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FOREWORD

This report was prompted by the elections held in Belarus on 9 August 2020, which 
have resulted in almost a year of continuous demonstrations in the country and rallies 
in support of them abroad. The report brings together the opinions of several experts on 
the impact of possible developments in Belarus on the security of the Baltic States. The 
political and social situation in Belarus remains uncertain, and the future of the country 
is unknown. A large number of the people want a public order that takes into account the 
votes of the voters and does not falsify the election results. This is clearly illustrated by 
the biggest and longest-running protests since Belarus regained its independence, caused 
by the results of the 2020 presidential elections. The real political situation does not make 
it possible to consider the course of events in Belarus separately from the interests of the 
Russian Federation. At the same time, one must take into account the fact that Belarus 
already has in place efficient repressive bodies in support of the autocratic regime, which 
have so far defended President Lukashenko’s position.

At the time of writing this report, the situation in Belarus is largely the same as after the 
2020 presidential elections: Lukashenko is in power, and protests are still taking place. If 
the situation changes, this report will provide a better overview of possible issues related 
to the security of the Baltic States. However, it is still unclear where the events in Belarus 
may lead.

At the time of publication of the report, the situation in the Baltic region was exacerbated 
by the decision of the Russian Federation to bring tens of thousands of soldiers close to the 
Ukrainian border. The deployment of troops is justified by exercises. In this context, the 
Zapad 2021 autumn military exercises in Belarus gave even more reason to be cautious. 
Why Russia is concentrating its forces in the Baltic region on such a large scale will not be 
addressed in this work. However, this provides a basis for discussing the future of Belarus, 
as Russia may start playing an increasingly important role in the country. All this has an 
inevitable impact on the international security of the Baltic States as well as the internal 
security of the three countries.

The subject is multifaceted, and this analysis is largely forward-looking. In order to 
understand how the events in Belarus may affect the security of the Baltic States, the 
parts concerning Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania were written by different authors, and 
therefore the texts stand alone and are different in style. The authors of each country 
have relied on available sources and their own knowledge. There are some overlapping 
themes in the Estonian, Latvian and Lithuanian texts, but they add value in themselves, as 
they highlight the different interpretations of similar events by the representatives of each 
country. Inevitably, there may be repetitions in some of the findings that the authors of 
the report have deliberately left unchanged in the report in order to preserve the integrity 
of the texts by the Latvian and Lithuanian authors. The Latvian and Lithuanian authors 
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were not provided with any structures or frameworks for opening and addressing the 
topic other than possible scenarios in Belarus. As a result, the subparts of each country are 
structured according to the author’s wishes. The analysis of the Latvian and Lithuanian 
authors is mainly based on two scenarios:

1) Mr. Lukashenko will lose his post, and there will be a power vacuum in the 
country;

2) Belarus increasingly integrates with Russia.

The subpart on Estonia introduces the further theoretical possibilities of the Belarusian 
regime underlying the study. Planning for the work began after the elections in Belarus 
were followed by large-scale and consistent demonstrations. For the first time, it was also 
visible to the outside world that the current state organization is no longer suitable for 
a large number of Belarusians. In order to provide the most diverse assessment of what 
is happening in Belarus, a group of experts was convened at the Academy of Security 
Sciences, who were asked to assess the impact of possible scenarios in Belarus, especially 
on Estonia. The interview was conducted on 29 September 2020 and was attended by 
twelve experts. The authors would like to highlight in particular the comments of the 
following people: Aivar Alavere, Harry Lahtein, Igor Taro, Inge Lindsaar, Lavly Perling, 
and Raivo Vare. The result of the interview framed the further work. The Estonian group 
was presented with very general possible scenarios providing directions in which Belarus 
could develop in the near or long term:

1) Lukashenko will remain in power or be replaced by a similar ruler;

2) Belarus will increasingly integrate with Russia;

3) Belarus will turn West.

The main topics focused on were:

• The role of the Russian Federation in Belarus;

• economic security;

• crime;

• border management;

• migration.

These topics were also analyzed in the field by employees of the Academy of Security 
Sciences Edvard Remsel, Aleksander Raketski, Diana Marnot, and Vladimir Sazonov. At 
the beginning of the focus group interview, the possibility of Belarus turning West was 
also explored, but no expert foresaw such a scenario, which is why Latvian and Lithua-
nian colleagues were not asked to analyze such a possible development.

The first chapter, compiled by Estonian authors, provides a historical-political overview 
of the processes taking place in Belarus and relations with the Russian Federation since 
Lukashenko came to power in 1994. The focus is on the events during 2020-2021, the 
presidential elections in Belarus in the summer of 2020, and the massive demonstrations 
and protests that followed. Then, forecasts of further possible developments in Belarus 
and their potential impact and threat to the state of Estonia, its economy, security, and 
other areas are presented.

Latvian author Andis Kudors describes in detail the possible impact on Latvia due to the 
events in Belarus as well as the relations between Belarus and Russia. The Kudors’ study 
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is based on six interviews with top Latvian experts. The study provides an in-depth look 
at Latvia’s political, economic, and defense positions.

Lithuanian author Gediminas Buciunas has approached the topic first through a tho-
rough analysis of Aleksandr Lukashenko as a person. This provides a good psychological 
insight into the specifics of Lukashenko’s cult of personality. In addition, you can read 
an overview of the impact of the events in Belarus on the Lithuanian economy, border 
management, migration, and crime.
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1. THE IMPACT OF THE EVENTS 
IN BELARUS ON THE SAFETY 
AND SECURITY OF THE BALTIC 
STATES ON THE EXAMPLE OF 
ESTONIA
Diana Marnot, Vladimir Sazonov, Edvard Remsel, Aleksander Raketski

INTRODUCTION
This report analyzes possible developments in Belarus and their impact on the security of 
the Baltic States in various areas: domestic political developments, military and financial 
areas, border control, IT, migration, crime, economic environment, and security.

ADMINISTRATIVE MAP OF BELARUS. AUTHOR: WHITERUSIAN
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Estonia, just like other countries, has continued to show solidarity with the Belarusians 
so that the people there would have the opportunity to hold fair and free elections. The 
uprising following the 2020 election results is significant precisely because, for the first 
time since Belarus regained its independence, the population has begun to oppose the 
autocratic rule of President Aleksandr Lukashenko. This has created an awkward inter-
national situation: The European Union does not recognize the results of the elections in 
Belarus (Council of the European Union, 2020), and Lukashenko, who has been trying to 
resist Russian pressure for years, still remains in his position thanks to Russia’s support. 
Thus, the recent elections in Belarus appear to have definitively changed the country’s 
current status quo. This study was based on three possible scenarios: (i) the continuation 
of President Lukashenko or his replacement by a similar head of state, (ii) the growing 
integration of Belarus with Russia, and (iii) the possible turn of Belarus to the West. The 
results of all of these could affect the security of our region. This report highlights the 
possible impact of the events in Belarus on Estonia. Based on the possible initial develop-
ments, a focus group interview was conducted on 29 September 2020 in Tallinn, with a 
length of 01:47 and with the participation of twelve experts. The main format of a focus 
group interview is an informal discussion on a certain issue. The aim of the method is 
to give researchers an overview of the participants’ views on a specific topic (Wong, 
2008). Although the methodology provides for several interviews (Krueger, 2014), as 
assessments of the potential impact of the 2020 demonstrations were requested, it was 
not necessary to plan new interviews for the current period. It might be necessary to 
meet the same people again after the Zapad 2021 military exercise has passed in Belarus. 
Public sources (documents, opinions, studies, articles published in the media) and the 
results of the focus group interview analysis have been used as material in the structure 
of the Estonian part of the report.

1.1. GENERAL INFORMATION
The Lukashenko regime is well illustrated by the forced landing of a Ryanair plane 
bound for Vilnius from Athens to Minsk on 23 May 2021 on the pretext that the terro-
rist group Hamas was threatening to blow up the plane (Украинская Правда, 2021). 
However, this was an excuse, and the Belarusian militia illegally detained opposition 
journalist Raman Pratasevich (err.ee, 2021a) on the plane. Testimonies received from 
Pratasevich have probably been obtained through violence and intimidation (err.ee 
2021b). The Russian press claims that, according to a source close to the Belarusian aut-
horities, no one other than Lukashenko himself decided to land the plane in Minsk (err.
ee, 2021a). There is reason to believe that this operation was carried out in cooperation 
with the Russian FSB or another security structure. (Mihkelson, 2021) Indirect evi-
dence of this can be seen in the fact that, along with Pratasevich, four Russian citizens 
and some Belarusians got off the plane and never returned to the plane. There were 
allegedly Belarusian KGB employees (err.ee 2021c; Postimees 2021), but possibly also 
representatives of Russian special services on the plane. This behavior in Minsk once 
again illustrates the Lukashenko regime, also pointing to their close link with the secu-
rity structures of the Kremlin and the Russian Federation.

This event also explains the reluctance of the people of Belarus towards their current 
ruler for the international community. Demonstrations and protest rallies against Alek-
sandr Lukashenko’s1 regime took place even before the 2020 elections in Belarus. The 
first demonstrations took place as early as the 1990s.

1 Lukashenko has ruled the country since 1994. (Here and hereinafter the editor’s comments)
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Protests in Belarus have usually taken place during presidential elections, and one of the 
main reasons was the fact that in a 1996 referendum, Lukashenko amended the consti-
tution so that the Belarusian parliament was given a chance to decide almost nothing 
(Капустина, 2021). The people of Belarus are tired of Lukashenko’s long-term rule of 
nearly 27 years and the difficult economic situation, as well as of mistakes made in public. 
Attempts have also been made to justify the decline in popularity of Belarusian dictator 
Lukashenko due to his inaction and statements during the COVID-19 pandemic (Light, 
2020). For example, he encouraged people to go to the sauna, drink vodka and work with 
a tractor in the field, arguing that it was the best tool in the fight against COVID-19. One 
example of Lukashenko’s declining popularity was the ‘Sasha 3%’ meme, which spread in 
early summer 2020. (Weselowsky, 2020) It spread online because some Belarusian pub-
lications, such as Onliner and Tut.by, conducted an online survey at the end of May on 
who could become the next president in the elections on 9 August 2020. In several polls, 
Lukashenko received only 3% of the votes, according to other polls, the yield was 6% of 
the votes. After that, Lukashenko was nicknamed Sasha 3%. (Weselowsky, 2020)

On August 9, 2020, presidential elections took place in Belarus, the alleged winner of 
which was Aleksandr Lukashenko, who had previously been elected five times. According 
to the Belarusian authorities, Lukashenko was elected by 80.1% of voters and another 
presidential candidate, Svetlana Tikhhanovskaya, received 10.1% of votes (Tyt.by, 2020). 
While in recent decades, Lukashenko managed to become president five times without 
much opposition, the situation had changed in the 2020 elections. Demonstrations that 
began in the summer of 2020 (and are still going on as of early 2021) have become the 
largest anti-Lukashenko demonstrations to date. (Капустина, 2021) Such improbable 
support of 80.1% has been questioned by Belarusians, the opposition, the Nordic and 
Baltic countries, as well as the European Union (Barigazzi, 2020). Thus, the Council of the 
European Union (2020) has stated that these elections were neither free nor fair and that 
the only way forward is to hold new elections. The opposition, led by Svetlana Tikhha-
novskaya, is calling for a recount and calls on Lukashenko to step down. Tikhakovskaya is 
confident that it was her and not Lukashenko who won the election (Pokk, 2020). Howe-
ver, it is not known what Tikhhanovskaya’s actual rating was in Belarus. It is noteworthy 
that in Moscow, for example, 78.5% of Belorussians and in St. Petersburg, 86.5% of Bel-
arusians supported Tikhhanovskaya. This percentage was also high in Lithuania and Lat-
via: 80.5% and 74.2%, respectively. In Tallinn, Tihhanovskaja’s support was lower - 66.6%. 
(Delfi, 2020).

Major anti-government demonstrations were already held in May 2020 before the pre-
sidential election (RFE/RLś Belarus Service, 2020), but hundreds of thousands began 
protesting in Minsk after the election results were announced in August. Despite the 
violence of the power structures, demonstrators have been taking to the streets every 
Sunday since August 2020 to show their opposition to Lukashenko, his regime, and elec-
toral fraud. By 17 November 2020, the protests had lasted for a hundred days and also 
continued every Sunday in February 2021. Thus, at the time of writing this report, the 
protests in Belarus have been going on for almost a year. The violent, and at times sadis-
tic, behavior of the Belarusian security forces with demonstrators has been widely repor-
ted internationally. Rubber bullets, water cannons, and tear gas grenades have been used 
by militia to suppress the riots. Several local and international NGOs have collected data 
according to which, as of October 2020, more than 500 cases of indiscriminate arrest and 
torture of peaceful demonstrators in detention centers were known (Belarus after elec-
tion, 2020)2. By the end of October, there were already 657 of them (EurAsia Daily, 2020). 

2 The report provides a very comprehensive overview of human rights violations in Belarus.
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At the beginning of 2021, the protests continued. In 2021, the first Sunday protest took 
place in Minsk on 3 January (Iz.ru, 2021), on January 5, new protests took place in Minsk, 
during which the authorities arrested 25 people.

During his 27 years in power, Lukashenko has concentrated power so forcefully around 
himself that it is difficult to find him a replacement. Demonstrators want Lukashenko to 
leave, but they lack a serious new leader and vision for the future (Crowcroft, 2020). This 
makes the future of Belarusian power uncertain. Today, Lukashenko remains in power 
against the will of the people. Power is guaranteed to him by the repressive apparatus 
characteristic of a totalitarian regime and Kremlin’s support. Namely, in September 2020, 
during the post-election protests, Lukashenko and Putin met in Sochi to agree on a Rus-
sian loan of 1.25 billion US dollars to Belarus. In return, Lukashenko officially promised 
continued cooperation of Belarusian military exercises with Russia. (DW, 2020) While in 
recent years Lukashenko has been able to maintain seemingly some kind of opposition 
to Russian influence, then after the election, he is increasingly dependent on the Kremlin 
politically, economically, and militarily (Euronews, 2020b).

BELARUS 2020. AFTER THE PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS, A MASS OF PROTESTERS CAME TO THE 
STREETS. THE PICTURE IS ILLUSTRATIVE. AUTHOR: RAD POZNIAKOV

According to Russia’s official position, the protests in Belarus are organized by the West. 
In November 2020, Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov claimed that there was evi-
dence of financial support for protests from abroad (Europe) and that instructions were 
being given on how to make explosives. (Pivovar, 2020b) Lavrov said (Pivovar, 2020b):

“Although they state in every corner that this is not an attempt to change power in 
Belarus or an attempt to drive a wedge between Belarus and the Russian Federation, 
all these good words are not confirmed by practical action.”
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According to Lavrov, the Belarusian opposition is being funded outside the country and 
is being encouraged to be uncompromising (Pivovar, 2020b). The Kremlin fears that the 
Belarusian opposition and the large number of people supporting it will replace Lukas-
henko. Moscow prefers to make exchanges in Minsk at its own discretion and leadership. 
Based on all of the above, it is possible that a substantial or real change of regime will 
take place in Belarus. There are a number of points of discussion that also prompted this 
analysis. Thus, the report is based mainly on three theoretical developments.3

EFirst, it is possible that Lukashenko will remain in power but will pay for it in full with 
national sovereignty, as there will be faster or longer-term integration with Russia. 
Secondly, it is possible, though less likely, that Lukashenko will be removed and replaced 
by a new person finding favor with the Kremlin in order to calm public sentiment and 
political tensions. As a third theoretical option, Belarus will turn West.

Based on these possible developments, a focus group interview was conducted at the 
end of September 2020 with experts who were able to assess the feasibility of these sce-
narios in more detail based on their experience in their field. It was decided at the outset 
that the possibility of Belarus turning West was unlikely. According to Lahtein, mainly 
because the Belarusian opposition is not pro-Western. The following two other options 
were considered more likely: Replacement of Lukashenko with a similar head of state but 
one more suitable for Russia or a stronger integration with the other party to the federal 
state, Russia. A separate question is what would the temporal dimension of these two 
options be (Lahtein, 2021).

First of all, Lukashenko has not been a head of state favored by Russia because he is not 
submissive to the necessary extent. Vare stressed that Lukashenko is unpredictable, and 
therefore Russia cannot make suitable agreements with him. It is doubtful that Lukas-
henko’s replacement will be abrupt or rapid. According to Vare (2020): “/…/ Lukashenko 
can do this through the constitutional process, which is conducted by the Russians and 
accepted by the elected people. That is a typical and traditional Russian scenario”. No 
matter how inconvenient President Lukashenko may be to Russia, submission to popular 
protests is, in principle, out of the question. Kaimo Kuusk (2020):

“The Belarusian opposition may think that Russia is their ally, but for Russia, those who 
want change are never their allies. That is why Russia will not let Lukashenko fall. /…/ 
It cannot be the case that the people come to the streets and the ruler falls. Or even 
new elections are held. This cannot be the case because the Russian leadership fears 
that new elections or the fall of Putin will be demanded all the way from Khabarovsk. 
It cannot be that the people come to the streets, and the power gives in. Whether it is 
on Moscow’s recommendation or not, it simply cannot happen. /…/ This is inherently 
against the authoritarian Russian culture - it is a cultural conflict.“

Among the scenarios originally proposed, greater integration with Russia was also very 
viable for the participants in the focus group. This would not be an annexation, which, 
according to Vare, Russia probably would not want at all. Namely, all options are suitable 
for Russia, where it can make Belarus as economically dependent on itself as possible. 
Vare: “It is simply a convenient way that is suitable for everyone, to increase dependence. 
With this option, it is possible to avoid the risks that would otherwise arise due to Wes-
tern reactions, due to internal Belarusian reactions” (Vare, 2020). For example, Belarus 
could be incorporated under the new clause of a federal territory. According to Vare, it 

3 Theoretically, there are undoubtedly further possible developments, but for the sake of delimiting the 
work, the three most generally possible ones have been followed.
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would be possible to create a new federal district called Belarus, which would be a federal 
district under Russian law, but with some kind of a sign of statehood under international 
law. Such an option would fall under the slow integration scenario. (Vare, 2020)

As a result of the focus group discussion and the authors’ analysis of the report, a conclu-
sion was reached on the theoretical possibility of the following scenarios.

1. Replacement of Lukashenko, resulting in the increase of the role of the KGB 
and other law enforcement agencies in Belarus. In this case, the regime will 
change: The Kremlin’s apparent intervention leads to the fact that Lukashenko 
will be replaced by someone from his inner circle, such as from the KGB, who 
is more suitable for the Kremlin. The regime remains authoritarian or hybrid. 
Belarus will finally become a vassal of Moscow. It is likely that Lukashenko will 
resign, perhaps, like Yanukovych in 2014, he will have to move to Russia.4 It may 
also be the case that Lukashenko’s successor cannot cope with an unstable state 
and finds himself in a similar situation as Yanukovych or Venezuelan President 
Nicolás Maduro, who was elected by Hugo Chávez as his successor in 2011, a few 
years before Chávez’s death. Although Maduro did not have Chávez’s charisma, 
Chávez’s support legitimized Maduro’s power. In any case, Maduro’s rule caused 
serious problems in the country, unrest broke out, and Moscow intervened in 
Venezuela’s affairs to save the Maduro regime.

2. Frozen conflict: Extensive intervention by the Kremlin and pressure on Minsk 
could lead to a frozen conflict with Russia. However, this possibility is currently 
unlikely and presupposes factors that would exacerbate the Minsk-Moscow 
conflict in such a way as to create a real threat of military intervention, as the 
Kremlin did in Transnistria or Donbass. In these examples, this would probably 
be the case if Belarus were to turn to the West with the support of some forces. 
In this case, Russia may try to play out the Crimean and Donbass scenario, i.e., 
take control and occupy some strategic points. However, this scenario involves a 
number of risks that make it unlikely.

3. Lukashenko will remain in power but on Moscow’s terms. In this case, the Krem-
lin will help Lukashenko stay in power and charge a certain fee (the creation 
of a federal state and greater integration of Belarus with Russia are still on the 
agenda). Moscow can use the elections for this purpose: Tikhanovskaya received 
many votes, and Lukashenko actually lost. In a sense, this is a trump card, and 
the Kremlin can play it out by putting pressure on the Lukashenko regime, as 
Lukashenko is increasingly dependent on Kremlin support.

4. The decline of the Lukashenko regime. Closer ties between Belarus and Russia. 
Current events may become more spontaneous, and protests may continue and 
increase, leading to the fall of the Lukashenko regime. The question arises as 
to which of the opposition leaders would be able to govern the country, given 
that they have no experience or a clearly developed political agenda. It is also 
a question of who the new government would look more to, Moscow or the 
West. Given Russia’s influence in Belarus, there is little hope that the opposition 
will not depend on the Kremlin when it comes to power. In any case, Moscow 
is trying to force Belarus to integrate with Russia; however, whether it happens 
with or without Lukashenko, is not important for the Kremlin. The Putin regime 
needs a swift and preferably relatively peaceful victory, and if Belarus falls under 

4 Moscow is afraid of all kinds of color revolutions or Maidan-like events - see, for example, Cordesman, 2014.
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Moscow’s full control, it will be a great victory for Putin in maintaining his 
domestic position.

5. In the first half of 2021, the possibility of a military coup also became more and 
more likely. Lukashenko’s unpredictable behavior, both domestically and inter-
nationally, could make him distasteful to the Kremlin, prompting the latter to 
replace him. A military coup would hide the Kremlin’s guiding actions and force 
the West to quickly accept a new head of state raised to power. What is impor-
tant is being rid of Lukashenko. (Koort, 2021)

6. 

PROTESTS WITH SYMBOLS USED BY THE BELARUSIAN OPPOSITION. THE WHITE-RED-WHITE FLAG 
WAS USED IN THE COUNTRY IN THE YEARS 1991-1995. AUTHOR: ARTEM PODREZ 

1.2. THE POLITICAL DIMENSION OF RUSSIA AND BELARUS
In any case, the presidential elections in Belarus in 2020 have changed the country’s inter-
national status quo, including the security situation. The Kremlin has seen Ukraine and 
Belarus as strategically very important to them. Should Belarus move away from Russia, 
Moscow’s pressure on Europe and the Baltic region would diminish, through Belarus, it 
would be possible for Moscow to exert pressure on, for example, Poland, Lithuania, and 
Latvia. It would also reduce Russia’s ability to put pressure on Ukraine and use events 
such as the Minsk talks to make decisions in its favor. Thus, for the last 29 years, the 
Kremlin has tried to tie them to itself and turn them into so-called vassal states or buffer 
states between NATO, the European Union and the Russian Federation (Сивицкий & 
Царик, 2016). To this end, Belarus and its long-term leader Lukashenko have been under 
pressure for decades (Applebaum, 2019).

In order to form a federal state, Russia began to tie Belarus more closely to itself. Recently, 
Moscow has been putting more pressure on Minsk to accelerate and increase integration 
between Belarus and Russia. To this end, Russia has used a number of measures: political, 
economic, cultural influences, as well as information attacks. The conflicts between Rus-
sia and Belarus have also been referred to as micro-wars, which can be divided into three 
categories: (i) recurrent gas and oil conflicts (2004, 2006-2007, 2010-2011), (ii) trade con-
flicts, the so-called dairy, sugar, heavy industry and meat wars in 2009-2010; and (iii) poli-
tical disputes. As for the latter, Belarus does not recognize Abkhazia and South Ossetia, 
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which declared independence during the 2008 Russian-Georgian war, as separate states. 
(Korosteleva, 2011, p. 570) During the confrontation between Belarus and Russia, known 
as the 2009 milk war, Russia put pressure on Belarus to suspend oil transit, as a result of 
which Belarus concluded an agreement with Venezuela to rescue its oil industry. As Bela-
rus has no ports, they had to import oil through the ports of the neighboring countries. 
For example, the first container came via Odessa in May 2010 (Korosteleva, 2011, p. 572). 
In addition, the Council of Ministers of Belarus agreed that Venezuelan crude oil could be 
transported to Belarus by transshipment in the ports of Ventspils, Tallinn, and the Port of 
Yuzhni in the Ukraine (The Baltic Times, 2010).

