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EU-Belarus relations
Delicate ties under strain

SUMMARY

Belarus – a hesitant participant in the Eastern Partnership (EaP) and traditionally one
of Russia's closest allies – has long tested the limits of the EU's policy projection. The
main sticking point in EU-Belarus relations has been and still remains Minsk's
reluctance to commit to democracy, as well as to political and civil rights.

In the light of 'positive political developments' in relations between the European
Union and Belarus – owing not least to the Belarusian authorities' release of six
political prisoners in August 2015 – the Council lifted some restrictive measures on
Belarus in February 2016, while extending others for a further year.

The Ukraine crisis – during which Minsk hosted important ceasefire talks – appeared
to spark a rethink in both Minsk and Brussels. Growing frictions with Moscow and the
continued economic recession in Russia have put pressure on the social contract
between Belarus's leadership and its citizens, increasing the incentives for Belarus to
mend ties with the West, including the EU.

However, Minsk's crackdown on recent protest waves have sparked criticism from the
EU and rekindled concern over long-standing president Alexander Lukashenko's poor
human rights record.
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 The EU's policy of 'critical engagement'
 Civil society support: the backbone of EU-
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The EU's policy of 'critical engagement'
Belarus is covered by the European Neighbourhood Policy. However, the autocratic
policies pursued by President Alexander Lukashenko — who has ruled the country with
an iron fist since he was elected president for the first time in 1994 — and his regime
'prevent the EU from offering Belarus full participation in the Eastern Partnership',
according to the European Commission. An EU-Belarus Partnership and Cooperation
Agreement was signed in 1995, but ratification has been frozen since 1997 on account of
the country's political situation, characterised, among other things, by persistent
violations of electoral standards in the presidential elections (not least in 2010) and
repeated crackdowns on civil society, political opposition and independent media.

Against this backdrop, all the programmes funded by the EU aim to benefit the 'Belarusian
people at large' and include civil society support. Since 2011, the EU has increased its
engagement with civil society and the public, focusing on projects aiming at guaranteeing
freedom of thought, conscience and religion, improving women's and children's rights
and boosting the capacities of civil rights organisations and human rights defenders.

The European Neighbourhood Instrument (ENI) is the EU financial instrument dedicated
to the European Neighbourhood for the period 2014-2020, replacing the European
Neighbourhood and Partnership Instrument (ENPI) of 2007-2013. Other funding sources
are the thematic programmes focusing on human rights and civil society. The EU assists
Belarus mainly through country action programmes, funded annually under the ENI.
Belarus also receives funding via ENI regional and multi-country action programmes.

In the context of the renewed European Neighbourhood Policy, in 2016 the EU doubled
the package of bilateral assistance to Belarus to support private sector development and
to strengthen institutions. Programming of international assistance in Belarus is shaped
by the National Programme of International Technical Co-operation. The 2012-2016
programmes continued the focus on the national priorities of (1) human development,
improved standards of living, social development, and assistance; (2) sustainable
economic growth through innovation, international cooperation, investment and
resource and energy efficiency; and (3) environment protection, ecological sustainability,
and the rehabilitation of Chernobyl-affected areas. Accordingly, the EU has defined
broadly framed and interrelated priorities for development cooperation with Belarus in
the 2014-2017 period in the areas of social inclusion, environment, and local and regional
economic development. The multi-annual indicative programme sets out the strategic
framework.

Civil society support: the backbone of EU-Belarus cooperation
With strained ties and limited EU options, a consistent common denominator for EU
cooperation with Belarus across all sectors is, as noted above, engagement with civil
society. ENI bilateral assistance to Belarus between 2014 and 2017 will total between
€71 million and €89 million. One example is MOST, a mobility programme for young
professionals, benefiting some 1 500 Belarusians, running until December 2017.

