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A depopulating country. Belarus’'s demographic situation
Kamil Ktysinski

Since the beginning of the 1990s, Belarus’s demographic situation has seen a steady decline
in its population. This has been due to both a declining birth rate and increasing emigration.
As a consequence, from the beginning of Belarusian independence until 1 January 2023 the
country’s population shrank by approximately 1 million individuals to 9.2 million. In 2020, as
a result of a violent wave of repression following the rigged presidential election, the pro-
cess of depopulation accelerated significantly, while politically-driven emigration was mainly
practiced by the country’s highest-skilled citizens, social activists and specialists, including
those active in the IT sector. Another group of emigrants decided to leave the country due to
declining living standards and insufficient career opportunities.

Official statistics do not present a comprehensive picture of this occurrence, which to a large
degree makes its exact scale difficult to estimate. According to some reports, since 2020 up to
200,000 Belarusians may have emigrated, for both political and economic reasons. To retain
full control of the domestic situation, the regime has consistently been forcing its opponents
to leave the country. At the same time, the Belarusian government is increasingly concerned
about depopulation and, in particular, about the fact that the highest-skilled professionals are
emigrating. To mitigate this situation, the government has introduced several preventive mea-
sures which mainly involve propaganda appeals and various types of restrictions. Most likely,
these will be to no avail. Therefore, no halt in the process of Belarus’s depopulation should be
expected in the short term; on the contrary, the problem will probably worsen.

A gradual depopulation

Belarus had its historically largest number of inhabitants in 1994: according to official statistics its
population stood at more than 10.2 million individuals at that time. The subsequent 17 years saw
a slow gradual population decline of tens of thousands annually. As a consequence, by 2020 Belarus’s
population stood at just 9.4 million individuals,” around 800,000 fewer than in 1994 (this number
accounts for almost half the population of Minsk alone). The downward trend halted in 2014-2017,
albeit only temporarily, when a slight increase in Belarus's birth rate was recorded and more immigrants
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arrived there (mainly from other former Soviet republics). However, the scale of these two develop-
ments proved too small to reverse the general negative demographic trend.

In this context, it is worth noting that Belarus was (and continues to be) unable to offer sufficiently
attractive salary prospects to these newcomers (including from Central Asia); this is why it never at-
tracted as large numbers of immigrants as Russia (in particular Moscow) did for many years. This is
evidenced by reports compiled by the Belarusian ministry of internal affairs, according to which in
recent years the local labour market has hosted just 10,000-20,000 economic migrants annually,
mostly hailing from Russia, Ukraine and Turkmenistan. There are also instances of Chinese citizens
taking up job in Belarus, although this usually involves contractual work as part of the implementa-
tion of Chinese investments. It is worth adding that at the end of 2022 only 8500 foreign workers
were registered in Belarus.?

Chart 1. Belarus's population in 1991-2023
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Source: National Statistical Committee of the Republic of Belarus.

The negative demographic trend is mainly due to an ageing population, something typical of the
majority of the independent republics established following the collapse of the USSR. The sudden
impoverishment of a significant portion of the population in the early 1990s, and the insufficient social
security linked with it, effectively discouraged people from starting or expanding a family. Another
important factor negatively affecting the birth rate, one which is particular to Belarus, involved the
fear of the consequences of the Chernobyl nuclear power plant disaster, which was widespread in
the late 1980s. As a consequence, fewer people of reproductive age decided to have more than one
child, which translated into a change in the family model.?

As regards demographic trends, the situation in Belarus is similar to that in the societies of developed
Western countries. However, this does not include a similar increase in wealth or in life expectancy,
which is also significant. The statistics are particularly negative for men, as according to the 2019
data the average life expectancy of Belarusian males is just 64 years, one year shorter than it was on
the eve of the country’s independence in 1991.4

The three population censuses conducted in independent Belarus (in 1999, 2009 and 2019) showed
a considerable increase in the size of the oldest group of citizens, i.e. individuals aged 55 and older.
Their share in Belarusian society increased from almost 24% in 1999 to 30% in 2019. As a consequence,
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the proportion of individuals of working age to senior citizens was 2.7. At the same time, according
to the findings of the most recent census, the population continues to be largely homogenous as
regards the type of income it receives and the type of work it performs. More than 90% of respond-
ents cited a benefit provided by the state (such as old age pension, disability pension, social benefit),
a salary earned in a permanent job, or income earned by another household member as their main
source of income; a mere 2.4% cited self-employment or another type of individual economic activ-
ity. Although in their narrative the Belarusian government has presented this fact as proof of a low
level of social stratification (unlike in the ‘unfair’ Western systems), the extremely small proportion of
entrepreneurs, who are the most innovative and dynamic social group, de facto curbs the country’s
potential for economic development.®