The background to the creation of the federal state of the Russian Federation and Belarus 
stems from a document signed in 1999 by Lukashenko and the then President of Russia, 
Boris Yeltsin (Прейгерман, 2019). This 71-article agreement begins with the following 
introductory text, which refers to the integration of Russia and Belarus (Договор, 1999):

“The Russian Federation and the Republic of Belarus, guided by the will of the peoples 
of Russia and Belarus to unite and based on the unity of their historical destinies, taking 
care of the vital interests of their citizens; Convinced that the creation of a federal state 
will make it possible to combine efforts in the interests of the socio-economic progress 
of both countries. Pursuant to the efforts to continue the integration processes esta-
blished by the Treaty of 2 April 1996 on the creation of the Community between Russia 
and Belarus. (Text No. 5300), the Treaty establishing the Belarusian-Russian Union of 2 
April 1997 and Charter of the Union between Belarus and Russia of 23 May 1997, and 
also the implemented provisions of the Declaration on the Future Unification of Russia 
and Belarus of 25 December 1998; Reaffirming their commitment to the principles of 
the United Nations Charter and their desire to live in peace and hold good neighborly 
relations with other countries; Acting in accordance with the generally recognized prin-
ciples and norms of international law, Have agreed as follows.“

The second article of this bilateral agreement explains the goals of the federal state of 
Russia-Belarus, but only a few important aspects are presented below (Dogovor, 1999):

“/…/ Ensuring the peaceful and democratic development of the fraternal participating 
nations; strengthening friendships, ensuring prosperity and raising living standards; 
the creation of a common economic space to ensure the socio-economic development 
of the participating countries on the basis of their material and intellectual potential 
and the market mechanisms necessary for the functioning of the economy.”

Lukashenko has been chairman of the federal state’s highest state council since 2000, but 
has no real power in the federal state. It did not meet Lukashenko’s expectations, and he is 
disappointed. He has in no way wanted to accept the ingestion of Belarus by the Kremlin 
(Dyer, 2018), because he understands that integration would essentially mean the end of 
his power (Класковский,2019). Lukashenko had hoped that he would become the head 
of the federal state, which did not happen. In several public speeches, Lukashenko has 
expressed opposition to such integration and pressure (Tut.by, 2018). After the events in 
Ukraine in 2014, when Russia started a hybrid war and occupied Crimea and part of the 
Donbass, Moscow could no longer keep Ukraine in its sphere of influence (Rácz, 2015). 
Since then, the Kremlin has paid even more attention to Belarus because it does not want 
similar events to those in Ukraine to happen again. The yearbook of the Estonian Foreign 
Intelligence Service (2020, p. 24) states:
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“The ongoing economic disputes between Russia and Belarus, and Belarus’s attempts 
to pursue an independent foreign policy have made the Russian leadership worried 
about its influence in Belarus and increasing pressure on the Belarusian leadership.ˮ

Thus, in 2017-2018, the pressure of the Russian Federation on Belarus increased: there 
was economic and political pressure, as well as an increase in information outreach acti-
vities (Маненок 2018). The political pressure on Minsk and the Lukashenko regime was 
well illustrated by the words of Mikhail Babich5 the Ambassador of Russia to Belarus, who 
in his conversation with journalists in 2019 emphasized (Белрынок, 2019): “At present, an 
inventory of all the provisions of the federal treaty is carried out in blocks: economic, social, 
governmental bodies, security issues, and military-technical cooperation. All aspects of the 
treaty, which were established in 1999, are reviewed by the relevant government bodies.” 
Babitch said that it is related to the fact that in 2014, Russia and Belarus and some other 
countries signed the Eurasian Economic Union Treaty (Тасс, 2014) and according to the 
Ambassador “/…/some provisions of the Union Treaty have been removed and translated 
to the level of Eurasia; hence it is important not to duplicate powers given to Eurasian 
bodies, but to maintain the legal relations within the federal state, which must be in a 
bilateral format” (Белрынок, 2019).

1.2.1. Russia’s reasons for keeping Belarus in its sphere of influence
An important aspect of Belarus-Russia relations is the military cooperation that has taken 
place for many years. At the same time, it is important that the format of this cooperation is 
multifaceted and expressed in several spheres. For Russia, Belarus is a strategic node from 
a military point of view. One important form of military cooperation is the joint military 
exercise Zapad. The military exercise Zapad 2017 (Wilk, 2017; Sukhankin, 2017; Sazonov, 
Ventsel, 2018) brought about a number of fears in Ukraine, the Baltics, and throughout 
Europe. It was feared that Russia would occupy Belarus and would subsequently never 
withdraw its troops.6 One of the aims of the military exercises is to practice maneuvers 
to close the Suwałki corridor. So far, Russia has been able to use this strait against Poland 
and the Baltics, threatening them to close the corridor. The following Zapad military 
exercise will take place in the autumn of 2021, and it is important for Moscow to keep 
Belarus under control. If Russia were to lose the opportunity for military-political and 
strategic cooperation with Belarus, it would also be deprived of a military partner and 
the opportunity to conduct Zapad exercises in Belarus, thus losing international military 
cooperation on the eastern border of the European Union and NATO.

The Putin regime needs Belarus, with or without Lukashenko, and the Kremlin is doing 
everything it can to control Belarus. For example, Belarus is important to Putin to ensure 
the sustainability of his regime for at least 5 to 10 years. To this end, it has been necessary 
to keep Belarus in Russia’s sphere of influence and to integrate it more closely with 

5 He was the Ambassador to Minsk from 2018 to 2019.
6 The Zapad exercise dates back to the Soviet era, the 1970s. After the collapse of the Soviet system in 

1991, the Russian Federation conducted the Zapad exercise for the first time on 21-26 June, 1999. At 
the time, more than 50,000 troops were reportedly involved. Since 2009, Zapad has been organized 
together with Belarus on a regular basis every four years (2009, 2013, and 2017). In 2009, the exercise 
took place in September, involving, according to official figures from Russia and Belarus, 12,500 troops 
(6,000 from Russia), 40 aircraft, and 200 units of military equipment. It can be said that Zapad, orga-
nized by the Russian Federation since 1999, is historically associated with Soviet-era exercises and also 
serves similar strategic-operational and propagandistic purposes (Sazonov, Ventsel 2018, p. 8). See 
also Ventsel, Hansson, Madisson, Sazonov 2018, 103−127.
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Russia so that it can be presented to its people later as a great geopolitical success and 
achievement.

1.2.2. The Lukashenko regime as of 2021
In some ways, the year 2020 was a turning point, as the Lukashenko regime has never met 
with such strong and protracted protests. Nevertheless, it is likely that the current regime 
will still be able to withstand, but confidence in it is severely undermined, and after the 
use of force against protesters in Belarus, hostility towards the regime is growing. It can 
be said that although Lukashenko’s power has been stable so far, it may be deceptive.

He does not have the same support from Moscow as before. At first, it seemed that 
Moscow had rather taken on an observer role in the demonstrations in Belarus. Howe-
ver, Russia’s involvement in the arrest of members of the Wagner group in Minsk caused 
confusion. It is not known for what purpose and by under whose auspices they were in 
Minsk. However, sending them to Russia caused a diplomatic problem between Belarus 
and Ukraine, where the same Wagnerians had been declared wanted for war crimes (bne 
Intellinews, 2020).

Moscow is worried about what is happening in Belarus, although Lukashenko is not a 
comfortable ruler for Moscow because it is quite impossible to make him a pro-Krem-
lin satrap - he has enjoyed undivided authority for too long. But Belarus’s prospect of a 
future that could exclude the country from Russia’s influence scares the Kremlin. In any 
case, Lukashenko is not yet willing to give up and is ready to cooperate with the Kremlin, 
even to use the Kremlin’s intervention to maintain its power. This possibility has also been 
confirmed by Putin, who promised to send police reserve forces to Belarus if necessary 
(BBC, 2020). Lukashenko has repeatedly accused foreign forces of trying to destabilize 
the country and organize the Maidan (Ria.ru, 2020). Although Lavrov (Пивовар, 2020a) 
has argued that Western intervention is to blame for the events in Belarus and that no 
external intervention is needed, his words did not sound convincing. Rather, they rein-
forced the suspicion that when it came to external intervention, it would come from the 
Kremlin. In addition, Lavrov has warned the West against attempts to tear Belarus out of 
Russia’s sphere of influence and confirmed that Moscow is opposed to Western pressure 
on Minsk (Churikov, 2020).

EMBLEM FOUND AMONG THE PERSONAL EFFECTS OF THE ARRESTED MEMBERS OF THE WAGNER 
GROUP. SCREENSHOT (УКРАИНСКАЯ ПРАВДА, 2020)
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1.3. ECONOMIC POLICY SITUATION IN BELARUS
In August 2020, an interview with Aleksandr Lukashenko was published in Minsk, in 
which he claims that there are no oligarchs in Belarus: “We have no oligarchs neither 
will they appear under my rule. Governance must be separated from business. We have 
a very strict anti-corruption system, a tough system.“ According to Lukashenko, repre-
sentatives of large companies are equally close to power. (BelTA, 2020) At the same time, 
Lukashenko’s statements must be taken with caution, because there are also opposite 
examples in the Belarusian media, where local entrepreneurs are called oligarchs (Tyt.by, 
2019; Тополько, 2020). It must be borne in mind that the meaning of the word ‘oligarch’ 
depends on the context. In the focus group, Raivo Vare (2020) pointed out that Belaru-
sian oligarchs are not as they are in Ukraine. Namely, the Belarusian oligarchs are all in 
Lukashenko’s inner circle.

“And if they oppose him, they are no longer oligarchs. There is a whole layer of peo-
ple in the country who are loyal to Lukashenko, who operate under the auspices of 
the state, who are actually very active alongside state-owned enterprises and at their 
expense. If Lukashenko goes, these people will lose. Then no one can imagine what will 
happen in business” (Vare, 2020).

Thus, economic confusion is expected for all scenarios underlying the analysis. If power 
moves from one autocrat to the next, many heads of state-owned companies are likely to 
be replaced. As deeper integration with Russia takes place, new leaders from Russia will 
be brought to the controlled positions. The situation would become even more complica-
ted if Belarusian state-owned enterprises could be privatized with Western money.

According to Belarus’ 2020 Annual Report on Crime and Security, prepared by the Minsk 
Regional Security Office of the US Embassy, the country’s economy is heavily dependent 
on Russian subsidies and is highly vulnerable to external economic influences. The offi-
cial unemployment rate of less than 1% is not accurate, and the actual rate is likely to be 
several times higher.7 Labor migration to Russia, Poland, and other countries is common. 
(OSAC, 2020) In any case, it can be said that the Belarusian economy still has a state face. 
The public sector makes a decisive contribution to the economy. In the first half of 2018, 
state-owned enterprises accounted for more than 75% of total industrial production and 
earned more than 60% of trade organizations’ revenues. At the same time, the public 
sector is causing most of the problems in the Belarusian economy. In the first half of the 
year, more than 75% of interest and claims were in the public sector. More than 85% of 
the total debt on overdue loans falls to state-owned enterprises. In addition, state-owned 
enterprises are burdened with social functions, resulting in significant overwork. Accor-
ding to the Eurasian Development Bank, in 2019, the over-employment in Belarus was 
about 20%. In other words, every fifth employee in Belarusian companies was redundant. 
Another problem is the low level of executives and their dependence on government 
bodies. (Караулов & Ковалев, 2019, p. 50)

All this shows that in some cases, the financial situation of state-owned enterprises is 
quite difficult, and they can hardly act as a driving force in the economy. In 2019, the 
public sector included at least 3,275 companies (about half of which are public limited 
companies), generating at least half of gross value added. (Гайдук, 2020, p. 26)

7 A few years ago, Lukashenko also introduced an “everybody to work” law, which he later repealed due to opposi-
tion. This also shows that 1% cannot really be true.
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Should Russia’s relations with Belarus deteriorate, the Kremlin would lose a great deal 
economically, as Belarus is both an important business partner and an important mar-
ket and transit country. Russia receives European goods through Belarus and sends 
its goods to Europe through Belarus, often trying to give the impression that they 
were produced in Belarus (Yelisseuu, 2017; Smok, 2014). Belarus is also important to 
the Kremlin because of its gas and oil sales, and not just as a buyer. Oil pipelines passing 
through Belarus transporting gas and oil to Poland, Germany, and the Baltics are import-
ant for Russia. However, the focus group interview unanimously pointed out that the 
entire Belarusian large-scale industry is largely dependent on Russia. This means that the 
two countries are very closely linked economically.

Returning to the possible scenarios of Belarus, Russia and Belarus would not be the only 
ones to lose economically as the latter changes state power. According to Vare (2020), the 
impact of the events in Belarus is different for all countries. According to him, Estonia 
probably has less reason to fear compared to other Baltic countries. Latvia has something 
to lose, and the situation in Lithuania is even more complicated, as transit with Kali-
ningrad passes through Lithuania. In addition, Belarus has been the main driver of the 
growth of Klaipeda port. The fact that the port of Klaipeda has become the largest port 
in the Baltics, except for Russian ports, is due to Belarus and its goods. However, after 
the 2020 elections, the Baltic states became a foreign enemy to Lukashenko, which led to 
the threat to end transit through the ports of the Baltic States. There was talk that oil and 
fertilizer would be transported through Ust-Luga, Primorsk, and St. Petersburg ports. 
However, it has also been considered a bluff. According to an analyst at the Ostrogorsk 
Center, however, such a diversion will be much more expensive, and in addition, Russian 
ports, for example, do not have the same conditions and capacity as Klaipeda (Bohdan, 
2020). According to Bohdan, this is possible if Russia builds its ports accordingly, but it 
will take years. At the same time, it meets Putin’s long-standing demand that Belarus stop 
using the Baltic ports to transport oil (Bohdan, 2017). In any case, it can be predicted that 
at least Lithuania’s transit, which is largely based on Belarusian exports, will be hit hard.

1.4. CRIME FORECAST FOR BELARUS
The collapse of the Soviet Union dramatically changed organized crime. In addition, many 
countries liberated from the Soviet system were weak and initially unable to enforce the 
rule of law sufficiently. Soviet internal borders remained largely unchecked, while strict 
controls at external borders were reduced. In addition, the transition from a command 
economy to a market economy offered many opportunities for criminal operators. The 
criminal elite operating under the old regime took advantage of illegal opportunities 
during the privatization process. (Kärrstrand, 2009)

Belarus is a party to the international conventions on the fight against organized crime, 
corruption, and money laundering. Units have been set up to deal with the relevant the-
matic areas in the country. After acceding to the conventions, there have been 10 to 20 
years of practical experience in these areas. Presentations by Leonid Maltsev, Secretary 
of the National Security Council of Belarus (2010; 2011), S. V. Saz (2014; 2015), Underse-
cretary of State, and V. Yu. Archakov, Undersecretary of State (2016), reflected the official 
positions of Belarus in reaffirming the fight against organized crime and corruption in 
cooperation with international organizations, both Interpol and the Commonwealth of 
Independent States. Thus, the Belarusian authorities have assured the public that ever-
ything is under control. It can be assumed that there are competencies that can be used 
to ensure stability in different scenarios. However, given the authoritarian leadership and 
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corruption in Belarus as well as the influence of the Russian Federation, the credibility of 
these entities and their potential for international cooperation are questionable. So far, 
all the action has taken place in the interests of the president, his power team, and the 
oligarchs.

The annual report of the US Embassy (OSAC, 2020) describes Belarus as an authorita-
rian country with significant human rights concerns: arbitrary arrest and detention; life-
threatening prison conditions; arbitrary or unlawful privacy; significant problems with 
the independence of the judiciary; unjustified restrictions on freedom of expression, the 
press and the Internet, including censorship, blocking of sites and the existence of laws 
on criminal defamation and defamation of public officials; detention of journalists; severe 
restrictions on freedom of peaceful assembly and association, including the imposition 
of criminal sanctions for calls for peaceful demonstrations, and laws penalizing the acti-
vities and funding of groups not approved by the authorities; restrictions on freedom of 
movement, especially for former political prisoners, whose civil rights were still largely 
restricted; restrictions on political participation, including the persistent failure to hold 
elections in line with international standards; corruption in all branches of government; 
allegations of pressure on women to have abortions; and human trafficking.

EXTENSIVE HUMAN RIGHTS VIOLATIONS IN BELARUS MAKE PEOPLE LIVE CAUTIOUSLY TO AVOID THE 
DISAPPROVAL OF THOSE IN POWER. THE PICTURE IS ILLUSTRATIVE. AUTHOR: ROMAN ODINTSOV

Authorities at all levels often act with impunity; they are not prosecuted, nor are gover-
nment or security forces punished for committing human rights abuses. In 2019, the 
Ministry of the Interior registered 88,375 crimes, which is 4,562 more than in 2018 (an 
increase by 5.4%). 19,745 of them took place in Minsk, which is 17.2% more than in 2018. 
(OSAC, 2020) In a focus group interview, Perling (2020) and Vare (2020) pointed out that 
there are still no reliable official statistics on crime in autocratic countries. According to 
the Belarusian authorities, the streets are in order, and people feel safe. Nor has orga-
nized crime had the opportunity to emerge in a Western sense, to invade Lukashenko’s 
domination, and to divide areas and territory. According to Perling (2020), black crime, 
i.e., street crime, has been suppressed in Belarus. This does not mean that there is no 
crime at the state level, i.e., under the auspices of the state, elite crime. Thus, it can 
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be said that the ruling state order at the level of power and economy has itself been this 
organized crime – state-organized crime.
Should the policy of a tough hand and control disappear from the Belarusian state struc-
ture, this will lead to weak oversight of the country’s defense forces. This situation can be 
exploited by organized crime to profit from the international arms trade. The Belarusian 
army inherited a large part of the Soviet Union’s military equipment (GlobalSecurity, 
2012). It has been speculated that the Lukashenko regime is being funded by the legal and 
illegal arms trade. According to official figures, Belarus brokered arms to countries such 
as Yemen, Sudan, Uganda, Nigeria, and Azerbaijan. In addition, international institutions 
suspected that in 2007 Belarus was also illegally selling weapons to Iran. (Neliupšienė & 
Beržiūnas, 2014, p. 202) Organized crime in Belarus can be expected to immediately start 
controlling smuggling, for example, smuggling of alcohol, cigarettes, fuel, pharmaceu-
ticals, and similar goods liable to customs dues. In addition, there will be interference 
in legal trade and attacks on the movement of goods – acting as ‘land pirates,’ robbing, 
for example, international road and rail transport. Organized crime can also engage in 
environmental crime, such as the smuggling of waste into or out of the country. Crimes 
related to the unauthorized use of timber and mineral resources also generate revenue.
The further development of crime in Belarus may be a symbiosis of the rule of law 
and the challenges it poses, and of the general crime situation today – for example, 
the corrupt privatization of state-owned enterprises and technological development 
triumphing in the world, and related crime. It must be borne in mind that, since the 
break-up of the Soviet Union, Belarus has not had the opportunity to develop into a state 
governed by the rule of law in the European sense. Should the regime change in Belarus 
and a power vacuum emerge, destabilization of the society can be expected. Forecasting 
the future can be based on the experience gained in Estonia in the 1990s. Upon regaining 
independence, crime also increased in Estonia. For example, the tempestuous growth 
of crime was largely influenced by the rapid change in socio-political conditions, legal 
shortcomings, social instability, and economic difficulties. In 1991, 31,748 crimes were 
registered in Estonia; this figure increased to 41,254 the following year. (Arjakas, 2019, p. 
131) Along with general crime statistics, organized crime also increased. In addition to 
the political developments in Belarus, it is worth monitoring the deteriorating economic 
situation and noting the fact that the country has a favorable geographical location for 
the emergence of crime – it is a bridge between East and West.
If Lukashenko remains in power or a leader similar to him comes to power, there will be 
no cardinal change in the crime structure of Belarus and the anti-crime institutions of 
the state in the near future, including for the Baltic states. However, should greater inte-
gration with Russia take place, the latter will be interested in strong internal security in 
Belarus, which will ensure Russia’s influence and political and economic interests – Rus-
sia needs stability there. Therefore, an increase in crime cannot be predicted.

1.4.1. Corruption
The current Belarusian anti-corruption law was adopted on 15 July 2015. It is an important 
document in the fight against corruption, providing a set of concrete, legal, socio-econo-
mic, organizational, and practical measures, a national program to strengthen the fight 
against corruption, approved by a presidential decree in Belarus. However, in addition 
to these official activities, one should keep in mind the report of the US Embassy, which 
estimates that there is corruption in every government agency in Belarus.

In 2019, the Belarusian authorities reported 2363 corruption offenses, which is less 
than in 2018, when the corresponding number was 2469. Some examples of corruption 
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offenses were misappropriation by abuse of power (525), money laundering (4), abuse of 
power (225), misuse of powers (142), illegal business association (1), bribery (1164+236), 
and participation in bribery. (OSAC, 2020)

If one of the aims of an organized criminal group is to gain an economic or political 
position of power, the word “mafia” is already used instead of a criminal organization 
(Falcone, et al., 1992). The mafia also differs from the rest of organized crime in that 
in order to secure the necessary impact to achieve its goals, it tries to get its people 
to work in state institutions, the media, and important economic enterprises (Soo-
tak & Pikamäe, 2015, p. 666). Thus, if one’s own people are directed to local governments 
and politics to obtain favorable decisions from the state, then the risk of corruption of 
local government officials also increases.

Moving forward in time and to higher places, using their connections, they will make it 
all the way to the government and the highest body of representation of people. This can 
lead to criminal money being channeled into elections and influencing election results, 
for example, by funding political parties. In this case, it can be argued that the country 
is showing signs of a mafia. Thus, due to the people and connections in the country, 
the line between legal rule and corruption is thin. Particularly in the case of a start-up 
state governed by the rule of law that nevertheless is based on Soviet era ethical and 
moral standards like “I’ll scratch your back, and you’ll scratch mine.” Such a regime 
lacks well-established case-law and the deterrent effect of any effective penalty that may 
be forthcoming. In addition, organized crime can create links with officials of law 
enforcement agencies and vice versa - crime involves officials, but in this case, the 
state can also use criminals if necessary. So, they depend on each other. There are 
several ways to make a connection: compromise, joint parties, financial support, involve-
ment in investment, solving personal problems related to crime. In addition, the crime of 
bribery of the authorities.

1.4.2. Drug-related crime
The role of Belarus’ as a transit country between consumer and producer regions is grow-
ing. Different types of drugs pass through Belarus in both directions, from Russia to the 
west and from Western Europe to the east. The criminals are mostly of Russian national-
ity, to a lesser extent Latvian, Lithuanian and Polish citizens. Cocaine is being exported 
from South America to the growing market in Russia via the Baltic States. According 
to representatives of the State Security Committee (KGB) of the Republic of Belarus, 
cocaine traffickers use Lithuanian and Latvian ports as points of entry, where cocaine is 
loaded onto trucks bound for Belarus. The territory of Belarus is also used for storage, 
where cocaine is repackaged without entering the Belarusian market. Thus, Belarus is 
also used for money laundering because the profits from the cocaine trade reach the 
international financial system. (Kegö, et al., 2009)

Belarus is not considered a major drug producer and smuggling destination. As a tran-
sit country, however, Belarus is strategically located, bordering Latvia, Lithuania, and 
Poland to the west and northwest, Ukraine to the south, and Russia to the east and north-
east, where the borders are open. Drug trafficking in Belarus could be divided into two 
categories. The first is the trafficking of drugs for internal use into Belarus, the second is 
the trafficking of drugs by international trafficking networks that use Belarus as a transit 
country. These two categories are distinguished by smuggling, the type of offenders, the 
mode of operation, the size of the consignments and, to some extent, the type of drug. 
(Kegö, et al., 2009).
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BELARUS IS MAINLY A TRANSIT COUNTRY FOR DRUGS.  
THE PICTURE IS ILLUSTRATIVE. AUTHOR: MART PRODUCTIONS

Belarus is not considered a major drug producer and smuggling destination. As a transit 
country, however, Belarus is strategically located, bordering Latvia, Lithuania, and Poland 
to the west and northwest, Ukraine to the south, and Russia to the east and northeast, 
where the borders are open. Drug trafficking in Belarus could be divided into two cate-
gories. The first is the trafficking of drugs for internal use into Belarus, the second is the 
trafficking of drugs by international trafficking networks that use Belarus as a transit 
country. These two categories are distinguished by smuggling, the type of offenders, the 
mode of operation, the size of the consignments and, to some extent, the type of drug. 
(Kegö, et al., 2009).