Belarus also participates in regional programmes funded under the ENPI/ENI (mainly in
the fields of border management, environment, energy and transport), in EaP flagship
initiatives, in cross-border cooperation, and in some initiatives open to all Neighbourhood
countries. Higher education is a key cooperation area. The schemes and programmes
include Erasmus+, the European Scholarship Scheme for Young Belarusians (ESSYB),
financed by the European Commission and managed by the Nordic Council of Ministers,

https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/neighbourhood/countries/belarus_en
http://ec.europa.eu/world/agreements/prepareCreateTreatiesWorkspace/treatiesGeneralData.do?step=0&redirect=true&treatyId=7221
http://eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/statements/docs/2013/131029_01_en.pdf
http://www.euneighbours.eu/sites/default/files/publications/2017-01/EaP Civil Society.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2014:077:0027:0043:EN:PDF
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-16-3107_en.htm
http://eeas.europa.eu/enp/pdf/financing-the-enp/belarus_2014_2017_programming_document_en.pdf
http://most-belarus.eu/en/about/information/
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/neighbourhood/cross-border-cooperation_en
http://www.euneighbours.eu/sites/default/files/publications/2017-01/Youth for EaP countries 2017.pdf
http://www.essyb.eu/en/main/news?id=21617
http://www.norden.org/en/nordic-council-of-ministers/ministers-for-co-operation-mr-sam/belarus/the-nordic-council-of-ministers-and-belarus
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and the European Humanities University (EHU); a Belarusian university in exile in
Lithuania since 2005.

Another important area for cooperation is 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 signed in October 2016. In 2015,
the number of Schengen visa applications in Belarus reached 752 782. Belarus is the
country with the highest number of Schengen visas delivered per capita in the world and
has one of the lowest visa refusal rates. In January 2017, Belarus decided to introduce
visa-free short-term stays for visitors from 80 countries, including all EU Member States.

EU sanctions on Belarus before and after the Ukraine crisis
EU lifts some sanctions, but democratic shortcomings remain
The EU first imposed sanctions on Belarus in 2004 in response to the disappearance of
two opposition politicians, one businessman and one journalist in 1999 and in 2000. The
EU also imposed restrictive measures on the country over violations of electoral
standards and human rights, as well as over crackdowns on demonstrators in 2004, 2006,
2010 and 2012. On 30 October 2014 the EU extended and updated restrictive measures
against Belarus until 31 October 2015, following an annual review, arguing that not all
political prisoners had been released and rehabilitated, and that respect for human rights,
the rule of law and democratic principles had not improved in Belarus.

However, EU-Belarus relations improved ahead of the October 2015 presidential
elections and Belarus played an important role as a venue for EU-mediated talks in the
Ukraine crisis. When in August 2015 Lukashenko decided to pardon six jailed opposition
figures, the EU hailed the release of the political prisoners as 'a long-sought step forward'.
On 25 February 2016 the Council lifted sanctions on Lukashenko, 169 other Belarusian
officials and three companies, while maintaining an arms embargo and sanctions against
four people listed in connection with the unresolved disappearances of 1999 and in 2000.
On 7 July 2016, Belarusian foreign minister Vladimir Makei announced that Belarus was
ready to work toward a 'basic agreement with the EU on partnership and cooperation'.

The September 2016 parliamentary elections largely matched the trend towards slightly
improved electoral standards; at least compared with previous Belarusian parliamentary
elections which were marred by violent crackdowns on the political opposition. The
elections were peaceful, and two independent candidates managed to win seats in the
Parliament's lower house. The Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe
(OSCE), which monitored the vote, stated that while the vote was 'efficiently organised,
and there were visible efforts to address some long-standing issues', there were still a
number of 'systemic shortcomings'.

The human rights situation
In June 2016, the EU and Belarus held their third human rights dialogue, the first to take
place in Minsk. However, despite the sanctions being lifted and political ties improving,
Belarus's human rights situation remains dire. Officials continue to harass human rights
activists and critical journalists, and, in 2016, hastily adopted legislative amendments
expanding the definition of 'extremism' further increased pressure on freedom of
expression.

