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SUMMARY 
Over the summer and autumn of 2021, in what is increasingly viewed as a hybrid warfare tactic aimed at 
destabilising Europe, Aliaksandr Lukashenka's Belarussian regime has instrumentalised migrants, 
manipulating the organisation of flights from the Middle East to Minsk and deliberately orchestrating 
migrants' onward travel to the EU-Belarus border. With weather conditions endangering migrants' lives, 
the situation has also led to serious humanitarian consequences. This activity – which many argue also 
aims at distracting attention from the worsening situation of freedom in the country, with attacks against 
independent society, journalists and electronic media users – is only the latest in a string of events 
underlining deteriorating EU relations with Belarus.  
The Lukashenka regime has been isolated since the falsified presidential elections of August 2020, and 
the brutal crackdown against peacefully protesting Belarusians. Instead of embracing dialogue with the 
democratic opposition and wider Belarusian society, Lukashenka chose another path, involving 
continued brutal repression of the country's citizens. The worsening human rights situation and hijacking 
of Ryanair flight FR 4978, in June 2021, provoked a response from the EU. This includes a ban on 
Belarusian air carriers landing in or overflying the EU, a major extension of the list of people and entities 
already subject to sanctions, and the introduction of sanctions on key sectors of the Belarusian economy. 
The European Parliament plays an active part in shaping this EU response. Parliament does not recognise 
Lukashenka's presidency and has spoken out on human rights abuses in Belarus. Awarded Parliament's 
2020 Sakharov Prize, the Belarusian democratic opposition is frequently invited to speak for the 
Belarusian people in the European Parliament. Following the recent developments, 
Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya will make a formal address to the European Parliament in plenary session, on 
24 November 2021. 
This Briefing updates a previous edition, published in July 2021. 
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Background 
EU-Belarus relations during Aliaksandr Lukashenka's long presidency, which began in 1994, have 
fluctuated. Although the EU-Belarus Partnership and Cooperation Agreement was signed in 1995, 
ratification has been frozen since 1997, owing to a lack of progress in respect for human rights and 
fundamental freedoms.  

Sanctions against Belarus were first introduced in 2004, as a response to the unresolved 
disappearance of four people in 1999 and 2000. The sanctions, which targeted four individuals 
connected with that case, together with an arms embargo (initially introduced in 2011), have been 
prolonged each year, and are currently in force until 28 February 2022.  

Relations with the EU improved after Belarus refused to recognise Russia's annexation of Crimea in 
2014. Political repression eased slightly, with the release of some political prisoners in August 2015, 
and non-violent October 2015 presidential elections. As a result, in February 2016, the EU decided 
not to extend sanctions against Lukashenka, 169 other Belarusians and 3 companies. A further sign 
of rapprochement came in 2020, with the signing of the EU-Belarus visa facilitation and readmission 
agreements. 

This improved climate changed dramatically with the presidential elections of 9 August 2020. 
Despite independent exit polls showing a victory for Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya, Belarus's Central 
Election Commission announced that Aliaksandr Lukashenka had won the election, with over 80 % 
of the votes. While the Lukashenka regime had permitted Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya to run in the 
elections, this right had previously not been granted to banker Viktar Babaryka, nor blogger 
Siarhei Tsikhanouski (Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya's husband): both those candidates were arrested. 
Many commentators consider that Lukashenka was convinced that Belarusians would not support 
a female candidate. The openly falsified electoral results sparked widespread peaceful protests, 
provoking a brutal state militia crack down. Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya left the country, arriving in the 
Lithuanian capital, Vilnius on 11 August 2020. She went on to establish the Belarus Coordination 
Council, representing the Belarusian people, with the aim of organising a peaceful transfer of power 
through dialogue, and calling for the organisation of fresh, fair and democratic presidential 
elections. Opposition leaders – including members of Tsikhanouskaya's Coordination Council – were 
either forced into exile or arrested. 

The European Council did not recognise the election result, as 'the elections were neither free nor 
fair'. This statement was followed by Council of the European Union conclusions, which stated that 
Lukashenka lacked any democratic legitimacy. The above-mentioned events also led to the 
introduction of four new rounds of sanctions. They consisted of a travel ban and an asset freeze 
targeting a gradually widening scope of individuals and entities. The first round was announced on 
2 October 2020, and concerned 40 people responsible for repression and intimidation against 
peaceful protesters and journalists, as well as for misconduct in the electoral process. The day after 
the end of the previous Lukashenka presidential term, 6 November 2020, a further 15 names were 
added to the list. The new list included both Aliaksandr Lukashenka and his son Viktar. The third list 
of sanctions was announced on 17 December 2020. At that time, the list was composed of 
88 individuals and 7 entities and included, inter alia, companies that delivered the information 
technology (IT) systems and police equipment used against Belarus civil society organisations, such 
as IT surveillance platforms and barrier systems designed for riot control. 

