from a zone with a 30 km radius
– 24,700 of those were in Belarus

• In October 1989, 118,000 people living in 
areas with cesium levels of more than 15 
cu/km2

• It took over 3 years for the people of Belarus 
to know what had actually happened

91

Impact on families

• In a 1991 survey of 300 people from 
contaminated regions:
– 85% of those aged 20-40 did not plan to have 

future children
– 88% of married women with one child 

resolved not to have any more

92Marples 1999, p.30
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Lack of central response

• There was no initial response from the Belarus 
government as they waited for Moscow to act
– “For three years, the full import of the accident on 

Belarus was largely unknown outside official circles 
in the Russian capital” *

• Belarus was one of the most severely affected 
countries and least equipped to deal with it
– Organizationally (impending collapse of the Soviet 

Union)
– Financially (received just 4% of Soviet funds,** and 

only capable of dealing with 58.4% of the costs)****

• David Marples: “with the final dissolution of the Soviet Union in 
December [1991] the republic found itself facing an economic crisis, 
with few funds available to deal with a disaster of the magnitude of 
Chernobyl” ***

93*Marples 1996, p.38; **Marples 1996 p.46; ***Marples 1996 p.49; ****Marples 1996 p.50

Belarusian state reaction
1. 1986 – Spring 1989

– “Official secrecy precluded a coordinated program”
2. 1989 – 1991

– Moscow became more open and passed several laws
– State Program

• Ordered more evacuations
• Free food for children in kindergartens
• Pensionable age lowered to 55 for men, 50 for women
• Stipends to new babies born
• 30 calendar days of holiday
• 24 rubles a month for poor families (~10% of average 

income)
3. 1991

– Two new laws
• Free medical services
• Free recuperation trips
• 50 percent off rent and utilities

• “Belarusians… neither acted nor responded as a nation”**

94*Marples 1996, p.45; **Marples 1996, p.127
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Estimates of the cost vary

• After 1991 “the question became complicated 
by the fluctuations in prices and currency 
exchange”*

95
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*Marples 1996, p.40

Impact on children

• In 1990 Poland and Norway started to 
receive children

• Around 5,200 children were sent for 
vacations abroad

• Committee became known as the 
Belarusian Charitable Fund “For the 
Children of Chernobyl”

• Created in November 1989 by Gennadiy
Grushevoy and other members of the 
Belarusian Popular Front (BPF)

• In 1994 it had 56 organizations with 3,000 
employees and links to 20 countries (mostly 
Germany)

96Marples 1996, p.69-70
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For the Children of Chernobyl

• Grushevoy believed that all Belarusian 
children should be assisted regardless of the 
amount of radiation received, or indeed their 
general health. 

• This was because he viewed the disaster as 
a “unique psychological phenomenon that 
affected all children of the republic, even 
those who have not suffered from fallout”*

• By 1992 some 17,000 children had travelled 
abroad as part of the program*

• 60,000 visited Germany in the summer of 
1994**

97Marples 1996, p.70, p.75

For the Children of Chernobyl

• Illness was sometimes used as a preclusion 
for travel

• Those who took transatlantic flights received 
more natural radiation then had they 
remained at home!

• Lukashenka would later use evidence of 
exaggerated health effects to suggest that 
such groups were fronts for the opposition 
and more interested in undermining the 
official regime

98Marples 1996, p.75
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Health impact

• Cases of leukemia hardly changed and could              
be explained by increased pollution

• Cases of thyroid cancer increased dramatically

99Marples 1996, p.106
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Impact on the national project

• In the Ukraine, Chernobyl exposed how 
dysfunctional a centralized system was

• People questioned the “outside” control of natural 
resources and large industrial centers

• This prompted a patriotic response, and a 
nationalist sentiment at the collapse of 
communism

• Belarus, by contrast, lacked the prerequisites for 
an independent nation:
– “A developed national consciousness”
– “A broad, urbanized intellectual national elite that 

has bases throughout the country”
• “The Bolshevik Revolution was very much an 

urban phenomenon” **
– “A population that freely and fluently uses its 

national language”

100See Marples 1996, p.117
** Marples 1999, p.2
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• “Belarus is not merely surrounded by nuclear power stations, but 
moreover has on three of its borders reactors that are considered 
unsafe by the majority of international experts”

Belarus remained exposed

101Marples 1996, p.131

CULTURE
Part 4

102
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4. Culture

• Belarusian culture is peasant based and 
nihilistic.

103

The nail joke

• A Russian, a Ukrainian and a Belarussian all 
sit on a chair with a nail pointed up. 

• The Russian yells, then picks up the nail and 
tosses it away. 

• The Ukrainian says “ah a nail!" and puts it 
into his pocket because it might be useful 
later.

• The Belarussian just sits down right on top of 
it and stays there because he thinks that is 
the way that things are supposed to be.

104
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The nail joke (as told by a Belarusian)

• “A Russian takes a train. He enters the train car, 
walks to his seat, and sits on nail sticking out of it. 
With indignation and disgust, he pulls the nail out 
of his body and throws it out the window. Now, a 
Ukrainian takes a train and also lands on the nail. 
He also pulls it out with disgust and pain but 
stops short of throwing it away because that 
would be imprudent as the nail may be put to use 
in the household. Now, it is time for a Belarusian 
to undergo the same ordeal. When a Belarusian 
realizes he is sitting on a nail, he hurts just like 
his counterparts, but he thinks, well, who knows, 
maybe this is what’s meant to be. With this in 
mind he continues to sit still”

105Ioffe 2008, p.12

Humanism

• “it was only in western Russia, or to be exact, 
in the Ukraine and in Belorussia, that any 
truly humanist literature ever flourished”

Henrik Birnbaum (quoted by Zaprudnik 1993, p.37)

• “This historic exposure to diverse intellectual 
currents brought about by the Renaissance, 
coupled with traditional religious tolerance, is 
a major source of cultural difference between 
Belarus and its eastern neighbour, Russia, 
whose society was bonded by the tsars to a 
single Orthodox Russian Truth” 

Zaprudnik 1993, p.37
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Manneken Pis (the peeing boy), Brussels

107See Ioffe 2008, p.12

In 2002 some college
students said that if the
statue were in Minsk it
should be a nonpeeing boy,
“a boy epitomizing Belarus is
not peeing, he is enduring”

Jokes become reality

• “Maybe another president would be worse, 
says a man in Ratomka” *

• Indeed this is the 2016 view of Washington, 
London and Brussels
– “the prevailing wisdom today is to live with the 

dictatorial devil they know in Lukashenko, 
rather than risk yet another crisis ushered in 
by the democratic devil they don’t” **

108* “Waving the Denim” The Economist March 18th 2006
** Klaas, B., “The Devil We Know in Minsk” Foreign Policy, February 2016
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Folk tales

• “As children, Belarusians are told stories of the golden 
fish, the firebird, and other magical personalities, who, 
in the blink of an eye, can transform one’s situation 
from poor and helpless to rich and powerful. These 
magical outcomes require no effort or intelligence on 
the part of the recipient, just purity of heart”

Caryn Wilde

109Wilde, C., 2002, “The Challenge of Using NGOs as a Strategy for Engagement” in Balmaceda et al (p.453)

Finally – we are united!

• “Finally – we are united!” published in 1980
• A commentary on Moscow’s way of merging the nations of 

the USSR into “one Soviet People” (Zaprudnik 1993, p.108)

110
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Watch yourself!

• “Watch yourself” 1988
• Belarusian bureaucrats are looking back at the Kremlin to 

avoid criticism

111Zaprudnik 1993, p.111

Social norms

• “We lined a street where Lukashenka’s 
cortege was passing and clapped loudly – a 
very Belarusian expression of protest that is 
unknown anywhere else in the world”

• “most Belarusians try to avoid paying for their 
tram or trolleybus journey. Many buy a ticket, 
but only stamp it if they have no choice, when 
an inspector appears. In fact, the very 
appearance of an inspector is seen as an 
infringement of workers’ rights”

112* Lozovskaya, Malgozhata, “If you want to be a millionaire, go to Belarus” Open Democracy, August 2014
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Food

113

Villagers at an Easter celebration, Pogost, Gomel Region, 2013
(c) RIA Novosti/Egor Eryomov

The Belarusian language 

114* Zaprudnik 1993, p.19; ** Ioffe 2008, p.30

• Belarusian is Slavic 
– More of a dialect than a language

• “one of the earliest official vernaculars in 
Europe” *

• Closely related to Russian and Polish
– “It existed only in dialect form within a 

transitional space between the domains of 
these languages, with western dialects being 
close to Polish and eastern ones being close 
to Russian” **
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Decline of Belarusian language
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115Zaprudnik, 1993, p.107

Language (1999 survey)
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116See Colton, T., 2002, “Public Opinion and the Union of Russia” in Balmaceda et al. (p.30)
According to Ioffe 2008, p.4 the compound dialect is called “Trasianka” (which means “a mixture of hay and straw”)
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Language (2004 survey)

Belarusian 
only
13.7

Russian 
only
73.7

Both
6.8

Other
4.7

What is the dominant language of 
conversation at home? (%)

117Ioffe 2008, p.7
* Marples 1999, p.50

90% of 
newspapers are 

in Russian *
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118Marples 1999, p.50
Comments made by Qiaoyun Peng at 2nd Annual ‘Belarusian Studies in the 21st Century’ Conference, February 2017

Belarus is the only 
post USSR country 

to have 2 official 
languages
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Literature

• A group of influential authors emerged in the 
early twentieth century:
– Janka Kapula (1882-1942)
– Jakub Kolas (1882-1956)
– Ciotka (1876-1916)
– Maksim Harecki (1893-1939)
– Maksim Bahdanovic (1891-1917)
– Zmitrok Biadula (1886-1941)
– Ales Harun (1887-1920)
– Vaclau Lastouski (1883-1938)

119Zaprudnik, 1993, p.64

Literature

120

Svetlana Alexievich
Won Nobel Prize for Literature 2015
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Landmarks
• Mir Castle

– Built in 1506-1510
– Initially a palace/castle with military fortifications
– Came to be owned by the Wittgenstein family
– Hosted a major battle during the Napoleonic wars
– Now a UNESCO site

• Nesvizh Castle
– Residential castle
– 2 story “perfectly cubic belvedere with a large dome”
– Now a UNESCO site

• Paskevich Castle
– Also known as Gomel castle
– Built by a minion of Catherine the Great in the late 

c18th
– Nationalised in October 1917

• Tyzenhaus Palace, Postavy
– Contained an art collection and ornithological 

museum

121Bazan 2014 p. 241-245

Famous brands

122

Bison grass 
vodka from the 

Białowieża
forest 



Belarus Briefing Document

Alcohol consumption

123http://www.worldatlas.com/articles/who-drinks-the-most-alcohol-consumption-by-country.html
Accessed June 2017

WHO 2010

124https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_alcohol_consumption_per_capita and http://www.usnews.com/news/slideshows/top-10-european-
countries-that-drink-the-most. Acessed June 2017.

No. 1 in Europe
(WHO 2015)
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Women’s rights

• Retirement age is five years earlier 
than men *
– “to compensate for the hard work at 

home” (Minister of Labour)
• As of 2016 mothers could take three 

years of maternity leave with their 
workplace secured **
– The longest paid maternity leave in the 

former USSR
– “On 13 January 2016, Kiryl Rudy…

suggested a decrease in the duration of 
maternity leave… [he] argued that 
reducing the paid maternity leave to two 
years instead of three would lead to 
annual growth of GDP by 2.3 per cent.”

125* Bornukova, K., “Structural Challenges”, in Dobrinsky (Ed.) (2016), p.68
** Kasmach, L, “Belarus - No Longer A Heaven For Mothers?”, Belarus Digest, February 5 2016

Music

126

Pesniary
Folk inspired rock group popular in 1970s and 80s
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Sports

• The Soviet Union topped the medal table at 
the Munich 1972 Olympics with 99

• Athletes from Belarus won 19 (with 11 gold)
– Including 17 year old gymnast Olga Korbut

127

Space

• Piotr Klimuk was a Soviet 
cosmonaut who read the 
poems of fellow 
Belarusian Jakub Kolas 
on 1975 flight

• As a historic first some 
argue that it should be in 
the Guinness Book of 
Records

128Zaprudnik 1993, p.112
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Cultural icons

• “Since the twelfth century, Yefrosinia of 
Polotsk, the daughter of the Prince of 
Polotsk, has been revered in Belarus as the 
great enlightener. She was an ardent 
defender of human rights, political diplomacy, 
and cultural education”

Caryn Wilde

129Wilde, C., 2002, “The Challenge of Using NGOs as a Strategy for Engagement” in Balmaceda et al (p.429)

The arts

• Most famous Belarusian contribution to the arts 
is the early modernist painter, Marc Chagall

130

The Drunkard (Le saoul), 1912
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Famous Belarusians (sort of)

131

Peter Serafinowicz
born in Liverpool, 

grandfather a Belrausian war 
criminal

Michael Marks
born in Grodno (now 

Belarus). Teamed up with 
Thomas Spencer to form

Marks & Spencer

Fashion

132

Ralph Lauren
Parents from Pinsk

Tanya Dziahileva
Belarusian model, designer, 

photographer

Maryna Linchuk
Belarusian model
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Technology circa 2014

• “Belarusian intellectuals read books, not 
blogs, and can quote you the poetry of Soviet 
giants such as Akhmatova or Tsvetayeva by 
heart, and remember what century Heraclites 
lived in. They rely on their own memory, not 
the internet. Access to the Web in Belarus is 
strictly controlled – you need to show your ID 
papers; there is no WiFi in public places and 
you can count the number of internet cafes in 
Minsk on your fingers.”

