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Political Crisis in Belarus: Strategies of Key Players 

Despite the scale and power of the protests, unprecedented for Belarus, the 

opposition is still far from declaring victory. The Belarusian people are fed up 

with Alyaksandr Lukashenka's reign, but - with the demonstrations staying 

overwhelmingly peaceful - they have yet to force him to step down or negotiate. 

In turn, Lukashenka tries to quash the protest movement, so far to little avail, 

as the protesters are supported by the majority of the country's population. 

Nevertheless, the Belarusian dictator still hopes to stem the unrest, not only 

with the use of violence, but also by working with the 'constructive' opposition 

to amend the constitution. Rather than a move towards a more democratic 

system, the reform in reality would be no more than a ploy designed to let 

Lukashenka keep his political position by becoming the leader of the main anti-

Western and pro-Russian party in Belarus, thus keeping the ability to influence 

Belarusian politics even after resigning his post. Russia, in turn, wants to 

prevent the victory of yet another 'color revolution' in a neighboring state, 

seeking to introduce top-down changes that would ensure that Belarus remains 

in its orbit. However, as the demonstrations continue, the opposition grows in 

strength and could decide that a more democratic change is worth fighting for. 

In the aftermath of the recent presidential election, Belarus is gripped by a political 

crisis. Many did not see it coming, as hardly anybody expected a popular uprising after 

the long-time rule of Alyaksandr Lukashenka. However, the election campaign rallied 

people, with the government's mishandling of the COVID-19 pandemic and society's 

frustration with Lukashenka's leadership acting as additional catalysts. Outraged by the 

unprecedented electoral fraud, Belarusians took to the streets to demand Lukashenka's 

resignation and a new election. Recent sociological research found that 43% of city 

residents supported the protests, while 33% wanted Lukashenka to step down, but were 

afraid to take part in the demonstrations.1 The discontent felt by the Belarusian society 

is overwhelming. The Coordination Council formed by Svyatlana Tsikhanowskaya offers 

expert support. The deadline of the 'people's ultimatum' issued by the opposition leader 

expired on 25 October 2020, which meant that the protests spread to all major 

enterprises across Belarus.  

Despite the mass protests that have recently hit the 4-month mark, Lukashenka holds on 

to power largely because he controls the security forces and the state apparatus, and has 

the political and economic backing of the Kremlin. The Belarusian dictator wants to stay 

in office on own terms, trying to stamp out the protests with massive repressions and a 

staged dialogue with the 'constructive' opposition. He also tries to convince the Kremlin 

that as the president of Belarus he remains a useful 'vassal,' posing as Russia's defender 

against a West-inspired color revolution. 

Russia's ideal scenario is not so much the brutal suppression of the people and the 

continuation of the terror-based system as the smooth transition of power to a new pro-
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Russian leader, who will ensure "deeper integration between Russia and Belarus," in 

practice further limiting Belarusian sovereignty. It is also possible that the Kremlin will 

try to interfere in Belarusian politics not only through the president, but also other 

channels, such as loyal parties (which have already started to form). Moscow is pulling 

away from the unpopular Lukashenka in an effort to limit the risk that people's 

disapproval of the disgraced leader is transferred by association to Russia. However, the 

Russian ruling elite cannot allow the Belarusian revolution to succeed for internal policy 

reasons, as it could inspire copycat upheavals against the Kremlin in Russia. As a result, 

Lukashenka is left with little leeway, navigating the new political landscape in Belarus to 

survive. Below discussed are the strategies of the main political powers involved in the 

Belarusian crisis: Lukashenka, Russia and the opposition, and its likely scenarios. 

