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	INTRODUCTION


	The rigged presidential election in August 2020 and the violent pacification of opposition protests have provoked adeep political crisis in ­Belarus. This also directly affected the situation of the Belarusian political elite and business circles. Theprocesses which were triggered atthat time have resulted in ashift in the balance of power in Lukashenka’s inner circle, which in turn has significantly affected the Belarusian domestic and foreign policy model, the relations between the authorities and citizens, and the conditions for doing business.


	Thecivilian section of the state administration has been undergoing aprocess of marginalisation at all levels in favour of the national security sector, since2020. This has been the main trend affecting the situation in the ruling camp. Atpresent, the security sector forms the most important internal pillar of support for Lukashenka’s regime. Maintaining nationwide stability through far­-reaching control of society has become apriority task for Minsk. Thefact that Belarusian politics has been dominated by the siloviks has resulted in anunprecedented increase in the oppressiveness of the regime, and in reduced efficiency of the state apparatus as awhole.


	Thecomplicity of the Republic of Belarus in the Russian aggression against Ukraine launched in February 2022 has reinforced the processes triggered two years earlier, and increased the importance of the military elite which directly cooperates with the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation stationed on Belarusian territory. Due to Minsk’s narrative suggesting that Belarus is threatened by NATO, the Belarusian military has gained major influence on the country’s domestic security policy and on the militarisation of the country’s social life.


	Thepurpose of this study is to discuss the impact the2020 political crisis in Belarus has had on the balance of power within the country’s elite, and the related unprecedented increase in repression and in shifts in foreign policy. Themain problem the authors encountered while working on this text involved them being unable to visit Belarus for astudy trip. Asaconsequence, they mainly monitored and assessed the processes occurring in the Belarusian ruling camp on the basis of publicly available information.


	This text has seven chapters. Chapter one is anintroduction discussing the situation in the Belarusian political elite prior to2020. Inthe next four chapters, the authors present acomprehensive analysis of the balance of power and the changes occurring in specific segments of the ruling elite. Chapter six discusses the current constitutional reform which is in fact animitation of agenuine system overhaul. Thefinal chapter sums up the text and emphasises what consequences the trends discussed in previous chapters will have for Belarusian foreign and domestic policy.


	MAIN POINTS


	
			Therigged presidential election held in August 2020 was awatershed event that triggered the process of afar­-reaching transformation of the balance of power in Lukashenka’s system of government. Thelarge­-scale street protests came as asurprise and amajor challenge to the regime, which had been used to amuch smaller scale of discontent, such as that manifested during the previous elections. Lukashenka responded to these developments by stepping up repression to anunprecedented degree, which was followed by anincrease in the role of the law enforcement segment of the state apparatus.


			Atpresent, the empowered security sector (theKGB, the Ministry of Internal Affairs, the General Prosecutor’s Office) is the main– if not the only– factor stabilising the country’s authoritarian regime. For years, the funds spent on this sector have exceeded those earmarked for national defence, which means that Lukashenka views internal security as apriority. Not only did the siloviks, who enjoy his backing, receive new powers, they also expanded their reach in the state apparatus– they were appointed to posts which had previously been reserved for civilian employees of the state administration (including in the Ministry of Justice). Lukashenka’s attempts to gain the loyalty of the sector’s representatives in exchange for them maintaining their high financial rewards and immunity, have resulted in the president being ‘held hostage’ by them as regards the perception of the genuine threats his regime is facing.


			Officials from the law enforcement bodies (theMinistry of Internal Affairs in particular) are subject to anassessment of their ‘law­-abiding status’. This test determines whether they are fit to continue their service. This indicates that the loyalty of the security sector institutions may erode. Thepolice is the system’s weakest link– there are reports suggesting that numerous officers are leaving its ranks to seek employment in the civilian sector. Thecreation of the BYPOL platform in exile was anunprecedented development. Itgroups former officers of the law enforcement agencies, who embarked on the task of exposing the KGB and the Interior Ministry employees responsible for acts of repression.


			By becoming complicit in Russia’s aggression against Ukraine, Belarus has almost completely separated itself from the West and increased its dependence on Russia in the economic and political sphere. This has also resulted in the increased marginalisation of civilian ministries, including the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (which is now unable to bear impact on the country’s most important decisions) and has consolidated the privileged status of the law enforcement ­sector. Declining loyalty on the part of the security sector institutions may pose aproblem to the regime, as they have become more prone to Russian influence in connection with their commitments linked to the invasion. Moreover, the war in Ukraine has boosted the importance of the military elite which is closely cooperating with their Russian counterparts. Higher ranking members of the Bela­rusian military form the group most closely linked to Russia and any personnel changes in the leadership of the Ministry of Defence and the armed forces need to be approved by Russia beforehand. Belarus’s involvement in the Russian aggression has resulted in the Belarusian military intelligence becoming fully subordinated to the Russians as it is carrying out tasks which are important to the Russian army, ­including in the Ukrainian theatre.


			Lukashenka has strengthened the Security Council of the Republic of Belarus, which includes the heads of the KGB and the Ministry of Internal Affairs. Ithas now become acollegiate body supervised by the president. Itcoordinates the activities of the law enforcement ministries and, in the event of Lukashenka’s death, it is authorised to take over power in Belarus until anew presidential election is held. Inaddition, the status of the head of the KGB has been maintained; since this post is supervised solely by Lukashenka, its holder has become the most important actor in the state apparatus. Lukashenka believes that the Brest, Hrodna and Minsk oblasts are most at threat of destabilisation, allegedly by Poland and Lithuania and other NATO states. Special plenipotentiaries of the president were appointed in these oblasts from among the KGB and Interior Ministry officials. They have astrong impact on how the local administration operates.


			Belarus’s complicity in the Russian aggression against Ukraine has consolidated the anti­-Western course of the regime in Minsk. Luka­shenka has repeatedly emphasised that the security of Belarus and Russia is under direct and increasing threat from NATO, including Poland, which is allegedly interested in provoking Belarus’s destabilisation and undermining its territorial integrity. Under this pretext, the government stepped up repression targeting its real or imaginary opponents and began to combat any manifestations of Polish­ness on anunprecedented scale. Theplan that all actions which the regime views as dissident will be punished as acts of terror is anovelty in Belarus.


			Theincreased role of the security sector has also resulted in agradual weakening of civilian institutions. This is particularly evident in institutions which in recent years had assumed amore liberal attitude both to Belarus’s domestic policy and its policy towards the West. Their employees were more prone to object to repression after August 2020 than the staff of other public administration bodies. This fast marginalisation of the civilian sector of the state apparatus has affected the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, various cultural institutions and the ministries dealing with economic affairs.


			The2020 political crisis has increased atendency seen for many years: to verify the loyalty of Belarusian businesses. Over approxi­mately the last fifteen months, aseries of audits has been carried out, which may have been linked to some business owners’ criticism of government policy. Theregime is also putting pressure on foreign investors who communicate their intention to leave the Belarusian market. Insome sector of the economy, audits and the resulting restrictions are particularly frequent, which is amanifestation of the most glaring variant of ‘manual steering’ in the economy and abrute force interference in the operation of entire sectors.


			Waves of repression have encouraged numerous business owners, in particular from SMEs and the dynamically developing ITsector, to relocate to another country. Thedynamics of this process accelerated significantly after 24February2022. This is resulting in apermanent weakening of the most innovative and independent sectors of the economy, which equates to avassal­-like subordination of private business owners to the government.