The decision of the Lukashenka regime to hijack Ryanair flight FR4978 on 23 May 2021, to detain the 
26-year-old blogger and former editor-in-chief of Telegram channel NEXTA, Raman Pratasevich, 
further aggravated the situation. The EU's response imposing further sanctions against Belarus, was 
followed by the Belarusian announcement of a decision to suspend its participation in the Eastern 
Partnership, suspend the readmission agreement, recall its permanent representative to the EU for 
consultations and request a reciprocal move on the EU side. 

https://www.rferl.org/a/elections-in-belarus-how-lukashenka-won-and-won-and-won-and-won-and-won-/30767860.html
https://euroradio.fm/en/five-lukashenkas-inaugurations-constitution-lower-every-time
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/PRES_97_269
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:32004E0661&from=NL
https://www.rferl.org/a/Tenth_Anniversary_Of_Belaruss_Disappeared/1824314.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/Tenth_Anniversary_Of_Belaruss_Disappeared/1824314.html
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2011:161:0001:0006:EN:PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:02012D0642-20210227&from=EN
https://www.euractiv.com/section/global-europe/news/amid-russias-tightening-embrace-belarus-seeks-better-ties-with-eu/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/599429/EPRS_BRI(2017)599429_EN.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/belarus/948/travel-eu-belarus_en
https://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/belarus/948/travel-eu-belarus_en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2020/652042/EPRS_ATA(2020)652042_EN.pdf
https://charter97.org/en/news/2020/8/9/388815/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/world/article-surprising-past-uncertain-future-of-belaruss-unlikely-leader-in-exile/
https://eng.belta.by/politics/view/belarus-presidential-election-results-finalized-132578-2020/
https://www.rferl.org/a/potential-lukashenka-challenger-and-his-son-detained-in-minsk/30677991.html
https://www.dw.com/en/belarus-trial-begins-for-jailed-husband-of-exiled-opposition-leader/a-58032511
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/sep/12/belaruss-female-revolution-how-women-rallied-against-lukashenko
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/01/13/belarus-unprecedented-crackdown
https://rada.vision/en
https://rada.vision/en
https://rada.vision/en/resolution
https://www.rferl.org/a/eu-leaders-election-crisis-belarus/30791276.html
https://rada.vision/en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/08/19/conclusions-by-the-president-of-the-european-council-following-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-on-19-august-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/46076/council-conclusions-on-belarus.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/sanctions/restrictive-measures-following-the-2020-belarus-presidential-elections/belarus-timeline/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/02/belarus-eu-imposes-sanctions-for-repression-and-election-falsification/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/11/06/belarus-alexandr-lukashenko-and-14-other-officials-sanctioned-over-ongoing-repression/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/17/belarus-eu-imposes-third-round-of-sanctions-over-ongoing-repression/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:02012D0642-20210227&from=EN
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/696177/EPRS_BRI(2021)696177_EN.pdf
https://t.me/s/nexta_tv
https://mfa.gov.by/press/news_mfa/e0c39160d2580d78.html
https://belsat.eu/en/news/28-06-2021-backlash-attempt-belarus-to-suspend-participation-in-eap-readmission-agreement-with-eu/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2020/651966/EPRS_IDA(2020)651966_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2020/651966/EPRS_IDA(2020)651966_EN.pdf
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Current trends in the human rights situation in Belarus 
The human rights situation in Belarus has been poor for decades, with continuing harassment and 
pressure against civil society activists and independent journalists. The political trials of the people 
arrested last year are currently taking place. There are 873 recognised political prisoners in Belarus, 
according to the Viasna Human Rights Center, and this number is growing quickly. In October 2021 
alone, at least 95 people were convicted in politically motivated criminal trials. The conditions in 
prisons and detention centres are bad, with cases of torture and a lack of proper medical care, 
including refusal to give medicines delivered by families to detainees. Since August 2020, over 
4 600 criminal cases have been initiated for violation of the procedure for holding mass events and 
protests. It is estimated that at least 492 students have been detained, and 246 students have been 
expelled from universities. As a result, over 14 000 Belarusians have decided to leave their country.  

Journalists are also subject to repression. Reporters Without Borders (RSF) describe Belarus as the 
most dangerous country in Europe for media personnel. In August 2021, RSF reported at least 
29 journalists in Belarusian prisons. This included two young Belsat journalists, sentenced for two 
years in prison for live coverage of a demonstration in homage to murdered activist 
Roman Bondarenko. The internet portal tut.by, which reported widely on events in Belarus, was 
closed down on 18 May 2021 and several staff members were arrested. In July 2021, a Belarusian 
court declared Belsat media content 'extremist material', signifying subscribers would be subject to 
possible administrative liability(a fine or arrest). On 27 August 2021, the Belarus Supreme Court 
dissolved the Belarusian Association of Journalists, which had existed for 25 years, under a general 
crackdown against non-governmental organisations. On 12 October 2021, the Belarusian 
government decided that 'unregistered groups of citizens, carrying out extremist activities, 
including on messengers and social networks,' may be recognised as extremist formations. 
According to the criminal code, sentences for participating in 'extremist formations'' can be up to 
seven years in prison. This decision directly affects NEXTA channel followers, who risk being charged 
under this legislation. Moreover, access to the Deutsche Welle and Current Time internet sites (run 
by Voice of America and Radio Free Europe) was blocked by the state authorities on 
28 October 2021, as material published there was recognised as 'extremist'. The situation further 
deteriorated in early November 2021, when independent news agency BelaPAN and Belsat were 
classed as an extremist formation by the Belarusian Ministry of Internal Affairs and the State Security 
Committee (KGB). The Belarusian Association of Journalists demanded Belarus 'stop the practice of 
using anti-extremism legislation to illegally restrict freedom of speech' and cancel the November 
decisions. The Belarusian authorities' actions are perceived to aim at intimidating Belarusians and 
blocking dissemination of independent journalism.  