133* Lozovskaya, Malgozhata, “If you want to be a millionaire, go to Belarus” Open Democracy, August 2014

World Hockey Championship, 2014

• Minsk hosted the IIHF World Championship 
in May 2014

• It set a new attendance record and prompted 
an increase in inward tourism

• Russia beat Finland in the final

134



Belarus Briefing Document

Eurovision 2016

135

Alexandr “Ivan” Ivanov

European Games 2019

• Belarus is the host nation
• “We have taken an historic decision, and in 

2019 the European athletes will gather here 
for our own Olympic Games.” Lukashenko

• Previously hosted the 2013 Track Cycling 
World Championships

136“Minsk to host second European Games in 2019” Press Association, October 21, 2016
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POST USSR POLITICAL 
HISTORY

Part 5

137

5. Post USSR Political History

• President Alexander Grigoryevich
Lukashenko came to power following a 
legitimate election in 1994 and remains 
popular with a majority of the voting 
population.

• A new constitution in 1996 cemented his 
control over political office.

138
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Key chronology

• 1991 A new republic
• 1994 First Presidential Election

– 1995 Referendum to weaken opposition
– 1996 New constitution

• 2001 Second Presidential Election
– 2004 Referendum to remove term limits

• 2006 Third Presidential Election
– Failed denim revolution

• 2010 Fourth Presidential Election
• 2015 Fifth Presidential Election
• 2020 Sixth Presidential Election

139

Belarus in 1991

140

In March 1991 
83% of 

Belarusians voted 
to preserve the 

USSR

Wilson 2011
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1990-1991 poll

• “Why wouldn’t you like to work for a private 
company?”
– “With a private employer a person feel 

debased. I want to be free”
– “I don’t want to be a slave; this would be a 

return to capitalism”
– “I don’t want to be exploited and dependent”
– “I have been brought up in the spirit of 

socialism”
• 42% of those surveyed (with an average age 

of 41.3 years) “said they expected the state 
to assist them instead of relying on their own 
initiative and hard work”

141Zaprudnik 1993, p.200

New Soviet man actually succeeded in Belarus

1. The intelligentsia was so small it had been 
almost entirely eliminated in 1937-1941

2. The majority of the population did not know 
about what Stalin did (it was kept secret and 
are still largely denied)

3. The German occupation was long and brutal 
– the Soviet army liberated them and local 
partisans became heroes

In 1991 “the newly declared independent state 
lacked a historiographical foundation outside 
the Soviet context”*

142See Marples, 1996, p.119
* Marples, 1996, p. 6
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1991 and a new Republic

• The Republic of Belarus was formed on 
August 25th 1991

143

Head of State

Chairman of the Supreme 
Soviet

Stanislav Shushkevich

Head of Government 

Prime Minister

Vyacheslav Kebich

1991 and the formation of the CIS

• Shushkevich signed the declaration to dissolve the Soviet Union and 
replace it with Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS)

• Collective agreement had failed and impending price liberalisation
meant that Russia didn’t want to be tied to economic decisions in 
populist republics *

• Signed in December 1991 in Belavezhskaia Pushcha, in Belarus
– Ukraine (Kravchuk) refused to go to Moscow
– Gorbechov didn’t want to meet Belarus (Shushkevich) alone
– Suited all parties to work as a group of three

• Minsk became the seat of the CIS
• Result: Belarus (somewhat reluctantly) free rode on the the 

independence that Ukraine demanded
• “All the former Soviet republics were officially leaving the Soviet 

Union, and Belarus had either to follow suit or remain within a USSR 
that clearly had no future”**

144Marples, D.R., Padhol, U., 2002, “The Opposition in Belarus” in Balmaceda et al.
* Mau, V., 1996, The Political History of Economic Reform in Russia, 1985-1994, CRCE 13, p.68
** Marples, D.R., Padhol, U., 2002, “The Opposition in Belarus” in Balmaceda et al., p.60 
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Soviet Union settlement

145

Belarus was 
allotted 6.1 
tons of gold

$2.6bn
Belarus assumed 
4.13% of Soviet 

Union debt

Zaprudnik, 1993, p.xxi

Soviet legacy

• Belarus emerged from a 70 year period of 
Soviet influence

• It had a trade and budget surplus and 
relatively high living standards due to 
industrialisation and urbanization

• Belarusian identity was formed under Soviet 
rule

• A highly “Sovietised” republic
– Dominance of Russian language
– Wealthy farmers obliterated by communism

• But not necessarily “Russian”

146Rees, C.J., and Miazhevich, G., (2009) “Business Ethics in Belarus and Estonia” Journal of Business Ethics, 86(1):51-63, p.53
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Nuclear weapons

• Belarus was suited to weapons
– Geographical location

• Crossroads from East to West
– Topographic physiognomy

• “one-third of territory forested, convenient for 
emplacing arms”

147Zaprudnik 1993, p.107

Unilateral nuclear disarmament

• In May 1992 Belarus withdrew all 81 nuclear-tipped 
SS-25 missiles without preconditions or 
compensation from Russia or the West
– Acceded to the Non Proliferation Treaty and gave up 

nuclear weapons as per START-I Treaty
– Although Zaprudnik & Urban claim US aid did rise 

from $8.3m to $65m as a result * 
– Marples claims Belarus received $28.9m from the US 

under the Nunn-Lugar Program **
– Lukashenko has since referred to it as a mistake ***
– Last weapon left in November 1996 ****
– They were returned to Russia who pledged to destroy 

them *****

148* Zaprudnik & Urban 1997, p.30; ** Marples 1999, p.108; *** Lindner 2002, p.92;  **** see Garnett 2002, p.403; ***** 
Zaprudnik 1993, p.208
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Appetite for market reforms in the 1990s
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149See Colton, T., 2002, “Public Opinion and the Union of Russia” in Balmaceda et al. (p.39)

Transition policy

• For example:
– “The Basic Principles of Transition of Belarus to a Free-

Market Economy (October 13, 1990)
– “Basic Principles of Denationalization and Privatization of 

the Economy of Belarus” (May 28, 1991)
• The main reform plan was published in April 1992 and 

called “Conception of Economic Reform in the Republic of 
Belarus”

• However it wasn’t comprehensive, and had several flaws
– Called for “monthly adjustments of taxes related to the 

socio-political situation”
– Created an agency to “carry out a policy of prohibiting the 

importation of low quality goods and technologies”
– Called for “no less than once a year a referendum on 

confidence in the organs of state management at various 
levels”

150Zaprudnik 1993, p.197
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Belarus lagged

151Bakker, B.B., “Belarus Macroeconomic Performance” Economy of Belarus: At a Tipping Point Conference, Minsk November 2015
* Dobrinsky, R., (Ed.) “The Belarus Economy: The Challenges of Stalled Reforms”, Vienna Institute for International Economic Studies, Research 
Report No. 413, November 2016

“Belarus is basically ‘frozen’ in a state of 
stalled, unfinished market reforms, a point that 
most other post-communist countries passed 

already by the mid-1990s” *

Desire for market economy fell dramatically
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% of people who would vote in 
favour of a market economy

152See Zlotnikov, L., 2002, “Private Sector and Middle Class for Change” in Balmaceda et al. (p.126)
** Marples 1999, p.36

“The ‘window of 
opportunity’ for the 
establishment of a 
private sector in 

Belarus was closed”

Real wages fell 
by 45% from 
1990-1995**
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Privatization was slow

153
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Chart from Zaprudnik 1991, p.195; * Marples 1999, p.33 ** Marples 1999, p.39; *** Bornukova, K., “Structural Challenges”, in Dobrinsky
(Ed.) (2016), p.44

From 1991-1993 
privatizations 

accounted for just 
2.1% of the 
workforce*

The ministry of 
privatization didn’t 

even have a minster 
for 18 months!**

3,190 SOEs and 
1,212 enterprises 
were restructured 

from 1991-1999 ***

Reasons for the lack of privatization

1. Little political will
2. Over valued

– Government insisted on book values rather than 
going concern

3. Excessive requirements
– E.g. Preserving output levels, low job losses

4. Political risk
– Instances of re-nationalisation (e.g. Motovelo in 

2015)

• “the privatization opportunities in Belarus mostly 
attracted Russian state-owned corporations” 

154Bornukova, K., “Structural Challenges”, in Dobrinsky (Ed.) (2016), p.45
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Why Belarus was different

1. Financial support from Russia
– Energy subsidies
– Export arbitrage

2. Organizational capabilities
– Prevention of asset stripping of state-owned 

enterprises
– Low rent seeking

3. Social contract
– Public accept low growth in exchange for 

stability and income equality

155Dobrinsky, R., (Ed.) “The Belarus Economy: The Challenges of Stalled Reforms”, Vienna Institute for International 
Economics Studies, Research Report No. 413, November 2016

1993 joint ventures

Poland
44%

Germany
16%

United 
States

8%

Italy
4%

Austria 
3%

Others
25%

No. of joint ventures by country

156Marples 1999, p.34
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Inflation
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157Marples 1999, p.39

Decline in livestock from 1991-1996
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State industries dominated in 1995

• State-owned industry accounted for:
– 35.4% of factories
– 70% of output

• Private industry accounted for:
– 1.4% of enterprises
– 0.2% of total industrial output

159Marples 1999, p.33

The Washington Consensus identified several problems

• Christopher Willoughby (World Bank)
– Currency controls
– Slow pace of reforms
– Volatile political climate

• Michel Camdessus (IMF)
– Currency intervention
– Lack of authority for the National Bank
– Lack of privatization

160Marples 1999, p.36
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A market economy was still more popular than a planned one
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161See Zlotnikov, L., 2002, “Private Sector and Middle Class for Change” in Balmaceda et al. (p.128), and *p. 140

• In a 1997 survey 56.8% of 
SME owners favored a free 
market economy and just  
1.1% favor planned economy

• However these constitute just 
5% of employed people *

Economic improvement is important
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First Presidential election: 1994

• Presidential elections were held on June 23rd

1994
• A new, democratic (and pretty reasonable) 

constitution was adopted March 15th 1994
– Since replaced in 1996 with an authoritarian 

one
• Dysfunctional leadership tandem of Kebich

(Prime Minister) and Shushkevich (Head of 
State)

163

1994 Presidential candidates

Vyacheslav Kebich
Incumbent Prime 

Minister (1991-1994)
Former engineer

Pro Russia

Zianon Pazniak
Nationalist, founder 

of Belarusian 
Popular Front (BPF)
Exposed Kurapaty

164

Stanislav Shushkevich
Incumbent head of state 

(1991-1994)
Broadly pro market 

reforms

Aleksander Lukashenko
Former pig farmer and 

border guard
Chairman of the anti-

corruption committee of 
the Belarusian parliament
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1994 results

165
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First round (%) 

80.6

14.2

Lukashenko Kebich

Second round (%)

Nohlen, D & Stöver, P (2010) Elections in Europe: A data handbook, p.252

A combined “democratic” vote would have beaten 
Kebich in the first round.