It is also worth noting that, prior  J¥ In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic and the subse-

to 2020, Belarusians mainly emi- quent political crisis following the presidential elec-
grated due to economic reasons, tion contributed to a significant acceleration in the
and Russia was their first destina- negative trends in Belarus’s demographic situation.

tion of choice as its visa-free re-

gime and the lack of linguistic or cultural barriers made it attractive. Although official figures compiled
by the Russian migration services indicate that the number of employees from Belarus usually stood
at several tens of thousands annually, independent experts estimate that it may have been as high as
300,000. Most of these individuals were temporary emigrants who remained abroad for the duration
of their specific employment contract.® As regards political emigration, it should be remembered that
although various groups of activists did flee abroad following the 2006 and 2010 presidential elections,
some of them later returned, while the majority of the regime’s opponents continued to reside in Belarus.

A dynamic increase in emigration post-2020

In 2020, two factors contributed to a significant acceleration in the negative trends in Belarus's de-
mographic situation. The first one, the COVID-19 pandemic, proved particularly harmful to countries
such as Belarus, where the government failed to introduce any major restrictions while at the same
time concealing the number of deaths due to the disease.” In May 2020, the National Statistical Com-
mittee of the Republic of Belarus stopped publishing death statistics, and has also ceased providing
information on births. When asked by journalists to explain this, officials cited “a need for additional
data verification”.® The other factor, which turned out to have a much stronger impact in the long
term, was the political crisis linked with the presidential election held on 9 August 2020. The mass-
-scale, unprecedentedly brutal repression targeting participants in demonstrations against the election
rigging forced many opponents of the regime to leave the country, mainly for Poland and Lithuania.

Although the true magnitude of COVID-19-related deaths and post-election emigration has not been
disclosed, official statistics do reflect these developments to some degree. According to official data,
on 1 January 2021 Belarus had 9.35 million residents, which indicates a decrease of up to 60,000 indi-
viduals over a year. This means that the pace of population decline was three times faster than in 2019.°
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JkoHOoMUMYecKkas raseTa, 22 September 2020, neg.by; ‘MepBbie ntorn nepenvcn Hacenexus Pecnybnukm benapycs 2019 ropa’,
National Statistical Committee of the Republic of Belarus, belstat.gov.by.
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Data compiled over the next few years indicate that this increased depopulation dynamic has been
maintained. In this context, it is worth noting that the consequences of the pandemic were less last-
ing and less noticeable than the effects of acts of repression targeting the regime’s real and potential
opponents; these have not subsided, and are still triggering new waves of emigration. Moreover, both
of the above-mentioned phenomena are occurring concurrently with the ageing of the population.
2021 saw the biggest population decline in Belarus's history, that is by more than 90,000 individuals.
As a result, by 1 January 2023 the country’s inhabitants numbered 9.2 million individuals,'® around
200,000 fewer than in 2020.

A drop in the size of the workforce

The absence or vagueness of official statistics prevent researchers from determining how many Be-
larusians have left the country since 2020. Statistics published by the emigrant destination countries,
which are more readily available, do not provide a comprehensive picture of the situation either; for
example, some visa applicants (including Belarusians applying for a Polish visa under the Poland Busi-
ness Harbour programme) have never used their visas. However, it is likely that at least 100,000 Be-
larusian citizens have left the country; most of them have relocated to Poland and Lithuania. Other
popular destinations include Georgia and Uzbekistan, which have visa-free regimes with Belarus.
The clear decline in the size of the workforce in the Belarusian economy is also worth noting. In 2020,
this group numbered 4.3 million individuals, while two years later the figure was just over 4.2 million."
This means that around 100,000 individuals have left the labour market over this period, only some
of whom had retired.

While the labour outflow recorded 8 For the economy as a whole, the most recent waves

over the past three years is esti- of emigration have translated into Belarus losing
mated at around 5% of the work- 1% of its GDP, which proves that this situation has
ing age population, the shortfall severe consequences.

of workers is particularly evident

in specific sectors. 2022 saw a shortfall of 8000 specialists in the health care sector and as many as
11,000 in the construction sector,’? and similar problems have also been recorded in other branches of
the economy. According to research carried out by Political Sphere, an independent Belarusian think
tank, many Belarusians have found employment in Lithuania and Poland in sectors such as logistics,
transport and industrial production. The proportion of political emigrants among those leaving Be-
larus for Lithuania is estimated at just 50%; this means that in recent years economic reasons are of
major importance for the emigrants (probably also including those who choose other destinations).'