On 8 June 2021, Lukashenka signed a law tightening penalties for participation in demonstrations 
and promotion of 'extremist activities'. Participation in more than two demonstrations is now 
punishable by three years in prison, financing of opposition activities by five years in prison, and 
participation in or promotion of 'extremist activities' by six years in prison. Furthermore, other 
sections of the penal code can also be used against those willing to stand up for a democratic 
Belarus. In May 2021, a court sentenced former military officer Dzianis Urad, to 18 years in prison, 
after he published a secret letter authorising the use of armed forces in law enforcement activities. 
As initially feared in the case of Raman Pratasevich, the Belarusian penal code also envisages the 
death penalty in some cases, including for terrorism. Raman Pratasevich was officially accused of 
organising mass unrest (possible penalty, 15 years). The practice of Communist judges pronouncing 
the death penalty upon the request of the authorities' was frequent in the Soviet Union and other 
communist countries, especially during the Stalinist era. Belarus is the only country in Europe where 
the death penalty is still in place. The European External Action Service (EEAS) considers it probable 
that the most recent execution took place in June 2021. As the carrying out of executions is a state 
secret, the EEAS's evidence was based on the prison administration's refusal to provide information 
to a family about a person's whereabouts. In the past, this refusal has been an indication that a secret 
execution has taken place. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2018/603870/EXPO_STU(2018)603870_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2016/577980/EPRS_ATA(2016)577980_EN.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2020/country-chapters/belarus
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2019/country-chapters/belarus
https://prisoners.spring96.org/en
https://spring96.org/en/news/105572
https://zbsunion.by/news/pressure_on_students
https://euobserver.com/opinion/151907
https://rsf.org/en/belarus
https://rsf.org/en/news/report-analyses-lukashenkos-year-old-crackdown-belarusian-journalists
https://rsf.org/en/news/report-analyses-lukashenkos-year-old-crackdown-belarusian-journalists
https://www.euronews.com/2021/02/18/belarus-two-journalists-sentenced-to-two-years-in-prison-for-live-reporting-of-protest
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TYl6B2jKeiQ
https://oeil.secure.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/summary.do?id=1641880&t=e&l=en
https://emerging-europe.com/news/belarus-shuts-down-largest-independent-news-portal-arrests-staff/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/cmsdata/234646/R.BIEDRON_P.AUSTREVICIUS_Joint_statement_19_May_on_the_crackdown_on_the_Tut.by_media_portal_in_Belarus.pdf
https://belsat.eu/en/about/
https://meduza.io/en/news/2021/11/03/belarus-declares-polish-funded-belsat-tv-an-extremist-formation
https://belsat.eu/en/news/06-11-2021-agnieszka-romaszewska-guzy-recognition-of-belsat-and-its-audience-as-extremist-formation-is-a-form-of-intimidation/
https://www.ifj.org/media-centre/news/detail/category/europe/article/belarus-supreme-court-liquidated-the-belarusian-association-of-journalists.html
https://baj.by/en
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/press-release/2021/07/belarus-sweeping-closure-of-dozens-of-ngos-as-the-crackdown-on-civil-society-continues/
https://meduza.io/en/news/2021/10/13/belarus-makes-subscribing-to-extremist-telegram-channel-a-criminal-offense
https://twitter.com/nexta_tv/status/1453996453098102793
https://www.dw.com/ru/%D0%B1%D0%B5%D0%BB%D0%B0%D1%80%D1%83%D1%81%D1%8C/s-9500
https://www.currenttime.tv/
https://www.rferl.org/a/belarus-blocks-deutsche-welle-current/31535963.html
https://www.currenttime.tv/a/nv-belarus/31533693.html
https://europeanjournalists.org/blog/2021/08/18/belarus-police-search-homes-of-belapan-news-agency-staff/
https://belsat.eu/en/news/14-11-2021-kgb-declares-belapan-extremist-formation/
https://spring96.org/en/news/105742
https://belsat.eu/en/news/06-11-2021-agnieszka-romaszewska-guzy-recognition-of-belsat-and-its-audience-as-extremist-formation-is-a-form-of-intimidation/
https://www.euronews.com/2021/06/08/belarus-toughens-laws-against-protesters-and-extremism
https://prisoners.spring96.org/en/person/dzianis-urad
https://www.dw.com/en/belarus-reporter-said-death-penalty-awaits-me-here-witness/a-57637371
https://www.fidh.org/IMG/pdf/death_penalty_in_belarus_murder_on_un_lawful_grounds_en_web.pdf
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-57239521
https://www.private-prague-guide.com/article/milada-horakova/
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2012/10/the-man-who-volunteered-for-auschwitz/263083/
https://www.fidh.org/IMG/pdf/death_penalty_in_belarus_murder_on_un_lawful_grounds_en_web.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/100209/belarus-statement-spokesperson-likely-execution_en
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The Lukashenka regime also targets ethnic minorities, with representatives of the Polish minority 
subject to arrest and harassment, minority school closures, and an attempt to create a negative 
narrative about Poland. Discrimination against the Roma minority also persists, with massive 
roundups and the arbitrary detention of approximately 100 Roma in Mahilioŭ in May 2019, and 
other cases of ethnic profiling by the police. 

On 31 May 2021, the Belarusian authorities suspended the possibility for the vast majority of its 
citizens to leave the country. The authorities quoted anti-coronavirus measures as a justification. 
However, it is theoretically still possible to leave the country by plane. Currently, the Belarusian 
airline Belavia can only cross the Russian border, as Ukraine also introduced a ban, and may only 
land in a limited number of eastern and southern countries. The introduction of a travel ban 
immediately following the Ryanair flight incident suggests that the true intention of Lukashenka's 
regime was to further limit the freedoms of Belarusian citizens. 

