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EU-Belarus people-to-people contacts
The autocratic policies pursued by Belarus's long-standing president, Alexander Lukashenko, have
strained EU-Belarus ties over the years. Against this backdrop, the EU has geared all its programmes
towards benefiting the Belarusian people at large. EU-Belarus relations did slowly begin to recover in
the wake of the Ukraine crisis, but the backbone of EU-Belarus cooperation remains civil society
support and people-to-people contacts.

Reaching out to Belarus's citizens
In a country where civil society, the independent media and the political opposition have been and still are
subject to repressive policies, EU-Belarus ties have long been strained. The EU has adapted its approach to
Belarus over the years, but improvements in bilateral relations have so far been relatively limited and short-
lived. Since President Alexander Lukashenko was first elected president in 1994, human rights violations have
soured Belarus's relations with the EU. The EU first imposed sanctions against the Belarusian regime in 2004,
in response to the disappearance of four opposition activists. Since then, restrictive measures have been
imposed in connection with human rights violations and crackdowns on peaceful demonstrators during
elections in 2004, 2006, 2010 and 2012. All the while, however, a common denominator for EU cooperation
with Belarus across all sectors has been engagement with civil society.

EU-Belarus visa facilitation and mobility partnership
The EU has consistently sought to strengthen its ties with Belarusian civil society through visa facilitation and
mobility. In 2014, the EU and Belarus launched negotiations on visa facilitation and readmission agreements.
The Mobility Partnership between the EU and Belarus was launched in October 2016. This partnership provides
for measures to increase cooperation in the areas of legal and labour migration, asylum and the protection of
refugees, the prevention and combating of irregular migration, including smuggling of migrants and human
trafficking, and also to maximise the development impact of migration and mobility. With 752 782 Schengen
visa applications in 2015, Belarus is the country with the highest number of Schengen visas delivered per capita
in the world. The countries receiving most applications are Poland and Lithuania, followed by Latvia, Germany,
Italy and Estonia. According to Eurostat data, 140 962 Belarus citizens were resident in the EU in 2015; most
of whom in Poland (80 889), followed by Germany (18 140), Italy (9 094) and Lithuania (6 188).

Increased EU aid amid the migration crisis
In 2016, aid to Belarus almost doubled, jumping to €29 million per year. According to the Annual Action Programme
2016 for Belarus, the EU provides €7 million to curb the rising number of irregular migrants. Economic recession in
Russia, the civil war in Syria and the conflict in Ukraine have prompted many third-country nationals to move towards
the EU. In 2014 and 2015, some 160 000 people from eastern Ukraine arrived in Belarus. The number of refugees and
migrants from other countries willing to stay in Belarus, is significantly lower, but the trend is increasing. Almost all
irregular migrants are young men. Most of them are originally from Georgia, Russia (Chechens and Dagestanis),
Vietnam and Syria. According to an assessment made by the State Border Committee of Belarus in 2015, cited in the
annual action programme, Belarusian authorities are currently facing the challenge that local and international
organised criminal groups (mainly of Chechen or other Caucasian origin), specialised in the trafficking of migrants,
avoid Ukrainian territory because of the risk of being robbed by criminal gangs, which seem to move more freely as a
consequence of the weak Ukrainian law enforcement agencies. Since Russia and Belarus formed a 'union state' in
January 2000, there have been no border controls between the two countries. Belarus's open border with Russia,
which almost all irregular migrants use, increases the attractiveness of the route to Europe via Belarus. However, on
1 February 2017 Russia's Federal Security Service (FSB) established a security zone with border controls along the
country's border with Belarus. The move was a response to the decision taken by Belarus's President Lukashenko in
January 2017 to scrap visas for short-term visitors from 80 countries, including EU Member States.
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Bilateral assistance to Belarus under the European Neighbourhood Instrument (ENI) for the 2014-2017 period
ranges between a minimum of €71 million and a maximum of €89 million, depending on Belarus's needs and
commitment to reforms. According to the EU country roadmap for engagement with civil society in Belarus
(2014-2017), the less politically sensitive sectors, which in principle are acceptable to the authorities, should
be handled by larger organisations 'capable of working inside Belarus'. These would then be encouraged to
engage in sub-granting to extend assistance to smaller organisations that cannot apply for EU funding. One
practical example of bilateral cooperation to foster people-to-people ties is MOST, a mobility programme for
young professionals, under which some 1 500 Belarusians will enjoy professional exchange and mobility
opportunities up until December 2017.