(And possibly Lukashenko in the second round)

Turnout:
79% Turnout:

70.6%

4.2 million people voted 
for Lukashenko

Lukashenko background
• Born August 20th 1954 in Aliaksandryia
• Raised by a single mother (no father 

figure)
• Average education
• Graduated 1975
• 1975-1977 – national service with KGB 

border troops
• 1977-1978 – secretary of State Grain 

trade
• 1979 granted Party membership
• 1982-1985 – deputy director of a 

construction combine whilst teaching at 
the Agricultural Academy

• 1990 elected as People’s Deputy to 
Supreme Soviet of the BSSR

• 1993 became chair of the Anti-Corruption 
committee

166See Lindner. R., 2002, “The Lukashenka Phenomenon” in Balmaceda et al. (p.83-84)
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Why Lukashenko won

• 1994 was a legitimate, competitive election
• Key themes were: 

– Accountability vs. the “anarchy” of democracy (i.e. 
living standards should be the personal 
responsibility of a single person)

– Against freedom (freedom implies gangsters and 
the super rich)

– Against nomenklatura and privilege
– Against oligarchs

• Lukashanka emerged as an anti-corruption 
investigator who would bring order and protect 
against chaos

• He was younger and hungrier than the opposition

167Much of this analysis is taken from Wilson 2011, Ch 8

Lukashenko’s appeal

• “People adored Lukashenko. He was their 
man, from the low rung of the ladder, brave 
and ready to unabashedly fight the 
nomenklatura. His campaign rallies drew 
thousands… he could speak with people in 
the language they could understand”

Pavel Sheremet and Svetlana Kalinkina

• “Lukashenka has... Evinced an unmistaken 
political instinct: sensing what ordinary 
people think and what they want to hear, he 
proceeds to make statements that are not 
just in tune with their mood but one step 
ahead of it”

Grigory Ioffe

168Ioffe 2008, p.176 and p.181
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His base
• His base is probably ~45%

– The 1994 results were genuine but they’ve been 
exaggerated since then

– According to Ronald Hill, he “reflects popular 
values and aspirations” **

• Support
– Countryside
– Elderly

• His approval rating is 73% for over 60s, but under 
30% for late teens

– Less educated
– Military/KGB

• “Bread and an absence of war is enough for 
many rural Belarusians”*

169Much of this analysis is taken from Wilson 2011, p.257
* “Waving the denim” The Economist, March 18th 2006. ** * Ioffe 2008, p.167c
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170Zlotnikov 2002, p.130 
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Why the opposition lost
• A few instances of protest movements

– 1986 Chernobyl
– 1988 discovery of mass graves in Kurapaty

• However no real dissident movement
– “The Belorussian contribution to dissent has been 

virtually nonexistent” Alexander Motyl*
• Debates as to whether Belarus should even exist 

as a separate nation
– Shushkevich scapegoated for formally ending the 

Soviet Union and presiding over harmful reforms
• Opposition split

– No link between the protest movement (BNF) and a 
political party

– Pro-Communist and conservative factions shared 
the same interests **

• Closer links with Russia (and possibly restoration 
of the Soviet Union)

• Resistance to radical economic reforms

171Much of this analysis is taken from Wilson 2011, Ch 8
* See Ioffe 2008, p.23 ** Marples 1999, p.60

Why the opposition lost – Ukraine comparison

• In Ukraine the communists reluctantly 
supported independence, which was 
declared quickly and backed by a 
referendum. 
– A nationalist opposition had public support

• In Belarus the communists actually proposed 
independence
– Indeed prior to 1994 many saw it as a 

communist plot and BNF didn’t want to 
propose a Presidential candidate

172Much of this analysis is taken from Wilson 2011, Ch 8
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Why the opposition lost - Kebich

• Kebich was in a strong position to win the 
elections 

• Lukashenko didn’t win power, Kebich lost it:
– Complacent
– Drank too much
– Didn’t have a “greater evil” to fight
– Had been in power since 1990 (and therefore 

seen as part of the ruling elite)
– Disorganised

• Lukashenko rose on the blind side and won 
the protest vote because he was Soviet
whilst Pazniak was conservative.

173Much of this analysis is taken from Wilson 2011, Ch 8

Lukashanka’s first term

• January 1995 the IMF loaned $103m and praised 
reforms

• But Lukashenko tied his plans for economic 
revival to Russian assistance

• November 1994: “We will build what we know” 
– i.e. a planned economy. He understood the 

planning system, he didn’t understand markets
• His social base was pensioners and factory 

workers
– i.e. not people who’d benefit from privatization

• He pursued the median voter rather than the 
“purist project of the opposition”*

• Didn’t suffer the fate of many Eastern European 
reformists who were quickly voted out

174Much of this analysis is taken from Wilson 2011, Ch 9.
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Lukakshenka’s first term (2)

• Early ideological position
– Soviet restorationism
– Panrussism
– “Orthodox theism”
– Prepared for clash of civilization with the West

• Main priority was to destroy domestic 
opposition (i.e. the BNF) 
– Portrayed nationalists as Nazis
– Withdrew red and white flag and other 

independent symbols
• Lashed out at market oriented Chair of the 

National Bank, Stanislau Bahdamkevich
• Used May 1995 referendum to get a mandate

175Much of this analysis is taken from Wilson 2011, Ch 9

Authoritarian approach to the May 1995 referendum

• Legislature initially blocked three of the four 
original proposals

• Some began a hunger strike and refused to 
leave parliament even after a bomb threat

• The building was raided at 3am and 200 
special force officers beat the dissenters, 
who weren’t allowed to enter the following 
morning

• The Presidents proposals were then 
accepted

176Marples 1999, p.75
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May 1995 referendum

177Nohlen, D & Stöver, P (2010) Elections in Europe: A data handbook
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1995 parliamentary elections

• Lukashenko endorsed a boycott of the 1995 
Parliamentary elections

• He presented himself as the anti-politician. 
After becoming President he was asked how 
he would find a Prime Minister
– “It's no problem to find a Prime Minister… It's 

easier than finding a milkman”*
• He didn’t have a party (and after 1996 didn’t 

need one)
• BEN (extra-parliamentary) focused on 

defending national identity rather than the 
1994 constitution

179* “Populist in Belarus Sweeps To a Presidential Victory”, New York Times, July 11th 1994
Much of this analysis is taken from Wilson 2011, Ch 9

1995 cold war drama

• A military helicopter shot down a civilian 
balloon that strayed accidently into 
Belarusian airspace

• It had been taking part in an international 
balloon race

• Piloted by American Alan Franckel and John 
Stuart-Jarvis

180Marples 1999, p.78
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1994-1996

• “The Constitution of 1994 created a presidential republic, 
with a balance of power between executive, legislative, and 
judicial branches of government” ** 

• April 1995
– BPF deputies attacked by riot police

• Summer 1996
– Around 50,000 demonstrators forcibly dispersed on the 10th

anniversary of Chernobyl *
– 100 people imprisoned without access to lawyers; foreign 

witnesses rounded up *
– Internal security forces now have twice as many personnel as 

the armed forces ***
– Part of the problem was BPF no representation in parliament, 

therefore utilizing anniversaries to stage protests *
• November 1996

– National referendum held on consolidating presidential rule

181* Marples 1999, p.83-85; ** Balmaceda et al, 2002, p.7); *** Mihalisko, 1997 p.248; see Balmaceda et al, 2002, p.7

1996 proposed constitution

• “It eliminated the separation of powers 
between the executive, judiciary, and 
parliament; abandoned the rule of law and 
conventions of human rights; and closed the 
political forums, arenas, and courts to the 
general population” *

• Two chambers:**
– House of Representatives to have 110 

deputies, elected by secret ballot
– Council of the Republic (8 representatives of 

each oblast and 8 appointed by President)
• All private enterprises had to re register 

– 70% of businesses and small stores ceased to 
exist ***

182* Wilde, C., 2002, “The Challenge of Using NGOs as a Strategy for Engagement” in Balmaceda et al (p.440); ** Marples 1999, p.89
*** Lindner. R., 2002, “The Lukashenka Phenomenon” in Balmaceda et al. (p.90)
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1994 vs. 1996 constitution

• The 1996 proposals were officially 
addendums to the 1994 constitution

• However “this announcement was a blatant 
power grab and was perceived as such by 
both the major political parties and the 
Constitutional Court” *

• Moscow attempted to mediate with a 10 hour 
meeting on November 21st where a 
compromise agreement was signed **
– Parliament couldn’t support the compromise, 

strengthening Lukashenko’s position
– He billed the choice as between “order” and 

“chaos”

183* Marples 1999, p.89; ** Marples 1999, p.95-96

1996 referendum
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Outcome of the 1996 constitution

• President now able to:
– Appoint own Prime Minister, Deputy Ministers, 

and Chairperson of the National Bank
– Can dissolve both houses of parliament
– Can convoke parliamentary elections
– Can hold referenda

• The EU and US don’t recognise the 
legitimacy of the parliament
– “there are no other examples in history where 

parliamentary deputies were not elected, but 
rather appointed by the President” (Bazan
2014, p,355)

185Marples 1999, p.103

1997 “economic miracle”

• Largely a result of indirect Russian subsidies of 
$1.5bn - $2bn *
– Written off debt
– Lower gas prices
– Customs union

• According to Henadz Karpenka there is usually a 
correlation between output and energy use **
– In 1996/1997 official figures had shown energy 

consumption rising but didn’t adjust for decline in 
the value of the ruble 

– From 1996-1997 energy use actually fell (from 
7.1bn kilowatt/hours to 6.8bn) 

– This suggests that output growth was overstated

186* Moshes, A., 2002, “Lukashenka’s Role in Russian Politics” in Balmaceda et al. (p.201)
** See Marples 1999, p.42
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Soros Foundation

• Was the first Western donor to open an office 
in Belarus, in 1994 *

• As of 1997 had spent $13m on education, 
health and environmental projects **

• Fined $3m in 1997 for tax offenses **
• The director, Peter Byrne, was expelled for 

"meddling in the affairs of a sovereign state”
– According to the THE the “only” proof was 

video footage of him at a demonstration **
• September 1997 Soros closed the foundation 

***

187* Wilde, C., 2002, “The Challenge of Using NGOs as a Strategy for Engagement” in Balmaceda et al (p.439)
** “Belarus Turns on Soros”, Times Higher Education, May 9th 1997
*** Miller, J., “Soros Closes Foundation in Belarus” New York Times, September 4th 1997

Citihope International

• Provided $130million worth of aid to Belarus
• Several investigations made by Ministry of 

Finance and Department of the Presidential 
Administration

• Suspended its program on April 6th, 1997.

188Marples 1999, p.101
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NGOs had to re register
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189* Wilde, C., 2002, “The Challenge of Using NGOs as a Strategy for Engagement” in Balmaceda et al (p.440)

Second Presidential election: 2001

• “Lukashenko fixed elections, but still spent 
money on his campaign as if he were part of 
a real contest” *

• He would have won anyway but boosted the 
numbers

• He engaged in “political technology” 
– Sponsored centrist candidates to split the vote 

and then withdraw
– Cut off internet access to nullify protests

• Why no Western attention?
– 9/11

190Much of this analysis is taken from Wilson 2011, Ch 10
* Wilson 2011, p.196
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2001 Presidential candidates

Aleksander Lukashenko
Incumbent President

Vladimir Goncharik
Chairman of the Belarusian Federation 

of Trade Unions
Part of the united opposition

Sergei Gaidukevich
Liberal Democratic Party of Belarus

Former military
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Lack of opposition

• According to Marples & Padhol a viable 
opposition requires the following:
– Higher electoral rating than Lukashenko
– Support of an absolute majority of the 

nomenklatura
– International support (Russia and the West)
– United ideological platform and a single leader
– Financial backing
– Access to mass media
– A coincidal fall in standard of living

• Not forthcoming

193Marples, D.R., Padhol, U., 2002, “The Opposition in Belarus” in Balmaceda et al.

Conflict over what the opposition should offer
• Ioffe identifies three national projects:

1. Nativist/Pro-European
• Language is seen as an important component of nation 

building
2. Muscovite Liberal

• Not as elitist as project 1 but fails to distinguish 
Belarus from Russia

3. Creole
• A pre-national consciousness
• Strong bonds with proud Soviet past without giving up 

statehood
• Broad social based and arguably Lukashenko is a 

member

• In negotiations with Moscow over energy prices 
Lukashenko is seen as the defender of the nation of 
Belarus, more so than the Belarus-speaking 
opposition

• Indeed he effectively portrays them as dangerous 
nationalists (Nazis)

194Ioffe 2008, p.81-91
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Opposition candidates have been systematically weak
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195See Ioffe 2008, p.213

Beslan

• In September 2004 396 school children were 
killed by Chechen separatists in Beslan

• Lukashenko was quick to use it for his own 
ends
– “May god protect us – over these ten years no 

Belarusian has become victim of a terrorist 
attack, or an armed conflict. We have guarded 
our country against involvement in 
international adventures which could threaten 
your lives and security even to the smallest 
degree. This is our greatest achievement… a 
tranquil and cosy home, where peace and 
harmony reign”*

• Calls for a referendum on term limits

196Much of this analysis is taken from Wilson 2011, Ch 10
* Wilson 2011, p.206
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2004 Referendum

• Lukashanka was nearing the 
end of his constitutionally-
limited two terms

• Referendum to extend term 
limits held 17th October 2004
– Great timing

• November 2004 saw the start 
of Ukraine’s “Orange 
Revolution”

• Russia is worried that colour
revolutions will spread
– Now Putin needs 

Lukashenko
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Belarus

Turnout:
90.3%

Lukashenko and identity

• 2004 adopts a new slogan, “For Belarus!”
– Patriotic but vague *

• Invents the idea of the 4th Rome (after Rome, 
Constantinople and Moscow)
– Pillar of traditional civilization **
– In contrast to Moscow, which is now lost to 

financial interests and neoliberalism 

198Much of this analysis is taken from Wilson 2011, Ch 10
* Wilson 2011, p.203; ** Wilson 2011, p.204
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Lukashenko has modified his position on Belarusian 
language

• “People who speak Belarusian cannot do 
anything but speak Belarusian. One cannot 
express anything great in that language. 
Belarusian is a pitiful language. There are only 
two great languages in the world, Russian and 
English” 

December 1994
• “I do not understand those who say that one 

should reject Russian and switch to Belarusian 
only… Let us leave our Russian and our 
Belarusian. And we will be calmly perfecting 
our native language without torment and 
revolutions”

November 2005

199Ioffe 2008, p.25

National prestige
• Lukashenko has attempted to create prestige 

without generating competition for focus and loyalty
• Hence “grand, practical, but culturally neutral 

prestige projects”*
– National Library

• Completed in 2006. Supposed to look like a diamond 
but nick named “the potato”

– Space
• Despite satellite BelKA crashing in 2006

– “Eastern European Bangalore” for IT outsourcing on 
outskirts of Minsk

– Nuclear power
• Disputes with Russian financial backers led 

Lukashenko to court French and Chinese investment
– Sport

• Ice hockey has been successful (4th in 2002 Winter 
Olympics)

• Although soccer lost to Luxembourg in 2007

200Wilson 2011, p.205
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National Library of Belarus, Minsk

201

Third Presidential election: 2006

• The nationalist movement was the only 
opposition with well trained activists, but it 
didn’t have a broad base

• Opposition parties formed a coalition called 
United Democratic Forces of Belarus:
– Belarusian United Left Party "Fair World"
– United Civil Party of Belarus
– Belarusian Social Democratic Party 

(Assembly)
– Belarusian Labour Party
– BPF Party

• No clear campaign theme

202Much of this analysis is taken from Wilson 2011, Ch 11
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2006 Presidential candidates

Aleksander Lukashenko
Incumbent President

Independent

Alexander Milinkievič
United Democratic Forces 

of Belarus
Academic and former 

deputy mayor or Hrodna

203

2006 results
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2006 results (alongside an IISEPS poll)

205See Ioffe 2008, p.213
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The vote

• Lukashanka mobilised early voters and 
increased turnout
– 31.3% voted early

• Used the administration to revise figures 
upwards

• Monitored the state controlled Internet 
Service Providers (ISP)

• Created fake exit polls to discredit real ones
• Factory workers had been placed on rolling 1 

year contracts so less likely to protest
• Students had mandatory interviews with 

tutors
v Not a stolen election, merely an 

exaggerated one

206Much of this analysis is taken from Wilson 2011, Ch 11
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Disputed elections

• The Organization for Security and Co-
operation in Europe (OSCE) declared that 
the election “failed to meet OSCE 
commitments for democratic elections” and 
that Lukashenko “permitted State authority to 
be used in a manner which did not allow 
citizens to freely and fairly express their will 
at the ballot box, and a pattern of intimidation 
and the suppression of independent voices 
was evident.”