			Thesituation is different for those business owners who are closely linked to the regime and are frequently referred to as ‘oligarchs’ or ‘Lukashenka’s wallets’. Inthe period marked by apolitical crisis and painful Western economic sanctions they did not lose their position. Their importance has rather even increased. There are many indications that they have expanded their illegal or almost illegal business undertakings which now serve as animportant source of income for the ruling elite. Enjoying unofficial support from the Bela­rusian authorities, they expanded the scope of the illegal and highly lucrative business practices which had been carried out in previous years albeit on asmaller scale. This mainly involves the smuggling of goods which are subject to the Western embargo or to standard tariff restrictions imposed by specific EUmember states (for example Belarusian­-made cigarettes).


			Aspart of the currently implemented constitutional reform, new sham institutions of representative democracy are being established, the All­-Belarusian People’s Assembly is one example. Similarly, the debate on the proposed changes to the domestic political system is asham initiative which will not result in the creation of aninstitution grouping the ruling elite and operating with agency. These changes for example involved repeated attempts to establish aparty of power on the basis of the Belaya Rus social movement. Lukashenka mainly relies on the siloviks and continues to be distrustful of various other groups within the elite, which are attempting to increase their formal participation in the state’s political life. Therefore, the influence exerted by specific individuals and groups will mainly depend on varying and subjective factors, such as their representatives’ ability to interact directly with Lukashenka or his closest aides.

	


	I. THE BALANCE OF POWER IN THE BELARUSIAN ELITE PRIOR TO2020


	Thechanges in the Belarusian system of power, triggered by the constitutional referendum held in1996 by Lukashenka (who had been elected as president two years earlier) resulted in the consolidation of anauthoritarian system of government in Belarus. State security institutions have become one of the key instruments in the country’s domestic policy. Their main task involves maintaining far­-reaching control of citizens and using repression against the regime’s opponents, the independent media and social organisations. This is how the law enforcement sector gained its privileged status (similar to the one it had enjoyed in the Soviet era) as animportant guarantor of the regime’s stability.


	However, despite their special role, the officers of the security apparatus were not omnipotent. Implementation of the economic policy, including its monetary and industrial segments, as well as social welfare programmes required the participation of civilian institutions which had executive powers and were supervised by experienced officials who had direct access to the president. Asaconsequence, in the first fifteen years of Lukashenka’s rule the Belarusian elite saw arelatively stable balance between the proponents of repression and full control of the economy and some more pragmatic (although not necessarily pro­-democratic) groups in the power apparatus.1


	Even in the conditions of apersistent command­-and­-distribution model, Lukashenka needed not merely passive executors of his orders but also efficient administrators and quasi­-reformers (who obviously were aware of the limits resulting from the authoritarian system of government). This is why several officials whose skills and attitude to liberal economic solutions considerably exceeded the standards previously applied in Belarus to date were appointed to the top posts in the state administration, in particular post-2010. These include Pavel Kalaur, who has served as the chairman of the National Bank of the Republic of Belarus since2014, and Syarhey Rumas, who was appointed as deputy prime minister responsible for economic affairs in2010 and served as Belarus’s prime minister from2018 to2020.


	Foreign Minister Uladzimir Makey was particularly active. Russia did not warm to him and viewed him as the most ‘pro­-Western’ represen­tative of Lukashenka’s entourage.2 Therole of Belarusian diplomacy increased significantly post-2014, when Minsk became the host of negotiations between Moscow, Kyiv and the West regarding the resolution of the Russian­-Ukrainian conflict. Belarusian diplomats used this fact to build up Belarus’s image as apeaceful country acting as astabilising force in the region, a‘Switzerland of Eastern Europe’.3


	Alarmed by the annexation of Crimea and the emergence of two self­-proclaimed pro­-Russian republic in the Donbas, Minsk decided to improve its relations with theEU and theUS. In2015, this triggered aperiod of the most intensive cooperation in Belarus’s history, which was interrupted by the tragic events following the 9August 2020 presidential election. Inretrospect, it may be stated that the regime’s dialogue with the West and the related moderate liberalisation in Belarus’s domestic policy were important though not decisive factors curbing anexcessive increase in the importance of the law enforcement institutions in the Belarusian power apparatus. Itturned out that the most important factor was the sense of security on the part of Lukashenka and his closest collaborators, which was based on their own assessment of both real and imaginary threats to the system (such as the potential outbreak of social discontent).


	Thefirst nomination that significantly disrupted the balance maintained over the years between the civilian and the uniformed components of the power apparatus was announced on 5December 2019, when the first deputy head of the State Security Committee (KGB) Ihar Serheyenka was appointed as the new head of the Administration of the President of the Republic of Belarus. Tojustify this appointment, Lukashenka cited the need to “save the country”, which involved stepping up invigilation of both the state apparatus and citizens ahead of the upcoming presidential election.4 Inspring2020, mounting social discontent, which had been triggered by adecline in living standards, lack of support from the state during the COVID-19 pandemic and society’s fatigue with Lukashenka’s 26-year­-long rule, was another factor that encouraged the president to increase the role of high­-ranking officials of the security apparatus in ruling the country. This is why in June2020 (during the electoral campaign) another deputy head of the KGB, General Ivan Tertel, was appointed to the post of the head of the State Control Committee which is responsible for supervising the financial performance of both public and private institutions (thus far this post had been occupied by acivilian official).5 These two nominations were only the beginning of the unprecedented increase in the importance of representatives of the state security institutions in the functioning of the most sensitive structures of the state administration. This was the regime’s response to the threat of internal destabilisation which it viewed as arisk to the authoritarian political system.


	II. THE STATE SECURITY INSTITUTIONS AND THE MILITARY: THE PILLARS OF LUKASHENKA’S RULE


	Theneed to guarantee security to the regime and to minimise the risk that the emergence of alarge­-scale protest movement would pose to it has resulted in the law enforcement institutions becoming the guarantors of the authoritarian system’s continued existence. Asaconsequence, since2020 Belarus has operated in anundeclared state of emergency. Theomnipresence of the KGB and the law enforcement bodies, which are closely monitoring all aspects of Belarus’s political, economic and social life, has resulted in asituation in which Lukashenka is to some degree held hostage to the interpretation of reality which the security services are presenting to him.


	Thepresident formulates guidelines regarding the priorities of the ope­ration of the state security institutions. Inresponse to these guidelines, these institutions frequently create narratives emphasising certain alleged external and internal threats that are in line with his political requirements. Therisk catalogue is convergent with the Russian worldview and the main threats are those posed by “aggressive NATO”. According to the siloviks, Belarus, just like Russia, has become a‘besieged fortress’ surrounded by hostile states which allegedly seek to oust Lukashenka. Thestate security services have used the atmosphere of fear to expand their legal powers. Allaspects of social and economic life and the activity of the education sector have been subject to close scrutiny by the KGB, the Ministry of Internal Affairs and the prosecutor’s office. This has boosted the position of these institutions within the state administration and increased their already significant potential toimpact on the state administration’s decisions and staffing.


	Theunique nature of the Belarusian state security bodies is enhanced by their favourable relations with the Russian law enforcement sector, in particular as regards the coordination of actions targeting theWest. Despite its negative international consequences, Russia’s attack on Ukraine, in which Minsk has become complicit, has brought certain benefits to the Belarusian law enforcement sector and the Belarusian military. This is because the state of undeclared war enables them to increase their participation in governing the state and provides them with additional funds and powers.



	Thestronghold of the regime


	InBelarus’s authoritarian system of government the law enforcement institutions have extensive powers. They are not monitored on anongoing basis by other institutions such as the National Assembly and the Council of Ministers. Instead, they are supervised solely by Lukashenka, his administration and by the Security Council which he directly supervises. Lukashenka seeks to prevent any attempts to limit his power and refrains from delegating his competences to other individuals and institutions– he personally nominates the holders of the most important executive posts in the security apparatus, including the heads of departments. Inthis process, he takes into account the employee assessments presented by specific ministers and other information provided by the Presidential Security Service and by the head of the Administration of the President of the Republic of Belarus, General Serheyenka, aformer KGB official.