Lukashenka's strategy: intensified repression and staged dialogue with public 
The Belarusian authorities persist in claiming that the winner of the 9 August election is 

Lukashenka, recognizing him as the legitimate president of Belarus. The street protests 

are portrayed by the nomenclature as orchestrated by external (specifically Western) 

forces, which use the Telegram messaging app and former presidential candidate 

Svyatlana Tsikhanowskaya. The authorities refuse to talk to the protesters, dismissing 

them as a radical part of the opposition and declaring willingness to negotiate only with 

the non-violent part of the Belarusian society. To this end, on 10 October a meeting was 

held in prison, mainly with members of Viktar Babaryka's campaign staff. Yuryy 

Vaskrasyenski took a leadership position in the negotiations. The authorities proposed 

to release the political opponents from prison and offered them a seat at the table during 

constitutional reform discussions. In exchange, they demanded the opposition to call on 

the protesters to end the demonstrations. 

The dialogue is to culminate in the National Assembly, scheduled for early next year, 

which will ratify the new constitution. A constitutional referendum is planned to take 

place in March/April 2021. Only then will new presidential and parliamentary elections 

be organized in Belarus.2 Lukashenka also promised not to run in the next election.3 

This scenario is peaceful, 'constitutional,' and in line with Moscow’s plan for Belarus, but 

Lukashenka is willing to consider it only as a tactical move to keep Russian support and 

wait out the protests. 

Further down the road, he wants to tailor the constitution to ensure the continuity of 

power for his family.4 In addition, he could try using already existing public 

organizations, such as the Belaya Rus Association (Hyenadz' Davydz'ka, heading the 

association, announced that it would be converted into a political party by the end of the 

year), the Trade Union Federation, the Belarusian Women's Association and the 

Belarusian Youth Association. All of them can be easily transformed into a political party 

and used to win a majority in Parliament, especially since Lukashenka's people still 

control electoral commissions and make up the majority of government officials. With 

the Belarusian ruling elite under his thumb, Lukashenka will be able to rearrange the 

political system to ensure that, even if forced to resign, he will retain much of his 
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influence in the country as the leader or unofficial leader of the largest political party or 

several smaller ones. 

Any changes he will settle on will be a maneuver reminiscent of other post-Soviet 

autocrats: Nursultan Nazarbayev, Vladimir Putin, Ilham Aliyev, aimed at holding on to 

power and using it on own terms. In order to see this scenario play out, the Belarusian 

leader must 'outsmart' the Kremlin, suppress protests with repressions and punish his 

opponents, as well as foster disunity within the opposition under the pretense of 

dialogue. 

Lukashenka's election campaign was built around the slogan of defending Belarusian 

sovereignty against Russia. The story about the detention of the Wagner group and 

Lukashenka's accusations against his rivals of ties with Russian oligarchs was clearly a 

part of it. Following the election, the narrative spun by the Belarusian authorities 

changed fundamentally. Lukashenka began to claim that the West is behind the protests 

in Belarus. The Belarusian propaganda machine started to artificially antagonize 

Belarusians based on nationality and religion in an effort to destroy the society's sense 

of solidarity. 

To some extent this narrative is pushed by Russians working for the Belarusian state 

media, who fail to realize that divisions in Belarus are not as deep as in Ukraine. 

Lukashenka, however, finds this narrative convenient and so he fuels the anti-Polish and 

anti-Catholic hysteria and battles historical and national symbolism. These and similar 

actions help him 'sell' his side of the story to the Kremlin. 

The Belarusian leader promotes the idea that he is 'doing a favor' to Russia by defending 

it against the next color revolution, this time in its own territory. He first used this 

rhetoric before heading off to a meeting with Putin in Sochi, on 14 September, and has 

been using it ever since. Lukashenka tries to convince the Kremlin that his defeat could 

lead to Putin's demise. The Belarusian leader proclaims that he is fighting not only for 

his own power, but also for Russia, which is vulnerable to an attack from the West, 

especially the USA, designed to destabilize and overthrow Russian regime. Lukashenka 

put his spin on events for the Kremlin's benefit in an interview with the main Russian 

media outlets.5 

For the same reason, the alleged intercepted call between Warsaw and Berlin regarding 