• Not recognized by the USA

207“Looking Back At Presidential Elections In Belarus”, Belarus Digest, February 2010

2007/2008 reforms

• 12% flat tax
– Chosen to undercut Russia’s (which was 13%)

• More privatization
• Less red tape
• Ability to buy up to 20% shares in banks
• No longer need Presidential permission to 

buy if less than $16.5m

• In addition as of 2008 there were 17 
registered political parties *

208Much of this analysis is taken from Wilson 2011, Ch 11
* Ioffe 2008, p.151. Albeit some of these are puppet ones funded by Lukashenko to discredit opposition.
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Hostility to the US

• 2004 Belarus Democracy Act*
– Assistance to pro-democracy activists
– Ban on non-humanitarian aid
– Other sanctions

• November 2007 the US imposed sanctions 
on a refining company called Belneftekhim

• In March 2008 Lukashenko responded by 
expelling the US ambassador, and the US 
mission reduced from 30 people to just 5

209Much of this analysis is taken from Wilson 2011, Ch 11
* Klaas, B., “The Devil We Know in Minsk” Foreign Policy, February 2016

Relationship with Russia
• Around 2006 Russia increased gas prices and 

reclaimed export duties
• Lukashenko courted China, Iran and Venezuela which 

had fewer political strings attached

• July 2010 four part TV series called The Godfather
– Presented Lukashenko as being maintained at 

Russia’s expense
– Discussed the disappearances
– Highlighted his 1995 comments praising Hitler
– Accused him of smuggling and being mentally unwell

• Aired on NTV (owned by Gazprom)

• Exiled businessmen in Russia, hostile to Belarus
– Viktar Lahvinets
– Viktar Rakhmanka

210Much of this analysis is taken from Wilson 2011, p.230; p.244
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Fourth Presidential election: 2010

• Russia wants Belarus’ assets and feels 
they’ve been subsidising them for too long

• Putin doesn’t like Lukashenko but
– Doesn’t like having to deal with him
– Doesn’t like revolutions on his doorstep*

• Belarus needs $7bn per year to fund current 
account deficit

• EU has no real policy
– Isolationism since 1997 following failed 1996 

coup d’etat
– Window of opportunity in 2006-2008 closed 

due to financial crisis

211Wilson 2011, p.259-260
* “Waving the denim” The Economist, March 18th 2006

2010 Presidential candidates

Aleksander Lukashenko
Incumbent President

Independent

Andrej Sannikaŭ
Former diplomat

Co founder of Charter 97

Other candidates

212
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2010 results
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Differences with previous elections

• The EU promised to lend €3bn if the 
elections were democratic
– Opposition candidates were able to campaign
– State television aired a debate with all 10 

candidates
– Candidates were allowed to make campaign 

broadcasts (1 hour each)
– Demonstration of 3,000 people

214“Europe's 'last dictator' goes to the polls in Belarus”, BBC News, December 18th 2010
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Opposition campaigning

215“Europe's 'last dictator' goes to the polls in Belarus”, BBC News, December 18th 2010

Security

• A bomb on the Minsk metro killed 15 people 
in April 2011

• Dmitry Konovalov and Vladislav Kovalyov
were arrested, convicted, and executed 
within weeks

216“'Europe's last dictator' Belarus' Lukashenko opens up” BBC News, October 22nd 2012 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-20030346. 
See “Business Dynamics: Belarus” Euromonitor, October 2017
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2011 terrorist attack

• BBC Newsnight investigation in July into the 
attack raised the possibility that security 
services were involved in the bombing, and 
the mother of one of the men said 
confessions were extracted under torture.

• Claims of false flag
– "Are you trying to convince me that I blew 

myself up?" [Lukashenko] said "We have an 
image of a calm, stable Belarus, which we 
don't want to lose. The worst thing for us is to 
lose that. Are we such idiots that we would 
have planted and detonated the bomb 
ourselves?"

217“'Europe's last dictator' Belarus' Lukashenko opens up” BBC News, October 22nd 2012
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-20030346

Fifth Presidential election: 2015

• Hosted talks between Ukraine and Russia
• Released some political prisoners

– Mikola Statkevich (2010 Presidential 
candidate)

– Ales Bialiatski (human rights defender)
• EU lifted sanctions
• Appears everywhere with his son, Nikolai 

(known as “Kolya”)

218
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2015 Presidential candidates
Aleksander Lukashenko

Incumbent President
Independent

Nikolai Ulakhovich
Belarusian Patriotic party

Tatsiana Karatkevich
People’s Referendum party

Sergei Gaidukevich
Liberal Democratic Party of Belarus

Former military

219

2015 results

220Source: http://www.belta.by/politics/view/tsik-belarusi-utverdil-itogi-vyborov-prezidenta-166921-2015/
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2016 Parliament

• Members of the opposition won seats in 
parliament for the first time since 1996
– Anna Konopatskaya (United Civil Party) 
– Yelena Anisim (independent)

• Lukashenko said they had done: “everything 
so that there aren't complaints from the 
West.”

221“Opposition Enters Belarusian Parliament for First Time in 20 Years” Moscow Times, September 12 2016

Index of Economic Freedom, 2017

222http://www.heritage.org/index/country/belarus
Accessed May 2016 and June 2017

In 2016 Belarus had 
“repressed” status

In 2017 Belarus rose 
three places and is 
now “mostly unfree”
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Index of Economic Freedom, 2017

223http://www.heritage.org/index/country/belarus
Accessed June 2017

Belarus is 
now close to 

being 
considered 
“moderately 

free”

It is also close 
to the global 

average

2020 candidates

224

Aleksander Lukashenko
Incumbent President

Independent

Andrey Dmitriev
Independent

Hanna Kanapatskaya
Independent

Siarhei Cherachen
Belarusian Social Democratic Assembly

Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya
Independent (wife of Sergei)
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2020 results

225Source: https://news.tut.by/economics/696655.html
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Women lead the fight

227Robyn Dixon, “Belarus’s Lukashenko jailed election rivals and mocked women as unfit to lead. Now one is leading the opposition” 
Washington Post, July 23rd 2020

The public faces of the opposition are now women. From left, 
Veronika Tsepkalo, Svetlana Tikhanovskaya and Maria Kolesnikova. 
(Tatyana Zenkovich/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock)

Veronika Tsepkalo, wife of Valery, jailed opposition candidate and former ambassador to the US
Svetlana Tikhanovskaya, wife of Sergei, jailed opposition candidate and vlogger 
Maria Kolesnikova, campaign manager for Viktor Babariko, jailed opposition candidate and former banker

228

Mass protests and western media attention
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THE ECONOMY
Part 6

229

6. The Economy

• Belarus is a planned economy: around 50% 
of economic activity is state-run.

• It is a small, open, commodity transit 
country.

• This has delivered growth, full employment, 
and income equality when conditions have 
been favourable, however it is vulnerable to 
adverse shocks.

230
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The economy is dominated by the state

• An often used statistic is that 70% of 
economic activity is state-run *

• However the state sector is gradually 
declining **
– State-owned and co-owned enterprises 

accounted for 58.6% of GVA in 2009
– In 2014 this figure was 49.9%

• That said, much of the state ownership is in 
the manufacturing sector, which accounts for 
80% of output

• And state owned banks account for 66% of 
total assets **

231* Klaas, B., “The Devil We Know in Minsk” Foreign Policy, February 2016. It possibly stems from Marples but that source is now out of date.
** Bornukova, K., “Structural Challenges”, in Dobrinsky (Ed.) (2016), p.47, 57

The big 5

Minsk 
Automobile 
Plant (MAZ)

Minsk 
Tractor 

Works (MTZ)

Belaruskali Oil refinery 1

Oil refinery 2

232

“The public sector comprises three-
quarters of the economy, which I 

highly dependent on heavy industry 
and dominated bu just a few big 
state-owned enterprises (SEOs)”

Anders Aslund

Aslund, A., “The Economic Factor in Belarus”, Project Syndicate, August 15th 2020
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/belarus-economy-after-lukashenko-by-anders-aslund-2020-07
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Early industry

• Late 19th century
– Establishment of light industry and distilleries

• 1862
– First railroad (St Petersburg to Warsaw line)

233Marples, 1996, p.8

Early industrialization

• Many parts of Russia industrialized in the 
1880s but not Belarus

• Agricultural yields were low due to “acidic 
and poorly drained soils”

• Production units tended to be small and 
constructed of wood

• In 1912 Belarus produced
– 24.4% of Russia’s oak sleepers (for railway 

lines)
– 23.5% of plywood
– 44.8% of matchwood
– 14.5% of wallpaper

• And yet alcohol production was the biggest 
source of revenue (after wood processing)

234Ioffe 2008, p.105
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1950s manufacturing

• Belarus developed expertise in
– Tractors
– Heavy trucks
– Oil processing
– Metal-cutting lathes
– Synthetic fibers
– TV sets
– Semiconductors
– Microchips

• Much of it related to the military
• Relatively high tech and export oriented

– 80% of industrial output was exported 
– No other Soviet Republic exported more than 

60%

235Ioffe 2008, p.106

1969 Gross National Product

Industry
45%

Construction
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Agriculture
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Transportation
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1969 Gross National Product

236Zaprudnik, 1993, p.114
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1987-90 manufacturing
• In 1987 Belarus constituted 3.6% of the Soviet Union 

population, but produced:
– 26.8% - 30.7% of synthetic fiber
– 22.5% of motorcycles
– 21.2% of flax
– 14.2% - 20.3% of tractors
– 18.2% - 18.9% of mineral fertilizers
– 14.6% of watches and clocks
– 13.5% of potatoes
– 11.6% - 12.3% of television sets
– 11.3% of refrigerators
– 11.2% of lathes
– 9.8% of metal-cutting lathes
– 7.8% of knitwear
– 6.9% of milk
– 5.9% of meat
– 5.6% of footwear
– 5.4% of trucks

237See Zaprudnik, 1993, p.187 for 1987 and Ioffe 2008, p.106 for 1990.
* Zaprudnik 1993, p.187

Other estimates 
suggest 16% of 
meat and 22% 

of milk *

1990 trading partners

238
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In 1991 exports 
fell by 42%

Zaprudnik, 1993, p.189
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Belarus’ market share in early 21st century

239Ioffe 2008, p.113
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A niche in Russian 
markets: “not as 

expensive as Western 
counterparts and not as 

unattractive as the 
Russian made”

Post independence performance

240Bakker, B.B., “Belarus Macroeconomic Performance” Economy of Belarus: At a Tipping Point Conference, Minsk 
November 2015
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GDP tends to fall during transition

241Bakker, B.B., “Belarus Macroeconomic Performance” Economy of Belarus: At a Tipping Point Conference, Minsk 
November 2015

But it’s hard to compare GDP before and after reforms

1. The quality of the numbers are different
– Fall in output only occurs in reforming countries because 

reforming countries have more accurate figures (Shleifer) 
2. The two different systems are biased in different 

directions
– Official statistics overestimated the health of the Soviet 

economy (incentive to over report) in 1989 and 
underestimate it afterwards (black markets)

3. Reductions in output are good if there’s negative 
added value
– Much of the “lost output” is for products with no consumer 

demand (Shleifer) - reducing output is a step towards 
increasing production and exchange efficiency