Belarus remains the last country in Europe which still uses capital punishment. When the
EU lifted sanctions on Belarus in February 2016, the country had not carried out
executions since November 2014. However, on 16 February 2016 – just one day after the

http://www.ehu.lt/en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/international-affairs/global-approach-to-migration/specific-tools/docs/mobility_partnership_of_belarus_en.pdf
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-16-3426_en.htm
http://eng.belta.by/president/view/belarus-introduces-five-day-visa-free-regime-for-citizens-of-80-countries-97763-2017/
http://eng.belta.by/president/view/belarus-introduces-five-day-visa-free-regime-for-citizens-of-80-countries-97763-2017/
http://eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/statements/docs/2013/131029_01_en.pdf
http://eeas.europa.eu/statements/docs/2013/131029_01_en.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/register/en/content/out/?typ=SET&i=ADV&RESULTSET=1&PUB_DOC=%3E0&DOC_TITLE=restrictive+measures&CONTENTS=belarus&DOC_ID=&DOS_INTERINST=&DOC_SUBJECT=&DOC_SUBTYPE=&DOC_DATE=&document_date_from_date=&document_date_from_date_submit=&document_date_to_date=&document_date_to_date_submit=&MEET_DATE=&meeting_date_from_date=&meeting_date_from_date_submit=&meeting_date_to_date=&meeting_date_to_date_submit=&DOC_LANCD=EN&ROWSPP=25&NRROWS=500&ORDERBY=DOC_DATE+DESC
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/145562.pdf
http://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-belarus-rights-prisoners-idUKKCN0QR0R520150823
http://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-belarus-rights-prisoners-idUKKCN0QR0R520150823
http://eeas.europa.eu/statements-eeas/2015/150822_01_en.htm
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2016/02/25-belarus-sanctions/
http://eng.belta.by/politics/view/makei-belarus-ready-for-new-framework-agreement-with-eu-92819-2016/
http://www.rferl.org/a/belarus-elections--opposition-deputies-anisim-kanapatskaya/27982463.html
http://www.osce.org/odihr/elections/belarus/263651
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage_en/5040/EU-Belarus Human Rights Dialogue
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2017/country-chapters/belarus
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage_en/18212/Death sentence in Belarus
https://www.deathpenaltyworldwide.org/country-search-post.cfm?country=Belarus
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EU decided to lift sanctions – the Minsk Regional Court handed down its second death
sentence of 2016. In response, the European External Action Service stated that the EU
opposes the death penalty, a 'cruel punishment', and urged Belarus to join a global
moratorium 'as a first step towards the abolition of death penalty'. Four people were
executed in 2016, according to Amnesty International. Yet another death sentence was
pronounced on Aliaksei Mikhalenia on 17 March; the first in 2017.

On 27 February 2017, the Council decided to prolong the remaining restrictive measures
against Belarus for one year, until 28 February 2018. At the same time, the Council
introduced an exemption to allow the export of biathlon equipment to Belarus, which will
remain subject to prior authorisation by national authorities on a case by case basis.

Figure 1 – EU trade with Belarus (€ billion)

Source: European Commission/Eurostat, 2017.

EU-Belarus trade relations: symbolic steps forwards
Despite bilateral tensions, Russia remains Belarus's largest trading partner. The EU is
Belarus' second trading partner. Belarusian exports to the EU are dominated by mineral
fuels. Other product categories — such as chemicals, agricultural products, machinery
and textiles — have a significantly lower share. The EU exports mainly machinery,
transport equipment and chemicals to Belarus. The country's 'lack of commitment to
democracy and political and civil rights' has led the EU to refrain as yet from ratifying the
bilateral partnership and cooperation agreement, which was reached with Belarus in
1995. Bilateral trade and economic relations are still therefore covered by the Trade and
Cooperation Agreement that was concluded by the European Community with the Soviet
Union in 1989 and subsequently endorsed by Belarus.