Regional and thematic programmes
Belarus also takes part in regional programmes funded under the European Neighbourhood and Partnership
Instrument (ENPI) and ENI (mainly in border management, environment, energy and transport), in the Eastern
Partnership (EaP) Flagship Initiatives, in cross-border cooperation and in some initiatives open to all
Neighbourhood countries. Higher education and vocational training is implemented mostly via Erasmus+,
which is available to young people in the EaP countries, including Belarus. Following the Erasmus+ 2015 call,
327 students and staff from Belarus were to receive funding for international credit mobility in higher
education. TAIEX, the Technical Assistance and Information Exchange Instrument, is also open to Belarusian
public administration agencies that are interested in studying the best European practices in a broad range of
fields. Cross-border cooperation programmes (Poland-Belarus-Ukraine, Latvia-Lithuania-Belarus) are
important for regional cooperation at the local level. NGOs and other civil society organisations can also
benefit from various EU thematic programmes; for example, the European Instrument for Democracy and
Human Rights (EIDHR) and the Civil Society Organisations and Local Authorities programme. The largest EU
Research and Innovation programme, Horizon 2020, is also open to the Belarusian academic community.
The European Scholarship Scheme for Young Belarusians
Replacing the Open Europe Scholarship Scheme, a new scholarship programme for Belarusian young people
was launched in 2013; the European Scholarship Scheme for Young Belarusians (ESSYB), financed by the
European Commission and managed by the Nordic Council of Ministers. By providing a generation of young
Belarusians with the opportunity to receive quality higher education 'without ideological bias' — and according
to internationally accepted academic standards — at universities across Europe, the EU aims to contribute to
democratic development in Belarus. The overall goal of the programme is to prompt scholarship holders to
return to Belarus, where they would 'aspire to become leaders and engaged citizens who can contribute to
the modernisation of Belarus'.

The European Humanities University (EHU)
Under the Annual Action Programme 2016 in favour of Belarus, support for the European Humanities
University (EHU) — a Belarusian university in exile in Vilnius since 2005 — provides education and training for
young Belarusians in an 'environment of academic and political freedom'. This education is aimed specifically
at enabling the target group to develop democratic values in Belarus; changing social norms and combating
stereotypes in relation to gender equality in Belarusian society; and contributing to the education, housing
and subsistence of Belarusian students. The EU has been the biggest donor to the EHU since 2005. The
university is a political priority of the EU, which sees it as a 'tool to create a stock of Belarusians who have
received Western education and can considerably contribute to the country's development'.
The EU argues that the EHU benefits Belarusian society, as it offers courses in areas that are underdeveloped
in Belarusian higher education, and because the research carried out is in line with Belarusian development
priorities. EHU staff and students have also been involved in activities to support social and cultural
developments in Belarus. The overall objective of this support is to boost democratic development in Belarus
by giving young Belarusians access to independent higher education. According to the Annual Action
Programme, the EU contribution of €2 million to the EHU for two academic years (2016 and 2017) would lend
predictability to the EU commitment to supporting the EHU and a longer-term perspective on financial
planning. Belarus's application for membership in the Bologna process/European higher education area was
rejected in 2012 owing to doubts over its commitment to academic freedom, institutional autonomy and
student democracy. However, when Belarus re-submitted its application in 2015, the accession was approved.
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