– “a substantial part of the recorded decline, probably about 
half, was not real but can be explained with 
mismeasurement, an expansion of the unregistered 
economy, and the elimination of value detraction” (Aslund
2007, p.57)

242Shleifer, Andrei and Daniel Treisman “A Normal Country: Russia After Communism” Journal of Economic Perspectives
19(1):151-174; see Boettke, Peter (1999) “The Russian Crisis” American Journal of Economics and Sociology 58(3):371-384
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Structure of the economy
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243Bornukova, K., “Structural Challenges”, in Dobrinsky (Ed.) (2016), p.43

“Apart from agriculture 
and industry, 
construction has a 
greater share 
compared to other 
countries with a similar 
development level”

“Services such as retail 
trade, financial 
services, real estate 
and other business 
services are relatively 
less developed”

Structure of the economy

Foood and 
tobacco
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petroleum 
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19%
Chemicals

13%

Other
41%

Breakdown of manufacturing by 
sector 2010-2015

244Bornukova, K., “Structural Challenges”, in Dobrinsky (Ed.) (2016), p.44
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Trading partners (2005-2014)

RUS
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NLD
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Exports

245

RUS
57%

NLD
7%

UKR
5%

GBR
3%

ROW
28%

Imports

Adarov, Havlik, Hunya and Pinduk, “Trade and International Economic Relations” in Dobrinsky (Ed.) (2016), p.75
* Belarus Country Report, Economist Intelligence Unit, December 2016

Belarus is unusually open (and 
dependent on others)
Exports were 60% of GDP (2015) *

Risen to 39% 
in 2015 *

Top EU import commodities

246Dobrinsky, R., (Ed.) “The Belarus Economy: The Challenges of Stalled Reforms”, Vienna Institute for International 
Economic Studies, Research Report No. 413, November 2016 – See Bornukova, K., “Structural Challenges, p.142
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247Bornukova, K., “Structural Challenges”, in Dobrinsky (Ed.) (2016), p.47

Expertise

• Tractors 
– Produced since 1950 in Minsk

• Motorbikes
– Mass motorcycle brand M1NSK

248

"Belarus 1220.4"

1973 Minsk MMVZ-3.111
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Inventory of tractors

249Kim, Young, “Realizing Belarus’ Growth Potential Through Structural Reforms” Economy of Belarus: At a Tipping Point 
Conference, Minsk November 2015

Minsk Tractor Works

250
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Belarusian Autoworks (BelAZ)

• Founded in 1948
• Employs 12,000 people
• Mining dump trucks

– “This is more than just a company - it's an 
extended family. There is a sanatorium for the 
workers, two sports and fitness centres, and a 
cultural centre where a theatre collective 
plays. Such enterprises used to be common in 
eastern Europe before 1989 - but economic 
reform put a stop to all that.”

• Sounds like Google!
– World’s third biggest producer after Caterpillar 

and Kamatsu **

251Clark, N., “Bright light on the Dniepe” New Statesman, January 13th 2011
** Ioffe 2008, p.116

Downside of trucks

• “it is widely accepted among Belarusian 
economists that building gigantic tractor and 
automobile plants in Minsk was devoid of any 
common sense because all raw materials 
and component parts had to be imported. 
The republic provided only the engineering 
and labour force.”

Zaprudnik *

• He goes on to almost mock the Belarusian 
tendency to take pride in the production of 
large trucks above those that are 
economically efficient.

252* Zaprudnik 1993, p.115
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Belneftkhim

• State oil refiner
• Exports over $7bn of petroleum to over 70 

countries

253Foy, H., “Belarus’s skilled population will be a boon if its economy opens up” Financial Times, August 19th 2020

Belaruskali

• Produces 20 percent of global potash (used 
to make fertiliser) *

• Exports $2.75bn per year *
• Takeover target for Russian potash company 

Uralkali **

254* Foy, H., “Belarus’s skilled population will be a boon if its economy opens up” Financial Times, August 19th 2020
** Aslund, A., “The Economic Factor in Belarus”, Project Syndicate, August 15th 2020



Belarus Briefing Document

Special economic zones

• Free economic zones
– Bierastie was established in April 1996
– 1998 saw two more in Minsk and Homel
– 3 others

• Chinese-Belarus industrial park

255Source: Balmaceda, 2002, “Belarus as a Transit Route” in Balmaceda et al. (p.194); Bornukova, K., “Structural Challenges”, in Dobrinsky
(Ed.) (2016), p.44; Adarov, Havlik, Hunya and Pinduk, “Trade and International Economic Relations” in Dobrinsky (Ed.) (2016), p.88,87

Belarusian High-Tech park (HTP)

• Established in 2005
– 700 companies as of 2020*
– 50% of software exported to Europe, 45% to 

US*
• Exemptions from corporate income tax and 

reduced social contributions
• Not confined to a geographic territory 

(companies can be located anywhere)
• Includes Viber, MSQRD and EPAM

256Source: Balmaceda, 2002, “Belarus as a Transit Route” in Balmaceda et al. (p.194); Bornukova, K., “Structural Challenges”, in Dobrinsky
(Ed.) (2016), p.44; Adarov, Havlik, Hunya and Pinduk, “Trade and International Economic Relations” in Dobrinsky (Ed.) (2016), p.88,87

“designed to tap into the countries 
unusually large population of skilled 
technical graduates – a legacy of the 

Soviet Union’s decision to base 
engineering and science industries in 

Belarus” *

* Foy, H., “Belarus’s skilled population will be a 
boon if its economy opens up” Financial Times, 

August 19th 2020
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Some success stories

• Belarus has several “hidden champions” that 
aren’t especially large but are part of the 
global market and have weathered significant 
macroeconomic shocks
– EPAM are a NYSE listed software giant
– Adani systems make x-ray equipment
– Facebook has bought Masquerade (MSQRD)

• Belarus has advanced payments technology
• The lack of privatization means that most 

private companies are start ups

257Remarks made at EBRD-Emerging Europe: Outlook on Belarus, October 2016.

Technology as of 2017

• “Belarus is one of the regional leaders in e-
commerce growth, with local online auction 
and classifieds portals playing a major role in 
driving transactions. Onliner.by is the leading 
e- commerce platform and though eBay is 
present in the country, it lags behind local 
online retailers” *

• Visa-free entry to citizens of 79 countries 
• Legal transfers in cryptocurrency – a move 

designed to attract blockchain startups.
• “[The] creation of an IT state is our ambitious 

but reachable goal,” Lukashenko

258* See “Business Dynamics: Belarus” Euromonitor, October 2017 
And Sean Williams, “Inside the plot to topple Europe’s last dictator” Wired, June 17th 2020
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Technology fueled economy
• Hi-Tech Park (HTP) founder Valery Tsepkalo was 

sacked in 2017 and became a political opponent
• Technology and science products now constitute over 

a third of the country’s exports. 
• In the past five years, Belarus’ software exports grew 

by a staggering 20 times. 
– EPAM Systems Inc., an outsourcing firm founded in 

1993, has revenues of £2.3 billion and is listed on the 
New York Stock Exchange. 

– Japan’s Rakuten bought Belarusian messaging app 
Viber for around £800m in 2014. 

– Wargaming, maker of the hit World of Tanks video game 
series, has almost 4,000 employees globally.

• Today, alumni – like period tracker Flo, workflow 
solution PandaDoc and Apalon, a mobile app 
developer– are winning clients worldwide.

259Sean Williams, “Inside the plot to topple Europe’s last dictator” Wired, June 17th 2020
https://www.wired.co.uk/article/valery-tsepkalo-belarus-election

The IT sector contributed 
5.5% of GDP in 2018, set to 

reach 10% by 2023

Foy, H., “Belarus’s skilled 
population will be a boon if its 
economy opens up” Financial 

Times, August 19th 2020

Online access

260Sean Williams, “Inside the plot to topple Europe’s last dictator” Wired, June 17th 2020
https://www.wired.co.uk/article/valery-tsepkalo-belarus-election

“Just two-thirds of Belarusians are 
online - one of the lowest rates in 
Europe.”

The State of Mobile Internet 
Connectivity 2019, GSMA

Internet penetration is high 
(over 80%), including among 

current retirees

Navosha, D., ‘How Lukashenko’s 
dictatorship tripped over the 

Internet”, July 20th 2020
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Education

• The Higher Education Rate was the Fourth 
Highest in the region in 2016 
– “Belarus benefits from a highly educated 

population, with those attaining higher 
education amounting to 22.1% of the 
population aged 15+ in 2016, considerably 
above the Eastern European average of 
15.3%, thanks to the high quality and 
affordability of its educational system”

261See “Business Dynamics: Belarus” Euromonitor, October 2017

The Belarusian ruble

1. The Belarusian ruble (BYB) was adopted in 
May 1992
– 1 BYB = 10 Soviet rubles

2. In 2000 a second ruble (BYR) was 
introduced as a redenomination
– 1 BYR = 1,000 BYB

3. Another redenomination (BYN) occurred in 
2016 
– 1 BYN = 10,000 BYR
– Coins entered circulation for the first time

262
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Original rubles contained pictures of animals

263See Zaprudnik 1993, p.198

But they ran out of 
large animals and 
switched to buildings 
instead!

Recent currency crises

264“A Belarus Monetary Perspective” Markets and Money Advisory, March 2018
https://mamoadvisory.com/blogposts/research-paper-a-belarus-monetary-perspective

BYR per USD (currency crisis in dashed lines). Source: Macrobond and MAMO 
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Recent currency crises

265

Date Depreciation 

(vs. USD)

Notes 

January 2nd 2009 20% Decision taken by the NBRB.

May 11th 2011 23% The NBRB lifted restrictions on the 

exchange rate and the ruble plummeted.

May 24th 2011 56% NBRB devalued to reduce pressure on the 

currency.

October 20th 2011 34% Decided to fully float following pressure 

from Russia and the IMF.

January 2015 23% Due to the Russian ruble crisis

“A Belarus Monetary Perspective” Markets and Money Advisory, March 2018
https://mamoadvisory.com/blogposts/research-paper-a-belarus-monetary-perspective

Monetary targeting

266http://www.nbrb.by/engl/mp/main
Accessed June 2017

“The main objective of monetary policy in 
2017 is the reduction of inflation to 9% 
(December 2017 to December 2016). 

The medium-term goal - a gradual 
decline in the inflation to 5% in 2020.”
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The intermediate target

267http://www.nbrb.by/engl/mp/main
Accessed June 2017

“the increase in the average monthly 
broad money supply by 14% ±2 

percentage points (December 2017 to 
December 2016)”

Belarus was a poor nation (2006)

268

55.1% say 
earnings barely 
enough to cover 
food and clothing

Ioffe 2008, p.196-197

14.9% 
couldn’t

Only 25% can
afford high-
quality food 
and clothing

Only 1.2% 
can afford 
a new car
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Belarus has low rates of absolute income poverty

269Slay, B., “Social risks of economic transition: Knowns, unknowns, and uncertainties” Economy of Belarus: At a Tipping 
Point Conference, Minsk November 2015

Poverty fell dramatically from 2000-2012
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270“Belarus Partnership Country Program Snapshot” World Bank Group, April 2016
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Income inequality is low

271Slay, B., “Social risks of economic transition: Knowns, unknowns, and uncertainties” Economy of Belarus: At a Tipping 
Point Conference, Minsk November 2015

Gini index

• Measures the degree of inequality in the 
distribution of family income in a country 
– 0 means perfect equality
– 100 means perfect inequality

272https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/fields/2172.html
Accessed October 2016

1998 2011

21.7 26.5

Belarus 26.5

Denmark 26.9

Germany 30.6

Russia 39.7

US 41.1
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Unemployment benefits are relatively low

• In October 2013 unemployment benefits 
were on average BYR 142,586 (~$13) per 
month
– This is <10% of the minimum wage and just 

2.6% of the average wage
• Unemployment benefits accounted for just 

0.004% of GDP
– OECD average is 0.6% and for transition 

countries the average is 0.4%
• There also have low coverage

– Only 1.4% of the labor force receives 
unemployment benefits (OECD average is 
3.4% and for transition countries the average 
is 2%)

273Vodopivec, M., “Strengthening income support for the unemployed to back structural reforms in Belarus” Economy of 
Belarus: At a Tipping Point Conference, Minsk November 2015

Unemployment benefits are relatively low

274Vodopivec, M., “Strengthening income support for the unemployed to back structural reforms in Belarus” Economy of 
Belarus: At a Tipping Point Conference, Minsk November 2015
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Low taxes

• Flat tax on personal income
– 12% when introduced in 2009
– Raised to 13% in July 2015

• Corporate income tax is 18% 

275Bornukova, K., “Structural Challenges”, in Dobrinsky (Ed.) (2016), p.49

Social parasite law

• In April 2015 it was announced that people 
who don’t pay any tax (i.e. “social parasites”) 
would have to pay the state $245 (£166) per 
year* 
– Affects around 10% of the population

• Over 25,000 people signed a petition and 
protests occurred

• The policy was suspended (but not scrapped) 
in 2017

276* “Backlash as Belarus imposes ‘social parasite’ law to fine unemployed” The Guardian, April 16 2015
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Social parasite law
• Unemployment insurance:

– Low (as of 2015 around €10 per month)
– Has strings attached (public works)

• Hence many people who aren’t employed don’t officially register 
as being unemployed
– Long history in Soviet Union of forcing people capable of work 

to find jobs and not be a “parasite” *
– Promotes healthy socialist ideals of manual labour
– Capitalists are “parasites” who feed off the labour of the 

workers, and thus threaten Soviet society
• The law is a way to ensure they still contribute to the public 

services they utilize
– Hence a “tax on unemployed”

• Others policy objectives:
– Seek a contribution from non-domiciled Belarusians (i.e. those 

working in other countries) as opposed to unemployment 
people

– Cover costs of 150,000 Ukrainian refugees who arrived since 
2014 and have access to public healthcare

277Bornukova, K., “Structural Challenges”, in Dobrinsky (Ed.) (2016), p.67. * See “Making Sense of Intended and Unintended Consequences of 
Decree #3, or Social Parasitism Law, in Belarus”, Natalya Gray, Association of Private Enterprise Education Annual Conference, April 2018

Social parasite law

• 470,000 should have paid the fee
• Expected revenue of $43m

– Less than 10% did so, generating only $6m
• In 2015/16 the number of registered disabled 

people rose by 46%
• Registered unemployed rose from ~30,000 to 

40,000

278“Thousands of Belarusians take to the streets to protest ‘parasite law’” Reuters, February 2017
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-belarus-protests-idUSKBN15W1Y0. And “Making Sense of Intended and Unintended Consequences of 
Decree #3, or Social Parasitism Law, in Belarus”, Natalya Gray, Association of Private Enterprise Education Annual Conference, April 2018
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Corruption

• 80% of businesspeople have to use bribes, 
“survival depends upon the knowledge of 
whom and when to bribe” *

• However Ukraine shows that reducing 
corruption can be a problem,
– “Businessmen say things are improving, albeit 

confusingly. “Six months ago I knew who, 
when, how much,” says one Russian visitor to 
Donetsk. “Now I don’t” **

279* Rees, C.J., and Miazhevich, G., (2009) “Business Ethics in Belarus and Estonia” Journal of Business Ethics, 86(1):51-63, p.57
** “The Viktor and Yulia show” The Economist, June 18th 2005 

Executive pay

• In 2003 factory directors pay was fixed at      
≤ 3.5x the average worker*

• “We are committed to combining the principle 
of the free market with social justice.” 

Nikolai Snopkov, Minister for the Economy **

280* Wilson 2011, p.§42
** Clark, N., “Bright light on the Dniepe” New Statesman, January 13th 2011
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The labor market

• “Belarus is a socially-oriented state without 
proper unemployment insurance or 
unemployment benefits”

• Rather, the social contract involves job 
availability (and mandated wage growth)

• This is provided despite labor market 
flexibility
– Two main types of employment contract:

• Permanent
• Fixed term

– Typically 1 year with no renewal commitment 
and a 3 month severance payment

281Dobrinsky, R., (Ed.) “The Belarus Economy: The Challenges of Stalled Reforms”, Vienna Institute for International 
Economic Studies, Research Report No. 413, November 2016 – See Bornukova, K., “Structural Challenges, p.66

High growth from 1995-2008

282Bakker, B.B., “Belarus Macroeconomic Performance” Economy of Belarus: At a Tipping Point Conference, Minsk 
November 2015. * Ioffe 2008, p.113

2004 GDP relative to 1992 *
Belarus: +117.2%
Russia: +89.5%
Ukraine: +66.7%
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Recent economic growth

• The economy grew by 8% pa on average 
from 2000-2008 due to external demand 
(Russia) and terms of trade gains due to 
mineral exports *

• Average real disposable income rose 4x from 
2000 – 2015 **

• Modest growth of 1%-2% in 2013-2014 was 
driven by monetary expansion and ~16% 
inflation

283* “Belarus Partnership Country Program Snapshot” World Bank Group, April 2016
** Dobrinsky, R., (Ed.) “The Belarus Economy: The Challenges of Stalled Reforms”, Vienna Institute for International 
Economic Studies, Research Report No. 413, November 2016

Catch up growth
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284Dobrinsky, R., (Ed.) “The Belarus Economy: The Challenges of Stalled Reforms”, Vienna Institute for International 
Economic Studies, Research Report No. 413, November 2016
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Economy was deteriorating, 2014

• “The average monthly salary in Belarus is 6m 
roubles (£360). The worst off are the rural 
population and the creative classes. A 
collective farm worker will earn 2m-3m a 
month, but it may not be paid regularly. 
Government inspectors recently noticed that 
at one farm, workers had been paid for six 
months in dead calves. In desperation, 
villagers steal anything they can get their 
hands on, from newborn calves to spare 
parts for ‘Belarus’ tractors. In one case, a 
farm foreman stole 18 tonnes of chicken 
droppings”

285Lozovskaya, Malgozhata, “If you want to be a millionaire, go to Belarus” Open Democracy, August 2014
https://www.opendemocracy.net/od-russia/malgozhata-lozovskaya/if-you-want-to-be-millionaire-go-to-belarus

Income per person, 2015

286
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GDP per capita, 2016

287https://www.google.co.uk/#hl=en&q=+belarus+gdp+per+capita
Accessed May 2016

As of 2011
estimates ranged 

between
$5k - $12k

2015 recession

• 2015 saw the first recession since 1995
– Main cause is the weakness of the Russian 

economy
• It’s their main export market, and exports are 

down 40% **
• Reductions in subsidies **

– Gross Fixed Capital Formation fell by 15.2% 
due to cuts in capital expenditure *

• Real wages fell by 3.1%; incomes dropped 
by 5.9% *

288* “Belarus Partnership Country Program Snapshot” World Bank Group, April 2016
** Wilson, A., “Belarus votes – and this time it matters” European Council on Foreign Relations, October 9th 2015
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Incomes fell in 2015-2016

289
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20th 2016

Belarus GDP was lower in 
2020 than it was in 2008

Real incomes and poverty

290Bornukova, K., “Structural Challenges”, in Dobrinsky (Ed.) (2016), p.68
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Economic models

• Tatiana Zaslavskaia’s classification:
1. Ochlocratic

• Corresponds to the ideas of the “ordinary” 
person

• Mob rule e.g. Cuba, North Korea
2. Oligarchic

• Developed according to bureaucracy, 
directorate and nomenklatura entrepreneurs

• Competition is suppressed and income 
inequality is wide

3. Democratic
• Adherents are SMEs, skilled workers and the 

educated
• Generates efficiency and social development

291See Zlotnikov, L., 2002, “Private Sector and Middle Class for Change” in Balmaceda et al. (p.149-150)

The state and economic model

• Belarus is a “planned economy based on 
state-run enterprises and state-run farms, 
with a political base recruited from the cadres 
of the collective farms and collective labour
organizations”

Hans-Georg Wieck

292Wieck, G., 2002, “The Role of International Organizations in Belarus” in Balmaceda et al (p.382)
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Residual socialist system

According to Valery Dashkevich: *
1. Significant role of the public sector
2. Income and prices on necessities are set by 

political decisions
3. Large social safety net (55% of GDP)
4. Near full-employment (due to state 

production orders and difficulty in firing 
people)

5. Avoiding bankruptcies through soft budget 
constraints

293* Ioffe 2008, p.127
** Marples 1999, p.37

“An economy that was an integral part of the 
Soviet planning system had collapsed once that 
system no longer existed” David Marples **

The economic model: state capitalism

External rents Soft budget 
constraints

Administrative 
control

294Dobrinsky, R., (Ed.) “The Belarus Economy: The Challenges of Stalled Reforms”, Vienna Institute for International 
Economic Studies, Research Report No. 413, November 2016
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Economic administration

295Cited by Dobrinsky, R., (Ed.) “The Belarus Economy: The Challenges of Stalled Reforms”, Vienna Institute for International Economic 
Studies, Research Report No. 413, November 2016, p.140

Official economic model

• Belarusian authorities claim to have a 
“socially oriented market economy”

• They “reject the extremes of liberalism and 
statism and choose to build an economy 
system characterized by a strong state, 
effective market mechanism, and its social 
orientation”

• It is a form of state capitalism

296References for quotes can be found in Ioffe 2008, p.125
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What’s the catch?

• Fragile
– Relies on favourable external conditions

• High global energy prices
• Russian subsidies

• Immoral 
– E.g. Arms deals

• Unsustainable
– Young demographics and low life expectancy 

means low healthcare costs

297

What’s the catch?
• Retail sector isn’t centrally planned

– Retail is highly liberalised – prices are flexible, 
multiple stores, choice over products

• eg. Restaurants, supermarkets, clothes stores
– You can free ride a lot from management theory!

• Construction delays
• Despite a boom in construction Dynamo Stadium, 

Museum of Tractor works, and the new Metro green line 
are unfinished

• Less visible sectors are more problematic
– Utilities – delays in installation, expensive business 

rates to subsidies residential ones, power cuts that 
appear to be rationing

– Banking – lack of access to finance, no private 
pension system, no private investment infrastructure 
(state owned banks hold 66% of assets*)

– Manufacturing – low productivity
– Education – no international language schools

298* Dobrinsky, R., (Ed.) “The Belarus Economy: The Challenges of Stalled Reforms”, Vienna Institute for International 
Economics Studies, Research Report No. 413, November 2016
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Weak private sector
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299Ioffe 2008, p.110

The link between macro and micro

• Macro problem: Growth driven by 
unsustainable investment, funded by 
borrowing
– Hence regular Balance of Payments crises

• Micro problem: Productivity is low
– This leads to a lack of efficiency but also a 

financing requirement that contributes to the 
macro problem 

300Bakker, B.B., “Belarus Macroeconomic Performance” Economy of Belarus: At a Tipping Point Conference, Minsk 
November 2015
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Productivity is low in Belarus

301Bakker, B.B., “Belarus Macroeconomic Performance” Economy of Belarus: At a Tipping Point Conference, Minsk 
November 2015

Energy and Russia

• Belarus depends on Russia for energy
– 90% of Belarus’ energy is from Russia *
– It’s highly subsidised
– Cheap energy is worth around 10% of Belarus 

GDP ***
• Russia depends on Belarus for access to their 

export market
– As of 2008 50% of Russian oil exports to the EU 

and 20% of natural gas passes through Belarus **
– As of 2011 20%-25% of Gazprom exports go 

through the Yamal line

• Leads to tit-for-tat gas wars with Belarus losing 
out slightly over time

302Much of this analysis is taken from Wilson 2011, p.200. * Balmaceda, 2002, “Belarus as a Transit Route” in Balmaceda et al. (p.164). ** 
Ioffe 2008, p.117,  *** Aslund, A., “The Economic Factor in Belarus”, Project Syndicate, August 15th 2020
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Yamal pipeline

303

Connects natural 
gas fields in 
Siberia with 

Western Europe

2007 Russia abandons plans for a 2nd leg in 
favour of Nord Stream (into Germany via water) 
2013 Russia seem interested in reviving the 2nd

leg (completion by 2019)

See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yamal%E2%80%93Europe_pipeline

Belarus is the shortest 
and most efficient route

Energy costs grew significantly in 1992

304Sahm, A., and WestPhal, K., 02, “Power and the Yamal Pipeline” in Balmaceda et al. (p.272)
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Belarus discounts 1997-2000
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305Brukoff, P., 2002, “The Economy: Sustainable?” in Balmaceda et al. (p.116)

Belarus discounts 2001-2006
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306See Ioffe 2008, p.117
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Not just a lower price

• Russia has tolerated delays in payment
– In 1996 a $1.4bn debt was written off *

• A large component of Belarus’ payment is 
non-monetary
– In kind payments include transit services, 

labour and material inputs for the new Yamal
pipeline, agricultural goods to Gazprom

– In 2002 around 70% of the bill was paid for 
with tractors, television sets, refrigerators, 
heavy equipment, trucks, foodstuffs, etc. **

307See Brukoff, P., 2002, “The Economy: Sustainable?” in Balmaceda et al. (p.116)
* Zlotnikov, L., 2002, “Private Sector and Middle Class for Change” in Balmaceda et al. (p.143)
** Wieck, G., 2002, “The Role of International Organizations in Belarus” in Balmaceda et al (p.383

Gas prices 2014

308* Lozovskaya, Malgozhata, “If you want to be a millionaire, go to Belarus” Open Democracy, August 2014
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Energy grant

309Kruk, D., “The Current Macroeconomic Environment: Policy Dilemmas”, in Dobrinsky (Ed.) (2016), p.97

Customs union

• No tariffs between Belarus and Russia mean 
that Belarus can import goods and sell them 
on at global prices
– Until 2007 Russia didn’t impose a tariff on 

crude oil exports to Belarus *
– Belarus’s export tariff to Europe was half 

Russia’s
– Oligarchs could “sell” to their own company in 

Belarus and then sell it on
• Belarus is an easy entry point to smuggle 

goods into Russia
– Alcohol is smuggled duty free into Russia **

• Belarus are supposed to share customs 
revenue with Russia

310* Ioffe 2008, p.122
** Moshes, A., 2002, “Lukashenka’s Role in Russian Politics” in Balmaceda et al. (p.202)
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Government plan

• Alexander Zaborovsky, First Deputy Minister 
of Economy

• Currently a 5 Pillar comprehensive strategy
1. Reform state owned enterprises
2. Secure public debt sustainability
3. Further reduce inflation target (now 9%)
4. Adjust household utility prices
5. Invest in business climate improvement

• Targeted improvement in the World Bank 
Doing Business ranking

311Remarks made by Alain Pilloux at EBRD-Emerging Europe: Outlook on Belarus, October 2016.