Belarus is not considered a major drug producer and does not appear to be a destina-
tion for smuggling. Only smaller quantities of drugs have been seized by Belarusian law 
enforcement. It is not known whether the low number of seizures is due to the low 
capacity of the country or whether it indicates a low level of drug trafficking; in 
addition, it may indicate systemic state corruption.

The existence of any links with international terrorism and drug organizations is unk-
nown. In 2019, no corruption or other allegations related to drug or drug trafficking 
were made against high-ranking state officials. In 2019, the authorities reported 4,613 
drug-related crimes, which is 8% less than in 2018. (OSAC, 2020)

Today, the world is digital, and all communication has gradually transferred to the Inter-
net. The means and communication of drug-related crime also keep pace with the times. 
Drugs are no longer offered on the streets but in secret environments with expressions 
seemingly unknown for the layman. According to the European Drugs Report, the drug 
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market can function on the surface web, and it usually involves the retail sale of uncont-
rolled chemicals (precursors), new psychoactive substances, and falsified medicines, but 
it can also take place on the deep web through the blind web or cryptographic markets. 
(EMCDDA, 2016)

The growth of economic prosperity is accompanied by crimes related to hedonism: as 
the number of drug users increases, organized crime also takes control of drug crime 
and generates profits, i.e., criminal proceeds. As the regime changes and a power vacuum 
emerges, it is possible that Belarus will start producing drugs locally and move to foreign 
markets, including Estonia if possible, in order to earn more income. Belarus can also 
continue to be just a transit country. Drug crime is also moving to the cyber world, where 
all information is moved and marketed to ensure conspiracy.

1.4.3. Organized crime
In order to understand the impact of the development of Belarus on organized crime, it is 
necessary to first analyze organized crime. Based on the Estonian example, Verte and Leis 
(2019) describe how there is a large number of simple members, i.e., criminals, around 
criminal organizations, who steal, commit scams and tax crimes, sell drugs, and bring 
part of the earned criminal proceeds to a so-called common pot. According to Verte and 
Leisi (2019), criminals generally do not come together and form a criminal association 
just to do as much harm as possible together. The logic of their management and forma-
tion is primarily the recognition that it is easier to earn more criminal income together 
over a longer period of time. According to the description of Sootak and Pikamäe (2015, 
p. 666), organized crime is primarily characterized by engaging in the provision of illegal 
goods (weapons, drugs, works of art) and services (games of chance, prostitution).

 In the case of organized crime, it is generally accepted that in times of instabi-
lity, the first million is earned by criminal means before being legalized in a legal 
enterprise. If the current authoritarian style of governance of Belarus disappears and 
the privatization of state-owned enterprises begins, it will lead to organized white-col-
lar crime: embezzlement and transfer of assets from enterprises, creation of fictitious 
financial companies for investment fraud and money laundering, staged bankruptcies, 
causing criminal damage to international partners, tax fraud, insurance fraud, preferen-
tial fraud based on state subsidies, etc. Former top officials are trying to be in the first 
position in privatization or simply to maintain the current good situation. Alavere hig-
hlighted the same possibility in the focus group interview. Namely, in the current close 
circle of Lukashenko there should already be managers of large companies with conside-
rable power and a leading position in their field.

Conflicts over privatization and settling accounts can lead to contract murders and other 
crimes against a person. A similar topic was also mentioned in the focus group. According 
to Perling’s forecast, it can be assumed that if Lukashenko falls, the power struggles of 
clans can nevertheless be expected. At the same time, it was mentioned that even if conf-
licts arise with the change of power in Belarus, they will rather have a local impact. The 
topic was summed up by Perling’s remark that all organized criminal groups start locally 
and expand across borders over time. It is not known how quickly the new groupings will 
start moving across borders. However, it is worth noting Alavere’s statement that in the 
1990s, for example, there were no such groups in Lithuania as the Perm or Kazan groups 
in Estonia - representatives of local gangs quickly nipped any such initiatives in the bud. 
Lukashenko, who came to power in the 1990s, acted just as vigorously; he secured power 
for himself exactly by the rapid and definitive eradication of widespread serious crime.
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The GUBOPiK8 unit has been set up in Belarus to fight organized crime - Directorate-Gen-
eral for the Fight against Organized Crime and Corruption. The organized crime of Belorus 
is also described in a report by the United States Department of State (OSAC, 2020). For 
example, it is recommended to avoid casinos and adult clubs, as most are run by crimi-
nals. Tourists have been reported to be drugged in nightclubs and later robbed or attacked. 
Although it is not linked to organized crime groups or terrorism, in 2019, several media 
outlets reported attempts to smuggle weapons from Ukraine to Belarus. In September 2019, 
the Belarusian State Customs Committee discovered arms smuggling, with arms moving 
through Ukraine, Belarus and Lithuania and heading to Russia. Following law enforcement 
operations and investigations, the Russian authorities discovered a large number of weapons, 
including machine guns, pistols, and ammunition. (OSAC, 2020)

A potential threat to Estonia is mobile organized criminal groups from Belarus, such as 
the theft and rapid evacuation of luxury cars from Estonia or attacks on ATMs (wrecking 
and blasting). Possible withdrawals of money from ATMs with different schemes, inclu-
ding the proceeds of fraud. For this purpose, people may be recruited who, for example, 
driven by financial problems, allow their account to be used (seemingly small amounts, 
but as large aggregate amounts, for example, for money laundering purposes). There are 
also possible serial scams from commercial companies or the use of frontmen to obtain 
quick loans. The most serious type of crime would be commissioned crimes against the 
person, such as contract murders in Estonia.
Due to its ties with Russia, organized crime in Belarus is also affected by organized crime in 
Russia (the subculture and possible subordination of criminals). According to the National 
Criminal Police (NCP) expert9 Belarus will remain in Russia’s sphere of influence, regard-
less of whether the current president continues or not, so it is unlikely to have much of an 
impact on crime. NCP Expert:

“If a new political force comes to power, followed by the replacement of those who 
were loyal to the old power, a surprisingly large number of different corruption and 
economic crimes may be discovered and investigated, where significant amounts of 
money have moved out of Belarus.“

The focus group’s interview also pointed out that the disintegration of the social and 
economic order in Belarus was likely to lead to the emergence of criminals who, in turn, 
would be deployed by Lithuanian organized crime.
The discussion during the interview focused on the so-called classical organized crime, 
which was also widespread in Estonia in the 1990s. This includes, for example, extortion. 
According to Alavere (2020), there is currently no risk to Estonia in terms of classically 
organized crime. So far, Estonia has not had much contact with criminal groups orga-
nized in Belarus. The best-known person with Mogilev’s criminal background and rela-
ted to Estonia was Nikolai Tarankov, who was titled the leader of the underworld here 
and was killed in 2016. Despite the Belarusian origin of Tarankov and his position in the 
criminal hierarchy, he had no ties to the criminal world there. The Estonian Police and 
Border Guard Board (PBGB) has so far treated Belarus on an equal footing with Russia, 
with which there is no substantive cooperation. In summary, Alavere stated that from 
the point of view of classically organized crime, very high risks for Estonia could not 
be predicted at present.

8 GUBOPiK is a Russian language abbreviation - Главное управление по борьбе с организованной преступностью 
и коррупцией. In Belarusian, it is Галоўнае ўпраўленне па барацьбе з арганізаванай злачыннасцю і карупцыяй 
(ГУБАЗіК).

9 An expert of the National Criminal Police is an official who wishes to remain anonymous. He was consulted sepa-
rately on the issue of organized crime.
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HEAVY INDUSTRY IS ONE OF THE MOST IMPORTANT INDUSTRIES IN BELARUS. 
THE PICTURE IS ILLUSTRATIVE. AUTHOR: COTTONBRO

Inge Lindsaar, an expert in border management, pointed out that when the situation 
changes, an increase in crime at the border can undoubtedly be expected. Border guards 
will start taking money for everything wherever possible. A situation similar to that in 
Estonia in the 1990s would probably arise. Lindsaar (2020): “/…/ was there anything here 
that wasn’t taken across the border?“ Thus, the topic of discussion in the interview was 
also in which industrial areas organized crime can take the lead during the change of state 
power. Then it would be possible to predict what could start moving across the border 
in the first place. According to Vare (2020), experience has shown that organized crime 
does not do well in more complex areas that require specific knowledge and training, 
such as mechanical engineering.

However, opportunities will be found in areas such as oil, weapons, fertilizers, agriculture 
– which are all the main exports of Belarus. Increased activity of organized crime can be 
expected in these areas during the power vacuum. Thus, Vare (2020) predicted that if 
the existing controlled channels disintegrate, smaller groups will try to take control over 
some of these channels. According to Lahtein (2020), this will not happen to companies 
that are already under Russian control.

1.4.4. The future of Belarus’ special services
One particular concern was the staff of special state services (e.g., OMON, KGB, internal 
forces), which includes an estimated few hundred thousand people. In the event of 
changes in Belarus’ power structures, an internal power struggle between the old 
and the new is expected. Staff exchanges at the top positions of power structures, 
based on European values, would take an indefinite period of time. Once again, it must 
be remembered what happened in Estonian power structures in the early 1990s, which 
included the creation of new units, constant restructuring, and possible politicization. 
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The leadership of the police in 1991 after the end of the authoritarian state system is well 
characterized by the following excerpt (Arjakas, 2019, p. 130):

“In the 1990s, the change of government was often accompanied by extensive changes 
in the structure and staffing of institutions. Sadly, political considerations often over-
powered professional competence, the ministry and police leadership were sometimes 
embroiled in scandals, and many officials were tempted to leak information directly to 
the press.”

Unfortunately, in the situation in Belarus, greater problems can be predicted for the 
power structures. According to the description presented in a separate interview by Lah-
tein (Tiks, 2020), in 2010, in the internal security forces of Belarus, there were five times 
more weapon carriers than in the military. The purpose of all these repressive appara-
tus is to secure the state apparatus of Lukashenko as the sole ruler of Belarus. Like 
the Belarusian oligarchs and the leaders of state-owned enterprises, those responsible for 
security have been appointed on the basis of loyalty. In addition, as Tiks (2020) points out 
in an interview with Lahtein, then:

“Lukashenko’s power will not fall until the army confronts him. The internal forces - mili-
tia, OMON, border guards, etc. - are already used to turn weapons against their people. 
However, when it comes to the military, which includes a large number of conscripts, 
for them, the Belarusians who protest on the streets are their own people.”

So, if in the present case an unlikely event should emerge that through fair elections, the 
state will get a leader who appreciates democratic values, the state will no longer need the 
repressive bodies in their current form. In particular, the institutions that have crippled, 
tortured, and killed fellow citizens. At the same time, they are people who have received 
proper special training and who, for the most part, are unlikely to have the professional 
skills necessary for civilian life. What will happen to such people? In the interview, Lah-
tein, Vare, and Alavere discussed the surplus of internal security personnel. They mainly 
speculated that the prospect of such people was to go down the criminal path or become 
mercenarries. Since not everyone is suitable for being a mercenary, many physically strong 
people find application for themselves in crime. It is also worth noting the comment of 
the NCP expert that, like in Russia, organized crime in Belarus is characterized by invol-
vement in law enforcement agencies - internal security personnel have connections with 
criminal groups, which allows for a smoother connection with the latter. At the same 
time, the NCP expert mentioned that at present, there is no information on crime that 
can be used to predict changes. However, Alavere doubted whether OMON employees, 
for example, would become criminals in the style of the 1990s, because it would no lon-
ger be profitable. At the same time, as a mercenary, an application would probably be 
found in the service of Russia, for example, in groups like Wagner.

One important point worth mentioning in connection with the Belarusian KGB is the 
story of espionage-related to Estonia, which was shown on Belarusian television at the 
beginning of April 2021. Whether this story is true is a separate question. It is likely that 
the Belarusian regime has fabricated this story and is trying to show the growing inter-
ference of Western countries in the affairs of Belarus (including the internal affairs of the 
KGB). Lukashenko wants to create the image as if the West is interested in destabilizing 
Belarus. As Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and Poland are geographically close to Belarus, the 
regime in Minsk is trying to create information noise involving the Baltics and Poland. 
According to the Belarusian authorities, an officer of the Belarusian KGB, local Belaru-
sian activists, and Estonian diplomats and special services are involved in this  so-called 
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 espionage scandal. The Belarusian KGB seemed to find suspects, near whom hidden 
weapons and cartridges were found, among other things. One of the activists is Vyaches-
lav Sidorakin from Belarus, who is involved in this spy story. He is associated with Maka-
rov, who fled Belarus to Lithuania 15 years ago. According to the version, Estonia was 
supposed to prepare documents for him so that Sidorakin could come to Estonia as if 
for the funeral of a grandmother of Belarusian origin who died here. This was allegedly 
necessary for Sidorakin to help bring a KGB officer who had a large amount of informa-
tion in his possession out of Belarus. (ONT 2021a; ONT 201b.)

1.4.5. Cybercrime
While there is not much street crime in Belarus; however, cybercrime and its subtypes are 
quite another story. Cybercrime is characterized by the fact that crimes can be commit-
ted in any country without being physically present. Belarusian IT specialists are known 
for their good skills, which also means the skills and capability to commit cybercrime. 
Thus, a special unit for the fight against cybercrime has been established in the Ministry 
of Interior of Belarus - Directorate for the Solving of High-Tech Crimes (Directorate K) 
(Tut. by, 2014). The problem in this area is obtaining data from another country and cri-
minal proceedings - this requires international operational communication, which often 
does not work for various reasons. Identifying suspects is difficult because modern tech-
nology ensures anonymity and conspiracy. Digital evidence may not link the crime 
committed, the scene of the crime, the means of committing the crime, and the 
suspect.

According to the OSAC (2020) report, for example, identity thefts involving bank cards 
and internet fraud are being committed in Belarus. Foreigners are advised to avoid using 
credit and debit cards. Companies and organizations are encouraged to pay close atten-
tion to cyber security in their activities, as Belarus is at risk of cybercrime. US law enforce-
ment agencies have cooperated with Belarusian law enforcement agencies to investigate 
cybercrime and cryptocurrency cases. In addition, online marriage and dating fraud is 
common in the country. Potential suitors often lose thousands of dollars when they send 
money to people they meet online. In some cases, the fraudster invites the foreigner to 
visit Belarus, in which case the Belarusian friend asks for money for accommodation and 
transport costs and then disappears. There are also cases where Belarusian fiancées and 
their comrades cheat the victim out of money, and thousands of dollars are lost through 
complicated scams. (OSAC, 2020)

Alavere (2020), who participated in the focus group interview, pointed out that when 
forecasting possible crime in Belarus, it is necessary to take into account what they have 
got to export and what they have that can be taken out of the country in the conditions of 
chaos. Cross-border smuggling, such as smuggling of fuel and illicit liquor, must certainly 
be counted for. Thus, Alavere (2020) also confirmed that it is important to pay attention 
to the IT field, as the turning of IT employees to crime would bring about major chan-
ges. Perling (2020), who participated in the focus group interview, also assessed the risk 
arising from the IT field, but rather because of the strong links with Russian cybercrime. 
However, it should be noted that the direct impact of cybercrime on certain regions, such 
as the Baltics, is difficult to assess.
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BELARUSIAN IT PROFESSIONALS ARE INTERNATIONALLY KNOWN; HOWEVER, IN AN UNSTABLE STATE, 
THEY MAY TURN TO A CRIMINAL PATH. THE PICTURE IS ILLUSTRATIVE. AUTHOR: PETE LINFORTH

1.4.6. Money laundering
The issue of money laundering is mostly related to the legalization of the proceeds of 
organized crime described above. Unlike criminal gangs, which mainly commit crimes 
against the direct victim (robberies, thefts), organized crime specializes mainly in see-
mingly non-victimized crimes (economic crimes, drug, and arms trafficking) or where 
the victims themselves participate in the crime (prohibited games of chance) or do not 
dare to report crimes for fear of repression (so-called protection rackets, prostitution). 
Such activities are linked to legal, economic activity, and money laundering: investing in 
logistically and economically attractive industries (e.g., tour operators, import and export 
companies, banks, hotels). The same was confirmed by Lahtein in a focus group inter-
view, according to who casinos in Belarus are mostly controlled by sports federations, 
which essentially belong to mafia families. Alavere (2020) added that casinos are the most 
classic institutions for money laundering.

Every country needs to regulate money laundering in its legal space. In the course of 
money laundering, the criminal proceeds are directed to economic turnover, where they 
are mixed with assets of legal origin; for example, both salary income and assets from 
criminal activities are transferred to a bank account (Sootak & Pikamäe, 2015, p. 944-
945). The first step in the fight against money laundering in Belarus was the adoption in 
July 2000 of a law on measures to prevent the legalization of illegally acquired proceeds. 
Belarus then joined the Eurasian Group of Combating Money Laundering and Finan-
cing of Terrorism (EAG) money laundering and terrorist financing under the auspices of 
the Financial Action Task Force (FATF). A separate question, of course, is how seriously 
the goals of the organization are met. In December 2005, the Law on measures to pre-
vent the legalization of illegally acquired proceeds was amended and supplemented. The 
law has been brought into line with the provisions of Presidential Decree No. 408 of 14 
September 2003, which establishes a Department of Financial Monitoring (DFM) in the 
State Audit Committee of Belarus, which is authorized to take measures to prevent the 
laundering of illegally acquired proceeds. The Committee collects and processes data on 
the financial transactions specifically under official control. (Шулековский, 2006, p. 49) 
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The chaos resulting from changes in state power can also be expected to increase money 
laundering. Criminal proceeds from various fields will be invested in the business 
and financial system in Belarus. In addition, criminal proceeds may be earned by pro-
viding money-laundering services to foreign countries, for example, by providing access 
to bank accounts.

1.5. IMPACT OF DEVELOPMENTS IN BELARUS ON EU BORDER MANAGE-
MENT AND MIGRATION
The crisis following the presidential election in Belarus has already had an impact on 
the foreign relations of the country, including with the European Union (EU), and the 
possible impact on EU border management depends, among other things, on possible 
developments in the crisis. The post-election situation will certainly affect EU border 
management in the region around Belarus, but to what extent and for how long will 
depend on the developments in the crisis. If the Lukashenko regime continues, measures 
to strengthen power can also be expected in border management. If Lukashenko is repla-
ced by a similar leader who takes over his repressive structure, the situation in border 
management can be expected to destabilize.

In the context of border management, it must be borne in mind that, from the EU point 
of view, cooperation with Belarus is important precisely because of its geographical loca-
tion. Namely, in addition to Russia and Ukraine, Belarus is bordered by three EU Member 
States: Poland, Latvia, and Lithuania. In the context of EU border management, the 
legal basis of Belarusian border management is important, according to which the 
Belarusian border with Russia is hardly guarded. In other words, 3,617 kilometers of 
the Belarus state border, 1,250 of which are with the EU, are guarded (2,144 kilometers) 
(Интерактивная карта, 2020). In addition, Belarus has a visa-free regime with many 
countries that can be considered at risk for possible migration. For example, Belarus and 
Russia have visa-free regimes with the CIS countries (Интерактивная карта, 2020), three 
of which (Kyrgyzstan, Azerbaijan, and Armenia) have a politically unstable situation in 
2020, which could lead to mass migration from these countries. In view of the above, it is 
worth highlighting the assessment of the Foreign Intelligence Service (2018, p. 34):

“The Belarus-Russia common visa area agreement means bringing visa policy under 
Russian control. The right of Belarus to decide on arrivals to the country is essentially 
lost, and this is another step towards the loss of sovereignty.“

At the same time, the position of the Foreign Intelligence Service can be supplemented by 
the statement that the border between Belarus and Russia can be crossed in a simplified 
manner in both directions, but Belarus has introduced visa-free travel with EU countries, 
and it is questionable how much Russia likes it.

Prior to the onset of the 2020 crisis, EU cooperation with Belarus on border manage-
ment could be considered efficient. Latvia, Lithuania, and Poland have actively developed 
border management cooperation with Belarus. This is done multilaterally, including with 
the support of EU funds (сотрудничество, 2020). The need to develop co-operation was 
necessitated by the already mentioned circumstances, which facilitated both illegal mig-
ration and cross-border crime. The latter is particularly relevant because, in addition to 
the geographical location of Belarus and the specific nature of its legal bases for border 
management, the interconnectedness of the communities in the region is worth men-
tioning. Belarus has ratified the Local Border Traffic Agreement with its EU neighbors 
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Poland, Latvia, and Lithuania (European Commission, 2011).10 Belarus (9.4 million peo-
ple in total) has a population of almost 300,000 Poles, more than 5,000 Lithuanians and 
more than 1,500 Latvians (Национальный состав населения Республики Беларусь, 
2020). There are almost 30,000 Belarusian residents in Poland (37.8 million) (Migracje, 
2020). Latvia (2.2 million in total) is home to almost 60,000 Belarusians, 40,000 Poles 
and 22,000 Lithuanians (CSB Database, 2020). Lithuania (2.7 million) has almost 150,000 
Poles and 46,000 Belarusians, whereas the number has increased significantly in recent 
years (OfficialStatistics Portal, 2020). In all these countries, there is a significant repre-
sentation of ethnic Russians, and, as mentioned, the border between Belarus and Russia 
is hardly guarded. In conclusion, cooperation on border management issues in the 
region is important for all parties, in particular for the management of cross-border 
crime and the control of migration.

European integrated border management is based on a four-tier model of access control, 
which includes various measures. The measures may be based on a common basis for visa 
policy, measures with neighboring third countries, border control measures at external 
borders, within the area of the risk analysis and the Schengen Area, and return measures. 
(EUR-lex, 2016). In addition, diplomatic relations between the EU and Belarus have been 
violated. The expulsion of Polish and Lithuanian diplomats from Belarus was followed by 
the application of reciprocal diplomatic measures. Belarusian ambassadors were recalled 
from Lithuania and Poland, and eight European countries (Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, 
Estonia, Germany, Latvia, Romania, Slovakia, and the United Kingdom) recalled their 
diplomats from Belarus in solidarity with Poland and Lithuania (Tidey, 2020).

How will the deterioration of diplomatic relations affect EU border management in the 
Baltics? The burden of integrated border management in the region falls directly on the 
implementation of border control and surveillance measures. If co-operation with a 
neighboring country of the EU does not work, then, in addition to the difficulties 
of co-operation in managing cross-border crime, there will also be difficulties in 
return. This means that the share of measures implemented directly at the external EU 
borders and within the Schengen area will increase significantly. Its effects are already 
being felt. At the end of October, Belarus closed its borders with the EU (Euronews, 2020), 
which means a possible increase in pressure in the area between border crossings points. 
At the same time, Lithuania launched a new monitoring system to guard the 112-kilo-
meter Lithuanian-Belarusian border section (Euronews, 2020). The question, therefore, 
remains as to how the development of the post-presidential election crisis in Belarus may 
affect EU border management. One of the possible scenarios is to maintain the current 
power positions in Belarus and continue the former course with minimum possible cor-
rections. This is likely to be accompanied by measures to strengthen the regime (already 
being implemented), which in turn could force part of the Belarusian population to leave 
the country. The percentage of the population intending to leave the country depends on 
the extent of the measures proposed by the ruling regime. However, the most important 
question from the point of view of border management is in which direction people will 
move.