Recognising the 'positive initiatives' undertaken by Belarus, and in order to further
improve bilateral relations, in 2016 the Commission proposed scrapping the existing
autonomous quotas on imports of textiles and clothing originating in Belarus, in view of
the limited use made of them. To this end, it proposed amending
Regulation (EU) 2015/936, which lays down the rules for imports of textile products from
certain third countries not covered by bilateral agreements, protocols or other
arrangements, or by other specific Union import rules. As the use of autonomous quotas
on imports of Belarusian textile products was very limited, their abolition was deemed to

http://spring96.org/en/news/82313
http://spring96.org/en/news/82313
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/5298_en
https://www.amnesty.org.uk/press-releases/belarus-three-prisoners-executed-sudden-death-row-purge
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/23593/local-eu-statement-death-sentence-belarus_en
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2017/02/27-belarus-arms-embargo-sanctions/
http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2006/september/tradoc_113351.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/countries-and-regions/countries/belarus/
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/15975/belarus-and-eu_en
http://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/countries-and-regions/countries/belarus/
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-95-9_en.htm
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+REPORT+A8-2016-0311+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2016/586617/EPRS_BRI(2016)586617_EN.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32015R0936&from=EN
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have limited impact on EU trade, and the move primarily aimed at improving EU-Belarus
bilateral relations. In reality, trade flows continued to decline in 2016.

Belarus's increasingly difficult balancing act between the EU and Russia
Historically, Belarus has strong political, economic and military ties with Russia.
Therefore, Minsk has little scope for pursuing an independent foreign policy, especially
towards the EU, which has accepted a number of former Soviet Republics as Member
States in its enlargement process and has signed association agreements with three EaP
countries; Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine. At the same time, Russia is keen to keep the
EaP countries within its own sphere of influence. Russia launched its hybrid war against
Ukraine, including the illegal annexation of the Crimean peninsula and aggression in
eastern Ukraine, to prevent the country from moving towards the EU.

Belarus has traditionally relied heavily on Moscow as its key ally, trading partner and
energy provider, but the economic crisis in both Belarus and Russia prompted Lukashenko
to turn to the West for support. Belarus has repeatedly underlined that it remains a loyal
ally of Russia while also reiterating its right to maintain relations with NATO. Minsk and
Moscow maintain close military ties, and Belarus is crucial to Russia's defence. It has been
argued that both the EU and Russia are aiming to influence Belarus's 'domestic normative
environment'. According to this logic, the EU's policy implies that Belarus needs to
recover its European identity, which has been forgotten under Soviet rule and
Lukashenko's regime. On the other side, the rationale for integration with Russia is based
on common history and cultural affinities within a single Slavic 'civilisational' space.

Tensions with Russia following the Ukraine crisis
The Ukraine crisis changed the security landscape in Europe profoundly. As Andrew
Wilson assesses, there are now two lines of tension: between Russia and the West, and
between Russia and its neighbours. Against this background, Belarus's efforts to play a
neutral, mediating role in the Ukraine crisis were embraced by the EU. However, from
Moscow's perspective, Belarus could be seen as a lukewarm ally and 'potential defector'.
Meanwhile, Belarus has to put its national security first.

Since Russia's 2014 illegal annexation of Crimea — which Lukashenko openly criticised —
the atmosphere between the two countries seems to have become chillier, and
Lukashenko has appeared to distance himself from Russia. He has asserted that 'Belarus
is not part of the Russian world'. At the Independence Day military parade on 3 July 2016,
he said that 'every Belarusian can rest assured that no one will ever be allowed to
destabilise the situation in the country, violate its sovereignty and integrity'. Lukashenko's
election slogan 'For a Strong and Prosperous Belarus' (used in 2004 and 2010) was
changed in 2015 to 'For the Future of Independent Belarus!'