	
    	Thesystem of law enforcement institutions


		TheBelarusian internal security sector includes the KGB, the Ministry of Internal Affairs and its Internal Troops, the Operations and Analysis Centre under the President of the Republic of Belarus, and the Presidential Security Service. Other components of this sector include the State Border Committee, the investigative department of the State Control Committee, the State Customs Committee and the Main Intelligence Directorate of the Armed Forces of Belarus (theforeign intelligence department is anelement of the KGB’s organisational structure). Theactivity of the state security institutions supervised by the presidential centre of power is subject to special protection concerning its information policy and is one of the least discussed components of Belarus’s political system. Itis difficult to learn more about their operation because the available information is of low credibility. Thepublicly revealed facts regarding the operation of the so-called law enforcement bodies are to alarge degree elements of the state’s official information policy intended to justify Lukashenka’s brutal domestic policy. Thenarrative created by the special services, targeted at Belarusian society (including the representatives of the political and business elite) is another important element. Itemphasises the vigilance and omniscience of the institutions responsible for the state’s security, which is intended to convince citizens that they are living in a‘besieged fortress’ and to discourage them from attempting to destabilise the regime.

	


	Thecancellation of the post of the president’s national security advisor was animportant change in how the state security apparatus is managed. Lukashenka’s son Viktar had held this post since2005 but on 1March2021 he was appointed President of the National Olympic Committee of the Republic of Belarus. His former post remains vacant, which may indicate that the state security sector is supervised by President Lukashenka or, in emergency situations, by acollegiate body made up of the president, the head of the KGB, the minister of internal affairs and the secretary of the Security Council.


	InSeptember 2020, after the rigged presidential election, the head of theKGB was dismissed. Asstated above, he was succeeded by Ivan ­Tertel, who until that time had been responsible for combatting corruption. Under his leadership, the KGB consistently carries out acts of repression, frequently on the basis of fabricated evidence, targeting individuals andsocial and educational organisations which the government considers to be posing arisk to the state security. By creating anarrative that Belarus is under threat from the special services of specific NATO states, Poland and Lithuania in particular, the KGB intends to find the ‘internal enemy’. Examples of these activities include arranging ini­tia­tives which are allegedly carried out by representatives of the Polish minority in Belarus, which is viewed as ‘harmful’ to the Belarusian state, and launching anoperation to ‘de-Polonise’ Belarus.6 TheKGB is involved in persecuting Polish civil society activists and journalists, destroying places of remembrance dedicated to the Home Army, and wiping out the Polish language from the education system. Alongside the State Border Committee, it continues to destabilise the situation along the borders with Poland and Lithuania. Aspart of these activities, since2021, with the support of the Russian FSB it has established channels for smuggling migrants from the Middle East and Africa there.7


	On10October2022 Lukashenka issued adecree “Onthe improvement of the operation of the system of state security bodies”,8 which was intended to make the KGB totally dependent on Lukashenka and at the same time to maintain its autonomy in its relations with other public institutions. Onthe basis of this decree, the KGB was removed from the list of public administration institutions (thestatus of these institutions is equal to the status of ministries) and transformed into abody directly supervised by the president. By establishing this direct subordination, Lukashenka increased the significance of the KGB in the state administration structure and emphasised its special role in the power apparatus as awhole. He also confirmed the status of the KGB’s head– the holder of this post reports directly to the president; this makes them themost important actor in the state apparatus. Alongside this, by stripping the government of its powers to supervise the operation of the KGB, he considerably limited the influence of politicians on the state security apparatus.


	Itis in the interest of the state security services to provide the regime with information (frequently manipulated) on mounting threats, as they expect that this will help them maintain their domination in the state apparatus. Thelanguage Lukashenka uses in his public statements suggests that the impact of the narrative spread by the KGB and the Ministry of Internal Affairs is increasing. He presents Belarus as a‘besieged fortress’ and emphasises that foreign governments (including the Polish government) cooperate with groups that intend to destabilise the situ­ation in Belarus and that their hostile actions bear the hallmarks ofahybrid war.9


	Theincreased role of the KGB in the state apparatus is corroborated by the fact that its leadership is allowed to engage other institutions (such as the internal ministry structures, the military and other state security bodies) in its activities if needed. InBrest, Hrodna and Minsk oblasts, which Lukashenka views as the most threatened by destabilisation from Poland and Lithuania and other NATO states, presidential plenipotentia­ries have been appointed. These hail from the KGB and the Ministry of Internal Affairs and their tasks include managing the local structures if social discontent emerges, and supervising the situation on the ­border. Moreover, Lukashenka has increased the importance of the Security Council which is made up of the head of the KGB, the minister of internal affairs and other officials. Ithas been transformed into acollegiate body supervised by the president. Itcoordinates the actions of the law enforcement institutions and is entitled to govern the country in the event of the president’s death until asuccessor is elected.


	Thereasons behind the stepped-up role of the law enforcement institutions include the increasing number of cases of political extremism being prosecuted (this includes any actions that the authorities view as athreat to the regime) and involvement in preparing acts of terror. Examples of the latter include exposing of the organisers of the alleged ‘military coup’ intended to kill Lukashenka and the members of his family, and the thwarting of the alleged attempted murder of Ryhor Azaronak, ajournalist loyal to the regime. Both cases were extensively discussed by Lukashenka and were based on fabricated materials provided by the KGB and the Russian FSB. Thepresident’s fears that ‘foreign forces’ may provoke civil unrest to topple him and carry out acts of sabotage to disrupt the operation of Russian troops stationed in Belarus or deployed there have resulted in draconian amendments being introduced to the Belarusian criminal code. On18May2022, aprovision was added that introduces the death penalty for attempting to carry out anact of terror. Since autumn2020, the KGB has compiled its “Official list of organisations and individuals involved in terrorist activity” showing the names of active opponents of the policy pursued by the government in Minsk (inOctober2022, independent journalist and Polish minority activist Andrzej Poczobut was added to this list and on 8February 2023 he was sentenced to eight years’ imprisonment).


	Theexpenditure on the law enforcement sector has long exceeded the outlays on national defence, which indicates that internal security is more important to the regime than external security. Theincrease in spending on this sector seen over the last year, when Belarus was struggling with economic problems, suggests that Lukashenka attaches great importance to maintaining this sector’s loyalty (including the loyalty of the special services). Thesum earmarked for this purpose accounts for as much as athird of the funds available under the “National defence and national security” budget category. In2022 (and in2021), this sector (including the prosecutor’s office and the judiciary) cost the budget around $1.3billion10 and in2023 the sum earmarked for law enforcement institutions is more than $1.5billion.11


	Thelinks to the Russian ‘ally’


	Maintaining acommon military space and– to some degree– common internal security has been aconcession which Lukashenka made to the Kremlin at the end of the1990s. Inexchange for being able to freely manage Belarus’s domestic situation, he has agreed to support Russia’s actions targeting the common ‘enemies’. Cooperation between the special services of Russia and Belarus is strictly confidential. Occasionally leaked information indicates that it involves areas such as protection of the border with NATO and EUmember states, intelligence and counter­intelligence cooperation focused on Belarus’s neighbours, and protection of the joint group of the armed forces of Belarus and Russia.


	Theunofficial influence of Russian security services on the operation of Belarusian institutions is difficult to assess. Lukashenka was previously cautious and concerned about manifestations of their activity, such as establishing contacts with representatives of the Belarusian political elite (cooperation with the Belarusian defence industry is important in this context). However, the situation changed following the2020 election and Minsk’s official support for Russia’s invasion of Ukraine two years later. Thecrisis in Belarus’s relations with the West, combined with Lukashenka’s increasing dependence on Moscow (which supports the policy of repression), forced him to become more open to the development of cooperation between the Belarusian political elite and Russia.