10 Regulation 1931/2006 of the European Parliament and of the Council on “Local border traffic at exter-
nal land borders”, according to which EU Member States may conclude agreements with neighbor-
ing third countries on local border traffic arrangements. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/
TXT/HTML/?uri=LEGISSUM:l14506
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1.5.1. Possible developments of migration
Whereas in the past, Russia has been the preferred destination for migration for Belaru-
sians, then in connection with the 2014-2016 economic downturn in Russia, this interest 
has waned (Kulesa & Kaźmierkiewicz, 2021, p. 8). Based on the migration developments 
of recent years with direct border countries, it can most likely be assumed that one of 
the possible destination countries is Lithuania. The share of Belarusians in Lithuania has 
increased in recent years. While in 2017, there were 32,000 Belarusians in Lithuania, 
then according to 2020 data, the respective figure was almost 46,000 (Official Statistics 
Portal, 2020). Also, immediately after the crisis broke out, it was Lithuania where the first 
political migrants headed. Thus, it is possible that at least the pro-Western part of the 
potential migrants will go to Lithuania.

Should a larger number of people leave Belarus for political or other reasons, then 
based on Eurostat’s asylum application statistics over the last five years, there is 
little reason to believe that their destination is Estonia. Table 1 shows the asylum app-
lications made by Belarusians to some EU countries. The table shows that the preferred 
destinations for Belarusian refugees in recent years are, in particular, Germany, France, 
Sweden, and the Netherlands. An application for asylum can be made in these countries 
if the applicants have arrived there by plane. If air traffic is disrupted, an application for 
asylum can be submitted in the first EU Member State if the applicants travel by land. 
In the case of Belarus, these States would be Latvia, Lithuania, and Poland. The number 
of asylum applications in Poland in 2020 shows a clear increase compared to previous 
years – it can be directly linked to the political crisis in Belarus. The table also shows that 
Lithuania is the most preferred destination country in the Baltics. Certainly, some poten-
tial migrants will also move to Latvia because in the border areas, there is a simplified 
border crossing procedure between the two countries, and a large number of the Latvian 
population speaks Russian, which makes it somewhat easier for Belarusians to adapt to 
Latvia. It is not excluded that some of the people who have reached the EU through Latvia 
will move on to Estonia, where there is also a small representation of Belarusians. At the 
same time, based on previous data, there is no reason to believe that a larger number of 
Belarusian asylum seekers would arrive in Estonia, for example, via Russia. One specific 
section of the population is Belarusian IT specialists. While Latvia and Lithuania actively 
offered accommodation and workplaces to employees of Belarusian IT companies after 
the start of the protests, Estonia did not show much interest (Poom, 2020; Wright, 2020).

 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020
GERMANY 295 365 240 345 165
FRANCE 40 60 130 190 115
SWEDEN 195 185 115 100 100
NETHERLANDS 25 115 260 175 85
BELGIUM 30 55 50 65 70
POLAND 45 40 45 35 405
DENMARK 45 60 35 35 : 
FINLAND 45 30 35 20 10
LITHUANIA 10 30 15 20 :
NORWAY 10 10 5 0 5
LATVIA 5 5 0 5 45
ESTONIA 0 5 0 0 0 (2)*

TABLE 1. BELARUSIAN ASYLUM APPLICATIONS IN THE EU 2016-2020. SOURCE: EUROSTAT
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There are discrepancies in the statistics of Eurostat and the PBGB because, according to 
the former, there were no asylum seekers last year, but according to the PBGB, two asylum 
applications were submitted to Estonia in 2020. As of November 2020, 279 people had 
applied for asylum in Poland, to which another 126 people were added in December. The 
number of applications submitted in Poland in 2020 differs significantly from 2017–2019, 
where there was a total of 120 asylum applications in three years. This is exactly how 
the focus group interview predicted the movement of people, mostly towards Poland. 
Notably, Taro (2020) pointed out that Belarusians are highly valued in Poland, especially 
for their good integration.

However, in addition to physical migration, other options are possible. In a focus group 
interview in September, Vare noted that if the situation of citizens in Belarus deteriora-
ted, the emigration of talented people could be expected, especially in the field of IT. This 
prediction has come true because, in the Estonian context, e-residents must also be taken 
into account. The PBGB NCP expert describes the situation as follows: “The trend is that 
in 2020 there has been an increase in e-residents on account of Belarusian citizens, which 
is characterized by the IT sector. In addition, some businessmen are trying to leave Belarus 
for Europe (residence permits) given the political instability.”11

1.5.2. Political and criminal implications for border management
Given the geographical location of Belarus and visa-free travel with countries that can 
be considered countries at risk in terms of border management, it can be expected that 
the development of the types of crime such as trafficking in human beings and smugg-
ling will gain momentum. Similar pressures were felt, for example, immediately after the 
Russo-Georgian war in 2008. Many Georgian refugees left for the EU via Belarus, which 
led to an increase in organized crime in the region and the emergence of a network of 
illegal channels. The resulting channels were also used to smuggle goods across the bor-
der. EU-Belarus cross-border cooperation measures have reduced pressure on the bor-
der. Due to the political crisis in Belarus, cooperation, including on border management 
issues, has so far suffered significantly, and if the situation does not change in the near 
future, greater pressure is expected on the EU external borders.

The continuation or formal replacement of the ruling regime could lead to the desire of 
Belarusians to leave their country, indirectly putting pressure on the EU external bor-
ders. This possibility is confirmed by history. As the only free passage for Belarusians 
is to Russia, one can speculate on the possibility of Russia using this migration as 
a weapon. In 2016, the then Commander-in-Chief of NATO, General Philip Breedlove, 
a retired General of the United States, accused Russia and Syria of using migration as 
a weapon. For example, the Finnish border was pressured – traffickers took migrants 
from the Mediterranean area to Murmansk by plane, from where they were transpor-
ted to the Finnish border. (European Parliament, 2018) In 2015, some 5,500 migrants 
from Russia, Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq, Yemen, and other war-torn countries moved from 
Russia to Norway. Namely, Norwegian law forbade crossing the border on foot and by 
motor vehicle but left the possibility to enter the country legally by bicycle (Human Rig-
hts Watch, 2016). While there were several hundred migrants on the Norwegian bor-
der every day, there was no such crowd on the Russian-Finnish border. Norwegian poli-
ticians and analysts suspected that Moscow organized a migrant movement (including 

11 Comparing 2019 and 2020, according to the PBGB, the number of e-residents in Belarus whose activ-
ities are related to the IT sector has increased.
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offering bicycles to many of them) in retaliation for Norwegian sanctions on Russia over 
the Ukrainian conflict (Carbonnel, 2015).

A similar system was used at the Finnish border. In November-December 2015, approxi-
mately 900 migrants from different countries entered Finland via the Lapland border 
crossing point. According to Jari Tolppanen, Commander of the Lapland Region of the 
Finnish Border Guard, the flow of migrants was regulated from the Russian side (Yle, 
2016a; Yle, 2016b). According to the then Finnish Minister of Defense, Jussi Niinistö, it 
was possible that “from hundreds of thousands to millions of people“ would be ready to 
leave Russia (ERR, 2016). The large flow of migrants to Finland came to a halt only after 
the meeting between the presidents of Russia and Finland (The Barents Observer, 2016), 
which clearly shows the political direction of the migrant movement. Such an impact 
is one of the possible scenarios in the case of a hybrid threat (Yle, 2016b), and undoub-
tedly the pressure will have a significant impact on the implementation of border control 
measures. If such activities are coordinated wisely and purposefully, the number of 
resources needed to implement border control measures will increase several times. 
Against the background of the above, attention should also be paid to the words of Lind-
saar, who explained the situation in the focus group interview:

“It is known that Russia has distribution points for illegal immigrants. The way they get 
to Estonia is to find people interested in Estonia who come with their cars and transport 
them further. These have been the inhabitants of the border settlements, which are 
organized groups that operate until they are arrested.“

In addition, at some point, there will be a need to reintroduce border controls with Rus-
sia. In this case, the current border guards are not enough. Staff needs to be redeployed 
from the EU borders, which creates problems in managing those borders. However, it 
is unlikely that the full need to properly staff the border with Russia will be met. Should 
Belarus decide to turn west, the country will no longer be able to guard its border without 
external assistance during this transitional period. In a situation where some levels of 
control in the EU border management model are not working well, border control needs 
to be balanced at the expense of other levels to offset possible negative effects. In addi-
tion to strengthening border control and surveillance measures, the information capacity 
towards Belarus needs to be strengthened. When cooperation channels no longer work 
well, partners from other countries or organizations need to be found to keep control of 
the EU borders. The potential impact of the current political crisis in Belarus on EU bor-
der management depends, to a large extent, on the time factor. The longer the crisis lasts, 
the greater the potential impact on EU border management in the region and vice versa.

However, it is not worth focusing only on the number of impersonal asylum seekers and 
the bureaucratic capacity to manage the masses. As asked in the focus group interview, 
if the number of people from Belarus increases in Estonia, is this a threat or an oppor-
tunity? The participants in the interview also saw a lot of positive opportunities to gain 
more wise and valued people from Belarus into Estonian society. As Igor Taro pointed 
out, it is not possible for a country like Estonia to compete with the great powers for 
mineral resources and territories; here, competition should take place for people. Accor-
ding to Taro (2020), there will undoubtedly be a criminal contingent, but it will certainly 
be a minority that those responsible for Estonia’s internal security are likely to manage.
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
Any reorganization of the regime will lead to covert or obvious changes. In any case, the 
security situation in the Baltic region is affected by the processes taking place in Belarus. 
However, Estonia is estimated to be the least affected of all three countries. In any case, 
it can be assumed that a major change in the Belarusian political system will affect most 
aspects of crime.

If Lukashenko loses his post, the network of oligarchs functioning under the auspices of 
the Belarusian state will collapse, leading to a power struggle for strategic positions. Its 
impact on business is unpredictable, but economic turmoil is inevitable.

Changes in economic structures will lead to huge numbers of unemployed people, as 
Belarusian state-owned enterprises are burdened with social functions.

Should the head of state change, the resulting power vacuum could lead to an increase in 
crime and its internationalization and political organization.

Estonia will probably not become a destination country for migration simply because the 
standard of living here is not comparable to the western and northern European count-
ries. Should Belarus become more unstable and dangerous for its population, it can be 
predicted that it is Russia where the majority of those leaving Belarus will go. Most of the 
people with a more western-type mindest would probably move to Lithuania.

In the confusion of changes in state power, an increase in money laundering can be 
predicted. Criminal proceeds from various fields will be invested in business and the 
financial system in Belarus. In addition, criminal proceeds will be generated by providing 
money-laundering services to foreign countries, for example, by providing access to bank 
accounts.

Should the policy of a tough hand and control disappear from the Belarusian state struc-
ture, this will lead to weak oversight of the country’s defense forces. This situation can 
be exploited by organized crime to profit from the international arms trade. The deve-
lopment of crime in Belarus can be a symbiosis of the state governed by the rule of law 
under creation and the general crime situation today, such as the corrupt privatization of 
state-owned enterprises and the crime associated with technological development.

The restructuring of power structures will be followed by an increase in drug crime. Bel-
arus is a transit country through which different types of drugs pass in both directions: 
From Russia to the west and from Western Europe to the east.

Whether or not the current president continues, Belarus will remain in Russia’s sphere of 
influence, which is unlikely to have much of an impact on organized crime. The instability 
associated with the change of power in Belarus would not pose a direct threat to Estonia 
in the context of organized crime. Instead, criminogenic Belarusians would probably find 
application in organized gangs in Lithuania. As the situation changes, crime is undoub-
tedly expected to increase at the border as well.

In Belarus, there are five times as many weapons carriers in internal security as in the 
military. If the regime changes, a very large number of special services staff may lose their 
jobs. Individuals with such training are more likely to find work as mercenaries in groups 
such as the Wagner Group. Such non-state military groupings subordinated to the states 
can be used, for example, to test internal security in the Baltic States.

Belarusian IT specialists are internationally known for their good skills. Should the situa-
tion in the country become repressive or the living environment unstable, there will be a 
great demand for IT specialists who turn to crime, especially in Russia.
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In the case of democratic development in Belarus, Estonia should, for example, offer Bel-
arus advice on amending and supplementing the country’s laws. Units of the Estonian law 
enforcement agency dealing with organized crime, corruption, cybercrime, and money 
laundering could provide training and cooperation in developing various areas.

As possible development scenarios for Belarus, Estonian experts and the authors of the 
report mostly supported the possibilities where Lukashenko will remain in his position 
based on Russia’s strategic needs. At the same time, it is doubtful whether Lukashenko 
will remain in power for a longer period. First, he is not the most favored ruler for the 
Kremlin because he does not submit sufficiently to the Putin administration and hin-
ders the implementation of Russia’s strategic plans. At the same time, since the protests, 
Lukashenko has had to become significantly more receptive to the Kremlin’s wishes. 
Secondly, long-standing demonstrations clearly show that his continuing as president is 
unacceptable for some Belarusians. As almost half a year after the elections, his position 
is firm, a scenario in which Lukashenko will not be replaced abruptly or quickly, but 
through a constitutional change that Russia conducts, and the West accepts is becoming 
likely. Out of principle, Russia will not allow the will of the Belarusian people and the 
influence of the West to prevail. After all, it is Russia that has the most significant impact 
on Lukashenko’s staying in power, letting him seemingly play a leading role. Therefore, 
of all possible developments, the Baltic States should prepare for a situation where the 
worst-case scenario is likely to materialize: The Russian Federation is slowly incorpora-
ting Belarus fully, economically, politically, and militarily.
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2. FORECAST FOR THE 
SECURITY OF THE BALTIC 
STATES IN THE EVENT OF 
INCREASED PRESSURE FROM 
RUSSIA ON BELARUS: THE CASE 
OF LATVIA
Andis Kudors

INTRODUCTION
Latvia is interested in having democratic, secure and wealthy states governed by the rule 
of law in its neighborhood, as the best relations can be established between countries 
with common values. In this regard, since 1994, Belarus has decided to follow a different 
path from Latvia in both domestic and foreign policy. Already in his first years in office, 
Aleksandr Lukashenko showed that he preferred an authoritarian form of government. 
Under his rule, the development of the national identity of Belarus turned into the pre-
servation of the symbols and way of thinking of the Soviet era. The white-red-white flag, 
used by the Belarusians after gaining independence in 1991, has once again been raised 
much higher than the revised version of the red-green flag of Soviet Belarus, from which 
only the sickle and hammer have been removed. The economy of Belarus could only exist 
unreformed with Moscow’s subsidized prices for natural gas and oil, so Lukashenko has 
kept Belarus heavily dependent on Russia for all his years in power. Lukashenko’s image 
as the sole guarantor of the independence of Belarus is a great exaggeration, given that 
about half of the country’s foreign trade is with Russia, which makes Lukashenko’s regime 
very vulnerable.

In 2020, Belarusians expressed their belief in the possibility of democratic change, and 
people, as citizens, have shown great confidence and courage in taking to the streets and 
at the same time facing unjustified aggression by the authorities against their own people. 
The Latvian government and most of the Latvian people support the Belarusians in their 
efforts to break free from authoritarian rule, as they themselves have gone through the 
singing revolution of the late 1980s and the period of barricades of 1991. Until 2020, the 
Latvian government has maintained well-established business relations with Minsk, as 
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even normative criticism did not bear fruit in the democratization of Belarus, although 
it was supported by Riga around 2005-2006 particularly actively. The 2020 revolution 
in Belarus was initiated by the Belarusians themselves, despite what the Kremlin’s and 
Lukashenko’s propagandists and disinformers claim. Latvia remains interested in mai-
ntaining close economic cooperation with Belarus, while supporting and implementing 
economic sanctions against Belarusian officials guilty of unjustified violence, imprison-
ment of political opponents, and falsification of election results.

In the crisis, Lukashenko sought help from Russian President Vladimir Putin, who conti-
nued to stress the need for further integration of the Russian-Belarusian federal state. The 
rapid implementation of this integration could pose problems for security in the Baltic 
Sea region. At the same time, there is no significant clarity about the cost and depth of 
this integration, as it depends on the position of Belarusian society, which is still evolving 
in the climate of protests. Many protesters are positive or neutral about Russia, but the 
question remains: to what extent does a nation that frees itself from one authoritarian 
leader agree to submit to another? Latvia, like the other Baltic states and Poland, must 
be prepared for any scenario, be it a power vacuum or a rapid move by Belarus towards 
Moscow. The militarization of the Kaliningrad region, the Suwałki corridor, and the pos-
sible strengthening of Russia’s military presence in Belarus are factors that have already 
been considered in strengthening Latvia’s defense capabilities.

The aim of this study is to analyze possible problems for Latvia’s security posed by the 
domestic policy of Belarus and its relations with Russia. The first chapter of the study 
looks at trends in Latvian-Belarusian relations, where both countries have so far sought to 
maintain business-like neighborly relations, despite ideological and political differences. 
The second chapter deals with regional security; two major defense alliances – NATO 
and CSTO (Collective Security Treaty Organization) – are facing its development. Since 
Russia’s aggression against Ukraine in 2014, more attention has been paid to the military 
threat than before. Like Estonia and Lithuania, Latvia has made significant efforts and 
allocated money to increase its defense capabilities. Time and space are two important 
factors in the ability to issue rapid warnings and the ability of NATO allies to respond 
rapidly to a potential military threat to the Baltic States.

In the course of the research, experts and officials were interviewed. They were asked 
about possible security problems in Latvia in the event of two scenarios: 1) Lukashenko 
will soon resign or lose power, and a power vacuum will emerge; 2) Under the leaders-
hip of Lukashenko or his successor, Belarus is rapidly integrated into a federal state. The 
experts answered questions on Latvia’s national security and defense, economic security, 
border control, and political sphere. The following respondents were interviewed: Jānis 
Garisons, Secretary General of the Ministry of Defense of the Republic of Latvia; Dimit-
rijs Trofimovs, Secretary-General of the Ministry of the Interior of the Republic of Latvia; 
Mārcis Balodis, Researcher, Center for Eastern European Policy Studies (CEEPS); Beāte 
Livdanska, CEEPS researcher; Zmicier Mickiewicz and Andrey Porotnikov, researchers 
from the Belarusian Security Blog.

2.1. STATE OF RELATIONS BETWEEN LATVIA AND BELARUS
Since Latvia’s accession to the EU in 2004, Riga has stopped submitting to Brussels nor-
mative criticism of human rights, democracy, and fundamental freedoms in Belarus. This 
has been linked to the observation that normative foreign policy in relations with Bel-
arus has in no way brought it closer to achieving its goals. At the same time, Russia has 
behaved strategically and without regulatory requirements in its relations with Minsk. 
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Russia bought some of Belarus’s strategic resources at a time when Lukashenko’s regime 
was facing economic difficulties. For example, the first 50%, and later all 100% of the 
shares in the natural gas infrastructure and transport company Beltransgaz were sold to 
Gazprom. The West made a mistake in its strategic calculations when building relations 
with Belarus and Russia. The policy of inclusion was pursued against Russia cyclically, as 
well as in the form of the US ‘new START’ attempts. The aim of this policy was to ensure 
that Russia did not feel isolated and became a constructive partner in regional and glo-
bal security. Have these goals been achieved? No, they have not; we see that since 2008, 
Russia has already waged two wars with its neighbors, Georgia and Ukraine. Russia has 
also increased global insecurity with its military involvement in North Africa and the 
Middle East. On the other hand, western restrictions did not help Belarus’s democratiza-
tion goals either, as Lukashenko did not intend to share his authoritarian power based on 
Russian subsidized oil and natural gas prices. In fact, it was necessary to do the opposite: 
to pursue a more normative policy with Russia, based not on what Russian politicians say 
but only on their actions. However, an inclusive policy should have been pursued with 
regard to Belarus, which would have allowed ordinary Belarusians to interact more with 
Westerners.

FREE BELARUS CAN BE SUPPORTED IN DIFFERENT ENVIRONMENTS. AUTHOR: ANTIPINA

The normative component of Latvia’s foreign policy in relations with Minsk dominated 
in 2005–2006 when the whole of Europe hoped that the democratic changes that had 
recently taken place in Georgia and Ukraine would also begin in Belarus. The longer the 
change did not take place, the more Riga officially leaned towards business relations. As 
a democratic EU and NATO country, Latvia has always wanted Belarus to be a democra-
tic state governed by the rule of law. But the question that needed to be answered was: 
how to achieve this? The annexation of Crimea and the war in Ukraine helped Belarus to 
improve relations with European countries: Minsk was chosen as a place for the leaders 
of France, Germany, Russia, and Ukraine to meet in the so-called Normandy format and 
discuss the situation in Donbass. As a mediator, Lukashenko received more foreign atten-
tion than in previous years. During his visit to Riga in 2014, the Foreign Minister of 
Belarus Vladimir Makei (Lazdiņš, Konohovs, 2014) said: “Ukraine is our closest southern 
neighbor, our trade turnover is between seven and eight billion a year, and our peoples 
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speak almost the same language or understand each other. That is why we see what is hap-
pening in Ukraine as a tragedy. And we have an absolute interest in seeing Ukraine as a 
territorially united, independent and sovereign state.” The reference to territorial unity at 
the time contradicted Vladimir Putin’s decision to annex Crimea, being a sign of disag-
reement between Moscow and Minsk on the subject.

Latvia has always been an active supporter of the European Union’s Eastern Partners-
hip. Unfortunately, Belarus has not shown a willingness to reap the political and 
economic benefits of the EU’s neighborhood policy for its target countries. To some 
extent, it can be said that Latvia has been the guardian of Belarus in its relations with 
the European Union. Lukashenko (2015) commented on the cooperation with Latvia as 
follows: “May God give us the same kind of cooperation with other countries as is between 
us.” In the first half of 2015, Latvia took over the EU Presidency and slightly redefined 
the basic principles of the Eastern Partnership. The Riga Summit Declaration shaped 
the Eastern Partnership as a more flexible, less normative framework for cooperation 
(Potjomkina, Šukytė, 2017, p. 143). This contributed to the improvement of Latvian-Bel-
arusian relations.

Latvia is interested in the transit of Belarusian goods through Latvian ports to the north 
and west. Researchers Diāna Potjomkina and Dovilė Šukytė (2017, p. 142) have written 
that it is important for Belarus to “[---] find markets for Belarusian products, cheap tran-
sit routes, international loans, investors, independence from existing or potential external 
pressures, and to have attractors abroad and engage in political lobbying.“ The Lukas-
henko regime has also been interested in working with Latvia to minimize the nega-
tive consequences of authoritarianism, i.e., to ease sanctions and leave the door open for 
negotiations. In 2019, talks took place about Lukashenko’s possible visit to Latvia in 2020. 
The international situation became more and more favorable for this, and from 2018 
the administration led by Donald Trump also started to look at Minsk from a business 
(pragmatic) rather than a normative point of view. The situation changed rapidly when 
the Lukashenko regime brutally repressed peaceful protesters on the streets of Minsk and 
other cities in August 2020.