The largest outflow of professionals was recorded in the IT sector, which suffered particular repres-
sion after 2020. Although no precise figures are available in this case either, it seems that more
than 20,000 programmers may have left the country since autumn 2020. The IT sector’s share in
Belarus’s GDP has decreased for the first time in 12 years, from 7.5% in 2021 to 5% in 2022, and may
likely stand at just 4% in 2023. For the economy as a whole, the recent waves of emigration have
translated into Belarus losing 1% of its GDP.'* This shows the severity of consequences of the recent
waves of emigration, most importantly those involving the highest-skilled specialists, which now
confront Belarus and its economy.

1 'YycrieHHOCTb HaceneHus Ha 1 sHBapa 2023 1. no obnactam n r.Muxcky’, National Statistical Committee of the Republic
of Belarus, belstat.gov.by.
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The unprecedented increase in the number of individuals emigrating to Western countries post-2020
has not affected the scale of eastward emigration. According to the Eurasian Economic Commission,
which is an executive body of the Eurasian Economic Union, in 2022 more than 170,000 Belarusians
were officially employed in Russia, a figure similar to 2021. The situation was only different in 2020,
when the scale of economic migration was reduced considerably due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Emigration to the Russian Federation is motivated by purely economic factors, and in many instances,
the presence of Belarusian workers on the Russian labour market is only temporary.’

The government’s actions to prevent depopulation

Since the 1990s, one of the pillars of Minsk’s social welfare policy has been the measures taken to
support Belarusian families, which are defined in regular multiannual strategies on the ‘Health of the
Nation and Demographic Security’. The most recent strategy was approved by Prime Minister Raman
Halouchenka in 2021 and will apply until 2025." Instruments such as a three-year maternity leave
period, subsidies offered to parents of young children to buy a flat, monthly child allowances, free
school meals, preferential treatment for young people from multi-child families during university
entrance exams and the allocation of accommodation in student hostels are frequently highlighted
as proof of the state’s ‘sensitivity to social issues’.

However, this support has not translated into even a minimal increase in the birth rate, and has not
managed to slow down the negative trends. Alyaksandr Lukashenka’s statement from July 2023, when
he called on young women to “give birth to three children each, because we need people”, indirectly
corroborates this fact. Alongside this, Lukashenka has clearly stressed that “demography is the number
one problem for us".”” This situation has been reflected in the government’s official statistics, accord-
ing to which the number of births has dropped by around 10% annually in recent years (see Chart 2).
The family-oriented policies proposed by the state have not been able to immediately stem the conse-
quences of the fertility decline recorded in the 1990s, which in the subsequent years resulted in fewer
individuals entering reproductive age. Other causes of this situation include the public’s feeling of
insecurity, which has been particularly prominent since 2020. This was when the COVID-19 pandemic,
followed by the political crisis triggered by the presidential election, undermined the myth of a ‘peaceful
and stable’ Belarus which had been promoted in Belarusian society for many years.'®

Chart 2. Belarus's birth rate in 1990-2020
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Source: National Statistical Committee of the Republic of Belarus.
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ary 2021, after: pravo.by.
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In addition to these rather ineffective attempts to stimulate the birth rate, the regime has attempted, in
a manner typical of undemocratic systems, to discourage its skilled workforce from emigrating. During
a meeting on 21 September 2023 devoted to the organisation of the education system, Lukashenka
emphasised the excessive outflow of high-skilled specialists from the market and demanded an ex-
tension of the so-called employment obligation, which obliges graduates of state-funded universities
which do not collect fees from students to work off their education. This obligation has been in place
since the Soviet era. At present, this ‘working-off’ period usually lasts two years, but according to the
new proposals it could be extended up to five or, in some instances, even seven years. For the first
time, this mechanism may also include fee-paying students.' However, the toughest of the proposed
measures to curb economic emigration to the West came from Belarus’s prosecutor general Andrei
Shved, who expressed his outrage at the ‘excessive’ number of English-language classes in schools,
which, in his view, facilitates the decisions of future graduates to seek employment in the West.2°

The government's helplessnessin ~ #¥ Minsk has also introduced a series of measures

the face of a negative birth rate to isolate all emigrants who are critical of the re-
has been combined with a much gime, regardless of to what degree they had been
more determined and consistently involved in political activism.

implemented policy involving the

harassment and isolation of those individuals who have already left the country. Lukashenka has
repeatedly made contemptuous comments about these emigrants and referred to them as “trai-
tors unworthy of Belarusian citizenship”.?' 10 January 2023 saw the publication of an amended law
‘On the Citizenship of the Republic of Belarus’, which introduced several new measures including the
possibility of stripping the Belarusian citizenship from individuals living abroad who have received
a valid sentence punishing them for ‘extremist’ activities and other crimes against national security.
Alongside this, trials in absentia were launched against political leaders and activists living in exile,
including Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya and Pavel Latushka. According to the amended law, the sentences
which will be passed in these trials will form the basis for stripping these individuals of Belarusian
citizenship. This in turn is intended to symbolically reinforce the message spread by the regime’s
propaganda that these people are frustrated ‘troublemakers’, who are detached from Belarusian
reality and are pursuing the interests of Western political elites.??