	Theinvasion of Ukraine has increased Belarus’s importance as aterritory which Russians use to carry out both military and hybrid activity. Inthis context, regular meetings between the head of the Belarusian KGB and the director of the Foreign Intelligence Service of the Russian Federation are important.12 Brief press releases published after these meetings frequently emphasise “the development of partnership between the intelligence services of the two countries and efforts to combat threats faced by the Union State of Russia and Belarus”. This indicates that their special services are involved in joint operations targeting the NATO states. One other important factor which suggests that Russian interests are taken into account by the Belarusian leadership is the activity of the Main Intelligence Directorate of the Armed Forces of Belarus. Considering the fact that the Belarusian armed forces are acomponent of the Joint Group of Forces of Russia and Belarus, it may be stated that Belarusian military intelligence is indeed apart of the Russian military intelligence which carries out its ‘commissioned tasks’.


	One glaring example of cooperation between the KGB and the FSB was the operation carried out in April2021 (according to the KGB it lasted six months) intended to expose the organisers of analleged military coup in Belarus. These types of joint operations are carried out on the basis of bilateral agreements, for example regarding legal assistance and combatting terrorism. Under these agreements, both sides are entitled to request operational assistance in order to detain individuals suspected of having committed acrime. Thefact that the cooperation between the KGB and the FSB on Russian territory has been made public should be viewed as awarning from the special services to individuals involved in fighting the regime in Minsk. Itis intended to make them aware that they would not be able to feel safe were they to decide to flee to Russia. Another example of the support the Belarusian security apparatus has offered Russia involves Belarus detaining Russian men intending to evade mobilisation and returning them to Russia.


	Doubts regarding loyalty


	Should another political crisis occur, there is no certainty that the system in which the law enforcement services acts as pillars of the police state ruled by Lukashenka will prevail. Theloyalty of the state security bodies is aprecondition of the state’s stability. Ifthey are prone to yield to pressure from aneighbouring country, this creates serious risks to the state. Delivering on bilateral commitments linked to the functioning of the common security area with Russia prevents the Belarusian president from pursuing afully independent policy in this field.


	Moreover, the impact of public sentiment on the morale of law enforcement officers is unknown. TheBelarusian state security institutions should not be viewed as amonolithic structure. Thepolice is the ­weakest link of the system and anoutflow of police officers to the private sector has been recorded. Thecreation in exile of the BYPOL platform was anunprecedented development. Itgroups former officers of the law enforcement agencies, who embarked on the task of exposing the KGB and interior ministry employees responsible for acts of repression. Itshead Alyaksandr Azarau (amember of Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya’s interim cabinet) argues that when Lukashenka is ousted from power, the platform will reform the state security institutions and vet their employees. Inaddition, BYPOL has launched work on aplan known as Peramoha (Victory), which envisages the organisation of providing military training to Belarusians living in exile in order to prepare them to forcibly seize power in Belarus.


	BYPOL’s initiative is likely to have some influence on the slow disorganisation of the law enforcement structures and to adecline in confidence in the regime, in particular among the lowest­-ranking police officers. Thepolicy pursued by Russia, which views its military, intelligence and counter­intelligence cooperation with Belarus as amethod for retaining this country in its sphere of influence, has aconsiderable impact on the morale of Belarusian society. Asaconsequence, employees of the law enforcement institutions are under dual pressure– the internal factor forces them to be loyal to Lukashenka, while Minsk’s close ties with ­Moscow and the increasingly frequent suggestions that Russia will continue to seek to make him fully dependent may undermine their willingness to defend the present regime at any cost.


	Thearmy: loyally serving two masters


	Theposition of the military elite in the power apparatus is determined by the role of the Armed Forces of the Republic of Belarus in planning and executing the tasks required of them as part of their cooperation with the Russian military. Since the end of the1990s, the Belarusian military has gradually lost its independence in providing the state with autonomous military capability.13 Inthe strategic and operational aspects, it is acomponent of the Russian military, while the remnants of its ‘sovereignty’ in deciding how Russia can use Belarusian territory for military purposes disappeared when Russia invaded Ukraine. Lukashenka and his military commanders are unable to independently shape the potential of the Belarusian armed forces because the decision to increase this potential fully depends on the equipment and training support provided by Moscow. This, in turn, is carried out in line with the Russian concept for using Belarus’s troops in apotential armed conflict. From the point of view of the Russian army’s general staff, the most important components of the Belarusian armed forces include the land component of the air defence, the reconnaissance, signalling and electronic warfare units, aswell as units responsible for awide range of activities linked to materiel and logistical support. The‘allied’ Belarusian army carries out auxiliary activities and its main task involves providing security and protection to the Russian troops operating in Belarus.14


	Theinvasion launched on 24February 2022 completely changed the former position of the leadership of the defence ministry and the General Staff in the government apparatus. For the first time in history, the territory of Belarus was used for the deployment of Russian troops to enable them to carry out amilitary operation. This has ultimately integrated the two countries’ militaries and reduced the status of the command structure of the Belarusian armed forces to that of acomponent of the Western Military District of the Russian Federation. Belarus was forced to meet Russia’s needs, particularly as regards the request to make its airfields available and to provide Russia with logistical support. Italso had to allow Russians to extensively use the Belarusian stockpile of ammunition and military equipment. Unable to prevent Belarus’s official involvement in the ‘special military operation’, Lukashenka focused on avoiding the active participation of Belarusian troops in the aggression. So far, this strategy has proved successful.


	Thecooperation between the two countries’ militaries in war conditions has most likely had animpact on Lukashenka’s power to supervise the Belarusian armed forces, though the extent of this is unclear. Military issues are discussed during his numerous meetings with Vladimir Putin and also as part of regular consultations between the two countries’ defence ministries. Lukashenka is required to accept the decisions imposed on him, while concepts of specific military operations are agreed in advance by Russian and Belarusian military officials. Russia forcing Belarus to agree to the deployment of their joint group of forces in the first half of October 2022 and attempting, since February2022, todraw Minsk in anintensive anti­-Western campaign intended to corroborate the alleged potential aggression of NATO troops against Belarus are strong signals that Lukashenka’s decision­-making power has been significantly reduced. InJune2022 in apublic statement, Russia’s Minister of Defence Sergey Shoigu emphasised that Belarus is facing the challenge of boosting the defence capability of the Union State (which has existed since1999). This involves increasing the combat readiness ofthe regional group of forces and the unified regional air defence ­system. Heassured the public that Russians will provide the ‘allied’ army with the necessary support in tackling this challenge and stressed that this army’s main task involves bolstering the unity of the Union State’s defence space.


	Themilitary decisions imposed by Russia directly impact on Belarus’s domestic policy. Thestate apparatus operates in conditions resembling martial law and the role of military officials in managing its structures has increased. Atthe end of April2022, the Belarusian army was made combat ready, which forced the leadership of the Belarusian defence ministry to take steps to audit its mobilisation capability.


	Asregards the command structures’ attitude to the Russians, there are no indications that they may boycott or disrupt the cooperation between the two countries’ armed forces. Onthe contrary, they are carrying out Russia’s plans to engage Ukrainian units on the state border and serve as ‘auxiliary forces’ protecting Russian troops which operate from Belarus. Belarusian Minister of Defence Viktar Khrenin and the head of the General Staff Viktar Hulevich create the army’s image and are responsible for cooperation with the Russian side. Intheir activities, they do not show any political ambitions– they position themselves as obedient executors of Lukashenka’s orders and approve the plan to limit the ‘sovereignty’ of the Belarusian armed forces in their relations with ­Moscow. Alldecisions regarding the staffing of top posts in the Belarusian Ministry of Defence and its armed forces need to be approved by the Russian side and this is the most important argument suggesting that higher­-ranking Belarusian military officials form the group that is most closely linked to Russia. Therefore, the careers of the highest­-ranking officials depend on favourable decisions made by the leadership of the Russian military. This in turn forces them to be loyal to their Russian counterparts. Moreover, these individuals are under close scrutiny by the Russian military intelligence which monitors the situation in the ‘allied’ army.