Instrumentalisation of migrants 
According to Der Spiegel and Dossier Center, the Lukashenka regime's newest operation to 
destabilise Europe, by sending irregular migrants to its borders, began in May 2021. Belarusian 
authorities have been distributing short-term tourist visas and organising much more frequent 
flight connections to the country. The irregular migrants initially receive accommodation in state-
owned hotels and are then transported to the Belarus-EU border zone (Belarus shares its borders 
with three EU Member States: Latvia, Lithuania and Poland). Here, migrants try to cross the border, 
with many of them living in dire conditions. Aggravating the situation for the migrants, weather 
conditions in the Belarusian border area are progressively worsening, with autumn season 
temperature falls frequently below zero. 

According to the European Border and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex), the number of detected 
illegal crossings up to the end of October 2021 alone was at least over 15 times higher than in the 
same period in 2020. The EU has contacted both countries of origin and transit with the aim of 
halting further flights and preventing people 'from falling into the trap set by the Belarusian 
authorities'. On 17 November 2021, during a phone call with Lukashenka, German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel underlined the necessity to provide humanitarian care and return opportunities for 
the people affected. Together with broad international pressure, this led to Iraq organising a 
repatriation flight that allowed a group of 430 people to return from Minsk to Baghdad. According 
to Lukashenka's regime, there are up to 7 000 migrants in the country. The Lukashenka regime 
denies involvement in engineering the crisis. 

EU reaction 
European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen called the Belarussian instrumentalisation of 
migrants 'a hybrid attack to destabilise Europe' during her annual State of the Union speech on 
15 September 2021. The European Council conclusions of 22 October 2021 announced that the EU 
will continue countering the ongoing hybrid attack through, inter alia, adoption of further restrictive 
measures, and repeated its calls on the Belarusian authorities to release all political prisoners. On 
9 November 2021, the Council suspended visa facilitation provisions for Belarusian regime officials, 
while maintaining them intact for the Belarusian population. On 11 November 2021, the High 
Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs/Vice-President of the European Commission (HR/VP), 
Josep Borrell, assessed the Lukashenka regime's actions as aimed at distracting attention from the 
worsening human rights situation in Belarus. The HR/VP condemned the Lukashenko regime's 
actions for 'deliberately putting people's lives and wellbeing in danger', and called for international 
organisations to have immediate access to people in need of humanitarian assistance. Josep Borrell 
also expressed full solidarity with the Member States affected and announced work on new 
sanctions against those involved in state-sponsored illegal migration, including by expanding the 
EU sanctions regime. An amendment to the EU sanctions regime was subsequently announced on 
15 November 2021: it broadens the criteria based on which a given person or entity can be added 

https://apnews.com/article/race-and-ethnicity-europe-belarus-poland-arrests-f09d355748e549ae664135aa2becf778
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/osw-commentary/2021-04-22/eradicating-polishness-lukashenka-polish-national-minority
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/BELARUS-2020-HUMAN-RIGHTS-REPORT.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2020/country-chapters/belarus
https://spring96.org/en/news/93342
http://spring96.org/en/news/94129
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-57316838
https://gpk.gov.by/covid-19/
https://www.aerotime.aero/28058-belarus-to-appeal-to-icao-over-eu-and-ukraine-airspace-bans
https://www.rferl.org/a/belarus-foreign-travel-ban/31286219.html
https://medium.com/@dossier.center/%D0%BC%D0%B8%D0%BD%D1%81%D0%BA-%D0%BC%D1%81%D1%82%D0%B8%D1%82-%D0%B5%D0%B2%D1%80%D0%BE%D0%BF%D0%B5-%D1%81-%D0%BF%D0%BE%D0%BC%D0%BE%D1%89%D1%8C%D1%8E-%D0%B1%D0%B5%D0%B6%D0%B5%D0%BD%D1%86%D0%B5%D0%B2-%D0%B8%D0%B7-%D0%B8%D1%80%D0%B0%D0%BA%D0%B0-77316305a1b6
https://www.spiegel.de/international/europe/lukashenko-s-revenge-how-belarus-is-funneling-refugees-into-the-eu-a-a3151fc2-9b3b-4812-a63a-298ea26f55b0
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/analyses/2021-10-27/belarus-escalation-migration-crisis
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20211110IPR17001/poland-belarus-border-meps-alarmed-by-humanitarian-and-political-crisis
https://weather.com/en-IE/weather/tenday/l/92d85b78dbe293f8e0baa500921bd8cbec5082405ac8a8c1cfd94bca59de9b48
https://weather-and-climate.com/average-monthly-min-max-Temperature,grodno,Belarus
https://frontex.europa.eu/media-centre/news/news-release/migratory-situation-in-october-persisting-pressure-on-eastern-border-flfAwy
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/STATEMENT_21_5867
https://www.bundeskanzlerin.de/bkin-de/aktuelles/bundeskanzlerin-merkel-telefoniert-mit-herrn-alexander-lukaschenko-1982424
https://apnews.com/article/europe-middle-east-poland-migration-iraq-1e0bb1d1d3c47e7ac96907f1efc4dbf0
https://www.cnbc.com/2021/11/15/belarus-denies-engineering-migrant-crisis-as-eu-strikes-a-tough-tone.html
https://www.lrt.lt/en/news-in-english/19/1496883/von-der-leyen-says-europe-will-stand-together-with-lithuania-under-hybrid-attack
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/52622/20211022-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/11/09/belarus-council-suspends-visa-facilitation-provisions-for-officials-of-the-belarus-regime/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/11/10/belarus-declaration-by-the-high-representative-on-behalf-of-the-european-union-on-the-situation-at-the-european-union-border/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/11/15/belarus-eu-broadens-scope-for-sanctions-to-tackle-hybrid-attacks-and-instrumentalisation-of-migrants/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32021D1990&qid=1637252327036&from=EN
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to the sanctions list. Following this change, the EU will be able to target individuals and entities 
which organise or contribute to facilitation of illegal crossing of the EU's external borders with 
Belarus. 