The situation in Belarus has changed dramatically in the preceeding months of 2020, as 
Belarusians themselves believed that change was possible in their country. In this context, 
the Latvian government took swift action in its relations with Belarusian civil society and 
showed its full support for democratic change in the neighboring country. In the past, 
Riga always joined the EU’s common sanctions in situations where free and fair elections 
were not guaranteed in Belarus, and political prisoners were not released. In 2020, Latvia, 
along with Estonia and Lithuania, did not wait for Brussels and immediately launched 
bilateral sanctions demanding the release of political prisoners and an end to violence 
against peaceful protesters. Latvia has also given up on joint organization of the 2021 
World Hockey Championships in Belarus. Latvia agreed with Lithuania’s position on not 
purchasing electricity from the Astravets nuclear power plant in Belarus, which can also 
be considered an important step.

As a neighbor of Belarus, Latvia remains interested in maintaining mutually beneficial 
economic cooperation. Belarus supplies both its products and goods from other count-
ries, such as China, through Latvian ports. In transit negotiations with Latvia and Lithua-
nia, Belarus is using competition from the two Baltic states to achieve better conditions for 
itself. Traditionally, goods from Belarus account for 20% of Latvia’s total transit volume. 
The transit of goods from Belarus through Latvia consists mainly of oil and petroleum 
products, as well as chemicals. The Latvian-Belarusian Intergovernmental Commission 
(IGC), established in 2004, meets annually in the field of economic, scientific, and tech-
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nical cooperation. The last IGC meeting took place on 6 September 2018 in Riga. Latvia’s 
exports of goods to Belarus account for 1.24% of Latvia’s total foreign exports, making it 
the 19th largest destination for Latvian exports. At the same time, imports from Belarus 
account for 2.18% of all Latvian imports and place Belarus in 12th place among other 
import countries (Latvian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2020).

Economist Andrejs Jakobsons (2012, p. 15) writes that “[---] the historical patterns of 
foreign trade with Russia and Belarus over the last 20 years have mainly represented the 
reality of economic development and seem to be little influenced by political events in the 
countries”. Potjomkina and Šukytė (2017, p. 147) noted that “[---] the Latvian Employers’ 
Confederation and the Latvian Chamber of Commerce – as well as Latvian Railways, 
ports and other stakeholders, including the Belarusian diaspora – have lobbied for good 
political relations and strongly condemned any political or economic sanctions against 
neighboring countries.” The Belarusian community is the second-largest ethnic minority 
in Latvia (after the Russians). According to the statistics of the Citizenship and Migration 
Board of 1 July 2016, 69,960 Belarusians live in Latvia, about half of whom are former 
citizens of the Soviet Union who have not acquired the citizenship of the Republic of 
Latvia – persons with alien passports (Latvian Ministry of Foreign Affairs MFA, 2020).

During the high-level political dialogue, Latvian Prime Minister Krišjānis Kariõši and 
Lukashenko met in Minsk on 16 January 2020. The visit of the Foreign Minister of Belarus 
Vladimir Makei to Latvia took place in July 2018. Latvian Foreign Minister Edgars Rinkē-
vičs visited Belarus in July 2019. Latvia and Belarus are cooperating closely on border 
controls, including curbing illegal migration. There are regular meetings, consultations, 
and joint exercises between the border guards of the two countries. On 4 February 2014, 
the Latvian-Belarusian agreement on the border regime of the two countries entered 
into force, and the joint Latvian-Belarusian commission on border issues established 
within the framework of the agreement began work. The Latvian-Belarusian border 
regions are actively cooperating in the framework of the European Neighborhood Policy 
Latvia-Lithuania-Belarus cross-border cooperation program, funded by the European 
Regional Development Fund (ERDF) and the European Neighborhood Instrument (ENI). 
There is active cooperation between Latvian and Belarusian municipalities. Several joint 
forums of Latvian and Belarusian municipalities have taken place to discuss opportuni-
ties for cooperation in the fields of economy, tourism, environmental protection, sports, 
and culture (Latvian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2020).

A large part of Latvian society, officials, and politicians hope that democratic changes in 
Belarus will culminate in the strengthening of the rule of law and a market economy, which 
will open up wide opportunities for Latvian-Belarusian cooperation at the top political level, 
in business and in people-to-people contacts.

2.2. REGIONAL SECURITY AND BELARUS
2.2.1. Belarus perspective
Given Belarus’ role in regional security, it cannot be seen in isolation from Russia and 
the CSTO. The Collective Security Treaty was signed on 15 May 1992 for a period of 
five years, with the possibility of renewal. It was signed by Armenia, Russia, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan. In 1993, Azerbaijan, Belarus, and Georgia joined 
the Treaty. When the time came to renew the Treaty in 1999, Azerbaijan and Georgia no 
longer wanted to continue cooperation. In 2002, an international organization - CSTO 
- was established on the basis of the Treaty. Like Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty, 
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Article 4 of the CSTO (CSTO, 2012) sets out the measures to be taken in the event of 
external aggression:

“[---] If one of the Member States undergoes aggression (armed attack menacing to 
safety, stability, territorial integrity, and sovereignty), all the other Member States at 
the request of this Member State shall immediately provide the latter with the neces-
sary help, including military one [---]”.

Although CSTO has a Collective Defense Council consisting of Heads of State, 
Foreign, Defense, and Interior Ministers and the Secretary-General of the Collec-
tive Defense Council, CSTO operates de facto under Russia. Lukashenko showed 
loyalty to the Kremlin until 2014; on the other hand, Belarus has not been interested in 
solidarity with all CSTO members, namely the countries of Central Asia. When a deci-
sion was made in Yerevan in May 2001 to set up a collective rapid response force of 1,600 
troops, which was to include one battalion from Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, and 
Tajikistan, Belarus did not take part. In 2009, after refusing to attend the CSTO summit, 
Lukashenko said:

“Why should our men fight in Kazakhstan? Mothers may ask me why I send their sons 
so far from Belarus to war. For what? For the single energy market? This is not what lives 
depend on. No!” (Kudors, 2017).

Lukashenko has learned to demand an economic reward from Moscow for his mili-
tary-strategic loyalty. In 2009, the President of Belarus said: “The economy is the foun-
dation of our common security. But if the closest ally of Belarus in the CSTO is trying to 
destroy this bedrock and de facto brings Belarusians to their knees, how can we talk about 
consolidating security in the CSTO region?” (Kudors, 2020). It has usually been the case 
that, as soon as economic disputes with Moscow were resolved, Lukashenko changed the 
content of his statements and declared that in the event of war, Belarus would go hand 
in hand with Russia: “But I say straight to everyone in the West: both the European Union 
and the United States will understand what I am saying - look, you need to know this, and 
we are not hiding it - if something goes wrong for God’s sake, we will stand by Russia. This 
is our ally!” (Regnum, 2015).

Vladimir Putin has shown a special interest in relations with Belarus already since his 
first term. Belarus was given a prominent role in Russia’s 2000 military doctrine. Mili-
tary cooperation between Russia and Belarus has developed through regular meetings 
of the Joint Collegium (Defense Ministers of the two countries), joint operations of the 
Air Defense Forces, joint military exercises Zapad and the supply of Russian weapons to 
Belarus. The Russian radio technical center, the stationary radar station Volga, is located 
in Gantcevichy, Belarus. It is integrated into the missile warning system. It is serviced by 
about 600 people. Vileyka is also home to Russia’s 43rd communications center, a radio 
station for telecommunications. It is used by the Russian Navy to conduct radio commu-
nications with ships and submarines, as well as radio intelligence. This station is serviced 
by about 250 people. For Moscow, one of the main reasons for controlling Belarus is 
military-strategic, so Lukashenko’s refusal in 2015 to deploy a Russian military base in 
Belarus could not go unnoticed in Moscow-Minsk relations. There are more than thirty 
agreements between Belarus and Russia in the field of military and military-technical 
cooperation.

Security expert Nora Vanaga (2017, p. 60) points out that the Belarussian armed forces 
have 45 000 active soldiers and some 270 000 reservists. Vanaga (2017, p. 60) notes that 
the Belarussian army:
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“[---] consists of one special purpose brigade, four mechanized brigades, one mobile 
brigade, four artillery brigades, one missile brigade, and two artillery groups. There are 
two operational headquarters: the western center in Grodno and the northwestern cen-
ter in Borisov. The air force consists of about 100 fixed-wing aircraft (fighter Mikoyan 
MiG-29 Fulcrum, Sukhoi Su-27 Flanker for air defense and SU-25 Frogfoot for attack/
close-air support), 140 helicopters (Mi-24 Price attack helicopters and Mi-8 Hip attack 
helicopters/transport helicopters) a modest number of Aero L-39 training aircraft and 
about a dozen transport aircraft“.

One of the defense problems of Belarus is insufficient funding for defense moderniza-
tion. In Belarus, for example, the T-72B has been the main tank in use since 1985, and 
armored vehicles have been available since the early 1980s. The same is true of air force 
equipment, with some fighters and helicopters dating back to the 1970s and 1980s. The 
economic problems of Belarus do not allow for sufficient modernization of its armed 
forces, but help comes from Russia, which sells arms cheaply to Belarus. Russian military 
expert Aleksandr Golts (2017, p. 89) recalls that “[---] more than 400 troops are currently 
being trained at 23 Russian military schools and academies”.

THE STRENGTHENING OF BELARUS-RUSSIA AS A FEDERAL STATE WILL FORCE LATVIA TO DEVELOP ITS 
MILITARY CAPABILITY. THE PICTURE IS ILLUSTRATIVE. AUTHOR: ART JOHNSON

The best example of military cooperation between Russia and Belarus is the regular 
exercise Zapad, where military operations are conducted in Belarus, in the Kaliningrad 
region, and in the Baltic Sea. Although there was some cooperation between Belarus and 
the West after 2014, Zapad’s exercises were a reminder of the reality: Belarus is a close 
military ally of Russia. Since 2009, Zapad has been held every four years, and the scena-
rios for these exercises usually involve cutting off the Baltic States from NATO partners 
in airspace and at sea, as these are the main routes for NATO partners to assist the Baltic 
States in the event of war.

The bulk of Zapad military exercises in 2009 and 2013 took place on Belarusian territory 
and in the Kaliningrad region. In 2009, exercises took place at the Obuzlesnovsky and 
Khmelovka training grounds in Belarus. In 2017, the main forces were transferred to the 
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Luga military training ground opposite the eastern border of Estonia. Zapad-2017 was 
unprecedentedly large scale, with a large number of soldiers participating. In parallel 
with Zapad-2017, spectacular exercises also took place in the Southern Military Area, 
where the Russian 8th Army, 49th Army, and 58th Army practiced.

Zapad exercises remind other countries that Belarus cannot be viewed militarily 
in isolation from Russia, despite Lukashenko’s rhetoric. After the illegal annexation 
of Crimea, Lukashenko’s remarks were somewhat nervous. He said that Belarus was not 
the “Russian world,“ thus signaling that officially Minsk was concerned about the count-
ry’s independence. In practice, however, this has not been complete sovereignty because 
Lukashenko has secured his personal power, not true independence from Moscow.

In terms of attitudes towards NATO, Belarus and Russia are officially unanimous, but in the 
period from 2014 to the 2020 protests, the statements of Belarusian representatives about 
NATO have been more moderate than those of Russia. Russia’s National Security Strategy, 
adopted in December 2015, states (Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2016): 

“Enhancing the military capabilities of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
and giving it global functions in violation of international law, as well as encouraging 
the military action of the bloc countries, further enlargement of the Alliance and the 
relocation of its military infrastructure closer to Russia’s borders, pose a threat to natio-
nal security.“

It took time to arrive at the concept of “threat“ since, in 2010, the term used in the concep-
tual documents of Russia was still “danger.“ Minsk sharpened its rhetoric after Aleksandr 
Lukashenko’s telephone conversation with Vladimir Putin on 16 August 2020. Since then, 
Belarusian propagandists have begun to explain that NATO has deployed its forces near 
Belarus, in Poland, Lithuania, and Latvia. A sense of danger was created among the lis-
teners of the Belarusian state media.

2.2.2. Latvian perspective
Prior to the street protests in Belarusian cities in 2020, Belarus was rarely spoken of 
as a potential threat and Russia’s ally in CSTO. Since the start of the protests, experts 
and journalists have discussed possible scenarios. Upon joining NATO, the Baltics States 
undertook to devote two percent of GDP to their defense, but in the crisis years (2009-
2011), national defense was one of the sectors most affected by austerity measures. The 
events in Ukraine in 2014 changed the position of the Latvian government, and funding 
for the defense sector was increased rapidly. The decisions of the NATO summit in Wales 
also confirmed the decision of Latvia and Lithuania to reach 2% in 2018. Estonia had 
spent two percent of its GDP on defense for several years. The decisions of the NATO 
summits in Wales and Warsaw were particularly favorable to the Baltic States, as hybrid 
threats were considered a sufficient reason for Article 5 to apply, and it was decided to 
send an enlarged NATO battlegroup to the Baltic States and Poland.

Although NATO’s readiness to protect its members has repeatedly been convincingly 
expressed, especially after Russia’s 2014 aggression in Ukraine, the public remains 
concerned about the speed and effectiveness of a possible NATO response in the Bal-
tics. Russian propagandists regularly question the solidarity of NATO and point out that 
the Baltic states will become a “burnt country“ after the NATO-Russia war. Ideally, a 
NATO presence should prevent a military invasion; the warning policy is followed with 
the message that the consequences of the invasion are costly. Rather, the Allied forces 
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located here have more of a supportive function – if an attack occurs, it must be held back 
until additional forces arrive (Cepurītis, 2018). Since 2014, there has been a lot of public 
speculation about how quickly Russia’s numerically and technically superior forces would 
be able to occupy Latvia in the event of a possible invasion.

The speed of NATO’s response and the mobility of forces are also linked to the issue of 
the Suwałki Corridor, which the Russian and Belarusian forces would attempt to close 
in the event of war with NATO, thus hampering ground transport and communication 
between the Baltic States and other NATO members. A study by the European Center 
for Policy Analysis on the Suwałki corridor shows that space, time, and scale are the cate-
gories considered in the context of the corridor (Hodges, Bugajski, and Doran, 2018, p. 
3). Western troops must be deployed near the Suwałki corridor, and the potential enemy 
must be shown that all its military attempts will be stopped. Polish and Lithuanian forces, 
in cooperation with Allied forces, must keep the corridor open until additional NATO 
forces arrive. Due to the overall balance and asymmetric deployment of NATO and Rus-
sian forces, Russia’s advantage in the region is only short-lived, as in the event of a war, 
the balance of power shifts in favor of NATO over time.

The timeliness of the arrival of NATO forces is determined, among other things, 
by Europe’s road infrastructure, which is not suitable everywhere for transporting 
weapons, as well as by the time-consuming bureaucratic obstacles to crossing bor-
ders. For example, in order for US units from Germany to enter Poland or one of the Bal-
tic States, permission must be obtained from all countries whose territory they must pass 
through. One of the issues discussed at the NATO Summit in Brussels, 11-12 July 2018 
was military mobility – improvement of mutual coordination and infrastructure. NATO 
defense ministers supported increasing the preparedness of the Allies, the “Four Thirties” 
initiative, which allows the Alliance to mobilize 30 mechanized battalions or 30,000 men, 
30 aircraft squadrons, 300 aircraft, and 30 warships or submarines in 30 days (Stolten-
berg, 2019). These units would act as support for the existing NATO Response Force.

Russia and Belarus, as authoritarian and centralized states, can make decisions quickly, 
while NATO is a community of democracies, and joint decision-making can take longer. 
Here, however, the Russian side must take into account that in the event of its invasion, 
Latvia will retaliate without any coordination, and other NATO member states, such as 
Estonia, Lithuania, Poland, the United States, and the United Kingdom, will be able to 
counter Russia right away during the first hours; moreover, the blows can be directed not 
only at the Russian forces invading the Baltic states but also at the territory of Russia and 
its allies (Kudors, 2018, p. 25).

Early warning, airspace surveillance, air defense, mobility, ground combat capability, and 
host country support have been identified as priority capabilities of the Latvian National 
Armed Forces. One of the largest projects of the Latvian army in recent years is the mec-
hanization of ground forces. This includes the continued supply of both combat intelli-
gence armored vehicles and self-propelled howitzers, as well as supplies of Stinger air 
defense systems from the Allies. The war in Ukraine has contributed to the development 
of the Latvian National Guard. Since the illegal annexation of Crimea by Russia in 2014, 
the number of members of the Latvian National Guard has increased significantly. The 
National Guard has become an important defense force in Latvia. In 2014, the number of 
new recruits had almost doubled compared to the previous year; in 2015, the growth was 
almost 50% (Skreija, 2018).

Just as Belarus cannot be seen in isolation from the CSTO and dominant Russia from the 
point of view of regional security, so Latvia’s security cannot be seen in isolation from 
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NATO activities in the Baltic Sea region. In recent years, Latvia has increased its security 
in two dimensions: 1) it has increased the awareness of NATO Allies about Latvia and 
promoted international cooperation; 2) it has increased Latvia’s security and improved its 
military defense capabilities. In addition, Latvia has worked in the field of strategic com-
munication and increased public resilience, which can reduce the negative consequences 
in the event of a threat.

2.3. FIRST SCENARIO: POWER VACUUM IN BELARUS
Changes in the domestic policy of Belarus in 2020 have been unprecedented. Peaceful 
protests by a large part of the public against the rigging of the presidential election and 
the detention of political prisoners are a strong expression of Belarusian civil society. 
Despite the impressive spatial and temporal extent of the protests, Lukashenko has 
managed to maintain the loyalty of the power structures. Lukashenko wants to imp-
lement a constitutional reform, after which he is likely to transfer power to his successor. 
It is important for Moscow that the successor be loyal to Russia and continue integration 
into a federal state. It is questionable whether the Belarusians will allow decisions on their 
fate to be made in the Minsk and Moscow offices without asking the public. If a refe-
rendum on constitutional changes is held in Belarus under Lukashenko’s organizational 
leadership, such a referendum will have no legitimacy due to expected falsifications.

Interviews with Belarusian security experts Zmicier Mickiewicz and Andrei Porotnikov 
in the course of this study have shown that a power vacuum in Belarus is not possible due 
to the Coordination Council, which is working for a peaceful transfer of power in several 
fields. Political forces will be created that are ready to act quickly if Lukashenko resigns in 
one way or another. Zmicier Mickiewicz (2020) noted in an interview:

“Given the current feelings of Belarusians, if Lukashenko loses power, all the new 
powers will be more pro-Western than Lukashenko, who is 100% anti-Western. All poli-
tical forces must respond to the demands of society and offer at least equal coopera-
tion with the West and Russia. That in itself would be much better than the current 
situation.“

THE DEMONSTRATIONS OF THE YEAR 2020 WERE POPULOUS AND PEACEFUL.  
AUTHOR: A. MATSKEVITCH
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Andrei Porotnikov, a researcher on the Belarusian security blog, noted that representa-
tives of the country’s bureaucracy and law enforcement structures are highly disciplined, 
and the country will not be fragmented. According to Porotnikov (2020), firstly, oppo-
sition structures will ensure the transfer of power, and secondly, “[---] it is Russia who, 
should it be necessary, will fill any vacuum with local bureaucrats who are currently work-
ing in (federal state) integration structures in Moscow.” In fact, Porotnikov talks about two 
scenarios of power: in the first case, Svetlana Tikhanovskaya will become the center of 
power; in the second case, the power gap will be filled by the structures and people of the 
Russian-Belarusian federal state.

2.3.1. National security and defense
Researchers Mārcis Balodis and Beāte Livdanska, interviewed by the Center for Eastern 
European Policy Studies (CEEPS), indicated that a power vacuum would cause a lot of 
internal friction in Belarus. Balodis (2020) says:

“As a result, there is a possibility that some kind of provocations will take place in Latvia 
with the aim of legitimizing or undermining certain groups in Belarus. An additional risk 
is that the power struggle will take place largely in the media.”

The popular Russian media in Latvia could create an information bubble about what is 
happening in Belarus. According to a CEEPS researcher, this could divide not only Bel-
arusian society but do it also within Russia itself. In 2008, this scenario set a precedent 
when two demonstrations took place on the streets of Riga during the Russia-Georgia 
war, one in support of the Georgian government and the other in support of the Krem-
lin’s position. Livdanska (2020) believes that the power vacuum in Belarus could have a 
negative impact on Latvia’s national security, as the Russian government would try to 
fill the gap quickly, and the presence of its forces at Latvia’s external border in this light 
would indicate expansion of Russia’s geopolitical interests near Latvia. In his answer to 
the interview questions, Dimitrijs Trofimovs (2020), Secretary-General of the Ministry of 
the Interior of the Republic of Latvia, stated:

“The power vacuum that would arise if the current President of Belarus, Lukashenko, 
lost power would create uncertainty about the future development trends in Belarus. 
This could be detrimental to regional stability and thus also affect Latvia.”

In the context of the political crisis in Belarus and in the event of chaos, the Latvian 
defense sector should pay more attention to what is happening outside Latvian borders. 
Marcis Balodis (2020) points out:

“In times of chaos, border security is of the utmost importance. Given that Russia’s 
military and security forces are likely to be linked to an internal power struggle, and it 
is important to keep an eye on their movements on our border.“ 

In this situation, Latvia must strengthen cooperation with its allies in NATO and the 
EU. According to this scenario, the Latvian security services should also work actively to 
monitor the situation and exchange information with partner services abroad (Livdanska, 
2020).
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2.3.2. Economic security
A power vacuum could affect Latvia’s economic security. At the same time, it should 
be noted that the economies of Latvia and Belarus are not so closely linked that drastic 
changes pose a significant threat to Latvia. Transit through Latvian ports is beneficial for 
Belarus, so interrupting or reducing its volume in the event of chaos would most likely 
be temporary. In the economic context, this situation may create preconditions for 
several Belarusian companies to relocate their assets and physical location to Lat-
via. Then there would be a possibility that “[---] some of these components could be used 
against Latvia or the West, for example, when certain companies or individuals partici-
pate in information gathering operations” (Balodis, 2020). Security risks are related to 
the fact that it is difficult to identify the real beneficiaries and real interests of Belarusian 
companies operating in the Latvian market. At the same time, it should be noted that 
such a scenario could not materialize on a large scale.

The power vacuum in Belarus may affect the economy of Latgale (the region border-
ing Belarus) in particular, where there is more communication among small and medi-
um-sized enterprises. Stagnation or even recession may emerge in the Belarusian econ-
omy, which could lead to a decrease in the total turnover of goods and services in both 
countries. The weakening of the Belarusian market and demand may have a negative 
impact on some Latvian exporting companies, especially in Latgale and border regions 
(Trofimovs, 2020). Although the Baltic States as a whole would maintain their economic, 
political and social stability, foreign direct investment may decline due to the political 
instability in the neighborhood. The volume of such investments may decrease, especially 
in Latgale, where investments are most needed. Dimitrijs Trofimovs (2020) points out 
that “[---] a power vacuum can create conditions in which some Belarusian citizens leave 
the country in search of new economic opportunities or flee some security risks. Even if a 
few thousand such people come to Latvia, the possibilities of ensuring their integration into 
the local community and labor market should be considered.”

2.3.3. Border control
The security risks of border controls could potentially increase, given that the power 
vacuum in Belarus could lead to internal conflicts, which in turn could lead to increa-
sed flows of people at the European Union external borders, which could put additio-
nal burdens on border guards in their day-to-day responsibilities. Mārcis Balodis (2020) 
points out: “Political uncertainty in Belarus would lead to an emphasis on border cont-
rols to limit the possibility of provocations taking place outside Belarus. Uncertainty 
may create a degree of mistrust among Belarusian border guards, which may affect their 
efficiency.” Cross-border cooperation may suffer, while organized crime may commit ille-
gal cross-border activities (Livdanska, 2020). In this context, it would be a major chal-
lenge for Latvia to provide human resources to monitor organized crime and migration 
at the borders.