	Thedecision to implement a‘military’ model of government mainly resulted from Lukashenka’s anti­-Western orientation and the fact that he presents Belarus as a‘front­-line’ country which is adjacent to NATO’s eastern flank. Asregards Belarus’s domestic policy, besides repression, another method to maintain discipline among citizens expected to take part in their homeland’s ‘defence’ is seen in the efforts to improve society’s military organisation. This includes: the acceleration of work on the structure of territorial defence, the narrative stressing that the country is able to mobilise 500,000 individuals, accelerated organisation of military training for as many citizens as possible. This type of discipline is favourable from the point of view of the regime.


	Theline-up of the highest­-ranking military officials is stable. Khrenin (who used to serve as the commander of the Western Operational Command) has been in his current post since January2020, while Hulevich has been the head of the General Staff since March2021. Hewas appointed to this post when his predecessor Alyaksandr Valfovich became the secretary of the Security Council, which is responsible for the coordination of actions carried out by the military and the state security apparatus. Valfovich’s career corroborates the view that as early as the beginning of2021 one of Minsk’s priorities was to develop the government system in such away so as to prepare the country for the introduction of unofficial martial law.


	TheBelarusian military elite is also carrying out ideology­-propaganda tasks supporting the Kremlin’s policy. They spread aworldview in which Belarus’s military alliance with Russia is intended to defend it against NATO’s political ambitions. Atthe beginning of October 2022, the Bela­rusian minister of defence warned that in the coming months initiatives will be launched against Belarus in order to destabilise it and to discredit the two countries’ militaries.15 Thealarming tone of this statement indicates that indoctrination of the Belarusian political elite is increasing and that, aside from their purely military activities, the Belarusian armed forces also act as ‘guardians’ of the ideology endorsed by thegovernment.


	III. MARGINALISATION OF THE CIVILIAN APPARATUS


	Thelimited domestic liberalisation and the related dialogue between Belarus and West were halted by the2020 presidential election. Further­more, the election also brought about far­-reaching changes in the balance of power within the state apparatus. Theformer fragile balance between the influential law enforcement sector (which nevertheless at that time had limited powers) and the civilian part of the government administration has collapsed completely. Due to the unprecedented scale of terror targeting citizens who protested against the rigged election results, the role of ministries other than the law enforcement ministries was practically reduced to anongoing supervision of current affairs and supporting the repressive apparatus if necessary. Thestatus of the civilian segment was further undermined by the personnel crisis recorded in some (if not all) institutions. Numerous employees resigned from their jobs in response to the scale of oppression and brutality on the part of the law enforcement bodies, or were dismissed for being disloyal to theregime.


	The‘suspicious’ Ministry of Foreign Affairs


	Theproblem was most visible in the Belarusian Ministry of Foreign Affairs which until August 2020 had been the main institution responsible for establishing and maintaining contacts with theEU and theUS. Inthis context it is worth noting that it was this ministry that for years had been unofficially regarded as the most liberal institution in the state apparatus as awhole and which was sceptical of Lukashenka’s authoritarian methods of governance. Inmany instances, the frustration of the ministry’s employees was likely aggravated by the fact that their efforts to achieve rapprochement with the West had been in vain. This is why, over several weeks following the election, dozens of employees at the ministry’s headquarters and the foreign missions resigned or were dismissed for criticising the government. These included the director of the ministry’s North America and Western Europe department, theambassadors to Argentina, Spain, Slovakia and Latvia, the chargé d’affaires in Switzerland, as well as lower­-ranking diplomats in India, Poland and Lithuania.16 Thetotal number of dismissed employees is likely close to70. Theministry’s top officials have declined to provide the exact number of dismissed employees and only published estimates (likely understated) according to which this number is around5–6%of the staff.17


	Unlike many of his subordinates (including his son Vitaly who objected to the policy of repression and resigned from his post at the Ministry of Internal Affairs shortly after the election), Minister of Foreign Affairs Uladzimir Makey did not resign. He decided to be fully loyal to Lukashenka and continued the policy imposed on him by the president, which involved severing Belarus’s ties with the West and opting for unconditionally moving closer to with Russia. Inpractice, this involved publicly condemning the years­-long strategy of developing cooperation in many foreign policy areas and shaping Belarus’s image as aneutral state which is allegedly aguarantor of peace and stability in the region.18


	Makey retained his post but lost his privileged status in Lukashenka’s entourage. Thedecline in the main area of the MFA’s genuine prerogatives, that is the relations with the West,19 has reduced the foreign minister’s tasks to justifying the consecutive acts of repression targeting the regime’s opponents (which the siloviks supported) and explaining why Belarus has embarked on acollision course with the Western world. Makey’s sudden death on 26November2022 (most likely due to aheart attack) and the appointment of Syarhey Aleynik, former deputy foreign minister, as his successor on 13December had no impact on the foreign ministry’s position in the state apparatus. Moreover, it cannot be ruled out that the process of marginalising this ministry will continue.


	Atthe same time, it seems that upon seeing numerous signs of disloyalty on the part of foreign ministry employees, Lukashenka may have lost confidence in Belarusian diplomats. He suggested this in July2021, when he harshly criticised the ministry for failing to control its employees, which in his opinion contributed to the emergence in this institution as the biggest centre of open or tacit support for the regime’s opponents in the state apparatus as awhole. This was also when he ordered adetailed review of the ministry’s personnel policy.20 Lukashenka referred to the issue of the MFA’s loyalty once again in February2022, when he spoke about “the ministry’s huge debt to the country” and expressed his hope that the personnel crisis recorded in2020 will not re-occur.21


	Therebellious employees of the Ministry of Culture and the ministries dealing with economic affairs


	Theregime’s brutal actions have also provoked major discontent in the culture sector, including in the Ministry of Culture, numerous cultural institutions and from individual artists. Aprotest that received major media coverage was organised at the Janka Kupala National Academic Theatre in Minsk, which suspended its performances in response to acts of repression, and the theatre’s director Pavel Latushka attended anti­-government demonstrations. Asaconsequence, most actors (around 60individuals) lost their jobs and Latushka was forced to emigrate. Inexile, he has become aleader of the Belarusian political opposition. Themagnitude of protest among the staff was so large that the theatre resumed its operation as late as late autumn2020, when all the vacant posts had been filled.22


	Due to discontent among artists, in November 2020 the minister of culture was dismissed. Anatol Makarevich, aloyal official of many years who had held numerous posts at various levels of the local government and used to work as the presidential inspector for Brest Oblast, was appointed as the new minister of culture. Inastatement justifying his decision, Lukashenka admitted that this was the first time when he appointed anindividual with no previous experience in the culture sector as the minister of culture, which indicated that he had lost confidence in the representatives of the culture sector. InJanuary 2022, the minister announced that around 300employees of the culture sector had been dismissed nationwide since the2020 presidential election due to their “destructive views”. This was one of the few public statements offered by ahigh­-ranking official confirming that apurge in the state apparatus had been carried out.23


	Among those individuals who lost their job for political reasons are also: employees of other sectors such as the ministries dealing with economic affairs (which used to be viewed as relatively liberal), the central bank, state­-controlled banks and the railways. Other dismissed employees included many healthcare professionals involved in civil activism, school teachers, academic lecturers and employees of state­-controlled companies, in particular those which organised protests in2020. Incivilian institutions, the vetting of staff to test their loyalty to the regime was combined with efforts to reduce their importance in the state apparatus. This interrelation was evident in the ministries dealing with economic affairs. When the government toughened its domestic policy, they turned out to be of little use from the point of view of fighting the regime’s opponents. Atthe same time, the government began to consider them as inconvenient because they promoted arealistic view of the state of the Belarusian economy.