Real GDP growth

312http://www.tradingeconomics.com/belarus/gdp-growth-annual. Accessed June 2017

• GDP fell by 3.9% in 2015 
and 2.9% in 2016

• It has regained moderate 
growth

• Should grow by 2.2% in 
the medium term
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GDP composition

313“Belarus: Country Profile”, Passport, March 2018

51.8

25.5

Services Manufacturing

% of GDP, 2017

Russia, 
46.5

EU, 
25.5

Other, 
28.0

Source of exports, 2017

In 2016 
exports were 

48.7% of 
GDP

Unemployment

314http://www.tradingeconomics.com/belarus/unemployment-rate
Accessed June 2017

• Only includes 
registered 
unemployed

• Other estimates 
put the figure at 
5.9%
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Inflation

315http://www.tradingeconomics.com/belarus/inflation-cpi
Accessed June 2017

%

As of 2017
the inflation 
target is 9%

6.1%
May 2017

Public debt

316Bakker, B.B., “Belarus Macroeconomic Performance” Economy of Belarus: At a Tipping Point Conference, Minsk November 2015
* Economist Intelligence Unit, December 2016; ** “Belarus: Country Profile”, Passport, March 2018

47.5%
Dec 2016*

53.9%
2016**
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Public debt

317http://www.minfin.gov.by/en/public_debt/condition/

Public debt isn’t dramatic 
because international 

financing has been hard to 
obtain

External debt 

318Bakker, B.B., “Belarus Macroeconomic Performance” Economy of Belarus: At a Tipping Point Conference, Minsk November 2015
* Economist Intelligence Unit, December 2016

80.1%
Dec 2016*

100%
Denominated in foreign

currency
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Investment

• Public debt
– $1.4bn raised through new bond issues in Q2 

2020 *
• Private debt

– Eurotorg (supermarket chain) raised $350m in 
2017 by issuing a eurobond (the sale was 
five-times subscribed)

– 90% of the issue bought by UK, US and 
European investors

– In 2018 Eurotorg discussed being listed on 
London Stock Exchange

319* Economic Outlook First and Second Quarters 2020, Beroc
Foy, H., “Belarus’s skilled population will be a boon if its economy opens up” Financial Times, August 19th 2020

Current account balance

320http://www.tradingeconomics.com/belarus/current-account-to-gdp. Accessed June 2017
* Economist Intelligence Unit, December 2016

-4.2%
Dec 2016*
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Main trade partners 2016

Russia
48%

EU 28
25%

UK
6%

China
6%

Others
15%

321Source: Eurostat. Based on remarks made by Ewa Synowiec at EBRD-Emerging Europe: Outlook on Belarus, October 2016.
* Dobrinsky, R., (Ed.) “The Belarus Economy: The Challenges of Stalled Reforms”, Vienna Institute for International Economic Studies, 
Research Report No. 413, November 2016

Around a third of trade is 
in mineral fuels (2017)*

FDI inflows

322http://www.tradingeconomics.com/belarus/foreign-direct-investment-net-inflows-percent-of-gdp-wb-data.html
And http://www.tradingeconomics.com/belarus/foreign-direct-investment. Accessed May 2016
* Dobronsky 2016; ** “Belarus Partnership Country Program Snapshot” World Bank Group, April 2016 

% GDP

Around 
€1.5bn per 

year *

2.7% 
of GDP
(2016)**
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FDI relative to other countries

532 527

27
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323See Zlotnikov, L., 2002, “Private Sector and Middle Class for Change” in Balmaceda et al. (p.143)

FDI relative to other countries
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324See Firsava, D., “Who invests in Belarus?” Belarus Digest
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FDI relative to other countries
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325Adarov, Havlik, Hunya and Pinduk, “Trade and International Economic Relations” in Dobrinsky (Ed.) (2016), p.82

However this  
is three times 
higher than 

Moldova and 
two times 

higher than 
Ukraine

Source of FDI, 2012

326Firsava, Darya, “Who invests in Belarus?” Belarus Digest, April 24th 2013
http://belarusdigest.com/story/who-invests-belarus-13783

Russia
47%

Great Britain
25%

Cyprus
7%

Austria
4%

Netherlands
3%

Ukraine
2%

Germany
1%

Lithuania
1% United 

States
1%

Other
9%

Source of FDI, 2012



Belarus Briefing Document

Source of FDI, 2014

327Adarov, Havlik, Hunya and Pinduk, “Trade and International Economic Relations” in Dobrinsky (Ed.) (2016), p.82

Russia
57%

Cyprus
16%

Austria
3%

Netherlands
3%

Germany
2%

UK
2%

ROW
18%

Source of FDI, 2014
Sum of Russian 

and Cypriot 
(likely of Russian 

origin) FDI is 
73.1%

2015: Foreign exchange reserves fell

328http://www.tradingeconomics.com/belarus/foreign-exchange-reserves
Accessed May 2016

Late 2015 heavy 
loss of reserves
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Foreign exchange reserves over time

329http://www.tradingeconomics.com/belarus/foreign-exchange-reserves
Accessed June 2017

Loss of reserves 
through 2014/15

$5.2bn
(June 2017)

Foreign reserves composition, May 2017

Foreign 
currency

55%

IMF
0%

SDRs
10%

Gold
35%

Others
0%

Official reserve assets, May 2017 ($m)

330See https://www.nbrb.by/engl/statistics/sdds/report.asp
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Economist Intelligence Unit

331

• Most likely scenario:
– Modest Russian recovery means that Belarus 

reforms become less necessary, and therefore 
don’t happen

– The regime will muddle on with suboptimal 
economic performance

2015 2016 2017 2018
GDP -3.9% -2.6% 1% 1.5%
CPI 13.6% 12% 10.5% 10%

Remarks made by David Dalton at EBRD-Emerging Europe: Outlook on Belarus, October 2016.

Summary of rankings, 2019

332

Index Organization Rank Comments

Doing Business World Bank 37 (2019)
50 (2016)

• Consistently scores above regional 
average with a big gains in recent 
years

• Registering property is extremely easy

Global Competitiveness 
Index

World Economic 
Forum

- • Belarus remains excluded

Economic Freedom Index Fraser Institute 123 (2018) • Covered for the first time in 2018

Index of Economic 
Freedom 

Heritage 108 (2018)
157 (2016)

• Close to being “moderately unfree”
• Success in deregulation, trade freedom 

and fiscal freedom
• Concerns for property rights, corruption 

and judiciary

Prosperity Index Legatum Institute 89 (2018)
98 (2016)

• Performs well for education and safety 
& security

• Performs badly for governance and 
personal freedom

Social Progress Index Social Progress 
Imperative

46 (2018)
65 (2017)

• Big improvement in 2018
• Over performs for access to education
• Underperforms for health & wellness and 

personal rights

Human Development 
Index

United Nations 53 (2018)
52 (2016)

• Close to the top 25% for all countries
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GEOPOLITICAL STRATEGY
Part 7

333

7. Geopolitical Strategy

• Belarus is the only European country that 
isn’t in the Council of Europe.

• It skillfully flirts between US, EU, and Russian 
favour.

334

“Lukashenka mastered playing off East against 
West to maximize his room for maneuver. He 
embraced Putin sufficiently, promising but never 
delivering on the Union State with Russia, 
helping to maintain the Belarusian economy, 
while courting Europeans and Americans keen 
to see Belarus remain an independent, 
sovereign state”

Damon Wilson

See https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/ukrainealert/lukashenko-vs-democracy-where-is-belarus-heading/
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Relationship with Russia

• Russian Social Democratic Worker’s Party 
(RSDWP) held its first congress in Minsk, in 
1898

• In 1903 it split
– Bolsheviks
– Mensheviks

• 1918: Lenin wanted a buffer with Poland
• 2000-: Putin wants a buffer with NATO

335

Relationship with Russia

• 1939: Territory grows due to the Nazi-Soviet 
pact (at the expense of Poland)

• September 28th: lost Vilna to Lithuania (to 
“sweeten the pill” of USSR’s annexation)

• “With Soviet satellites in Poland and East 
Germany Russia was secure enough to 
industrialise Belarus”*

• Belarus was a loyal Soviet Republic**
– Naturally passive
– Benefitted from post war reconstruction

336* Wilson 2011, p.115
** Wilson 2011, p.117
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Relationship with Russia

• Belarus benefitted from capital investment 
even during the twilight of the Soviet Union
– Politically loyal (unlike the Baltics or Western 

Ukraine)
– Geographically proximate to Western markets

• Benefitted from subsidized oil and gas prices 
especially at a time when global market oil 
prices were high
– Most imports were energy intensive

337Wilson 2011 

Relationship with Russia

• “it would seem that the task of unification between 
Russia and Belarus would not be a difficult one. 
After all, it concerns the unification of territories that 
always have been parts of the same whole. 
Russians and Belarusians are very close culturally, 
linguistically, and ethnically. Most Russians and 
Belarusians view themselves as one nation, not as 
representatives of different peoples”. 

Yuri Drakokhrust and Dmitri Furman

338Drakokhrust, Y., and Furman, D., 2002 “Belarus and Russia: The Game of Virtual Integration” in Balmaceda et al (p.232)
* Reppert, J.C., 2002, “The Security Dimension” in Balmaceda et al (p.263)

An academic’s response to a street survey:
Q: “What is the primary difference between the Russians 

and Belarusians?
A: The prefix *
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Leaning towards Russia

• November 1995: IMF suspended loan programs, whilst 
Yeltsin needed Lukashenko’s support for 1996 election 
and invested heavily
– $470m of state credits were cancelled *
– Founded the Community of Sovereign Republics (CSR) 

intended to have common budget, single customs system, 
combined taxation and investment laws, and a single 
currency by 1997 *

– Lukashenko may have had his eye on the Presidency of a 
combined country

– Although in 1996 Lukashenko arrested a Russian journalist 
and Yeltsin angrily remarked that it was the first time two 
Presidents had reached an agreement and then one of them 
reneged **

• 1997: Lukashenko cuts electricity to foreign embassies 
and receives international isolation (EU break off relations)

339* Marples 1999, p.112
** Drakokhrust, Y., and Furman, D., 2002 “Belarus and Russia: The Game of Virtual Integration” in Balmaceda et al (p.242)

As of 1999 a quarter still didn’t have an opinion on 
independence

67
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Popular support for the Principle of 
Belarusian Independence, 1999 (%)

340See Colton, T., 2002, “Public Opinion and the Union of Russia” in Balmaceda et al. (p.25)
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Opinion of Russia
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341See Colton, T., 2002, “Public Opinion and the Union of Russia” in Balmaceda et al. (p.26)

Relationship with Putin 2001 - 2003

• Putin becomes President in 2000
• Putin looks down on Lukashenko’s humble 

background and “folk wisdom”
• Unlike Yeltsin, Putin doesn’t need Lukashenko’s

help to be “Russia’s saviour”
• Kremlin oligarchs had their fingers burnt with 

Lukashenko
– Lukashenko reneged on a promise to let Lukoil into 

the market in exchange for campaign finance
– The only oligarch getting anywhere was Boris 

Berezovsky but only because he’d fallen out with 
Putin

• Putin lost interest in the original agreements that 
Yeltsin made with Lukashenko, and in 2002 
suggested it joined the Russian Federation *

342Much of this analysis is taken from Wilson 2011, Ch 10
* Wilson, 2011, p. 200
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Boris Berezovsky

• Lukashenko allowed Berezovsky to visit Minsk without threat 
of deportation to Moscow
– “I will certainly not surrender a Jew who has come to our 

country”*
• According to Lukashenko, Berezovsky came to Belarus to: 

– “embrace the white birch tree he associated with his Russian 
homeland which he could no longer visit”*

• In a 1998 trip Berezovsky was accompanied by Lord Bell
• Berezovsky was found hanged in his house in Berkshire in 

2013
• Lukashenko doesn’t believe that he committed suicide

– “I am absolutely sure. No-one can change my mind about it, 
because I know it. I know this man, every cell of him. He was not 
the kind of man who could have done it.”*

343* “Oligarch who hanged himself in his British bathroom may actually still be alive claims his ally, Europe's 'last dictator’” Daily Mail, May 22nd

2014

Leaning away from Russia

• On February 19th 2004 Russia cut off 
Belarus’s supply of natural gas to force them 
to pay outstanding debts

• Lukashenko referred to it as an act of 
terrorism

344Ioffe 2008, p.79
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Russian financial crisis (2014-2017)

• Collapse in confidence in the Russian 
economy
– Falling oil prices

• Crude oil fell by 50% from June 2014 to 
December 2014

– Economic sanctions over Ukraine
• Led to a currency crisis and stock market 

crisis
– Ruble fell by more than 50% from July 2014 to 

March 2016
– RTS index fell by 30% from December 1st to 

December 16th 2014.