In 2015, Belarus resisted pressure from Moscow to establish a Russian military base on
its territory. Belarus has since boosted its military forces, updated the military doctrine
and defence plan and passed a new martial law. In addition, Russia introduced restrictions
on food imports from Belarus following counter-sanctions against the US and the EU.
Tensions with Russia further increased as Belarus succeeded in achieving sanctions relief.
Over the past year, Minsk and Moscow have argued over gas prices, and ongoing
disagreements over oil supplies culminated in January 2017 with the Russian decision to
reduce oil supplies to Belarus from 4.5 to 4 million tonnes in the first quarter of 2017, in
an attempt to force Belarus to pay its US$425 million gas debt to Russia. This was a severe

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/4825708.stm
https://geopoliticalfutures.com/russia-belarus-catch-22/
http://www.nato.int/docu/review/2017/Also-in-2017/ukraine-three-years-optimism-russia-military-war-poroshenko-stoltenberg-nato-secretary-general-crimea-annexation/EN/index.htm
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2016/579068/EPRS_ATA(2016)579068_EN.pdf
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_49119.htm
https://dgap.org/de/article/getFullPDF/20843
https://dgap.org/de/article/getFullPDF/20843
http://belarusjournal.com/sites/default/files/Wilson_2016.pdf
http://belarusjournal.com/sites/default/files/Wilson_2016.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/may/28/belarus-russia-brotherly-love-ukraine-crisis
http://belarus-votes.org/stories/lukashenkos-strategy.html
http://president.gov.by/en/news_en/view/belarus-presidents-speech-at-the-independence-day-military-parade-13963/
http://www.osce.org/odihr/elections/belarus/38658?download=true
https://belarusinfocus.info/society-and-politics/economic-bind-authorities-search-new-ideology
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2015/10/22/surprise-belaruss-lukashenko-wins-a-fifth-term-in-a-landslide-okay-no-surprise-heres-what-happened/?utm_term=.5347ba3598c2
http://belarusdigest.com/story/belaruss-new-military-doctrine-what%E2%80%99s-message-27047
https://www.opendemocracy.net/od-russia/yuri-drakakhrust/mind-gap-between-belarus-and-russia
http://belarusdigest.com/story/does-belarus-stand-chance-new-oil-war-russia-28644
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blow to the already dire Belarusian economy, as oil products remain the country's top
export commodity, accounting for approximately one third of its export revenues.

Russia undermines Lukashenko's basis for public support
Amid the seemingly cooling bilateral climate and following Belarus's decision in January
2017 to scrap visas for short-term visitors from 80 countries (including all EU Member
States), Russia's Federal Security Service (FSB) issued an order to create a border zone on
the border with Belarus in Russia's Smolensk, Pskov and Bryansk regions. The FSB
explained that the border zone had been introduced to identify and prevent transit illegal
migration, drugs trafficking and illegal movement of goods and valuables across the
border. With these moves, Russia mounted pressure on Lukashenko, whose popularity is
based on the very two issues that the Kremlin is now undermining: stability (the Ukraine
crisis boosted Lukashenko's popularity as voters are keen to retain stability, especially in
the face of the conflict in neighbouring Ukraine); and the 'social contract' with voters,
according to which the 'subsidy regime' maintains popularity by securing social goods. As
the economic recession threatens this system, the risk of social unrest is increasing.

However, following the recent crackdown on public protests (see below), Russia and
Belarus announced on 3 April that they had settled the longstanding energy dispute,
signalling a reconciliation between the countries. According to the agreement, Belarus
will repay its debt to Gazprom of more than US$700 million. In response, Russia will
increase duty-free oil supplies to Belarus of between 18 and 24 million tonnes and will
provide a discount starting from 2018. Lukashenko later stated that Belarus would
compensate for the Russian gas price, which Minsk has deemed as too high, by re-
exporting Russian oil. The Belarusian budget will receive an additional US$500 million by
re-exporting 6 million tons of Russian oil annually.