	Since autumn2020, the central bank has been subject to particular pressure. Itschairman Pavel Kalaur objected to excessive money creation and unrestricted lending activity which was generating losses to the state sector. Lukashenka additionally increased the degradation of this part of the administration when he returned to the anti­-free market rhetoric typical of the1990s. Thepopulist direction of economic policy, which was inadequate to the economic realities of that time, was officially adopted during the sixth National Assembly of the Republic of Belarus held in February2021. Itapproved afive year plan (2021–2025) for the state’s development, which had been devised on the basis of assumptions that do not correspond to the current economic situation at home and abroad.24


	Similar efforts intended to weaken the importance of the civilian branch of the state administration have not been recorded in the Administration of the President of the Republic of Belarus, which continues to be one of the country’s most important planning and decision­-making centres. However, the fact that the status of this institution has not changed results from the monopolistic position of the president in the Belarusian political system. Itis also connected with the fact that since December2019 it has been headed by General Ihar Serheyenka, former deputy head of the KGB. Asarepresentative of the state security sector, he most likely makes every effort to ensure the Administration of the President remains reliable and loyal to the regime.


	Adecline in the effectiveness of the state apparatus


	Despite their overt or concealed scepticism towards the government and its actions targeting the citizens, the vast majority of civil servants have not left their jobs. Their loyalty is largely due to their financial and family commitments, the lack of alternative attractive employment opportunities and fear of the consequences of quitting their jobs. Inthe present circumstances, the government could view this decision as anact of treason. Individuals holding prestigious executive posts, in which full subordination to the regime is required, are particularly exposed to the risk of being held accountable.


	Thewave of purges in the state administration sector, which has been ongoing with varying levels of intensity for the last two years, has affected hundreds of individuals and possibly more than athousand. Although this group is just afraction of the total workforce,25 dismissals of its representatives have to some degree disrupted the stability of the state apparatus. Moreover, in asituation when the civil servants’ main task involves demonstrating their loyalty to the government, carrying out their usual duties has become less important. Asaconsequence, the quality of management and the efficiency of cooperation between specific ministries have declined, the more so because showing initiative exposes the individual in question to increased risk.


	Fearing aneconomic slump, Lukashenka tolerates the proponents of arational policy. One example of such apragmatic approach involves the reshuffle carried out in July and August2022. Dzmitry Krutoy, former deputy head of the Administration of the President of the Republic of Belarus, was appointed as Belarus’s ambassador to Russia, while his former post was taken by Maksym Yermolovich, who used to serve as Belarus’s ambassador to the United Kingdom.26 Both officials have for years been considered ‘liberal’, which in Belarus does not precisely equate to being ready to introduce afull market economy model so much as simply being critical of the principles of the centrally planned economy.


	Lukashenka’s public statements seem to suggest that he is increasingly aware that the silovik­-dominated state is becoming increasingly dysfunctional. During ameeting on the state’s personnel policy held on 16December2021, he recommended that the state security institutions should show “more restraint” in prosecuting the “traitors from the administration”. He also admitted that the civil servants who are subject to consecutive acts of repression and vetting have begun to regard their colleagues with suspicion, and summed up this statement with the following words: “if we stop trusting each other, then we can start handing power over to our fugitives who live abroad”.27 He referred to the issue of excessive repression once again on 6September2022. He expressed his doubts regarding the rightness of the current strategy of “persecuting and jailing everyone” who may pose apolitical risk. Inhis opinion, this strategy may provoke the disintegration of society. However, he concluded his statement by saying that in his view no other policy is possible. This line of reasoning indicates that the regime is unwilling to liberalise the system although it is aware that the current situation has anegative impact on the country and the citizens.28 This means that Lukashenka indirectly admits that he fears asituation in which the state apparatus may regain its former balance that had existed prior to the2020 crisis. This, in turn, would equate to both domestic and foreign policy becoming more rational. Inaddition, the domination of the law enforcement sector is facilitated by the war in Ukraine. Belarus is complicit in this war on Russia’s side. Inthis situation, the few appointments which are inconsistent with the tendency to make the domestic policy tougher do not indicate that– at least in the short term– the process of the marginalisation of the civilian sector of the state apparatus may be reversed or stopped, at either the level of day­-to­-day administration or as regards the creation of the state development strategy.


	IV. THE LOYALTY CRITERION: REPRESSION TARGETING PRIVATE BUSINESS


	Thecrisis that followed the2020 election turned out to be abreakthrough not only as regards the balance of power in the state apparatus but also in terms of the relations between the state and the private sector. Asaconsequence, the model which had been in place for many years collapsed. Ithad been based on the coexistence of two theoretically contradictory systems: the state command­-and­-control system based on authoritarianism and afree market economy understood at least as the right of private entrepreneurs to maximise their profits. Although members of the ruling elite blocked the attempted privatisation of large industrial plants and continued to manually control the state sector, they allowed private business to develop. Atthe end of2017, Lukashenka even signed two decrees to liberalise the conditions for doing business for entrepreneurs and ITcompanies. Under the new rules, these companies were allowed to operate in anunprecedentedly liberal manner. This led to the defacto emergence of two parallel economic systems within asingle state.29


	Asaconsequence of this policy, recent years have seen asystematic increase in the number of small and medium­-sized privately­-owned businesses operating in Belarus (in2020 there were more than 381,000 of them). Although the private sector’s share in the country’s GDP remained stable for many years (around25–26%), between 2012 and2020 the number of individuals employed in it increased from37.8 to45.5%, and in the category of export revenues this sector’s share doubled from30% to almost65%.30 Particularly dynamic development was recorded in the ITsector which in2020, despite the COVID-19 pandemic, accounted for as much as 7.3%of Belarus’s GDP. This means that its share increased by around 1percentage point compared with2019 and that it became as important as the share of the extensive agricultural sector (which receives numerous subsidies from the state).31


	From Lukashenka’s point of view, the participation of numerous representatives of the business sector, in particular ITsector employees, in the anti­-government protests held in2020, was anact of “betrayal” and amanifestation of ingratitude towards the government officials who had built a“paradise” for private business owners. He criticised the post­-election mass demonstrations attended by rebellious citizens and referred to them as a“petty bourgeoisie revolution provoked by individuals who want to seize power”.32 Asaconsequence, repression also covered business owners. This was seen for example in increasingly frequent audits of companies owned by businesspeople who were suspected of criticising the regime. These audits resulted in fines being imposed on business owners and sometimes even in their companies being closed. Some of the most active political and civil activists, such as the managers of the PandaDoc ITcompany, were detained. This indicates that in order to survive, the private business sector needs to be apolitical, which in this case means that it needs to show unconditional loyalty to the regime.


	
    	Acts of repression targeting private business


		One typical example of actions carried out by the state security bodies which targets the business sector involved araid carried out by the officers of the interior ministry (supported by OMON) on the premises of the Minsk­-based Belagro company at the end of September2022. Theofficial reason given for the search was the company’s taxes being in arrears. However, some time later avideo was published online showing acompany employee admitting, under pressure from the investigators, that he had “insulted” the regime’s supporters in his internet posts, and saying that the actual reason behind the raid was the participation of Belagro’s employees in the “anti­-state” protests held in2020.33 20individuals were detained during the raid. This incident was not only another example of the unprecedented increase in the role and the powers of the law enforcement sector, it was also abrutal manifestation of the regime’s attitude towards Belarusian business owners.