Alexei Navalny's poisoning was published. According to Lukashenka, the call shows that 

the poisoning was an act of Western provocation to prevent Russia from providing 

support to the Belarusian regime.6 Lukashenka shared this information with the Russian 

prime minister. This narrative strikes a chord with some members of the Russian elite, 

as shown by the many statements by Sergey Naryshkin, the head of the Russian foreign 

intelligence service.7 In order to gain Russian support, Lukashenka also alleges that the 

Defender Europe military exercises and the presence of American troops in Poland and 

Lithuania are clear evidence of NATO's hostile intentions.8 

Lukashenka's communication with the public is a completely different matter. Massive 

repressions have been continuing in Belarus for three months now. The police and 
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special services carry on detaining ordinary people during protests, including women, 

the elderly and minors. Arrests are carried out by armed men in unmarked uniforms and 

vehicles. Numerous trials are held inside prisons in the presence of policemen as 

anonymous witnesses. The Belarusian interior minister demanded legislative changes to 

allow policemen to conceal their identity during court trials.9 Recently, the police 

announced that seen as only bandits remained on the streets, the security forces would 

use live ammunition to suppress the protests.10 

The arrests targeting businessmen supporting the demonstrations, including financially, 

also continue. Lukashenka announced that by the end of the year all private companies 

were required to create trade union organizations affiliated with the Belarusian 

Federation of Trade Unions under the threat of liquidation. Journalists from 

independent media outlets are being intimidated, as are employees of state-controlled 

media who quit their jobs in protest against Lukashenka's rule. Students also face 

harassment. Lukashenka demanded that each factory worker who went on strike should 

be dismissed and each protesting student expelled. 

The Belarusian strongman personally threatened to use modern technology in order to 

identify and punish each of the protesters. Thanks to the cooperation with an IT 

company with ties to Russia, the Belarusian authorities are said to already have the 

necessary tools.11 According to human rights defenders, more than 20,000 protesters 

fell victim to repressions administered by the Belarusian authorities, with criminal 

proceedings pending against 500 people.12 

With the protests against Alyaksandr Lukashenka's rule underway, the Belarusian 

dictator decided that Belarus was in a civil war situation, started by external forces. The 

only way out he currently sees is to use force and discipline the state apparatus. To this 

end, he dismissed trusted top security officials, who had been in the front line of efforts 

to suppress the peaceful demonstrations that have filled the streets in recent months 

and placed them in new roles in the most tense regions. 

The most important results of the power camp reshuffle included the dismissal of 

Security Council Chief Valyery Vakul'vhyk, Interior Minister Yuryy Karayew (who was 

replaced by Ivan Kubrakow) and Deputy Interior Minister Alyaksandr Barsukow. They 

were immediately appointed as inspectors for Brest Oblast, Hrodna Oblast and Minsk 

Oblast respectively - the three regions affected by the most intense protests. Vakul'chyk, 

Karajew and Barsukow were given extensive powers to discipline civil authorities. 

Lukashenka justified his decision by saying that these “regions are especially dangerous, 

but also very important for the country.” He announced that the task ahead of the 

inspectors would be to oversee the operations of all local authorities: from the rural 

council chairman to heads of enterprises and governors. He also provided them with 

military units: an air assault brigade was deployed in Brest and a motorized rifle brigade 

in Hrodna. 

Additionally, Lukashenka closed Belarus' borders with Poland, Latvia, Lithuania and 

Ukraine. Except for diplomats and professional drivers, citizens of these countries are 



Center for Post-Soviet Area Studies | Analysis 51 by Center for Post-Soviet Area Studies | 26.10.2020 

| 7 

not allowed to travel to Belarus. Belarusian borders are also partially closed to 

Belarusian citizens, most likely to prevent them from joining the demonstrations. 

Belarusian dissidents often live in these countries, so it is possible that the ban is 

primarily targeted against this group.  