There is a relatively large Belarusian minority in Latvia, especially in the Latgale region, 
so there is a possibility that Belarusian citizens do not indicate that they are fleeing the 
political regime but that they are going to Latvia for economic reasons or to visit relatives. 
At the same time, of course, there may be people applying for asylum in Latvia, as well 
as people who show that they are fleeing a political regime when applying for a visa. Sec-
retary-General Trofimovs (2020) is of the opinion that this could lead to the emergence 
of two categories of Belarusian citizens: one who qualifies for support in Latvia and the 
other who does not (because these persons are not identifiable refugees from the political 
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regime). This situation has the potential to cause dissatisfaction among Belarusians who 
have arrived in Latvia and are already living in Latvia. The coordinated action plan of 
the institutions related to the possible mass influx of asylum seekers from the countries 
affected by the crisis into Latvia is in force and provides for measures in case Latvia faces 
a mass influx of asylum seekers. This plan would also apply when mass influxes of asylum 
seekers began to arrive in Latvia due to the changed political situation in Belarus. Trofi-
movs (2020) points out that attention must be paid to the fact that the current support 
system for asylum seekers and beneficiaries of international protection is rather 
weak. The massive influx of asylum seekers from Belarus will further weaken the system, 
which could lead to public dissatisfaction.

2.3.4. Organized crime
Raitis Kalnačs, Head of the First Department for Combating Organized Crime (ONAP) 
of the Latvian State Police, has pointed out that there are about twenty organized crime 
groups in Latvia, whose members have not changed significantly since the 1990s, but 
which have drastically changed their image and sphere of activity (TvNet, 2020). Many 
former criminals have switched to legitimate business while maintaining control over 
their former criminal groups. Currently, the tendencies of criminal crimes in Latvia are 
changing, namely the number of so-called physical crimes. The number of crimes against 
property (robbery, car theft, etc.) has decreased. Compared to what’s happening in the 
world, Latvia is relatively calm, as there are few contract murders and there is no active 
struggle between organized criminal groups.

At the same time, new types of crime are emerging, especially in the online environment. 
Global trends show that in 2021, cybercrime will surpass all drug markets. In Latvia, too, 
law enforcement agencies need to pay increasing attention to cybercrime. The criminal 
world invests in technology to protect itself and disguise itself in the best possible 
way. The cyber environment is a challenge for the Latvian police12, which is why in 2018, 
the government approved a plan for preventing and combating organized crime, which 
provided, among other things, for strengthening the cyber division (Likumi, 2018). The 
2018-2020 plan called for strengthening the operational capacity and efficiency of the 
cyber department in the field of internet intelligence and paying more attention to the 
circulation of cryptocurrencies. The department will continue to develop and strengthen 
cybercrime capacity in the regions of the country, train staff and provide logistical support 
at the regional level (Likumi, 2018).

As can be seen from the crisis in Belarus in 2020, Belarusian IT companies that 
were actively involved in foreign markets in the recent presidential election chose 
the Lithuanian and Polish markets in particular, as the regulations and tax systems 
of these countries are more favorable for Belarusian companies (Livdanska, 2020). 
Latvia is one of the countries to which a relatively large number of IT specialists from 
Belarus could move in the event of a serious crisis in Belarus. This would lead to the risk 
that some of them could themselves engage in criminal activity on the Internet or be 
employed by organized crime.

12  The official name of the cyber department is the Third Unit of the Economic Crimes Department of the Main 
Criminal Police Department of the Latvian State Police (fight against cybercrime and protection of intellectual 
property).
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2.3.5. Political factors
A power vacuum can create a lot of turbulence in Belarus, which would make the outcome 
of the processes difficult to predict. Officially Russia would perceive such emptiness as a 
green light for even more active intervention in the social and political processes in Bel-
arus. Balodis (2020) points out: 

“Belarusian politicians would be interested in cooperating with Latvian politicians in 
order to legitimize themselves in the eyes of Western governments. This could lead to 
a situation where domestic politics are divided over who is legitimate and represents 
the people of Belarus. In addition, Belarusian politicians (and their slogans) would draw 
attention in Latvian society, which could create internal divisions about who or what is 
best for Belarus in the long run.” 

It should be taken into account that some Belarusians in Latvia consume the content 
of Kremlin-run TV channels, so they are exposed to misinformation. In case of uncer-
tainty, Russian propagandists are particularly active in interpreting events and processes 
in Belarus in the interests of the Kremlin in order to tune the Belarusians living in Latvia 
in favor of Moscow’s position. If democratically-minded forces come to power in Belarus, 
Latvia must create a model of cooperation that maximizes the benefits of the new Belar-
usian government in cooperation with the West and the EU, moving away from the influ-
ence of Russia (Livdanska, 2020).

2.4. SECOND SCENARIO:  
INTEGRATION OF RUSSIA AND BELARUS INTO A FEDERAL STATE
Aleksandr Lukashenko has stated that he would no longer work as president under the 
country’s new constitution. Given the Kremlin’s negative stance on Belarus’s possible 
independent foreign policy, it is clear that Russia will do its utmost to ensure that Lukas-
henko’s successor has close and loyal relations with his/her great neighbor. The Putin 
regime is interested in keeping Belarus in its orbit of influence so that greater integra-
tion of the Russian-Belarusian federation is in line with Moscow’s regional ambitions for 
dominance. The interviewed experts and government officials agree that such a scenario 
will affect the security situation in Latvia. Security expert on Belarus Zmicier Mickiewicz 
(2020) points out:

“The ideal situation for the Kremlin is the Armenian scenario - to control everything and 
pay for nothing. However, Belarus is not facing a geopolitical dilemma like Armenia, so 
the room for maneuver is much wider. In military terms, Russia does not need Belarus 
as a strategic point - it has already built a strong defense infrastructure on its territory 
east of Belarus. And in order to have military pressure points against the West, Russia 
has created huge A2/AD opportunities in the Kaliningrad region and occupied Crimea.“

Mickiewicz (2020) believes that Russia’s desire to establish a new military base in Belarus 
is more of a political issue than a military one. At the same time, Mickiewicz acknowled-
ges that deeper integration as a federal state increases insecurity in the region, as Russia 
is unpredictable on the international stage.

Andrei Porotnikov, a researcher on the Belarusian security blog, believes that although 
Lukashenko is in power, deep integration of the federal state is not possible. Porotnikov 
(2020) points out that there are current tensions between Moscow and Minsk over con-
stitutional reform: “Lukashenko wants changes that will not change anything. Russia, for 
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its part, is demanding the dismantling of the super-presidential system.“ The Belarusian 
side may allow new units of the Russian army to appear in the country, but the subjuga-
tion of the Belarusian forces to the command of the Russian armed forces could cause 
a significant backlash. Porotnikov (2020) points out that “Russians are now actively pro-
moting the idea of forming international brigades in CSTO, as in NATO. It is not yet clear 
how successful this will be. But the issue was out in public this fall. “Porotnikov’s opinion 
coincides with that of CEEPS researcher Balodis (2020): “Cooperation would also create 
a military partnership, creating a small shift in military power. Belarus could be used as 
a springboard for military operations, especially in the Suwałki corridor. However, there 
may still be internal fights within the Belarusian army among officers who do not want to 
be part of the Russian army.“

2.4.1. National security and defense
Marcis Balodis (2020) emphasizes:

“Deeper integration would essentially mean that the armed forces of Russia and Bel-
arus can be considered one. This could have the greatest impact on the security of the 
Suwalki corridor, with Russia gaining stronger control over the surrounding territories. 
The Belarusian armed forces have reportedly tried not to get caught up in “Russia vs 
the world” conflicts. But for Russia, which will gain more direct control over Belarus, it 
would mean that its presence would be more pronounced.“

Jānis Garisons (2020), Secretary-General of the Latvian Ministry of Defense, points out 
that with greater integration of Belarus and Russia, the early warning time for Latvia will 
decrease as Russia’s military infrastructure will approach Latvia from the territory of Bel-
arus. Researchers (Hodges, Bugajski, and Doran, 2018, p. 3) from the US Working Group 
of the Center for European Policy Analysis (CEPA) also talk about the importance of early 
warning, pointing out that each Baltic state needs to develop three capabilities to succes-
sfully repel a Russian attack: “Early warning of Moscow’s covert undermining activities in 
the target area that can be prevented or curbed; capable forces that can respond quickly; 
and adequate infrastructure and pre-positioned equipment to enable the rapid deploy-
ment of NATO forces.“ In order to develop a third capability and improve the condition of 
ports, bridges, and roads, NATO must work with the European Union, which for the first 
time in the new EU programming period will provide resources to protect EU member 
states. Latvian ports, railways, and bridges must be suitable for the military equipment of 
the Allied countries, and it is important for Europe to develop common military logistics, 
or the so-called military Schengen.

Latvia has also worked with Allies to strengthen CEPA’s first two capabilities. In 2018, 
amendments were made to the Latvian National Security Act, which determines the 
principles of comprehensive national defense and specifies the cases when the Cabinet of 
Ministers has the right to decide on the mobilization of the National Guard and reserve 
soldiers (Balode, 2018). An effective and rapid response is possible through military 
mobilization to address the threat even before an emergency is declared. Amendments 
to the law were necessary because, until now, mobilization was only foreseen in an emer-
gency, but this may be too late, given the dynamism of the military threat.

The introduction of a new norm, which determines the basic principles of comprehen-
sive national defense, supplemented the law with the right of citizens to “[---] use civil 
opposition in order to prevent the aggressor’s illegal administrative authorities and armed 
entities; to provide armed resistance to the armed units of the aggressor; provide all-round 
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support to participants in civilian resistance and armed resistance, as well as to the units 
of the armed forces of NATO or EU Member States, in support of the NAF and its mili-
tary missions in the Latvian state implementing their military defense (2018), which is the 
defense of the Latvian state.” (Balode). Such principles relate both to the specific nature of 
modern warfare and to the desire of the public never to allow the events of 1940 to take 
place again. These changes can be seen as a continuation of the 2016 amendments to the 
National Security Act, which already at that time broadened the definition of war and int-
roduced immediate protection measures in case of danger without waiting for a separate 
order. This means that even in the event of a break in the chain of command, soldiers at 
the battalion level have the right to provide armed resistance (Kudors, 2018, p. 28). This 
will improve Latvia’s readiness to respond quickly in the event of an invasion.

2.4.2. Economic security
As the political crisis in Belarus after the 2020 presidential elections has shown, entrep-
reneurs are prepared to relocate their businesses to the markets of other countries in 
conditions where they do not agree with the regime’s actions. With closer integration of 
the federal state, some Belarusian companies could also move to Latvia, so potentially the 
biggest threat here is possible espionage for another regime and unclear real beneficiaries 
who may have ties to that regime and hidden goals in Latvia (Livdanska, 2020). Mārcis 
Balodis (2020) points out that “Belarusian companies could be used for money laundering 
or other crimes through the Latvian financial sector, undermining its credibility.”

Unemployment in Latvia is already on the rise during Covid-19, and the country has 
significantly increased its debt and budget deficit. Dimitrijs Trofimovs from the Latvian 
Ministry of the Interior (2020) points out that when many Belarusians move to Lat-
via, it can be difficult to integrate thousands of immigrants quickly into the local 
labor market. In addition, other types of social assistance, such as language training and 
education, should be funded. Providing support to such people could place a significant 
burden on the Latvian economy. It is not yet clear how closer integration of Belarus with 
Russia will affect Latvian-Belarusian trade. It can be expected that if Belarus integrates 
more closely with the Eurasian Economic Union market and moves away from the EU, 
the Latvian economy (especially Latgale) will suffer from declining trade.

2.4.3. Border control
If the new Belarusian government with a new president rapidly promotes the integration 
of a federal state with Russia, a significant number of Belarusians may be dissatisfied with 
this scenario, and some of them may exacerbate the migration problem. In this context, 
as in the previous scenario, human resources and opportunities to prevent the potential 
threat posed by organized crime, unauthorized border crossings, and large-scale migra-
tion play an important role in Latvian defense (Livdanska 2020). If President Lukashenko 
is still in office and promoting the Russia-Belarus integration agenda, it could increase the 
risks of unrest and conflict, so this scenario could increase migration to a much greater 
extent than the first scenario. Belarusians may potentially seek refuge in their immediate 
neighborhood: in Lithuania, in Poland, and also in Latvia. It is possible that pro-European 
Belarusians would want to leave Belarus and get elsewhere in the EU. A solution to this 
problem should therefore be sought at the EU level.
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Secretary-General Dimitrijs Trofimovs (2020) points out that the rapid influx of Belaru-
sian citizens could jeopardize the ability to provide legal employment opportunities for 
all immigrants, especially in Covid-19 conditions. Trofimovs (2020) explains: 

“If the Belarusian revolution is suppressed, it is expected that the flow of political 
asylum seekers may increase and create an additional burden on the Latvian social 
and economic system due to providing support. The rapid influx of Belarusian citizens 
without providing them with sufficient economic opportunities, and the lack of a swift 
and determined response from the Latvian and EU authorities, could lead to growing 
dissatisfaction among both immigrants and locals.” 

Finally, there is a risk that the spread of Covid-19 in Latvia may increase due to the influx 
of large numbers of people into Latvia, given that the spread of the virus in Belarus is 
much faster and more uncontrollable. This, in turn, could overload the Latvian health-
care sector, which has already exhausted its capacity by December 2020.

2.4.4. Organized crime
Like the power vacuum scenario, the rapid influx of Belarusians into Latvia as a result of 
the Kremlin’s strengthening of power could shift newcomers to the so-called gray eco-
nomy (working illegally), increase the risk of exploitation and human trafficking, and 
encourage Belarusian citizens to join organized crime networks. This, in turn, may place 
an additional burden on the police, as its human, financial and technical resources are 
already limited as it is, given that they are partly aimed at implementing Covid-19 con-
tainment, control, and surveillance measures (Trofimovs, 2020). Should Belarus take swift 
steps towards integration with Russia, another possible factor in the accession of the two 
countries must be considered. Researcher Mark Galeotti, who conducted a study in 2017 
on the impact of Russian organized crime groups in Europe, concluded that Latvia and 
Cyprus stand out on the map of Europe, being both money laundering centers and count-
ries where Russian organized crime has infiltrated the local Russian-speaking commu-
nity. In his study, Galeotti (2017) has pointed out that Russian criminals are increasingly 
disguising themselves as operating in the legal economy, thus exploiting places where 
the communities of Russians and other Eurasian ethnic groups are large. One such place 
is Riga, where there are a large number of Russian emigrants and other Russian-spea-
king people, which is necessary to create an environment conducive to crime. The study 
(Galeotti, 2017) recalls: “The Russian state is very criminal, and the intertwining of the 
criminal ‘underworld’ and the political ‘upper world’ has led to the situation where the 
regime occasionally uses criminals as tools of its power.“ Latvian law enforcement autho-
rities have to take into account that some of those who would move to Latvia in the 
future may be involved in organized crime in Belarus or, due to the Russian-spea-
king environment, in organized crime in Russia.

However, it must be emphasized that this is only an assumption of a theoretically possi-
ble risk, which may not materialize. Therefore, a more reliable forecast should be further 
investigated. In Russia, the security services and the official power are linked to the crim-
inal world, but with the help of these services, the Putin regime is at the top of the hier-
archy, above the mafia, and able to use the latter for political purposes. It is not yet clear 
how far Belarus and Russia can grow together in a one country format, so it is not clear 
whether Russia’s role in organized crime will increase in Belarus and possibly in Latvia 
through the growth of the Belarusian diaspora. In any case, Latvia must take into account 
Galeotti’s conclusion that the impact of Russian organized crime in European countries, 
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including Latvia, must be considered not only as a matter of combating crime but also 
as a matter of national security. However, it should be noted here that those Belarusians 
who may leave their country due to the Kremlin’s influence may be well educated and 
oriented towards the rule of law and respect for democratic values. It is therefore import-
ant not to see all immigrants as a potential threat to national security and peace. Most 
well-educated Belarusians could benefit the Latvian state and its economy.

2.4.5. Political factors
Balodis (2020) points out that with closer integration of Belarus and Russia, “[---] the 
pro-Kremlin media would start talking about the two fraternal nations that will even-
tually come together, as well as portray Russia as a reliable partner trying to help smal-
ler countries. This narrative, although quite widespread, could be used among the local 
population to sow distrust against the current Latvian government. In addition, Russian 
politicians can spread the idea that Russia is doing the right thing, thus creating divisions 
in the local population.“ In addition, Balodis (2020) assumes that “[---] it is likely that the 
2020 protests will be used as an example of how the West failed to delegitimize the Bel-
arussian government, giving the opportunity to say that cooperation is exactly what the 
Belarusian people want and that the protests are foreign-funded activities against Belarus 
and Russia.“ The Kremlin-led media is popular in Latvia among some target groups of 
Russian, Ukrainian, and Belarusian origin, so it is important from the point of view of 
cohesion of the society what messages Latvian Belarusians receive from Russian propa-
gandists and disinformers. Russia continues to mislead the Latvian public by maintaining 
the gap between the Latvian- and Russian-speaking populations. The story created by 
the Kremlin-led media about what is happening in Belarus distorts reality and divides 
Latvia’s social and political environment.

It is in Latvia’s interests for its neighbor Belarus to be a democratic and independent state 
governed by the rule of law, where human rights are respected. If democratic reforms 
succeed, Latvia’s foreign policy in relations with Belarus will focus on supporting Minsk 
in its relations with EU countries and institutions. If the Belarusian revolution will bring 
about significant changes in the country’s politics, it is difficult to imagine how a demo-
cratic Belarus could agree to greater integration with authoritarian Russia. On the other 
hand, if the revolution does not achieve these goals, the more integrated federal state of 
Russia and Belarus will not promote the improvement of bilateral relations between Lat-
via and Belarus.
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SUMMARY
The border between Latvia and Belarus is, on the one hand, the border between NATO 
and the EU and, on the other hand, the border between CSTO and the Eurasian Econo-
mic Union. Since August 2020, the Latvian public has been following the developments 
in Belarus with concern and hope. It is worrying that democratic change may be stifled 
and that authoritarian Lukashenko will remain in power. Another worrying possibility is 
that the Kremlin will take advantage of the situation and make Belarus even more depen-
dent on the authorities of the Russian Federation, thus reducing the chances of democra-
tization in Belarus and stopping Belarus from finding a possible common ground with 
the West. Hopes, in turn, are linked to the strengthening of Belarusian civil society, which 
overthrows one authoritarian leader whose political opponents disappeared during his 
government, and Belarusians will not accept another authoritarian leader, Vladimir Putin.

The main problem for Latvian security if Belarus takes steps for rapid integration with Rus-
sia is the shortening of the early warning period. Greater integration into a Russian-Bel-
arusian federal-state undermines the sovereignty of Belarus, including military control of 
Belarusian territory, as in this case, the Ministry of Defense of the Russian Federation will 
want full control over the country and its armed forces. In such a scenario, in the event 
of a NATO-Russia war, Belarus will cease to be an independent state from the military 
point of view, and Russia will be able to launch a military campaign against Latvia and 
Lithuania in a shorter period of time, also using Belarusian territory for this purpose. The 
control of the Suwałki corridor is time-dependent, so it is deciding which party to the 
conflict is the first to take control of that part of the continent, enabling NATO mem-
bers a land connection. Latvia has increased its ability to mobilize its forces rapidly; this 
has been achieved, inter alia, through legislative changes that preclude non-resistance to 
invaders. The adoption of a comprehensive defense concept will increase the resilience of 
Latvian society in any crisis. The control of Latvian airspace by NATO member states by 
way of rotation, as well as NATO’s additional presence in Latvia, led by Canada, serve as 
an important deterrent in relations with Russia and its allies.

In both scenarios, resilience to hybrid threats is particularly important, either in the event 
of a possible power vacuum or in bringing Russia’s military infrastructure closer to the 
Latvian border via Belarus. In both cases, Russian information warfare officials may try 
to influence the views of Belarusians and other Russian-speaking people living in Latvia 
in favor of Kremlin policies in Belarus.

Attuning the Latvian public in the media and on social networks in favor of the Krem-
lin’s position is destructive, as it divides the Latvian population ethically and in terms 
of values, and in a crisis situation, it can become a threat to internal order and national 
security. Strengthening the Latvian media, implementing a coherent education reform 
(which will increase the use of the Latvian language in minority schools), and promoting 
media literacy is part of the policy that needs to be further implemented.

Latvia’s economic security could be at stake in the event of both scenarios. However, it 
should be noted that, despite the importance of the transit of Belarusian goods for the 
Latvian economy, economic relations between Latvia and Belarus are generally not so 
extensive that their change would have a dramatic impact on the Latvian economy. The 
risk lies in the fact that Belarusian companies that have come to Latvia can be used for 
covert activities against Latvia.

In December 2020, uncertainty remained about the greater integration of the Russian-Bel-
arusian federal state that may take place in the near future. The prospect of a power 
vacuum in Belarus is slim due to the establishment of a coordinating council under the 
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leadership of Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya, which has legitimacy in the eyes of many Belaru-
sian and Western governments. A vacuum can also be ruled out by Moscow, appointing 
a successor to Lukashenko, who will promote closer integration of Belarus with Russia. 
However, if chaos emerges, Latvia’s national security could be threatened, as the power 
vacuum in Belarus could lead to internal conflicts there, which in turn could lead to an 
increased flow of people at the European Union’s external borders, including the Latvian 
border.

Implementing border controls can be difficult in both scenarios. If the Belarusian revolu-
tion is suppressed, the flow of political asylum seekers to Latvia is expected to increase. 
This may place an additional burden on the Latvian economic and social system in terms 
of providing support to immigrants. If such an influx of people occurs quickly, the Latvian 
institutions, which are unable to provide adequate economic opportunities for migrants, 
may provoke dissatisfaction among both immigrants and locals. Another problem caused 
by the increase in the number of people entering Latvia from Belarus would be the spread 
of Covid 19 in Latvia, which in December 2020 has already led to congestion in the Lat-
vian health sector, especially due to a shortage of medical staff.

Regardless of the scenario that materializes in Belarus, Latvia is ready for it. The Latvian 
government has paid close attention to cooperation with NATO allies and the develop-
ment of its defense capabilities, especially since the annexation of Crimea in 2014. Allo-
cating 2% of GDP to defense needs, as well as developing the combat capability of the 
armed forces and mechanizing the army, are steps that will ensure Latvia’s security. The 
voluntary Latvian National Guard has increased in both numbers and combat capability. 
A comprehensive defense and a thorough understanding of the peculiarities of the Rus-
sian information war are additional factors that increase the resilience of Latvian society 
and, consequently, national security in general.
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3. CONTINUING CRISIS IN 
THE REPUBLIC OF BELARUS: 
FORECAST OF DEVELOPMENT 
OF FACTORS AFFECTING THE 
NATIONAL SECURITY OF THE 
REPUBLIC OF LITHUANIA
Gediminas Buciunas

The future depends on what you do today 
Mahatma Gandhi

INTRODUCTION 
The author of the article presents his position on the possible consequences for the Repub-
lic of Lithuania of the crisis that erupted in Belarus after the election fraud in August 
2020. More specifically, on the possible impact on internal security, the management of 
the European Union external borders, and economic relations between Lithuania and 
Belarus.

Before turning to the topic of research, the author would like to give a brief overview of 
several factors that are crucial to staying in power for Aleksandr Lukashenko, the Pre-
sident of Belarus. It also helps to anticipate possible developments in the Republic of 
Belarus.

“Those who vote decide nothing. Those who count the votes decide everything.”

The author of this quote is the Soviet ruler Joseph Stalin. The quote is still true today. The 
above statement fully reflects the nature and character of the electoral fraud in Belarus in 
the 2020, 2015, 2010, and 2005 presidential elections. Instead of democratic elections and 
fair competition for ideas and programs, the authoritarian head of state Lukashenko pre-
fers to choose any means, including fraud, to achieve his goal of winning the presidential 
election. Lukashenko has ruled Belarus with an iron fist since July 20, 1994. He has been 
accused of dishonest organization of elections, including in the last elections on 9 August 
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2020. As a result of this widespread electoral fraud, mass protests eventually broke out in 
Belarus and continued despite excessive violence by the police and special forces, arbit-
rary detentions, and so on. The events in Belarus raise many questions among politicians 
and civil society. How long will mass protests and excessive police violence last? Where 
does it lead? What impact will this have on neighboring countries? Many politicians and 
academics from different countries are considering different scenarios for developments 
in Belarus: they range from two to six. For example, six scenarios were presented by the 
Belarusian opposition.