On 18 November 2021, a European Union spokesperson said that the EU will not negotiate with 
Lukashenka's regime over migrants, while technical talks will be held with the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees and the International Organization for Migration, as well as their 
Belarusian counterparts, to facilitate the repatriation of and aid to people at the border. The EU has 
allocated €700 000 for humanitarian assistance for migrants stuck at the EU-Belarus border. 

Fourth package of sanctions  
The Council met with Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya on 21 June 2021, and approved a fourth package of 
sanctions, this time targeting an additional 78 people and 8 entities, including Lukashenka's family, 
family members and seven people and one entity connected with the Ryanair flight hijacking. The 
list also includes several prominent businessmen and women who support and benefit from the 
Lukashenka regime, as well as judges, prosecutors and others responsible for human rights 
violations. The EU's restrictive measures currently apply to 166 people and 15 entities. These 
sanctions are coordinated with the United States of America (USA), the United Kingdom and Canada.  

On 24 June 2021, the Council approved targeted economic sanctions. These include a prohibition 
on directly or indirectly selling, supplying, transferring or exporting to Belarus, equipment, 
technology or software intended primarily for use in the monitoring or interception of internet and 
telephone communications, dual-use goods, and technologies for military use, and a prohibition on 
providing the Belarusian government, or public bodies and agencies with insurance or re-insurance. 
Restrictions were introduced on trade in petroleum products, potassium chloride ('potash') and in 
goods used for the production or manufacturing of tobacco products, and on access to EU capital 
markets. It was also decided that the European Investment Bank would halt any disbursement or 
payment under any existing agreements in relation to projects in the public sector, and any existing 
Technical Assistance Service Contracts. As EU Member States are members of different multilateral 
development banks, they were required to take action to limit those banks' involvement in Belarus. 
This concerned in particular the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development and the 
International Bank for Reconstruction and Development. 

These sanctions are designed to limit further access by the Belarusian regime to technologies with 
the potential to facilitate human rights abuses, and to limit the Lukashenka regime's access to 
foreign markets and financing. It is worth noting that potash, used mainly as a fertiliser, accounts for 
8.7 % of Belarusian exports, and the Belarusian share in global potash production is equal to 
15-20 %; oil and gas exports are estimated to account for 30 % of the government's budget revenue. 

Some commentators have described the sanctions as a mini economic embargo. The restrictions 
generally concern new contracts only. Restrictions apply without prejudice to the execution of 
contracts concluded before 25 June 2021, or to ancillary contracts necessary for the execution of 
such contracts. In the case of investment services, transferable securities and money-market 
instruments with a maturity exceeding 90 days and new loans or credit with a maturity exceeding 
90 days, the restrictions apply from 29 June 2021. 

In its conclusions of 24 June 2021, the European Council welcomed the sanctions, describing them 
as a 'timely implementation of the measures concerning Belarus, in line with its conclusions of 
24-25 of May 2021'. The European Council called once again for the immediate release of all political 
prisoners, including Raman Pratasevich and Sofia Sapega, and an end to the repression of civil 
society and independent media, reiterating the right of the Belarusian people to elect their 
president through new, free and fair elections. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32021R1985&qid=1637252327036&from=EN
https://euneighbourseast.eu/news-and-stories/latest-news/belarus-fifth-package-of-sanctions-will-be-finalised-in-the-coming-days/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-europe-migrants-eu-belarus-idUSKBN2I312Y?utm_source=34553&utm_medium=partner
https://ec.europa.eu/echo/news/belarus-eu-allocates-700000-humanitarian-assistance-vulnerable-people-stranded-border_en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/06/21/belarus-fourth-package-of-eu-sanctions-over-enduring-repression-and-the-forced-landing-of-a-ryanair-flight/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/06/21/belarus-fourth-package-of-eu-sanctions-over-enduring-repression-and-the-forced-landing-of-a-ryanair-flight/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=OJ:L:2021:219I:FULL&from=EN
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/100402/belarus-joint-statement-canada-european-union-united-kingdom-and-united-states_en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/06/24/eu-imposes-sanctions-on-belarusian-economy/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32021D1031&qid=1624537325392&from=EN
https://www.ebrd.com/belarus.html
https://eng.belta.by/economics/view/belarus-to-borrow-180m-from-ibrd-eib-to-build-heating-plants-upgrade-heat-insulation-of-houses-132276-2020/
https://intellinews.com/eu-to-target-belarusian-potash-exports-211696/
https://rmis.jrc.ec.europa.eu/uploads/rmprofiles/Potash.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/eu-starting-work-economic-sanctions-belarus-borrell-says-2021-05-27/
https://intellinews.com/eu-to-target-belarusian-potash-exports-211696/
https://club.bruxelles2.eu/2021/06/un-mini-embargo-economique-sur-quelques-secteurs-cles-contre-la-bielorussie/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/06/25/european-council-conclusions-on-external-relations-24-june-2021/
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Outline of the European Commission's comprehensive plan 
of economic support for a future democratic Belarus 
The European Union is ready to support a future democratic Belarus. In this respect, on 28 May 2021, 
the European Commission presented an outline of its proposed comprehensive plan of economic 
support for democratic Belarus, worth up to €3 billion.  