Lukashenka also demanded the creation of armed paramilitary forces made up of retired 

military men whose job would be to patrol the streets to ensure "stability." In addition, 

he threatened to crack down on protesters and "take no prisoners," indicating that even 

more violence from the security forces was coming the protesters' way. The threats 

were carried through soon after they were made, on 1 and 8 November, during weekly 

demonstrations. The police brutally attacked the protesters using stun grenades, rubber 

bullets and live ammunition, with up to 1,200 people arrested in one day. 

All the while Lukashenka has been ignoring the public mood, the state of the economy 

and the international criticism of his actions, his only focus being on hanging onto 

power. He does not mind that while he fights to stay in power Belarus is gradually 

becoming a fallen state, where law enforcement agencies offer no protection to its 

citizens, use torture and break the law. The police are loyal only to the Belarusian 

strongman, in practice turning themselves into his private army, which he uses to prove 

to Moscow that he is in control of the situation in the country. 

In order to show a more conciliatory attitude, in addition to readiness to continue 

repressions, the Belarusian government has recently started a dialogue with the 

opposition. Importantly, the dialogue is conducted on Lukashenka's terms, and the 

people with whom he holds the talks are his prisoners. As his dialogue partners, 

Lukashenka chose two of his rivals, who had been arrested on his instructions: Viktar 

Babaryka and members of his election campaign (except Maryya Kalyesnikava, who 

refused to participate in the meeting), and Siarhyey Tsikhanowski, Svyatlana 's husband. 

To some extent, the dialogue is a sign that the regime has come to terms with the 

unprecedented scale of the protests and realized that it needs more than force to stamp 

them out. However, it is also a response to the actions of Svyatlana Tsikhanowskaya, 

who from the symbol of protests turned into a real leader, with an alternative center of 

power, including a shadow cabinet recognized by Western countries, already starting to 

form around her. 

However, the dialogue is not working out the way Lukashenka hoped. Despite the 

promise to let go those opposition members who attended the meeting, only a few 

people were released. The key prisoners - Babaryka and Tsikhanowski - remain in 

prison. The majority of those invited to join the dialogue did not agree for Lukashenka's 

key proposal - they refused to call on the protesters to stop rallying. The person who 

was appointed by the authorities as the coordinator of the process - businessman Yuryy 

Vaskrasyenski - failed to gain social license. He is criticized for being too appeasing 

towards the authorities and accused of doing KGB's bidding.13  
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Russia's strategy: constitutional changes and cleansing of pro-Western forces in 
Belarus with Lukashenka's hands 
In spite of having officially congratulated Lukashenka on the victory, the Kremlin 

hesitated to show him support in the early days after the election. However, the looming 

victory of the 'color revolution' is unacceptable to Moscow, as it could inspire Russians, 

who are largely dissatisfied with Kremlin's internal policy, to follow the Belarusian 

example. Thus, while not directly interfering in the recent events in Belarus, Putin 

pressures Lukashenka into meeting the society's expectations by amending the 

constitution.  

The Kremlin aims to secure a smooth transition of power in order to deepen integration 

between Belarus and Russia. Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov spoke about 

Kremlin's plans for Belarus after a meeting with Belarusian Minister Makei in 

September. According to the head of Russian diplomacy, Russia expects that the 

Belarusian crisis could be resolved by changing the constitution and holding a 

referendum, followed by new presidential election.14 

The new model that Russia is pushing for in Belarus would involve a mixed system with 

a weaker president and a stronger government and Parliament. This way, Kremlin will 

be able to expand its contacts beyond just Lukashenka or his successor and exercise 

wider influence on Belarusian politics - through loyal parties, individual politicians, 

officials and security forces officers, while continuing to affect the Belarusian economy 

through oil and gas supplies. 