The author of this chapter analyzes two scenarios of the development directions of the 
crisis in Belarus and their impact on the Republic of Lithuania:

1) Lukashenko is rapidly falling from power, and a power vacuum may develop in 
the country;

2) Lukashenko or his more pro-Russian substitute will allow the Russian Federa-
tion and Belarus to integrate more.

The author of this chapter analyzes what is happening in society - the ongoing crisis and 
developments in Belarus. The main elements of the analysis are the personal character-
istics of President Lukashenko (the author refers to it as ‘personal factors’), the groups of 
people (elite) involved in the country’s processes (internal factors), and the processes that 
take place around and within that individual country (in this case Belarus) involving the 
main geopolitical actors (external factors).

3.1. PERSONAL FACTORS
If we are to analyze the relationship between man and power, we must delve into the per-
sonal characteristics of man. The aim is to get a clear psychological picture of the person 
who plays an important role in social events in the country.

We find a lot of information about the President of Belarus, Lukashenko, from publicly 
available sources, which can be used to conduct in-depth research to predict possible sce-
narios for the development of social events. Lukashenko’s statements; his comments on 
social events; his daily use of language; the most popular phrases used; attitude towards 
opponents; his tone of voice and intonation; body language; his social behavior; unexpec-
ted steps and actions (for example, he visited Minsk prison and met with arrested oppo-
sition leaders, made them a proposal regarding constitutional reforms, although without 
giving important details on how he intends to change the existing division of power in 
Belarus), etc. Another example of Lukashenko’s unpredictable behavior came during the 
events of 24 August 2020, on the 15th day of the biggest protests ever in independent 
Belarus. A crowd of about 200,000 people gathered to protest against the election fraud. 
Lukashenko publicly demonstrated a Kalashnikov-type machine gun while sending a 
strong signal to the world and the local community that he did not intend to resign, that 
he was full of energy to fight to the end, until death. He gave a similar signal on 17 August 
2020 during a visit to the Minsk wheeled tractor factory. He asked the crowd of the wor-
kers: “You are talking about unfair elections, and you want fair elections?” The people 
shouted in response: “Yes! Lukashenko replied: “The elections are over. Until you kill me, 
there will be no new elections!” (Dixon, 2020). Even based on these examples, we can pre-
dict the strong will of President Lukashenko of Belarus to keep power in his hands, and 
we call this a sickly desire for power.

The personality traits of leaders of authoritarian regimes and their desire to stay in power 
may be a separate issue of scientific research. In the case of Belarus, this phenomenon 
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may indicate a sick desire to control everything in the country and to remain in power by 
any means. Lukashenko has a deep-rooted idea that he is irreplaceable. He believes that 
if he is not the president of Belarus, the country will lose its statehood, economic 
independence, and uncontrollable events in the country may sooner or later lead 
the state to chaos, unpredictability, and violence.

3.1.1. Internal factors
Ivan the Terrible (Ivan IV ruled from 1533 to 1584, including as Grand Duke from 1533 
and as Tsar from 1547 to 1584), Joseph Stalin (dictator of the Soviet Union, ruled from 
1922 to 1953), Muammar al-Qaddafi (dictator of Libya, ruled 1969-2011), Saddam Hus-
sein (Iraqi dictator who was overthrown in 2003, ruled the country from 1979), Hosni 
Mubarak (Egyptian president ousted during the Arab Spring of 2011, ruled the country 
since 1981). This is a list of just a few autocratic rulers from different countries on diffe-
rent continents. What do they have in common with President Lukashenko of Belarus? 
The answers may be as follows: they ruled or are ruling (Lukashenko) a state for more 
than a quarter of a century; used or still use brutal methods to hold power. Some of them 
were overthrown by external authorities, some lost power due to the lack of support from 
local elites, mainly power structures such as the army, police, and leaders of security 
agencies. The author of this article examines the elite factor that creates suitable condi-
tions for Lukashenko to remain in power in Belarus for a long time.

Max Weber (1946, p. 4) stated in his theory of modern statehood:

“[---] a state is a human community that (successfully) demands a monopoly on the 
lawful use of physical force in a given territory. Note that “territory“ is one of the cha-
racteristics of a state. In particular, at present, the right to use physical force is granted 
to other institutions or individuals only to the extent permitted by the State. The state is 
considered to be the only source of the right to use violence.’

In 2005, US Chancellor Condoleezza Rice called Belarus the last dictatorship in Europe 
(CNN, 2005). In fact, President Lukashenko has enormous power in his hands, replac-
ing all three branches of power: the judiciary, the executive, and the legislative power. 
The Constitution of Belarus enshrines the principle of separation of powers. Article 6 
of the Constitution of Belarus states that “[---] in the Republic of Belarus, state power is 
exercised in accordance with the principle of separation of powers between the legislative, 
executive and judicial systems“ (Anon., 2004). At the same time, the legislative power is 
exercised by the President of Belarus and the presidential administration. The power of 
the President of the Republic of Belarus is one of the most extensive in the world. The 
President declares referendums, extraordinary elections, dismisses parliamentary cham-
bers in constitutional cases, and appoints the chairman of the Central Electoral Commis-
sion, the Prosecutor General, and the Chairman of the National Bank with the consent of 
the Council of the Republic (simply imitating the existence of democratic institutions). 
The President shall independently appoint and dismiss the Chairman of the National 
Audit Committee. The 1996 Constitution of the Republic of Belarus extended the powers 
of the Head of State in the field of legislation. The President issues decrees (valid as law), 
directives, and orders, which enter into force throughout the territory of the Republic 
of Belarus. The extent of the President’s legislative powers overshadows Parliament. The 
President also exercises full control over the executive branch of power in Belarus. The 
Council of Ministers is the executive branch of the President, reporting to the President’s 
administration, from which all political initiatives and directions come. As head of state, 
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Lukashenko has significant influence over the judiciary. He appoints the heads of the 
Constitutional Court and the Supreme Court together with its judges, and so on. Belarus 
adopted the Civil Service Act in 2013, which has been frequently amended since then. 
Presidential Administration is de facto responsible for the personnel management in the 
public service. All appointments in the Belarusian state (police, security), non-state 
(civilian), and military services are de facto political. The President strictly controls 
legislation; law enforcement processes, and the activities of law enforcement agencies, 
security services, the military, the judiciary, key economic actors, and civil society.

3.1.2. The elite
This is one of the most important internal factors and prerequisites for authoritarian 
dictators to stay in power. The defection of security forces is one of the most important 
preconditions for revolutionary success. Stephan et al. (2008) argued that: “[---] non-
violent campaigns are forty-six times more likely to succeed in the event of security forces 
defecting than non-violent campaigns with no defecting.” The question may arise as to how 
to keep the country’s elite under strict control. We can find the answer if we thoroughly 
analyze the activities of infamous dictators based on historical documents, memories, 
etc. For example, Stalin’s activities in the 1930s to 1950s.

The author of this article wants to introduce the concept of a mixture of elites. The main 
idea is to carry out the mixing through a continuous and ongoing replacement and/or 
dismissal of the military, security, political, and business elites. Another idea under this 
concept is to provide lavish financial and social support to some categories of civil ser-
vants (both public and non-public). Various methods should be used to mix the elite. For 
example, rotation, the commencement of criminal proceedings “retirement due to health 
problems.“ Even for different categories of local elites that may pose a real threat or even 
an imaginary threat, different approaches may be used. Many members of the business 
or political elite who have chosen to run in the presidential election in Belarus and posed 
a threat to the Lukashenko regime have faced charges of crimes, mainly financial crimes, 
have been detained, arrested, and some have been convicted by a court judgment.

The main power structures in Belarus are the Ministry of Internal Affairs of the Republic 
of Belarus, the State Security Committee of the Republic of Belarus, and the Ministry of 
Defense of the Republic of Belarus. If you look at the list of top managers of law enforce-
ment, security, and military institutions (namely the Ministry of Internal Affairs (herei-
nafter BR MoI), the State Security Committee (hereinafter KGB), the Ministry of Defense 
(hereinafter BR MD)) during Lukashenko’s rule publicly available on the Internet, it can 
be seen that from 1994 to October 2020, eight ministers of the interior were replaced, 
and a ninth minister of interior was appointed in October 2020. The leaders of the KGB 
of the Republic of Belarus were changed nine times between 1994 and 2020. If we take 
into account the average term of office of the heads of the KGB or the Ministry of the 
Interior from 1994 to October 2020, we can conclude that the term of office ahead of 
the above-mentioned main force structures is less than three years. We can observe a 
similar situation regarding the length of service (staying in office) for the heads of the 
main departments of the BR MoI and the KGB, as well as for the heads of the regional 
departments of the above-mentioned Belarusian power structures. There are only two 
exceptions to the unwritten rule on staying in the office of the head of the institution. 
For example, Lieutenant General V. P. Vakultchik worked as the head of the Belarusian 
KGB from 2012 to 2020. The situation is similar with the promotion of BR MoI and first 
deputies and/or deputies of KGB to Minister or Head of Security Service. Only a few of 
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the (first) deputies have been promoted to head of the BR MoI or KGB between 1994 and 
2020.

The main core of the constant and ongoing interference of the elite (top leaders) of the 
power structures is the strict control of the elite; constant fear of losing position and 
prosperity; not to allow them to be in one place for a long time and at the same time 
not to give them the opportunity to exert influence among other top and middle mana-
gers of the institution; to prevent the elite from establishing close, friendly and reliable 
relations with other categories of the elite (military, business, politics, police, security). 
Lukashenko makes extensive use of the carrot and stick method. The creation of good 
working conditions, good salaries, bonuses, and social guarantees have made most 
employees of the main power structures loyal to Lukashenko.

Since 2000, varying degrees of electoral fraud and civil society reaction to it - public 
demonstrations - have been experienced in the presidential elections in Belarus. Police 
have used excessive violence to suppress protesters. However, no police officers have been 
prosecuted for violating the provisions of the Criminal Code (excessive use of violence 
against demonstrators). This creates a dangerous phenomenon among Belarusian police 
officers, known as impunity syndrome. Representatives of the power structures consider 
Lukashenko to be the main guarantee of their immunity and a defender against the pro-
secution for suppression of peaceful demonstrations by violent means. In the two weeks 
since the August 9, 2020 elections, Lukashenko has largely been able to consolidate his 
power, and so far, the defection of the workers of the power structures has been kept to 
a minimum.

The situation is similar with the military. According to the country’s constitution, Lukas-
henko is the Commander-in-Chief of the Belarusian Armed Forces and enjoys strong 
support from the employees of the Ministry of Defense. Representatives of the Ministry 
of Defense emphasized that the elections were legal.

Ministries and members of parliament are under the full control of the President’s admi-
nistration. The heads of the legislative and executive bodies as well as of the judiciary, 
along with regional and local executive agencies, regional and local law enforcement and 
security agencies, courts, and prosecutors’ offices, are under the strict control of the Pre-
sident and his administration. The well-being of the above-mentioned officials and their 
family members and close relatives is directly linked to their loyalty to Lukashenko.

Belarus has remained with a state-run economy. There are no independent larger or 
medium-sized enterprises in Belarus, as we usually see in the neighboring countries 
of Belarus: In the Russian Federation and Ukraine. For example, major Ukrainian busi-
nessmen, together with the army, security forces, and police, played an important role in 
the Maidan revolution and continue to have a major influence on Ukraine’s political and 
economic climate. We do not have reliable information on powerful financial and indust-
rial groups in Belarus. The largest companies are state-owned enterprises, which are run 
by managers closely associated with the President’s administration and operating under 
their strict control, with the exception of small businesses.

Lukashenko was the only Belarusian member of parliament to vote against the collapse 
of the Soviet Union and described it as “[---] only an idiot will not regret the collapse 
of the Soviet Union. Americans probably don’t regret it either.” His vision of the future 
development of Belarus is mainly based on the soviet model, adding some elements to 
the Nordic social welfare model. He created the so-called social pact, which ensured 
political stability for almost two decades for socio-economic benefits. According to an 
online philosophy encyclopedia, “[---] social pact theory is the view that people’s moral 
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and/or political obligations depend on a contract or agreement between them to create 
the society in which they live”. Under the social pact system, groups in Belarus are able to 
enjoy stable economic growth and social security, while they are expected to remain loyal 
to Lukashenko. On the other hand, there is growing dissatisfaction with the country’s 
socio-economic policy, the milk, gas, and oil wars with the Russian Federation, and with 
a number of mistakes in the country’s social policy. For example, the adoption of the law 
introducing the so-called parasite tax on the unemployed in 2015 was a very unpopular 
step, which even provoked protests in some cities (Lukashenka Cancels ‘Parasite Tax’ On 
Unemployed In Belarus, 2021). Other important factors are the COVID-19 crisis, the 
devaluation of the Belarusian ruble, and tax policy. This encouraged many Belarusians to 
look for better opportunities, either in the private sector or abroad. At the same time, 
some sections of society began to see Lukashenko as an obstacle to the country’s 
further economic and political development.

On several occasions before the 2020 election fraud, Lukashenko publicly announced the 
idea of reshaping the balance of power. According to his vision, the powers of the gover-
nment and the parliament should be increased. However, it was just flirting with the idea 
of handing over power. This does not mean that Lukashenko did not consider different 
scenarios for the further development of the crisis in Belarus, his place in Belarusian 
society, guaranteeing his immunity from prosecution. There are reasons for this type of 
consideration. Lukashenko’s current government is vertical and depends too much on 
the person in power. The entire regime may collapse if the leader is unable to govern for 
some reason, such as health problems. Lukashenko was born in 1954 and knew the fate 
of some authoritarian leaders in Europe and elsewhere, such as in Romania, Chile, and 
Albania. One possible development scenario for the transfer of power is the preparation 
of a successor. For example, one of his sons. Such a model of transfer of power can still be 
found in some countries today. However, this scenario is almost impossible in this situa-
tion, despite Lukashenko’s efforts to involve his sons in the management of the country’s 
domestic and foreign policies, such as the participation of his youngest son in Lukashen-
ko’s official foreign visits. Lukashenko adores Soviet-era ideas, such as the Soviet model 
of social policy, strict control over economic life, collective farms, and remains an extre-
mely cautious and conservative politician in terms of large-scale reforms.

There are many examples in the history of regimes like Lukashenko when the regimes 
have tried to make decorative cosmetic changes in some way (in this case, constitutio-
nal reform). On the other hand, it is very unlikely that Lukashenko will carry out major 
reforms. There may be various explanations, from his morbid desire to stay in power, to 
split the opposition, to divide the opposition into parts, all the way to the fear of being 
imprisoned for crimes against his people.

After the August 2020 election fraud, Lukashenko finally burned all the bridges that would 
have allowed closer cooperation with Western countries. Prior to that, he had sought to 
reap the benefits of gradually growing the confrontation with the Russian Federation, on 
the one hand, and the United States and the European Union, on the other. For example, 
to get cheap gas and oil from Russia in return for his loyalty to the idea of a federal state 
and to produce petroleum products to sell abroad at a good market price. Lukashenko 
tried to take advantage of the gas pipelines running through Belarus to increase the geo-
political importance of Belarus in the region and to resolve the dispute with Russia over 
the price of gas.

The key issue remains open to many people who are interested in the further develop-
ment of the crisis in Belarus. How long will Lukashenko remain in power? The answer to 
this question depends on many different factors: the economic situation in the world and 
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in the country; the approach of the newly elected US President J. Biden and his admin-
istration to the crisis in Belarus; Russia’s pressure for greater integration of the federal 
state; pressure from civil society, etc.

3.2. EXTERNAL FACTORS
After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Russian Federation assumed the rights and 
obligations of the Soviet Union and presented itself on the international stage as the legal 
successor of the Soviet Union. A new amendment to Article 67 1 of the Constitution of 
the Russian Federation states that “1. The Russian Federation is the legal successor of the 
USSR on its territory, as well as the legal successor of the USSR in connection with mem-
bership in international organizations, their bodies, participation in international agree-
ments [---]”. (Государственная Дума, 2020).

The Kremlin considers the territory of the former Soviet republics to be the backyard of 
its political and economic influence. The Russian Federation is the most important tra-
ding partner of Belarus, with 49.2% of the international trade of Belarus. The EU is the 
second-largest trading partner, accounting for 18.1% of the country’s total trade, reaching 
almost € 11 billion in 2019.

Belarus is a signatory to the following associations: Commonwealth of Independent Sta-
tes; a military alliance called the Collective Security Treaty Organization (six countries 
led by the Russian Federation); has observer status in the Shanghai Cooperation Orga-
nization (led by the People’s Republic of China), the Eurasian Customs Union and the 
Eurasian Economic Union (with the Russian Federation, Armenia, Kazakhstan, and Kyr-
gyzstan). The use of military force by the Russian Federation is possible but very unlikely. 
Russia and Belarus are both members of the Collective Security Treaty Organization. It 
aims to jointly deepen military and political cooperation between the Member States. 
The people of Belarus consider Russia to be a reasonably friendly country. On 16 August 
2020, the Russian Federation reaffirmed its readiness to provide the necessary assistance 
to address Belarus’ security challenges. What means can be used? This is a very inter-
esting question. The use of military means is very unlikely, and a possible solution may 
be the methods already used in Crimea in 2014. This can be expressed in the wording: 
“It is time to introduce polite people (green people) to establish order.“ Lukashenko asked 
Russia for security assistance in case the internal situation got out of his control. The 
President of the Russian Federation, Vladimir Putin, reaffirmed Moscow’s readiness to 
provide such assistance. Therefore, large-scale direct military intervention by the Russian 
Federation in Belarus is not the most likely scenario.

For the Russian Federation, Belarus is of critical geostrategic importance, and it wants to 
avoid a situation where a change of government in Belarus could jeopardize its interests 
if the new authorities strengthen relations with the West, as happened in Ukraine and 
Georgia (Sakartvelo). Russia wants to prevent the domino effect on its western border. 
The Suwałki corridor is particularly important from a military point of view. There are 
only 120 kilometers between the Kaliningrad region and the Republic of Belarus.13 The 
Suwałki corridor is the Achilles heel of NATO.

13  According to other data, the border section is less than 100 kilometers.
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SUWAŁKI CORRIDOR. SOURCE: GLOBALSECURITY.ORG

Russian politicians and military experts, as well as Western politicians and NATO mili-
tary experts, agreed on one thing: The Belarusian region is important for Russia due to 
its proximity to the Kaliningrad enclave, where the troops of the western military district 
are located. In the event of a possible crisis between Russia and NATO, the role of the 
Kaliningrad enclave will increase, and the establishment of a land connection with Kali-
ningrad via Belarus may be essential for Russia’s interests. Belarus is an important region 
for Russia: both as part of Russia’s strategic deterrence and as part of Russia’s internal 
military policy. The position of Belarus in Russia’s military policy is primarily determined 
by the threat posed by NATO. Russia and Belarus are already closely linked militarily. 
They have integrated an air and missile defense system and a regional force group con-
sisting of four Belarusian brigades and special forces, and Russia’s 20th Guards. Russia 
leases two military facilities: a strategic ballistic missile control center operated by the 
Russian aeronautics and space forces and a global Russian naval communications center 
in Vilejka.

The ideas of the Russian world (Russkiy Mir) and the role of the Russian Orthodox Church 
in Belarus should be taken seriously.

The growing role of China. Two major projects led by China, and in which Belarus plays a 
key role in promoting China’s interests in the vicinity of Eastern Europe, are China’s glo-
bal initiative of infrastructure development Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and the Great 
Stone industrial park project. China fully supports Russia and calls on the EU and other 
external actors to refrain from intervening in the crisis. China’s interests in Belarus are 
focused on the country’s recent investments there as part of the Belt and Road initiative. 
Russia has given its blessing to the BRI, as expressed in the 2015 agreement, to link the 
mainland of the BRI – the Silk Road economic belt – with the Eurasian Economic Union, 
a Russian-led regional integration project of which Belarus is a member.

Carlson (2020) noted that China’s largest investment in Belarus is the Great Stone Indust-
rial Park, located on the outskirts of Minsk. This project, once called the BRI pearl by Chi-
nese President Xi Jinping, is China’s largest foreign development project with a capacity 
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of 200,000 employees. The project has already involved more than a billion dollars’ worth 
of investment. The first two Chinese companies to establish themselves there were the 
large Chinese telecommunications companies Huawei and ZTE, which have been the 
subject of an in-depth investigation by the United States and other Western countries. 
Chinese investment in infrastructure projects in Belarus, which is closely linked to 
the BRI due to Belarus, is a potential gateway for European markets for China (Car-
lson, 2020).

The foreign debt of Belarus is about $18 billion (as of October 2020), about two-thirds of 
which is to Russia. In October 2020, Belarus received 1.5 billion state loans from Russia. 
In 2019, the People’s Bank of China provided a $500 million loan to Belarus. According to 
Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, the central bank has foreign exchange reserves of about 
$4.3 billion, equivalent to five weeks of imports. (Prince, 2020)

In conclusion, the likelihood of the first scenario occurring is very low. The combination 
of personal, internal, and external factors makes it possible to predict possible develop-
ments in the country.

The current situation in Belarus bears many similarities to the crisis that erupted in 
Venezuela after the 2018 elections were rigged. Despite strong support from the US, the 
EU, and other South American countries for Venezuelan opposition leader Juan Guaido, 
US sanctions have been imposed on the Venezuelan oil industry, and Nicolas Maduro, 
President of Venezuela since 2013, is still in power. China and Russia support Maduro.

Lukashenko will sooner or later be forced to resign because of the joint efforts of the 
protesters, the West, and the Russian Federation. The author wishes to emphasize the 
important role of the Russian Federation in resolving the crisis in Belarus.

3.3. BELARUS CRISIS AND ITS POSSIBLE IMPACT ON LITHUANIA
3.3.1. Internal security
According to the document “National Threat Assessment 2020“ prepared in cooperation 
with the Second Investigation Department under the Ministry of National Defense of the 
Republic of Lithuania and the State Security Department of the Republic of Lithuania, 
claim that “Russia’s intelligence and security services who work closely with intelligence 
and security services Defense of Belarus, represent the main intelligence threat to Lithu-
ania.” Russian and Belarusian intelligence agencies are looking for new methods, ways, 
and opportunities to continue their intelligence activities on the territory of the Euro-
pean Union member states. Espionage scandals involving Russian intelligence emerging 
in some EU Member States in recent years, criminal cases of espionage involving Belaru-
sian intelligence on Lithuanian territory (BNS, 2015), interviews with former dormant 
agents (e.g., Tamara Netiksa (in Russian Нетыкса Тамара Ивановна), the case of Anna 
Chapman (Parfitt, 2010), reduced economic cooperation and other events provide the 
author of the article with a reasonable basis to be concerned about the national security 
of the Republic of Lithuania.