	


	Aside from forcing the business sector to show loyalty to the regime, the actual purpose of the attacks on private businesses was to introduce the manual control of specific segments of the economy which until that time had been allowed to operate relatively freely. Examples that corroborate this view include the wave of audits carried out by the State Control Committee in companies operating in the healthcare sector and the unexpected decision made by the Ministry of Health in May2022 to revoke the licences of several private hospital chains such as Lode, KlinikaA1 and Nordin, which had been operating in Belarus for many years. Theministry’s decisions coincided with the process of introducing payments for selected state healthcare services. This created the impression that the government intended to prevent private companies from competing with the state­-controlled ones, and also likely wished to force the staff of the closed down companies to seek employment in the state sector, where salaries are much lower (inNovember2022 Belarus recorded ashortfall of more than 4,500medical specialists). Thedecision to revoke Lode’s licence was cancelled the following month, which indicates that the legal basis for these decisions was vague. Recent months have seen the authorities issuing numerous chaotic and contradictory decisions targeting other companies operating in the healthcare sector.34 Asaconsequence, most of the audited companies suspended or even stopped their operations, which contributed to amajor decline in the quality of medical services and in adeterioration of the general situation in the healthcare sector.


	Inresponse to mounting pressure, most business owners attempted to adapt to the new conditions, while the most independent ones decided to close down or relocate their companies. According to estimates based on surveys conducted in the ITsector and on the number of visas issued in the main destination countries between2020 and the end of2022, itis likely that more than 60,000 ITspecialists and their families have left Belarus.35 This number is likely to double in the immediate future because around 30%of the respondents who continue to live and work in Belarus declare their readiness to emigrate. Itshould be noted that the wave of departures increased significantly following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February2022. This was largely due to pressure put on Belarusian programmers by their Western partners willing to continue to cooperate solely with companies from countries other than ‘toxic’ Belarus which is aco­-belligerent in the war.36


	Thestaff shortage is evident in official statistics, according to which in the first seven months of2022 the number of ITspecialists working in Belarus decreased by more than6,000, which indicates amajor aggravation of the trend recorded since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic.37 Inthe same period, a2%decrease in the overall number of small and medium­-sized companies was recorded (i.e.by around 7,500 businesses) compared with the corresponding period in2021. Asaconsequence, between2020 and the end of2022 around 20,000 companies were forced to close down or relocate.38 Although repression from the regime was not always the immediate cause for these liquidations or relocations, the current contraction of the private sector is certainly due to amajor decline in conditions for doing business in the ITsector.


	V. MORE PRIVILEGES: THE PART OF THE BUSINESS SECTOR LINKED TO THE REGIME


	Thepolitical crisis, followed by the war in Ukraine, created new opportunities for the most affluent business owners linked to Lukashenka’s closest aides. Inthe most difficult months of2020, asmall group of businesspeople who owed their commercial success to their favourable relations with the authorities remained fully loyal to the regime. Bela­rusian ‘oligarchs’ had too much to lose and therefore decided not to show support for anopposition which lacked astrong leader. Big business was even more tightly linked to the regime due to theEU’s personal sanctions, for example targeting the most prominent and influential business owners such as: Mikalay Varabey, Alyaksandr Shakutsin, Aliaksey Aleksin and Alyaksandr Zaytsau. Their Western assets have been frozen and their companies were included in atrade embargo.


	Theintroduced restrictions have not resulted in arift in this segment of the elite and it seems that all of the above­-mentioned businessmen have managed to adapt to the new situation relatively quickly, for example by transferring ownership of their companies to their relatives or closest collaborators.39 Thecase of Alyaksandr Moshensky, one of the leaders of the Belarusian agri­-food sector, is worth noting. He successfully lobbied to avoid being put on the sanction list. Asaconsequence, he continues to be the only prominent businessman linked to the regime to be excluded from Western sanctions (inspite of this, the sale of his products to theEU declined considerably after 24February2022).40


	Minsk’s increasing isolation since the autumn of2020 and the sanctions pressure from the West have convinced the ‘oligarchs’ to expand their former practices involving illegal transactions and smuggling, in which they enjoy tacit support from the government. Itis highly likely that these activities have generated profits for Lukashenka and his closest aides for many years. Recently, the regime’s most trusted businessmen, such as Zaytsau, Aleksin and Varabey, have played the main role in these practices. Their tobacco and transport companies are involved in the smuggling of huge amounts of Belarusian­-made cigarettes without anexcise label to theEU and Russia on anunprecedented scale. According to most likely incomplete data for2021, Lithuanian, Latvian and Polish customs officers have confiscated more than 2.5million packs of cigarettes at border crossing points and the share of Belarusian contraband in the total volume of goods smuggled to these countries was between43% (inPoland) and88% (inLithuania).41


	Another interesting example is the Bremino Group which is run by the above­-mentioned businessmen. Itis alogistical­-transport operator which enjoys ahighly privileged status (businesses making up this group operate according to rules applied to afree economic zone). Independent Belarusian investigative journalists argue that the company is suspected of smuggling awide array of goods to and from Belarus (aside from tobacco products, this practice involves Polish­-grown apples, Turkish­-made textiles and other goods) and also of transferring illegal revenues generated in this way to the United Arab Emirates.42 Theregime is believed to transfer both its financial assets and its non­-transparent and most likely largely illegal projects to non­-European countries. Itshould be noted that undisclosed business links between members of the Belarusian power apparatus and the ruling elite of African, South American and Arab states were most often combined with favourable political relations at the highest level. This is proven, for example, by frequent visits to the UAE by Lukashenka and his eldest son Viktar.43


	
    	Theregime’s ‘exotic’ investment projects


		Gold mining in Zimbabwe is anexample of non­-transparent foreign ‘investments’ carried out by the Belarusian regime. Itused to be supervised by General Viktar Sheyman– Lukashenka’s long­-term aide who is currently responsible for the implementation of projects in non­-European countries, including for Minsk’s business undertakings in Venezuela. These had been intensive prior to2013 and the death of Hugo Chávez, Venezuela’s president who had been favourably inclined towards Lukashenka. According to information provided by the independent media, Sheyman coordinated the projects carried out in Zimbabwe via his son Syarhey and Alyaksandr Zingman, abusinessman of Belarusian origin linked to the regime (NB.he is Zimbabwe’s honorary consul in Minsk). These two men have established several companies in Zimbabwe operating in the sector of gold mining and the trade in gold. Inaddition, Zingman supervised the equally lucrative supplies of Belarusian­-made agricultural and construction equipment to Zimbabwe. Thecompanies controlled by these individuals enjoyed numerous tax reliefs offered by their African hosts. Itis worth noting that in spring2021 Zingman was detained in the Democratic Republic of Congo on suspicion of the illegal trade of arms and involvement in preparations for acoup in this country. The‘business’ activity of the representatives of the Belarusian regime in Zimbabwe is proof of the major flexi­bility, creativity and efficiency of the Belarusian elite as regards finding new sources of income– even in such geographically and culturally distant regions.

	


	VI. SHAM REPRESENTATION: THE POSITION OF MEMBERS OF THE RULING ELITE IN THE CONTEXT OF THE CONSTITUTIONAL REFORM


	Theabsence of aparty of power was one of the key elements of the authoritarian political system built back in the1990s. Lukashenka deliberately blocked attempts to form such aparty in order to maintain his dominance in the state apparatus. From his point of view, the emergence of alarge party rooted in the government structures would have excessively strengthened the position of the members of the ruling elite, which in time could have threatened his continued rule. This is why, from the beginning of his presidency, he opted for the participation of small, insignificant parties in Belarusian politics, and the official narrative prioritised social organisations, associations and trade unions, which were expected to ensure ‘direct’ contact between the ruling elite and the people. Asaconsequence, consecutive attempts made over the past years by some members of the elite to establish aparty of power on the basis of the pro­-regime Belaya Rus movement, have all failed.