Kremlin's primary concern is the Belarusian regime's policy of extreme repression 

towards the protesters, which is leading to deterioration in relations with the West and 

potentially to new sanctions. Non-violent end of the protests could create the 

appearance that the new constitution is the product of a democratic process. Be that as 

it may, the constitutional amendments will be consistent with Russian expectations, and 

will allow for a new election, carried out in calmer circumstances, with a pro-Russian 

candidate as the most likely winner. The constitutional reform will lend more power to 

Parliament, giving Russia tighter control over Belarusian affairs.  

In order to further its own interests, the Kremlin needs to make sure that the regime 

engages in dialogue with the most pro-Russian part of the opposition (e.g. former 

presidential candidate Valyery Tsapkala or Viktar Babaryka, whose fate was discussed 

by Lukashenka and Putin during the meeting in Sochi15) and the nomenclature, who see 

the Kremlin as their patron. 

In the Russian scenario, the above-mentioned political forces would share their control 

over the state (culture for the more patriotic part of the opposition, economy and 

security sector ministries for the pro-Russian forces). Lukashenka would lose power as a 

result of backdoor negotiations and not dramatic events. Russia will try to demonstrate 

that real change is possible only through a "process of constitutional reform," and not a 

‘color revolution.’  



Center for Post-Soviet Area Studies | Analysis 51 by Center for Post-Soviet Area Studies | 26.10.2020 

| 9 

In addition, Moscow wants to use Lukashenka to cleanse Belarus of pro-Western and 

nationalist forces in order to create space within the society for pro-Russian camps to 

implement their tactics. With this goal in mind, Russia spreads its propaganda across 

Belarus using state media, which have a strategy of creating a conflict between 

Belarusians supporting the 'nationalistic' (or 'fascist,' as the Russian propaganda calls it) 

vision of Belarus and those supporting the 'soviet' Belarus, led by Lukashenka. 

The supporters of the 'Soviet Belarus' laid the groundwork for the political structures of 

pro-Russian forces. On 19 October, a new political party called 'Alliance' was formed, 

announcing as its goal the integration between Belarus and Russia and the continuation 

of the traditions of the Russian Empire and the USSR. The new party's leaders are 

Stanislaw Byshok, the head of the Russian CIS-EMO organization, which is a member of 

the regional pro-Kremlin propaganda network in Belarus, Lieŭ Krystapovič, the editor of 

one of the most aggressive anti-Belarusian websites Teleskop and Syarhyey Lushch, the 

owner of propaganda website Sozh.info, formerly an activist of a pagan neo-Nazi cult 

and the founder of pro-Russian youth organizations in Belarus. The formation of the 

party was reported the very next day in the main news bulletin of the Belarusian state-

run television. 

In addition, recent months have seen Russia expanding its military presence in Belarus. 

The Kremlin builds up its military not by opening permanent bases, but by organizing 

continuous military exercises, during which Russian troops are allowed to station on 

Belarusian territory. A good example of this tactic are the ‘Slavic Brotherhood’ drills, the 

size and nature of which have recently changed. The plot of the exercises was 

transformed from ani-terrorist tactical exercises (involving 1,500 servicemen) into a 

general military operation (involving 6,000 servicemen) and included the deployment in 

Belarus of a battalion tactical group of the Russian airborne forces from Ivanovo.16 

The Kremlin uses the constitutional reform as a smoke screen to hide its true intentions, 

primarily from the West and the Belarusian society, and secure an electoral victory for a 

different candidate with stronger pro-Russian views to replace Lukashenka. The 

Kremlin, however, has been growing impatient with the Belarusian dictator, who has 

been foot-dragging on reforms.  