The aim of the plan is to activate longer-term support immediately following the beginning of a 
democratic transition in Belarus. While the plan does not define the nature of the changes on which 
the financial package is conditional, reforms would presumably have to respect – in the words of 
European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen – 'the democratic choice of the Belarusian 
people', and thus involve a re-run of the August 2020 presidential election. The package would 
include a mix of grants and loans leveraging public and private investments, supporting Belarusian 
economic stabilisation and institutional reforms. The proposed three pillars, to be fine-tuned to take 
account of the preferences and policy choices of future democratic authorities of Belarus, would be: 
1) boosting economic recovery through financial injections (up to €1.5 billion in loans, as well as
public and private investments, including macro-financial assistance); 2) supporting structural
reforms and strengthening competitiveness through a transition package (up to €400 million in
grant assistance under the Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation (NDICI)-
Global Europe Instrument); and 3) 'build back better': investing in sustainable infrastructure and the
green and digital transformation (€100 million in grant funding to leverage up to €1 billion in key
public and private investment). The EU would prioritise five flagship investments, totalling
€870 million, to deliver swift and tangible results for the Belarusian people. The five flagship
initiatives, subject to democratic transition in the country, were reconfirmed in the July 2021
European Commission and High Representative's joint staff working document: Recovery, resilience 
and reform, which defines post-2020 Eastern Partnership priorities.

Figure 1 – Five flagship projects included into the outline of the comprehensive plan of 
economic support for a future democratic Belarus  

Key flagship Value up to 

Flagship 1 Supporting an innovative and competitive economy 
including through direct support to 20 000 SMEs 

€350 million 

Flagship 2 Improving transport connectivity and facilitating trade at 
the EU-Belarus borders 

€200 million 

Flagship 3 Boosting innovation and digital transformation, including 
through an Eastern Partnership IT school in Minsk 

€20 million 

Flagship 4 Supporting a green Belarus, including through support for 
energy efficiency, waste management and infrastructure 

€200 million 

Flagship 5 Investing in a democratic, transparent and accountable 
Belarus 

€100 million 

The European Commission would also offer to conclude a bilateral framework agreement, as the EU 
never ratified the previous partnership and cooperation agreement dating from 1995.  

Russian influence in Belarus 
Of all the six Eastern Partnership countries, Belarus is the closest to Moscow. It belongs to Russia-led 
regional organisations such as the Eurasian Economic Union and Collective Security Treaty 
Organisation. Moreover, in 1999, the two countries created a Union State of Belarus and Russia. The 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_21_2685
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_21_2685
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/default/files/factsheet_economic_support_belarus_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/default/files/outline_of_the_proposed_comprehensive_plan_of_economic_support_to_democratic_belarus.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/swd_2021_186_f1_joint_staff_working_paper_en_v2_p1_1356457_0.pdf
http://www.eaeunion.org/?lang=en#about
https://en.odkb-csto.org/25years/
https://en.odkb-csto.org/25years/
https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/belarus/union.htm
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Union State Treaty envisages far-reaching political and economic integration, including a common 
head of state, legislature, flag, coat of arms, anthem, constitution, army, citizenship and currency. To 
date, most of its provisions have not been implemented; however, in 2018, representatives of the 
two countries started work on 31 roadmaps to deepen ties. During an online meeting on 
4 November 2021, Russian President Vladimir Putin and Aliaksandr Lukashenka agreed to 
28 integration programmes, which among other things will lead to common policies on taxation, 
banking, industry, agriculture, and energy, coordinated macroeconomic and monetary policies, and 
a single gas market. The agreement does not envisage a political merger or joint currency, although 
President Putin has expressed the hope that closer economic ties could ultimately lead to political 
integration.  

The Belarusian economy is critically dependent on Russia, which is the country's main trading 
partner, accounting for 50 % of imports and 45 % of exports. Until recently, Russian crude oil sales 
to Belarus were exempt from export duties, allowing Minsk to purchase oil at a discount and 
generate significant export revenue from its refineries (US$5.2 billion in 2019). Russian tax reforms 
ended this effective subsidy in 2020, but Russia continues to support Belarus in other ways. In 
September 2020, President Putin agreed to a US$1.5 billion loan; one year later, he announced an 
additional US$630 million, to be paid out by the end of 2022, together with a freeze on gas prices. 

Russia has radar and naval communications stations in Belarus, and there is a joint air defence 
system. In September 2021, the two countries established a combat and training centre in Belarus. 
Joint military exercises include the large-scale Zapad ('West') drills, most recently in 
September 2021, and an exercise close to the Polish border two months later. The two countries 
approved a common military doctrine at the same time as the 28 economic integration 
programmes. 

Belarus has made some efforts to assert its independence from Russia. As already mentioned, in 
2014, it refused to recognise the latter's annexation of Crimea, and mended bridges with the West. 
Despite close military cooperation, Belarus has consistently resisted Russian demands for a 
permanent military base on its soil (the above-mentioned joint combat and training centre will be 
under Belarussian control). Economic relations are marred by recurrent trade spats about everything 
from oil and gas to dairy products, while personal ties between Lukashenka and Putin are reportedly 
difficult. Most Belarussians are Russian-speakers, but after years of dismissing the Belarussian 
language, the Minsk authorities have begun promoting it, in an apparent attempt to build a separate 
cultural identity. 