	
    	TheBelaya Rus social movement: anattempt at creating aparty of power


		TheBelaya Rus nationwide social organisation was established in November2007. Atpresent, it has almost 200,000 members, most of whom are civil servants working at various levels of government, from district and regional administration to institutions operating at the central level. Itsideology is based on full and unconditional support for Lukashenka.44 From the beginning of its existence, Belaya Rus has been amanifestation of attempts by the active portion of the ruling elite to create aparty of power in order to stabilise the elite’s political position and to enable the party members to push through their collective interests more effectively. Itwas also hope that the future party structures could serve as alaunch pad for young civil servants and activists to help them to develop their career. However, the project has never transformed into something more than asocial movement. Thehistory of the activity of the Belaya Rus movement, which spans almost fifteen years, is aseries of attempts to transform the organisation into amore formalised entity. These attempts included numerous declarations of readiness to transform it into apolitical party, which each time met with asceptical response from Lukashenka. Asaconsequence, the organisation’s role defacto boils down to nominating loyal members to sit on electoral committees during elections to various state administration bodies, and organising demonstrations of support and other events which fit in with the model of the Belarusian socio­-political life endorsed by the government.

	


	Theconstitutional amendments which Lukashenka announced for the first time in spring2018 were viewed as anopportunity to meet these expectations. According to the declarations, the purpose of this reform was to modernise the political system, for example to strengthen the role of parliament. This could potentially pave the way for establishing one or several parties of power. Ultimately, the draft law approved in the refe­rendum held on 27February2022 contained other solutions which were less favourable from the elite’s point of view. Parliament was expected to continue to act as aninstitution of secondary importance, while the All­-Belarusian People’s Assembly (which until recently had been held every five to six years in the form of ameeting of delegates from all over the country) was granted the status of aconstitutional body. Theassembly has up to 1,200members elected for afive­-year term. They represent local government structures and social organisations from each of Belarus’s seven oblasts. Intheory, the assembly received wide­-ranging powers which were granted to it at the expense of the prerogatives of the government and the president. Itis managed by apermanent presidium and the incumbent president may be appointed as the presidium’s head. Once the law on the All­-Belarusian People’s Assembly is passed, the presidium will be transformed into anexecutive body and its recommendations and decisions will be enforced by parliament, the president and the council of ministers.


	Inthe context of this reconstruction of the political system, Lukashenka continues to have aconservative approach to the idea of apower party being established. During ameeting on two draft laws (onthe reform of the political scene and on the modification of the rules governing the operation of social organisations) held on 30August2022, he stated that “this is not the right time for the development of aparty, now it is ne­cessary to defend the country and rally around the president”. He also expressed his concern about the excessive increase in the importance of political parties, which may “destabilise society and provoke divisions and the emergence of different centres of power”. He added that “constructive relationship with the government” and “acceptance of the current political course” were the main criteria that should be taken into account when assessing legitimacy of any party.45 This indicates that the changes to the Belarusian political system which are currently being implemented or which have recently been announced offer no realistic opportunities for the members of the ruling elite grouped in the Belaya Rus movement to transform their organisation into anindependent entity in whatever form (apotential party of power or astructure operating in the All­-Belarusian People’s Assembly).


	Itshould be emphasised that the amended constitution has defacto madeit possible for Lukashenka to remain in power until the end of his life. Itis likely that the All­-Belarusian People’s Assembly will be formed when Lukashenka is appointed as the presidium’s head (thedraft constitution introduces no limits on the number of terms in this office). Once this happens, Lukashenka will retain his powers to make key decisions related to domestic and foreign policy, including by initiating legislative amendments or annulling specific legislative acts.46 Theannounced reform, was meant to result in amajor overhaul of the state structures, but has turned out to be merely asimulacrum of the elite’s interests since the most important powers will remain in Lukashenka’s hands. Moreover, Lukashenka has criticised the formal and defacto meaningless solutions adopted in the referendum, such as the method of forming the assembly, and he continues to block them. Asaconsequence, as part of the so-called ‘public consultations’ carried out in late October and early November 2022, the proposal to hold ageneral election to the assembly (which was contested by the presidential centre) was dropped. Only deputies of the lower house of parliament will be elected in this election, while the remaining members will be automatically nominated in connection with their function (e.g.regional governor) or delegated as representatives of the most important pro­-regime social organisations.47 This equates to analmost total revival of Soviet­-era standards with no elements of direct democracy.


	VII. CONCLUSIONS. THE IMPLICATIONS FOR BELARUS’S INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL POLICY


	Thechanges that occurred in the Belarusian ruling elite and business circles in the wake of the2020 political crisis are having asignificant impact on the state model and on the country’s current domestic and foreign policy. Thepower apparatus, which for many years was based on aunique balance between the law enforcement ministries and the civilian ministries, has now been almost completely dominated by the state security sector. This, in turn, has significantly reduced its efficiency. the prioritisation of issues such as internal security, the need to combat real and imaginary external threats (with sanctions being areal threat and NATO aggression animaginary one) and repression against the regime’s opponents have pushed other areas of state activity, such as the economy, society and culture, into the background. Theactions carried out by the ministries responsible for these sectors are becoming increasingly reactive. Proponents of liberal or at least more flexible solutions choose not to show any initiative, fearing the consequences. Instead, they try to adjust to the current policy of the ideological indoctrination of citizens and to the restrictive model of acentrally planned economy. Thechanges in Belarusian foreign policy are aglaring example of the degradation of the civilian part of the state administration. TheMinistry of Foreign Affairs no longer plays the role of anactive creator and executor of the rapprochement tactic in Belarus’s relations with the West. Instead, it mainly focuses on justifying Lukashenka’s anti­-Western and pro­-Russian stance. Asaresult of these moves, the system of government, which relies on ahighly privileged law enforcement sector, has lost its former efficiency and effectiveness in seeking solutions that could foster the country’s development. Belarus is consistently moving towards atotalitarian model, and the inertia in its economic and foreign policy is further increasing Minsk’s unprecedented dependence on Moscow.


	Thecivilian part of the state apparatus is marginalised and its attempts to act as anindependent group are consistently blocked by the government. Theloyalty of this group’s members to Lukashenka will mainly be driven by fear, which suggests that the current situation may not be sustainable. Inaddition, private companies (including those in the ITsector) are relocating their operations to other countries (this has been ongoing with varying intensity since2020) and the educated professionals of working age are emigrating. These two processes additionally decrease Belarus’s development potential. Focused on intimidating its citizens, the regime is unable to restore the business climate which had been present in Belarus prior to the2020 elections. Therefore, the most creative groups of citizens are likely to continue to leave the country in the immediate future. Asaconsequence, the Belarusian economic system will need to rely on outdated Soviet­-era solutions and on analmost vassal­-like relationship between the central government and unconditionally loyal businesspeople. Atthe same time, asteady increase in the importance of asmall group of Lukashenka’s trusted ‘oligarchs’ should be expected, which will result in the development of the shadow economy which is not covered by statistical reporting and supervision by the state institutions. This set of factors will plunge Belarus into amounting crisis which it will only be able to weather if it receives increasing support from Russia, and its internal development potential will be further reduced.


	KAMIL KŁYSIŃSKI, PIOTR ŻOCHOWSKI


	Work on this text was finished at the beginning of February2023.
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