Minsk has also introduced a series of measures to isolate all emigrants who are critical of the regime,
regardless of to what degree they had been involved in political activism. During preparations for the
constitutional referendum held on 27 February 2022, for the first time in the history of independent
Belarus the foreign ministry decided not to organise polling stations in Belarusian embassies and
consulates, citing “security concerns regarding diplomatic personnel” as the reason. However, the
most radical repressive measure involved the decree ‘On the procedure for issuing documents and
performing duties’ which Lukashenka signed in September 2023. The decree prevents Belarusian
citizens from obtaining a new passport at Belarusian diplomatic posts abroad. Belarusians are now
only able to obtain their passports at Belarusian public administration offices located in the vicinity
of their official place of residence. From the point of view of numerous individuals fearing detention
for their activity in exile or participation in post-electoral protests back in 2020, this measure de facto
equates to them losing their valid identity documentation.??

9 ‘i3meHeHNA B cucTeMe oTpaboTkyM Mo pacnpeneneHunio nocse By3os o6cyaunu Ha coeelaHum y JlykaweHko', benta, 21 Sep-
tember 2023, belta.by.
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22 September 2023, news.zerkalo.io.
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CanipapHacub, 6 September 2022, gazetaby.com.

22 K. Ktysinski, ‘Belarus: loss of citizenship for opposition activities’, OSW, 12 January 2023, osw.waw.pl.
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money.onliner.by.
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At the same time, the regime has launched a propaganda campaign to demonstrate its good will and
lenience towards other emigrants. Lukashenka has repeatedly called on them to return to Belarus,
and in February 2023 he signed a decree on establishing a special committee to consider applications
submitted by ‘repentant’ opponents of the regime who may be interested in returning to Belarus.?

Is a demographic disaster looming? An attempt at a forecast

The decline in the birth rate which began in the 1990s, together with the politically and economically
motivated emigration have resulted (albeit to varying degrees) in the Belarusian population shrinking
by as many as 1 million individuals, or by around 10%. Although the present demographic situa-
tion is not particularly unfavourable, especially when analysed against the backdrop of war-stricken
Ukraine, this decline has negatively affected the functioning of the economy, the pension system
and social life, which is evident even for such a medium-sized country and nation. According to the
most pessimistic forecasts, by the end of the 21st century the Belarusian population may shrink to
just 4 million individuals.®

The statements offered by Lukashenka and his subordinates suggest that the regime is aware of the
gravity of this situation. At the same time, however, it is resorting to methods which are typical of
the authoritarian model of power, and rely on the use of propaganda and intimidation. In no way
will this provoke an increase in the birth rate or help to retain a skilled workforce in Belarus. Similarly,
the strategy of isolating and discrediting the political emigrants also seems ineffective; the govern-
ment'’s pressure has boosted the opposition leaders’ efforts in recent months to launch a system for
issuing alternative passports to Belarusians residing in Western states. These passports are intended
to be viewed as symbolic attributes of Belarusian quasi-statehood abroad.

In this way the Belarusian leadership has provoked a situation in which the country will continue to
depopulate at an ever faster pace, while an ever larger group of emigrants will become even more
isolated from their homeland. In the short term, the demographic balance can only be improved
if the regime is toppled and a democratic transition is carried out, which would at least enable all
those Belarusians who reside abroad to choose whether they prefer to remain in their current place
of residence or return to Belarus. However, not even a potential regime change will reverse the
long-term negative trend as regards the birth rate, as this has already become a permanent feature
of the Belarusian population’s age structure. This indicates that the main cause of Belarus’s gradual
depopulation, that is the reduced fertility rate which is typical of the region, will not be eliminated.

24 ‘Ctanu n3BecTHbl NOAPO6HOCTM yKkasza 0 paboTe C XenawWwrMmn BEpHYTbCA Ha POAMHY. PacckasbiBaeM O rnaBHbIX MNOTIOXEHUAX',
BenTa, 6 February 2023, belta.by.

2 1. NlbBOBCKUN, ‘Kak 0cTaHOBUTL BbiMUpaHue 6enopycos? MHeHue’, 3epkano, 17 January 2023, news.zerkalo.io.
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