Given the extent of the country's dependence on Russia, Lukashenka's downfall would probably not 
fundamentally change its geopolitical orientation. Opposition leader Svetlana Tikhanovskaya has 
emphasised that, while a future democratic government would have to review agreements signed 
with Moscow, her movement is not anti-Russian. Nevertheless, after some initial hesitation, Russia 
threw its weight behind the Lukashenka regime, sending financial assistance and even journalists 
to staff Belarussian state media, after employees supported the opposition. When post-election 
protests broke out, Putin revealed that Russian police were prepared to intervene if the situation in 
the neighbouring country span out of control. Senior Russian officials criticised an alleged US 
attempt to foment a 'colour revolution' in Belarus, although at the same time, Putin continued to 
call for dialogue with the opposition.  

Unanswered questions remain about Moscow's role in the Ryanair flight diversion, with some 
observers suggesting that it could hardly have happened without Russia's acquiescence. Similar 
ambivalence surrounds the migrant crisis on the Polish border; while Moscow projects itself as a 
mediator between the West and Belarus, Polish Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki has accused 
Russia of being the real mastermind. Russia has remained supportive of Lukashenka, with Foreign 
Minister Sergey Lavrov blaming the crisis on EU and North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
countries; in a further show of support, in November 2021, it sent nuclear-capable strategic bomber 
planes on a training mission over Belarus. Even if it did not instigate the crisis, Russia is certainly its 

https://www.orfonline.org/expert-speak/russia-belarus-relations-future-union-state-65288/
https://www.rferl.org/a/putin-lukashenka-union-state/31546225.html
https://www.dw.com/en/will-russia-swallow-up-belarus/a-59193355
https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/isdb_results/factsheets/country/details_belarus_en.pdf
https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/isdb_results/factsheets/country/details_belarus_en.pdf
https://www.euractiv.com/section/global-europe/opinion/why-belarus-cannot-replace-russian-crude/
https://www.trademap.org/Product_SelCountry_TS.aspx?nvpm=1%7c112%7c%7c%7c%7c27%7c%7c%7c4%7c1%7c1%7c2%7c2%7c1%7c1%7c1%7c1%7c1
https://www.reuters.com/article/belarus-election-russia-int-idUSKBN26521Z
https://tass.com/economy/1336055
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2021/09/23/zapad-2021-what-we-learned-from-russias-massive-military-drills-a75127
https://www.rferl.org/a/russian-military-creep-in-belarus-raises-security-alarms/30874178.html
https://jamestown.org/program/amidst-zapad-2021-exercise-russia-and-belarus-establish-joint-air-defense-and-air-force-training-and-combat-center/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-oil-belarus-factbox-idUSKBN1YZ0XW
https://russiabusinesstoday.com/agriculture/russia-bans-dairy-imports-belarus/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/europe-s-east/news/putins-unexpected-dilemma-what-to-do-with-lukashenko/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/jan/28/-sp-russian-belarus-reclaims-language-belarusian#_=_
https://www.geopoliticalmonitor.com/is-belarus-doomed-to-dependence-on-russia/
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2020/09/22/belarus-opposition-leader-were-not-anti-russian-a71503
https://www.euractiv.com/section/europe-s-east/news/putins-unexpected-dilemma-what-to-do-with-lukashenko/
https://www.rferl.org/a/after-belarusian-journalists-quit-state-tv-russians-fill-the-void/30800576.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-53930796
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-belarus-election-idCAKBN2672NC
https://www.usnews.com/news/world/articles/2021-11-18/putin-says-lukashenko-should-start-dialogue-with-belarusian-opposition
https://www.dw.com/en/angela-merkel-russian-role-in-belarus-incident-not-clear/a-57662205
https://tass.com/politics/1361447
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-59226226
https://tass.com/world/1359163
https://apnews.com/article/european-union-moscow-belarus-poland-russia-99656920fa8d12adee6043fac4d9b546
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main beneficiary; the more difficult relations with the West become, the less able Minsk will be to 
resist Moscow's drive for closer integration. However, there are limits to how far Russia will go in 
backing Lukashenka. After Lukashenka threatened to disrupt Russian gas exports to Europe, Kremlin 
spokesperson Dmitry Peskov insisted that deliveries would continue, and indeed, gas transit 
through Belarus has increased since then. 

EU and NATO on Belarus-Russia relations 
The fact that the Russian leadership seeks to retain control over the Lukashenko regime was 
recognised in the joint communication on Russia published by the European Commission and High 
Representative on 16 June 2021. 

The NATO military alliance focuses on a strategic perspective and recognises that Russia's growing 
military build-up in eastern Europe, which includes military integration with Belarus, is a growing 
threat to the security of the Euro-Atlantic area. 

In this regard, NATO has called on Russia and Belarus to act in a predictable and transparent way, as 
envisaged under their international obligations and Organization for Security and Co-operation in 
Europe (OSCE) commitments. 

Recent international reactions 
G7 
On 18 November 2021, the G7 condemned the 'Belarus regime's orchestration of irregular migration 
across its borders', as it puts people's lives at risk. The G7 expressed its solidarity with Poland, 
Lithuania and Latvia – countries 'targeted by this provocative use of irregular migration as a hybrid 
tactic'. The G7 called on Lukashenka's 'regime to cease immediately its aggressive and exploitative 
campaign in order to prevent further deaths and suffering', and called for international 
organisations to be provided with access to deliver humanitarian assistance. The G7 assessed the 
Lukashenka regime's actions as 'an attempt to deflect attention from its ongoing disregard for 
international law, fundamental freedoms and human rights, including those of its own people'. 