Criminal cases abroad involving infiltration of dormant agents or the creation of 
new networks of spy groups provide many examples of how Soviet and later Rus-
sian intelligence agencies took advantage of crises, migratory flows, and their own 
citizens masterfully abroad to carry out their covert operations. The author of this 
article believes that the majority of Belarusian citizens are honest people. On the other 
hand, we should always be aware of the possibility of infiltrating dormant agents (ille-
gal agents) from Russian and Belarusian intelligence agencies. The Illegal Program (as it 
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was called by the United States Department of Justice) is a network of Russian dormant 
agents without official protection. Edwards (2018) pointed out that the investigation by 
the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) culminated in the arrest of ten agents (Anna 
Chapman et al.) on June 27, 2010, after a decade-long FBI operation (Edwards, 2018). The 
spies were sent to the USA by the Russian Foreign Intelligence Service (Russian abbrevia-
tion SVR). Acting as ordinary US citizens, they sought to reach out to academics, indust-
rialists, and policymakers for access to intelligence. Russia’s program to deploy dormant 
agents abroad is an effective way of gathering sensitive information. In court documents, 
the US Department of Justice called the Russian spy group discovered in 2010 as a prog-
ram of illegals (Kacchia-Patel, A. 2010):

“The spies were trained in Russia and then sent to the United States (often through 
Canada, where they could establish a more reliable history) to gain access to intelli-
gence from senior government and academic officials.“

Most of these spies had lived in the United States for a long time, spoke good English, had 
a regular job, and even had children. Sometimes they took on the identity of real people 
who died young. Couples were brought together in Russia “…so that they could live and 
work together in the country of destination under the guise of being a married couple” 
(Kacchia-Patel, A. 2010).
According to the State Border Guard Service at the Ministry of the Interior of the Repub-
lic of Lithuania, 347 Belarusian citizens arrived in Lithuania on humanitarian grounds, 
whereas 74 people have already applied for the status of asylum seekers (data updated 
as of 21.12.2020) (Jačauskas, 2020a). The status of an asylum seeker is also the basis for 
issuing a residence permit in Lithuania. A Schengen visa allows entry into the Schengen 
territory and stay there for the period specified in the visa, but not more than 90 days in 
any 180-day period from the first entry into the territory of the Schengen Member States. 
When there are humanitarian reasons (Belarusian citizens who have been victims of the 
regime and repression or persecuted, active members of the opposition), the period and 
conditions of stay in the EU Member States are much more favorable for asylum seekers 
than for Schengen visa holders. On 11 August 2020, Lithuania launched a facilitated visa 
regime for citizens of the Republic of Belarus on humanitarian grounds.

3.3.2. Security of the European Union’s external borders
The Republic of Belarus borders Ukraine, the Russian Federation, and three EU Member 
States. The land border with Belarus and Lithuania is 677 km, with Latvia 141 km, with 
Poland 418 km. A total of 1236 km.
The lion’s share of unregistered migrants flow through Eastern Europe, Central Europe, 
and the Western Mediterranean (Frontex, 2020). The eastern route is not popular with 
most migrants from Africa and Asia. The 6,000-kilometer land border in the eastern part 
of the European Union runs between Belarus, Moldova, Ukraine, the Russian Federation, 
and EU Member States (Estonia, Finland, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia, 
Bulgaria, and Romania) and Norway. About a quarter of the discoveries of illegal border 
crossings at the eastern border of the European Union involved citizens of neighbor-
ing countries, mainly Ukrainians, Russians, and, to a lesser extent, people from Belarus 
and Moldova. Most of them crossed the Polish and Romanian land border with Ukraine. 
Most of these cases were related to either smuggling or other non-migration reasons. 
The EU-Belarus visa facilitation and readmission agreements entered into force on 1 July 
2020.
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ILLEGAL BORDER CROSSINGS AT EASTERN EUROPEAN LAND BORDERS. SOURCE: FRONTEX

According to the State Border Guard Service of the Ministry of the Interior of the Repub-
lic of Lithuania, 17 unregistered migrants were detained at the Lithuanian-Belarusian 
border in 2020 (data updated as of 22.12.2020). According to unofficial data, there are 
about 150,000 unregistered migrants from Asia and Africa in Belarus waiting to move to 
an EU Member State (mainly Western European Member States) (www.pasienis.lt, 2020). 
Lithuania is still a country of transit for unregistered (illegal) migrants, not a country of 
destination.

Article 7 of Part One of Regulation (EU) 2019/1896 of the European Parliament and of 
the Council of 13 November 2019 on European Border and Coast Guard and repealing 
Regulations (EU) No 1052/2013 and (EU) 2016/1624 states:

“European integrated border management is implemented by the European Border 
and Coast Guard and is shared between the Agency and the national authorities res-
ponsible for border management, including coastguards, when they carry out patrols 
and surveillance at sea borders and perform other border control tasks. The Member 
States shall retain primary responsibility for the management of their sections of the 
external borders.” In the event of a significant flow of migrants, EU Member States 
have the right to request the assistance of Frontex, and the European Border and Coast 
Guard Agency.”

According to the head of the Lithuanian State Border Guard Service, between 01.11.2020 
and 20.12.2020, the number of cases of Belarusian citizens entering the territory of the 
Republic of Lithuania at a border checkpoint for fear of control procedures and asylum 
applications has increased (Jačauskas, 2020b). The Lithuanian State Border Guard Ser-
vice has implemented additional measures to protect the EU external borders, inclu-
ding Frontex emergency assistance for permanent corps and other means provided for 
in the above-mentioned Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 
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November 2019. This significantly expands Frontex’s mandate to take the initiative on 
uncontrolled migration flows after the EU lessons from the 2014-2015 migration crisis.

EU Member States are increasingly using high-tech border control tools, such as drones, 
in border guard and security services as a means of monitoring borders across Europe at 
the EU external borders. According to the 2019 Annual Activity Report of the State Bor-
der Guard Service of the Republic of Lithuania, at the end of 2019, 56% (approximately 
600 km) of the EU external borders will be protected by modern border guard technology 
(part of Lithuania covering the border with Russian Federation and Belarus). The imple-
mentation of border guard systems will continue in 2020–2022.

Thus, sections of the EU external borders (part of Lithuania) are not fully equipped with 
all modern border surveillance systems in line with EU standards. This will tempora-
rily increase the opportunities for illegal immigrants to enter the territory of EU Mem-
ber States while avoiding control by public authorities. Lithuania is simply a transit 
country for illegal immigrants on the way to Germany and other Western European 
countries. One of the indicators of state border violation is the vulnerability of the state 
green border (cases of state border violation are measured per 1 km). The information on 
the above indicator for the period 2017-2020 is confidential. The Republic of Lithuania is 
also making significant efforts to identify potential threats in order to improve the crimi-
nal intelligence model, with the additional task of preventing illegal activities at the EU 
external borders. Despite Lithuanian and EU measures, some parts of the border are not 
fully equipped with all the required high-tech border control systems.

Based on the analysis of the annual activity reports of the Lithuanian State Border Guard 
Service, statistics on detained illegal immigrants and goods (such as tobacco, etc.), public 
authorities’ emergency action plans, research and public statements on border protection 
by public officials and the author’s personal experience (obtained in the course of joint 
operations with the State Border Guard Board as a prosecutor, as well as during academic 
activities at the Public Service Academy of Mykolas Romeris University (Kaunas) and the 
Frontex Joint Master’s Degree Program 2016-2020), it can be concluded that the Lithua-
nian Border Guard Service is unlikely to be able to cope with the large influx of migrants 
at the same time on the border sections bordering Belarus for the simple reason: lack of 
human resources (patrols) per km at the country’s green borders (EU external border). 
In case of the scenario containing the above events, an action plan has been approved by 
the Lithuanian State Border Guard Service at the EU external borders, starting with the 
mobilization of additional resources, requesting assistance from Frontex and other state 
agencies. According to the author of this article, it is hypothetical that the above black 
scenario may actually occur. Many factors suggest the opposite. Factors that do not favor 
a new migration crisis in Europe can be divided into several categories: political, econo-
mic, psychological.

Political factors. This scenario is not acceptable for the main geopolitical actors in Bel-
arus, which are the Russian Federation and the People’s Republic of China (for more 
information, see the sub-theme “External factors. The big game of chess is not over yet” 
of the report). Between 2014 and 2020, the societies of EU Member States have changed 
their minds towards migrants (Dennison, J., Drazanova, L., 2018; EU-logos, 2020). More 
and more far-right movements and parties are appearing on the European political map. 
Some parties that openly have a negative attitude towards migrants are even represented 
in the national parliaments. For example, the nationalist Alternative to Germany (AfD) 
is now the Bundestag’s (national parliament) largest opposition party with 89 seats. Also, 
the far-right National Front of France, the far-right Freedom Party of Austria, and the 
Dutch Party for Freedom.
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Economic factors. On 11 March 2020, the World Health Organization declared COVID-
19 a pandemic. Many countries have strict quarantine measures in place. It affects the 
economic life of countries, including the unemployment rate. The trade wars between 
China and the US and between the US and the EU are affecting the world economy. Many 
companies, especially industrial companies, are oriented towards the markets of the Rus-
sian Federation, other Commonwealth of Independent States, and China.

The Belarus-Russia Regional Forum is an important tool for closer cooperation between 
Russia and Belarus at the regional level. At the VII Forum in Minsk in September 2020, 
it was officially announced that more than 300 contracts worth more than $ 2 billion 
had been signed in six years. Following sanctions imposed in August 2020 for election 
fraud, Belarus intensified economic cooperation with regions in the Russian Federation. 
For example, closer cooperation between Belarus and the Leningrad Oblast was one of 
the topics of a meeting between the Governor of the Leningrad Oblast and Lukashenko in 
September 2020 in Minsk. It was officially announced that the company Piteravto intends 
to make a large purchase of up to 1,500 buses. The first hundred buses will be purchased 
in the first quarter of 2021. Following the electoral fraud in August 2020, other regions 
of the Russian Federation began to intensify economic cooperation with Belarus. On the 
one hand, the agreements with the regions for the purchase of Belarusian heavy industry 
products and other goods can be assessed positively. This will ensure that jobs are main-
tained and, at the same time, help to slow down the ongoing protests in Belarus. A large 
part of the Belarusian population works in large factories dating back to the collapse 
of the Soviet Union in the last quarter of 1991. Many Belarusians work in state-owned 
enterprises, hold offices in public service, in other state-funded institutions or small busi-
nesses. The unemployment rate is low compared to neighboring countries. According 
to the Ministry of Labor and Social Protection of the Republic of Belarus, the registered 
unemployment rate on 1 October 2020 was 0.2% of the total labor force (Министерство 
труда и социалной защиты Республики Беларусъ, 2020). The most mobile part of the 
population is Generation Z with good IT skills, and they are more likely to emigrate than 
other segments of the population. Other factors could also be considered: registration of 
property ownership, the impact of Brexit on the EU labor market, and so on.

Psychological factors. Uncertainty in Europe; lack of foreign language skills; economic 
crisis in many EU countries; small or large differences in the practices, values, organiza-
tional behavior of legal entities abroad; lack of legal knowledge about employment, bank 
account opening procedures, etc.; cases of modern slavery; fear of crushing and later 
losing existing strong community relationships; uncertainty about the financial and psyc-
hological support of the immigrant community abroad and other personal factors.

The author uses the terms “migrant” and “immigrant”, which is not the same as “refugee”.

In conclusion, the likelihood of increased migration flows and illegal crossing of the EU 
external borders from Belarus is now higher than it was before the 2020 election fraud in 
Belarus. The likelihood of a mass influx of immigrants, including Belarusian citizens, 
into the Republic of Lithuania, is almost non-existent.

The main illicit income of organized criminal groups is in the production, smuggling, and 
distribution of drugs, including synthetic drugs; smuggling and distribution of goods, 
smuggling of migrants; organized crime against property; and human trafficking. Today, 
cybercrime is becoming increasingly attractive to Lithuanian organized crime groups. At 
the same time, the demand for qualified IT specialists has increased - in addition to the 
legal market, organized crime is also looking for such experts. Belarusian higher educa-
tion institutions train highly qualified IT specialists, and some of them participated or 
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are participating in peaceful demonstrations against electoral fraud. At the same time, 
they are becoming the target of the repressive power structure of the Public Prosecutor’s 
Office. Some members of the Belarusian IT community have already left the country or 
are planning to leave in the future. The new country, new rules, habits, customs, values, 
expectations, organizational behavior in new organizations abroad, and other factors 
have a major impact on the physical and mental health of immigrants. Failure to adapt 
to the new homeland, broken expectations, failed cultural adaptation. These factors can 
motivate immigrants to engage in or even join criminal activities. Thus, there is a real 
possibility that cybercrime may increase. Due to the lack of qualified staff in the police 
(over 90% of all criminal cases are investigated by the police), this can be a serious prob-
lem for Lithuanian law enforcement agencies.

3.4. ECONOMIC RELATIONS BETWEEN LITHUANIA AND BELARUS
According to the National Statistical Committee of the Republic of Belarus and rese-
archers O. Hrechyshkina and others, mineral products are the main export product of the 
Republic of Belarus – 26.5% of the share of total exports (Hrechyshkina, O., Samakhavets, 
M. 2019). Another export product is petroleum products.

Belaruskali is the world’s second-largest producer of potassium chloride in the Salihorski, 
Minsk region. In July 2013, the joint venture with the Russian potassium chloride giant 
Uralkali was terminated, and it marked the end of the Belarus-Russia potassium chloride 
cartel. Astapenia (2016) pointed out that Belaruskali has been successfully rebuilt after 
the split and surprised competitors by winning contracts in world markets due to a com-
bination of low prices, increased production, and a successful marketing policy. Prior 
to the split, the Russian-led cartel exploited the highly concentrated potassium chloride 
market (the only other major producers are Canada and China), raising prices and rest-
ricting supply. As a member of the cartel, Belaruskali was involved in its strategy of favo-
ring prices over volumes. As a result, Belarus was unable to sell in sufficient quantities to 
cover its government budget deficit (Astapenia, 2016). Belaruskali is the most profitable 
company in the country. Uralkali is Belaruskali’s main competitor and user of the Ust-
Luga deepwater port terminal for the export of potassium chloride. The port of Ust-Luga 
freezes, especially in cold weather.

Since the spring of 2013, Belaruskali has owned 30% of the cargo terminal in the Biriu 
Kroviniu Terminal area in the Port of Klaipeda, and the company has long-term contracts 
for port services and transshipment of cargo by rail to the port. Belaruskali also has its 
own wagon fleet in the Klaipeda seaport. The above supply chain works like Swiss cloc-
kwork: delivery directly from Salihorsk along a fast and efficient route with the support 
of the Belarusian and Lithuanian railways, and later by sea to buyers.

Potassium chloride transport from Salihorsk through the ice-free Lithuanian seaport of 
Klaipeda to potential buyers abroad is the most convenient and fastest way, and this is the 
most optimal way to transport Belarusian potassium chloride to potential buyers abroad 
compared to other seaports in the Baltic States. It also allows Belaruskali to maintain a 
large market share of potassium chloride in the world and maintain its reputation as a 
reliable business partner abroad.

We should take into account many factors that facilitate the competitiveness of Belarus-
kali: the distance from Salihorsk to Klaipeda seaport; the pricing policy for the transport 
of potassium chloride/cargo through Lithuania by rail; flexible border crossing procedu-
res for transit cargo; well-developed logistical capacity; readiness to handle huge quan-
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tities of Belarusian goods (mainly potassium chloride) at Klaipeda seaport terminals; 
well-established working relations between the parties involved; informal communica-
tion between business partners, etc. Exports of fertilizer via Russia are more expensive 
for Belarus than transshipment via the Baltic States.

Currently, petroleum products from Belarus are exported through the Baltic ports: Riga 
and Ventspils in Latvia and Klaipeda (volume of oil products 2 million tons) in Lithuania. 
From the end of 2020, Belneftekhim (the Belarusian state-owned energy company res-
ponsible for coordinating oil companies) is actively negotiating with Russian companies 
on the terms and conditions for diverting up to 6 million tons (almost all seaborne oil 
exports) of transhipped oil from the above Baltic ports to Russia, to the ports of the Rus-
sian Northwestern Federal District of the Federation (St. Petersburg, Ust-Luga, etc.).14

The volume of rail transport of 3-4 million tons of oil products per year could be a starting 
point for discussions to get tariff reductions from Russian companies. However, there are 
many other factors that should be taken into account: Belarus’s strategy is currently based 
on maximizing the benefits of oil exports, especially in order to maintain the regime at 
this time; guaranteeing the desired quantities of crude oil (the main supplier is Russia); 
possible competition with Russian oil producers for the market; the growing likelihood 
that Russian oligarchs will acquire a controlling stake in Belarusian refineries (Mozyr 
and Novopolotsk); the ever-changing political situation in Europe; Over time, tensions 
regarding oil and gas prices and other internal and external factors will emerge between 
Russia and Belarus.

Transshipment of light oil products by rail to the seaport of Ust-Luga (the closest port to 
Belarus in the Northwestern Federal District of the Russian Federation after the seaport 
of Kaliningrad). The Russian authorities have not considered Kaliningrad (a Russian 
enclave) to be a promising port due to the lack of a direct connection to the entire Rus-
sian railway system, and, in recent years, Russia has developed other port routes: to St. 
Petersburg, Ust-Luga, and other ports of the Leningrad region.

Since 2016, Russian Railways has applied a 50% discount for the supply of Belarusian oil 
products to Russian ports in the north-western region. It is valid until 2025. However, the 
discount has not led to a significant additional volume of goods from Belarus. Belarusian 
shippers continue to use Baltic ports due to attractive rail tariffs and transshipment costs. 
Transshipment of light oil products costs 1150 thousand rubles per ton in Ust-Luga, and 
5.7 euros in Klaipeda, which is 2.3 times cheaper. The length of shipments also varies. 
The sea route to the main buyers of petroleum and mineral products (mainly potassium 
chloride) in Belarus takes longer from seaports in the Northwestern Federal District of 
the Russian Federation than from Latvian and Lithuanian seaports. It will also increase 
the cost of freight transport, reduce the competitiveness of Belarusian products on the 
world market and the benefits of exports, and ultimately reduce state budget revenues.

Another alternative route – the pipeline from Belarus to the port of Ust-Luga – was also 
the subject of discussions and negotiations in 2015 between representatives of the Rus-
sian Federation and Belarus. According to Sergei Andronov, Deputy Head of Transneft, 
the pipeline project will not pay off if the minimum pumped volume of oil products is less 
than 3.5–4 million tons per year (Коммерсантъ, 2020).

Belarus is the main partner of the Lithuanian Railways. In 2019, freight transport from 
Belarus accounted for 30.5% of the goods handled by the Klaipeda Seaport (14.1 million 
tons of 46.3 million tons). Viluckas noted that “Lithuanian Railways transports 18–19 

14  Since March 2021, Belarus has shifted its supply of oil products to the ports of St. Petersburg and Ust-Luga. 
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million tons of Belarusian production annually and has a long-term freight contract with 
Belarus until the end of 2023. The company earns about 100 million euros from freight 
transportation of Belarus” (Viluckas, Pakeniene, 2020). The Belarusian railway company 
and the Lithuanian railway company are successfully cooperating in the implementation 
of projects, including the organization of several regular container trains: Viking (joint 
Lithuanian-Belarusian-Ukrainian railway project from Odesa and Ilyichevsk seaports to 
Klaipeda seaport), Saule, Mercury, high-speed connection between Minsk and Vilnius. 
Cancellation of the freight contract (mainly transport of potassium chloride) with the 
Lithuanian Railways is currently unrealistic and would be economically detrimental to 
Belarus. Several important factors should be taken seriously.

Firstly, in the first half of the 1990s, almost all seaports in the Russian Federation were 
privatized, including those in the St. Petersburg and Leningrad oblasts. The political 
ambitions of the Russian authorities regarding the transport of Belarusian goods 
should be in line with the financial interests of a company with a seaport in the 
Northwestern Federal District of the Russian Federation.

Secondly, during his more than a quarter of a century of rule, Lukashenko has earned a 
reputation as an unreliable partner in some of Russia’s political and financial circles.

Third, Belaruskali developed excellent logistical links. In the event of a diversion of potas-
sium chloride transport, Belarus will lose its investment in the Klaipeda terminal and the 
developed supply chain and competitive advantage over its main competitor, Uralkali. Is 
Lukashenko ready to lose such a significant income to finance his regime?

The author of this study presents the railway maps of Lithuania, Belarus, and the October 
Railway, which cover the Northwestern Federal District of the Russian Federation (St. 
Petersburg, Leningrad, Pskov, and the above-mentioned Federal District).

LITHUANIAN RAILWAY MAP. SOURCE: WIKIPEDIA
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LITHUANIAN RAILWAY MAP. SOURCE: HOMOATROX

OCTOBER RAILWAY MAP. SOURCE: WWW.MOSKOVSKY-VOKZAL.RU
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A comparative analysis of all three maps above clearly shows that the distance of rail trans-
port from the main oil refineries of Belarus to Ust-Lugan is longer than to Klaipeda. For 
example, the distance from Salihorsk (where the potassium chloride producer Belarus-
kali is located) to Klaipeda by railway is 712 km, and from St. Petersburg, 998 km.

In conclusion, the analysis confirms the fact that from the city of Salihorski in the Minsk 
region, the shortest and fastest route to the ports of the Baltic Sea is to Klaipeda seaport.
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CONCLUSIONS
A scenario in which Lukashenko is rapidly falling from power and a power vacuum may 
emerge in the country is unlikely to occur.

The combination of personal (personal characteristics, characteristics of the person 
leading the authoritarian regime), internal (local elite), and external (main geopolitical 
actors and location) factors makes it possible to predict possible developments in a given 
country.

Lukashenko is consolidating enormous power, replacing all three branches of power: the 
judiciary, the executive, and the legislature power.

Lukashenko’s stay in power depends by its very nature on several factors: the economic 
situation in the world and in the country; the approach of the newly elected US President 
J. Biden and his administration to the crisis in Belarus; Russian pressure for greater integ-
ration of the federal state; pressure from civil society, etc. The current situation in Belarus 
bears many similarities to the crisis that erupted in Venezuela following the falsification 
of the 2018 election results.

Therefore, large-scale direct military intervention by the Russian Federation to Belarus is 
not the most likely scenario.

The current situation in Belarus offers the Russian and Belarusian intelligence services a 
great opportunity and possibility for the first phase of the infiltration of dormant agents 
into EU Member States.

The territory of Belarus is important for Russia due to its proximity to the Kaliningrad 
enclave, where the troops of the Western military district are located.

The Suwałki Corridor (part of Poland, bordering Lithuania, Belarus, and Russia) is 
NATO’s Achilles heel.

Belarus is closely involved in the Belt and Road project launched by China, as Belarus is 
a potential gateway to European markets for China.

Lithuania continues to be a transit country and not a destination country for unregistered 
(illegal) migrants.

Some sections of the state border of the Republic of Lithuania are not fully equipped with 
high-tech border control systems.

The likelihood of increased migration flows and illegal crossing of the EU external bor-
ders on the Belarusian side is now higher than it was before the election fraud in Belarus 
in 2020.

The likelihood of a mass influx of immigrants, including Belarusian citizens, into the 
Republic of Lithuania is almost non-existent.15

The likelihood that cybercrime related to organized crime may increase is realistic.

Mineral products (potassium chloride) and petroleum products are the main exports 
of the Republic of Belarus, which are transported through the seaport of Klaipeda, that 
does not freeze in winter. Exports of fertilizers and oil products via Russia would be more 
expensive for Belarus than transshipment via the Baltic States.

15  The immigrants in this context were considered Belarussians. Also, the initial report in Estonian was published 
in the spring of 2021, before the Belarussian migration crises began in Latvia, Lithuania and Poland.
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The authors based themselves on three possible scenarios in the direction of which Belarus 
could develop: Deeper integration of Belarus-Russia into a federal state; The continuation 
of Aleksandr Lukashenko or his replacement by a similar head of state; Belarus turns to the 
west. The report assessed the impact of possible developments on economic security, migra-
tion, crime and border management in the Baltic States.

THE REPORT CONSISTS OF THREE CHAPTERS IN 
WHICH ESTONIAN, LATVIAN AND LITHUANIAN 
AUTHORS FORECAST THE IMPACT OF FUTURE 
DEVELOPMENTS IN BELARUS ON THE SAFETY 

AND SECURITY OF THE BALTIC STATES.
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