Figure 2 – Belarusian GDP growth (%)

Source: World Bank, IMF, Andrew Wilson.

The 2017 protests: what has changed?
Having repressed all opposition since he assumed power, President Alexander
Lukashenko's popularity has been partly based on an equalising welfare system and
wages to state employees, financed by Russian subsidies; a system sometimes referred
to as 'distributional authoritarianism'. Economic instability is the primary threat to

http://eng.belta.by/president/view/belarus-introduces-five-day-visa-free-regime-for-citizens-of-80-countries-97763-2017/
http://tass.com/politics/929271
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/aug/14/-sp-belarus-lukashenko-popularity-ukraine
http://belarusjournal.com/sites/default/files/Wilson_2016.pdf
http://belarusjournal.com/sites/default/files/Wilson_2016.pdf
http://tass.com/economy/940246
http://belarusjournal.com/sites/default/files/Wilson_2016.pdf
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/analyses/2011-05-18/president-belarus-continues-repression-and-strengthens-authoritarian
http://belarusjournal.com/article/belarus-social-contract-security-contract-274
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government stability. Belarus has been in recession for two years, mainly on account of
decreasing oil prices and the dire economy in Russia, its most important trading partner.

A new 'social parasite' tax, requiring unemployed citizens who work less than 183 days a
year to pay a €230 tax and estimated to affect more than 470 000 people, triggered
widespread anger. A wave of protests against the law began on 17 February, when some
2 500 people demonstrated in Minsk. The protests — which according to some observers
broadened into general dissatisfaction against Lukashenko's 23-year rule, providing an
opportunity for the political opposition to voice criticism of the regime — spread across
the country, continuing through March despite a 'rare decision' by Lukashenko to
suspend the law. The first arrests occurred on 11 March, with the numbers increasing
four days later during new protests; the majority of those detained were quickly released.

The protests culminated on 25 March 2017 with up to 3 000 people joining the unofficial
'Freedom Day' protest rally in two separate locations. According to the IHS Connect
intelligence platform, smaller rallies, involving up to 500 protesters, were held in regional
cities on 25 March, although most well-known opposition members, including Mikolai
Statkevich and Uladzimir Nyaklyayev (both presidential candidates in 2010), had been
detained. Also, ahead of the protests, masked police raided the office of the human rights
centre 'Viasna', arresting some 57 people involved in monitoring the protests. The
authorities, which had banned protests in Minsk, used riot police to disperse the
protesters. In Minsk, more than 750 people were reportedly detained. Local media
reported the detention of at least 50 journalists, including from foreign media. On
26 March, riot police deployed in Minsk prevented protesters from holding a rally.

Lukashenko's 'social contract' with the citizens under threat
Traditionally, most Belarusian protests have been politically motivated, targeting the
government. The recent demonstrations, however, are rooted in socioeconomic
discontent rather than political dissent. As socioeconomic problems tend to engage more
people, and Lukashenko's 'social contract' with the Belarusian voters is the basis of his
popularity, they represent a broader threat to authorities. So far, the largest protests in
the history of independent Belarus occurred in 1991, when more than 100 000 people in
Minsk protested against economic and social decline. Later, in 2006 and 2010, when
Belarusians protested against election results, the number of protesters never exceeded
50 000.

In December 2010, when large protests were roughly dispersed, almost all of the
700 detainees were given 24 hours in prison, compared with a third of detainees this time
around: most of whom only had to pay a fine. It was mainly young people who spent a
day in prison, along with activists and politicians who had been arrested as a pre-emptive
measure. Some analysts assessed that this 'move away from excessive force' showed that
Belarusian leaders understand that burning their bridges with the West is undesirable.
Other commentators saw the use of force as a warning to demonstrators that potential
future protests would be met with harsher measures.