Its annoyance with Lukashenka is clear from the rhetoric used by the Russian television 

- Russia's ultimatum towards Lukashenka was announced in a TV program broadcasted 

on NTV. The pro-Kremlin channel stressed that the Belarusian leader "must understand 

that the disbursement of the next tranche, earmarked for debt repayment, will largely 

depend on whether or not he fulfils his promises related to the transit of petroleum 

products through Russian ports and the constitutional referendum, which is to be 

followed by new election.”17 These issues were also the focus of Naryshkin's visit in 

Minsk on 22 October. Lukashenka's obstinance makes it more costly for Russia to keep 

Belarus in its orbit and more difficult for pro-Russian forces to take over power in the 

country.  
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Opposition's strategy: civil disobedience and peaceful transfer of power 
Lukashenka's reluctance to make concessions and introduce reforms, as well as the 

continuing demonstrations act to Russia's disadvantage, because all the while an 

alternative center of power has been forming around opposition candidate Svyatlana 

Tsikhanowskaya. The longer the demonstrations persist, the more prominent she 

becomes. All the more so since it is she, supported by the Coordination Council, who 

wants to be the 'interim' Belarusian leader until new democratic election is held. 

However, this process takes time, mainly because the protests in Belarus are 

decentralized and rely on social networks, with numerous solidarity actions organized 

locally. What is more, protest actions are coordinated through the Telegram messaging 

app, and not by the opposition, with courtyard chat groups set up on Telegram already 

being described by the regime as the 'revolution’s headquarters.’18 A portion of the 

movement's activities, such as attacks on government websites and computer networks 

by unidentified hackers, are organized by anonymous groups outside the opposition.19 

Tsikhanowskaya's initiative was to create the opposition's Coordination Council, made 

up of approx. 6,000 members. However, many of her early actions were taken too late. A 

whole week of the August protests had passed before the Council was set up, which gave 

Lukashenka time to recover from the shock of hearing the nationwide condemnation of 

police brutality in the early days following the publication of the rigged election results 

and plan out further repressions against the protesters. In response to arrests and the 

expulsion of all 7 presidium members from the country, the "I/ We - Coordination 

Council" initiative was organized, which aimed at adding 100,000 new members to the 

Council and also failed.  

The Council has only recently started building contacts with individual workers' strike 

committees and coordinating with initiatives that provide aid to the victims of 

repressions. Last week, the first solutions were reached between the Coordination 

Council and initiatives centered around the Belarusian Solidarity Fund, which has 

already raised over USD 6,000,000 to support and help victims of political repression. 

These funds come from donations made by ordinary people.20 The creation of the fund 

allowed Tsikhanowskaya to promise support to detained protesters, dismissed factory 

workers and security officers who quit their jobs in protest against Lukashenka. 

Amid the opposition's actions and ongoing peaceful protests, the Belarusian state 

apparatus and security sector ministries have been feeling growing pressure. Faced with 

the mass and non-violent nature of the demonstrations, more and more officials and 

security officers realize that crowds as big as are rallying against the regime cannot be 

controlled by the West, as Lukashenka would have them think. The faith in the regime's 

financial stability has also been diminishing.  

Moreover, the ongoing protests have been putting a strain on the economy and the 

regime's financial reserves. Factory workers have switched to 'Italian' methods of 

striking, which have been dramatically reducing production and export and, in turn, the 

inflow of foreign currency for Lukashenka's regime. 
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The first month of protests cost Lukashenka a billion dollars21 and caused a spike in 

debt. With increasing pressure on the budget and the Belarusian ruble, the months to 

come will only exacerbate the situation. The state apparatus, which has been supporting 

Lukashenka so far, earns in rubles. However, if the Belarusian currency drops, the 

standard of living of government officials will deteriorate,22 making them less eager to 

defend the dictator. Thus, if the protests persist, Lukashenka may be forced to step down 

and possibly flee the country. 

The demonstrations entered a new stage when the Coordination Council announced the 

'people's ultimatum' addressed to Lukashenka. The opposition has continued to demand 

his resignation, end to repression against protesters and release of political prisoners. 

On 26 October, after the authorities ignored these demands, a nationwide strike of 

Belarusian enterprises began, while other acts of civil disobedience intensified. The 

ultimatum was not followed by a national strike, but it mobilized the public to carry on 

with the demonstrations, which have been growing increasingly decentralized. 
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