345https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Russian_financial_crisis_(2014%E2%80%932017)

Post Ukraine

• Belarus economy still reliant on Russian 
subsidies

• Russia wants more for less
• Regime is expected to become even more 

dependent on Moscow
• Energy dispute was resolved in early 2017*

– Russia will loan $1bn and restore 24 millions 
tonnes per year oil supplies

– Belarus cleared gas arrears of $726m

346* “Belarus Economic Update”, World Bank, May 15 2017
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EFSD

• Eurasian Fund for Stabilization and 
Development (EFSD) is “an international 
financial institution established by Armenia, 
Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, 
Russia and Tajikistan with the goals to assist 
its member states in overcoming the 
consequences of global financial crisis,”*

• Provides a way for Russia to reduce Belarus 
reliance on IMF

• Programme totaled $3bn (of which $2.6bn 
was received) **
– The final tranche was suspended **
– As of May 2017 third and fourth tranches 

($300m each) expected to go ahead ***

347* https://efsd.eabr.org/en/about/; ** Kruk, D., “The Current Macroeconomic Environment: Policy Dilemmas”, in Dobrinsky (Ed.) 
(2016), p.127; *** “Belarus Economic Update”, World Bank, May 15 2017

Eurasian integration project

• 2010 Eurasian Customs Union
– Belarus, Russia, Kazakhstan

• 2012 Eurasian Customs Union-Single 
Economic Space

• 2015 Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU)
– Belarus, Russia, Kazakhstan, Armenia, 

Kyrgyzstan
– A large market (population 180m and $2 

trillion output, albeit 20% the size of the EU)*
– Belarus is a beneficiary since they get access 

to bigger markets

348* Adarov, Havlik, Hunya and Pinduk, “Trade and International Economic Relations” in Dobrinsky (Ed.) (2016), p.89
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Relationship with the EU

• The EU broke off relations in 1997
• A “map of the European Union” drawn in 

2010 assumed that Belarus would be 
reabsorbed into Russia

• Belarus is often neglected by the rest of 
Europe

• The EU’s dilemma:
– Too much pressure increases Belarus’s 

reliance on Russia, reducing their sovereignty, 
and giving too much power to Putin

– Too much accommodation gives too much 
power to Lukanshenko

349Wilson 2011, p.X

A black hole in the heart of Europe

350http://belarusdigest.com/story/should-belarus-join-council-europe-21716
* Balmaceda, 2002, “Belarus as a Transit Route” in Balmaceda et al. (p.196)

The blue 
countries are 
members of 

PACE

“Some observers have 
hurried to say that Belarus 

is being “thrown out of 
Europe”. No, we are not 

be thrown out of 
anywhere. We, ladies and 
gentlemen, are the centre

of Europe” Foreign 
Minister Ivan Antanovich *
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PACE

• Belarus is the only country in Europe not to 
be a member of the Parliamentary Assembly 
of the Council of Europe (PACE)

• Formed in 1949 to unite European states, 
Russia, Turkey, and the Caucasian republics

• Belarus obtained “guest status” in September 
1992 and applied for full membership but 
were suspended in 1997

351“Should Belarus join the council of Europe” Belarus Digest, March 2015
http://belarusdigest.com/story/should-belarus-join-council-europe-21716

Look who’s missing

352
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Belarus and Europe as of 1993

• “Because of its central geographic location, 
Belarus has a considerable potential for 
becoming an important member-state of the 
European Community connecting Western 
Europe and the Eurasian continent and for 
serving as an example of a peaceful 
multiethnic and multireligious society”

Zaprudnik 1993, p.xv

353

EU’s Eastern Partnership Program (EAP)

• The EAP is “a joint initiative involving the EU, its 
Member States and 6 eastern European partners: 
Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, the 
Republic of Moldova and Ukraine”

• “It is based on a commitment to the principles of 
international law and fundamental values -
democracy, the rule of law, human rights and 
fundamental freedoms. It also encompasses 
support for a market economy, sustainable 
development and good governance.”

• “The EU and partner countries leaders meet 
every other year in Eastern Partnership Summits”
– Previously in Vilnius (2013), Warsaw (2011), 

Prague (2009), Riga (2015)

354See: https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/neighbourhood/eastern-partnership_en Accessed June 2017
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EU sanctions

• EU expressed “deep concern” at the arrests 
of demonstrators in an April 1997 press 
release *

• EU imposed sanctions in 2004 “over the 
forced disappearance of four political 
activists”

• Included an arms embargo and an embargo 
on equipment for internal repression

• Issued a visa ban in 2006 for the “fraudulent 
elections and repression of peaceful 
demonstrations” and froze assets of 
Lukashenko and his entourage

355Klaas, B., “The Devil We Know in Minsk” Foreign Policy, February 2016
* Marples 1999, p.120

EU sanctions

• “The West is giving up on Belarusian 
democracy”

• “The volatility in neighboring Ukraine and 
Crimea — and the souring of Russia’s 
relations with the West — have transformed 
Belarus in the eyes of Western diplomats 
from a place that urgently needs democracy 
and human rights to a place that just needs 
to remain stable. “We have lowered our bar a 
little bit,” a senior Western diplomat told me”

356Klaas, B., “The Devil We Know in Minsk” Foreign Policy, February 2016
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EU sanctions

• They were “Suspended after the October 
2015 elections went off relatively peacefully”

• Most sanctions were lifted in March 2016
• €29m of programs scheduled in 2017 *

~ Real reason for lifting sanctions was to bring 
Belarus closer following the Ukraine crisis

357Klaas, B., “The Devil We Know in Minsk” Foreign Policy, February 2016
* Remarks made by Ewa Synowiec at EBRD-Emerging Europe: Outlook on Belarus, October 2016.

The EU

• The official EU policy towards Belarus is one 
of “critical engagement”

• It is “not one of isolation”
• Council has published concerns in January 

31st and June 20th 2011; and March 23rd and 
October 15th 2012. 

• Continues to call for the release and 
rehabilitation of political prisoners

• The EU view: If Russia is beyond Europe 
than Belarus is the edge of Europe. A 
shield.*

358European Union Fact Sheet, European Union External Action, October 30th 2014
* Wilson 2011 
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EBRD

• The European Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development (EBRD) “stand ready” to assist 
Belarus

• Previously committed €1.8bn in over 70 
separate transactions

• Not suffered a single loss on any of their 
investments in Belarus

• Currently investing €200m per year and all on 
an entirely commercial (and thus far 
successful) basis

359Remarks made at EBRD-Emerging Europe: Outlook on Belarus, October 2016.

World Trade Association

• Belarus isn’t a member of the WTO
• Applied in 1993
• Negotiations resumed in January 2017

360Remarks made by Ewa Synowiec at EBRD-Emerging Europe: Outlook on Belarus, October 2016.
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United States

• In 1997 the First Secretary of the US 
Embassy in Minsk was given 24 hours to 
leave the country

• US responded by expelling the First 
Secretary of the Embassy of Belarus in 
Washington

• US Ambassador Kenneth Yalowitz was 
recalled

361Marples 1999, p.102

USAID

• USAID activities based on a belief that 
“democratic participation will first emerge at 
the community level”. 

• Factors influencing the strategy for engaging 
in Belarus:
1. No existing third sector infrastructure 

(including public interest)
2. Administrations belief that only the 

government should provide services to the 
people

3. Likelihood that progress would be slow due 
to cultural differences

4. Attention to balancing both Belarusian and 
Western interests

362Wilde, C., 2002, “The Challenge of Using NGOs as a Strategy for Engagement” in Balmaceda et al (p.429)
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IMF

• Belarus had stand-by arrangement with the IMF in 1993 
and 1995

• These weren’t utilized due to a “contradictions between 
IMF conditionality and national policy priorities”*

• Belarus applied for financial assistance in 2008
– Due to the impact of the global financial crisis on the 

currency peg
– Worth $2.3bn and repaid by 2015

• Discussed a new economic program on November 9th-20th

2015 but no funding received
• General view that EFSD has less onerous conditionality
• “Belarus seems to be playing a strategic game between 

the two possibly sources of external financial support, 
seeking to achieve most favourable lending conditions for 
itself”*

363Kruk, D., “The Current Macroeconomic Environment: Policy Dilemmas”, in Dobrinsky (Ed.) (2016), p.97
* Exec. Summary in Dobrinsky, R., (Ed.)

World Bank

• Belarus joined the Bank in 1992
• As of 2016 the International Bank for 

Reconstruction and Development (IBRD) has 
provided:
– $1.58bn loans
– $28m grants

• Projects such as upgraded roads, better utility 
services, elimination of persistent organic 
pollutants

• In 2009 there was a $125m loan to improve 
energy efficiency with an additional $90m in 2013

• As of April 2016 there were 9 operations worth 
$998m *

• March 2015 published a Roadmap for Structural 
Reforms

364“Belarus Partnership Country Program Snapshot” World Bank Group, April 2016; 
* “Unleashing productivity and employment growth in Belarus” World Bank;
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World Bank lending

365http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/belarus/overview
Accessed May 2016

World Bank strategy

• In the next four years, the World Bank Group’s 
assistance to Belarus will be concentrated in 
three areas:
1. Increasing competitiveness of the economy by 

supporting structural reforms, including reducing 
the role of the state, transforming the state-owned 
enterprises sector, and promoting private and 
financial sector development and integration into 
the global economy.

2. Improving quality and efficiency of public 
infrastructure services, use of agricultural and 
forestry resources and increasing global public 
goods benefits.        

3. Enhancing human development outcomes through 
better education, health and social services.

366http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/belarus/overview
Accessed May 2016
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Back and forth

367Illustration by Peter Schrank
See “A worrying new world order” The Economist, September 11th 2008

China

• The relationship began in 2006 after Russia 
announced it would reduce energy subsidies

• The “One Belt One Road” industrial project is 
China’s railway line/sea port link and the Northern 
Corridor goes through Belarus

• Four different views of the relationship:*
– Official

• There is potential for mutual advantage as China 
gets a foothold in Europe

– Pessimistic
• Have caution

– Pragmatic
• Belarus takes great risks for conditional returns

– Geopolitical
• China is a stabilizer between Russia and the EU

368Comments made by Peter Braga at 2nd Annual ‘Belarusian Studies in the 21st Century’ Conference, February 2017
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Chinese investment

• Huawei and ZTE have invested heavily
• $8bn of loans tied to purchases of Chinese 

equipment
• Geely (Chinese carmaker) have an assembly 

plant

369Foy, H., “Belarus’s skilled population will be a boon if its economy opens up” Financial Times, August 19th 2020

Pros and cons circa 2015

Pros

• High income per 
person (only behind 
oil-rich and 
autocratic Azerbaijan 
in the EAP)

• Only EAP member 
with no territorial 
disputes

• No oligarchs
• Low corruption
• Functioning public 

services
• Low unemployment

Cons

• Currency crisis due 
to falling Ruble

• Falling real wages
• Compulsory unpaid 

holidays
• In early 2015 

Belarus requested a 
$2.5bn loan from 
Kremlin, received 
just $110m

• Also turned to the 
IMF “hoping for a 
major new loan” *

370“Belarus and the great bear” The Economist, April 11th 2015
* * Klaas, B., “The Devil We Know in Minsk” Foreign Policy, February 2016
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SWOT analysis circa 2017

Strengths
- Improvement in 

Ease of Doing 
Business

- High education 
rates

Weaknesses
- Strong state 
intervention

- High total tax 
rates

Opportunities
- Most sectors 
open to foreign 

investments
- Declining interest 
rates mean cheap 

credit

Threats
- Loss of young 

talent
- Potential for 
reduction in 
progress on 
corruption

371See “Business Dynamics: Belarus” Euromonitor, October 2017

SWOT analysis circa 2020 (under construction)

Strengths
- Improvement in Ease 

of Doing Business
- High education rates

- Good state 
administration and 
macro institutions

Weaknesses
- Strong state 
intervention

- High total tax rates

Opportunities
- Most sectors open to 

foreign investments
- Declining interest 
rates mean cheap 

credit

Threats
- Loss of young talent

- Potential for reduction 
in progress on 

corruption

372See “Business Dynamics: Belarus” Euromonitor, October 2017, 
* Aslund, A., “The Economic Factor in Belarus”, Project Syndicate, August 15th 2020

Ministry of Health reported 
accurate data to the WHO 

during coronavirus pandemic*
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Signs of progress on reforms
• January 2016

– Abolished price controls on some things
– Increased tariffs on energy to recover costs (intent is to 

recover 100% of costs by 2018)
– Phasing out government sponsored lending (which accounts 

for 40% of all lending)
• March 2016

– $2bn loan from Eurasian Fund for Stabilization and 
Development

– Negotiating with IMF (Although 2017 Eurobond tour suggests 
they failed)

• Belarus has played a “constructive role” in the 
Russia/Ukraine conflict

• No violence in recent Presidential and Parliamentary 
elections

• Most sanctions were lifted
• Trying to find leverage with the EU and China to reduce 

reliance on Russia
373Remarks made by Alain Pilloux at EBRD-Emerging Europe: Outlook on Belarus, October 2016.
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For more information see: 
www.BaselineBelarus.org
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