NATO 
On 12 November 2021, NATO condemned the instrumentalisation of irregular migration for political 
purposes, as it endangers the lives of vulnerable people. Expressing solidarity with affected 
countries, NATO stated that it 'will remain vigilant against the risk of further escalation and 
provocation by Belarus at its borders with Poland, Lithuania, and Latvia, and will continue to monitor 
the implications for the security of the Alliance'. 

In recent talks between the three EU countries bordering Belarus, Latvia, Lithuania and Poland also 
considered invoking Article 4 of the NATO Treaty. However, on 19 November 2021, the Polish 
minister of foreign affairs assessed that the situation at the border does not indicate that invoking 
Article 4 is currently necessary. Article 4 of the NATO treaty states that 'the Parties will consult 
together whenever, in the opinion of any of them, the territorial integrity, political independence or 
security of any of the Parties is threatened'. 

United States of America 
The USA condemns the Lukashenka regime's political exploitation of vulnerable migrants and calls 
for an immediate halt to the orchestration of irregular migrant flows into Europe. On 
15 November 2021, it was confirmed that the USA is preparing sanctions in close coordination with 
the EU. The USA declared that pressure on Lukashenka will increase as long as the regime 
undermines the peace and security of its neighbours and the European continent, and continues 
repression against Belarusian citizens. On 19 July 2021, the Secretary of State, Antony Blinken met 
with Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya to discuss the worsening human rights situation in Belarus. 

https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/belarusalert/belarus-border-crisis-putin-acts-as-lukashenkas-willing-enabler/?mkt_tok=NjU5LVdaWC0wNzUAAAGAzseCvS25DX2yaP-Ht0sW65bSnz5rVrQqgzwJFbCGxfhPND-MhfNH-cO-9ZSNHOoKA4hCFqDs1XQxtlkYT6Td1mvWlTFQ9SOKJ_JDS1G9
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/kremlin-says-lukashenko-did-not-consult-it-threat-cut-russian-gas-supplies-2021-11-12/
https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/russian-gas-flows-germany-rise-despite-belarus-threat-2021-11-15/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/joint-communication-eu-russia-relations.pdf
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/osw-report/2021-03-03/russias-belarusian-army
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_185000.htm
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/a/4/86597.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/a/4/86597.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/107483/g7-foreign-ministers-statement-belarus_en
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_188529.htm
https://www.euractiv.com/section/defence-and-security/news/poland-lithuania-and-latvia-consider-triggering-natos-article-4/
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/official_texts_17120.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/topics_49187.htm
https://www.state.gov/briefings/department-press-briefing-november-8-2021/
https://www.state.gov/briefings/department-press-briefing-november-15-2021/
https://www.ukrinform.net/rubric-polytics/3350844-blinken-lukashenko-aims-to-distract-from-russias-moves-on-ukraine-border.html
https://apnews.com/article/europe-government-and-politics-belarus-b31d570f4910bbc068ccfbefa0630331
https://www.state.gov/telephonic-press-briefing-with-under-secretary-for-civilian-security-democracy-and-human-rights-uzra-zeya/
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European Parliament engagement 
In a September 2020 resolution, the European Parliament stated that it did not recognise the 
election of Aliaksandr Lukashenka as President of Belarus. It condemned Lukashenka's crackdown 
against Belarusians, and described Lukashenka's regime in Belarus as illegitimate, illegal and 
criminal. At the same time, Parliament strongly supported the people of Belarus in their demand for 
free and fair elections and respect for fundamental freedoms and human rights in their country. The 
European Parliament recommendation on EU-Russia political relations, adopted on 
16 September 2021, denounces the 'illegitimate regime of Lukashenka' and Russia's supporting role. 
The European Parliament resolution of 7 October 2021, on the situation in Belarus, condemns the 
violent repression and attacks on media and calls for the immediate and unconditional release of all 
political prisoners and arbitrarily detained persons. The resolution advocates 'a shift from a step-by-
step approach towards a more determined sanctions approach based on the systemic nature of 
repression and serious violations of human rights'. In this regard, the Parliament urges the Council 
to proceed with the fifth package of sanctions targeting individuals and entities involved in the 
crackdown and repression in Belarus and in the human trafficking that takes place on the EU-Belarus 
border. 

Parliament is deeply engaged in activities relating to Belarus. It awarded the 2020 Sakharov Prize to 
the country's democratic opposition, represented by the Coordination Council and, since the 
August 2020 presidential elections, Parliament has approved four resolutions addressing Belarus 
directly. Parliament's delegation for relations with Belarus is also very active. Since the presidential 
elections, the delegation chair has issued several statements, frequently dealing with the most 
pressing events in the country. The great majority of these were joint statements with the chairs of 
the Committee on Foreign Affairs, the Committee on Women's Rights and Gender Equality, the 
Subcommittee on Human Rights, the Delegation to the EU-Russia Parliamentary Cooperation 
Committee and Parliament's Standing Rapporteur on Belarus. Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya and 
representatives of the Coordination Council have been invited to, and spoken at, meetings of these 
parliamentary committees. As representatives of the Belarusian democratic opposition, they were 
guests of honour at the Sakharov Prize award ceremony. Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya will make a 
formal address to the European Parliament plenary session on Wednesday, 24 November 2021. The 
Parliament also calls for the representatives of democratic Belarus to be invited to the Eastern 
Partnership Summit, which will take place on 15 December 2021.  
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