Responding to the reaction of the European institutions and some EU countries and
policymakers to the 25 March 2017 events, a spokesman for the Belarusian Ministry of
Foreign Affairs defended the clampdown as 'adequate' as the protests were not peaceful,
arguing that 'in the face of escalation and geographical expansion of terrorism threats',
authorities should 'act proactively instead of "cleaning up" the consequences afterwards',
referring to the 'terrorist attacks in London, Berlin, Paris, Brussels, and Nice.

http://www.reuters.com/article/us-belarus-lukashenko-tax-idUSKBN16G1L1
https://jamestown.org/program/turmoil-around-belarus/
http://uk.businessinsider.com/belarus-president-western-intelligence-trying-to-undermine-my-regime-2017-3?r=US&IR=T
http://connect.ihs.com/Document/Show/gi/2970124?connectPath=CRC_StrikesProtestsAndActivism.CountryRiskIntelligenceEventsWidget.Maximized
http://www.omct.org/human-rights-defenders/urgent-interventions/belarus/2017/03/d24269/
http://belarusdigest.com/story/can-anger-sustain-belarusian-protests-29156
http://carnegie.ru/commentary/?fa=68580
http://connect.ihs.com/Document/Show/gi/2970124?connectPath=CRC_StrikesProtestsAndActivism.CountryRiskIntelligenceEventsWidget.Maximized
http://eng.belta.by/politics/view/belarus-mfa-comments-on-eus-reaction-on-25-march-events-in-minsk-99819-2017/
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Belarusian authorities are in a delicate position: they are facing increasing pressure from
citizens, who are dissatisfied with the socioeconomic situation. Their discontent is
magnified by political opposition forces, who seize the opportunity to add pressure on
Lukashenko. At the same time, Lukashenko has to restrain the response and ensure that
he does not alienate the EU or the IMF, for strategic reasons. Thirdly, he still depends on
Moscow's goodwill. Although Belarus has not yet faced the threat of a 'hybrid war', pro-
Russian organisations have become more active in Belarus since the Ukraine crisis began.

The EU and European Parliament response to the recent crackdown
On 17 March, a spokesperson for the European External Action Service stated that the latest
developments in Belarus highlighted 'a clear need for a broader democratisation process in the
country' and urged Belarusian authorities to release the recently detained peaceful protesters
immediately, including journalists covering the events. During the EU-Belarus coordination
group meeting in Minsk on 3 and 4 April 2017, the EU delegation condemned the 25 March
detentions as 'indiscriminate, inappropriate and in contradiction with Belarus's international
commitments'. The EU delegation urged Belarus to take tangible and irreversible steps to
respect universal fundamental freedoms, including freedom of expression, assembly and the
media, as well as the rule of law and human rights including the abolition of the death penalty.
It reiterated that this remains key for shaping the EU's future policy towards Belarus.

On 27 March, the chair of the EP delegation for relations with Belarus, Bogdan Zdrojewski
(EPP/Poland) expressed 'great concern' over the crackdown, warning Minsk that 'several
months of efforts on the side of both the EP and Belarus could be undermined by inadequate
reactions from the authorities to the demonstrations.' The EP has consistently stressed that
respect for fundamental civil liberties, the rule of law and human rights will be crucial for
relations between the EU and Belarus. In line with this, in a 6 April 2017 resolution on Belarus
MEPs expressed concern over the 'new wave of repression', urging the Belarusian authorities
to carry out thorough, impartial investigations into all allegations of arbitrary detention and
other violations of the rights of protesters. If Minsk fails to do so, they warned, the EU may
apply new restrictive measures vis-à-vis those responsible for the recent crackdowns.

Belarus does not take part in the activities of the Euronest Parliamentary Assembly (consisting
of the EP delegation and delegations of most EaP countries) for 'political reasons'. However,
Belarus will be welcomed once 'political requirements' have been fulfilled, Euronest states.
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