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EDITORIAL FOREWORD

Belarusian Yearbook 2020 constitutes a comprehensive analysis
of developments in the key segments of the state and society
throughout 2019. The parliamentary election campaign (“the
dress rehearsal for the presidential campaign slated for 2020”)
amidst the exhaustion of resources for recovery growth and
a gradual sinking into recession, extremely low efficiency of ne-
gotiations with Russia, as well as attempts of the authorities —
inconsistent and belated — to adapt to the rapidly changing
environment were the main processes that shaped the political
agenda in 2019.

Main trends of the year

Domestic policy

* Against the backdrop of the 2019 parliamentary elections
and the upcoming presidential campaign of 2020, all of the
socioeconomic and political reforms remained frozen, with
the political leadership and the security/law enforcement
block actively opposing any “liberal” initiative.

* The personnel challenge exacerbated, which was manifested
in the lack of competences and professionalism of the presi-
dential “vertical”.

* Representatives of alternative political forces were ousted
from the parliament following the parliamentary elections
of 2019, party representation enhanced due to loyalist left-
wing parties, and the parliament’s international cooperation
weakened.
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Foreign policy

* Overuse of regional security references in foreign policy in
order to improve official Minsk’s international reputation;
intensified collaboration with individual EU member states.

* Astalemate of the Belarus-Russia integration; extremely low
efficiency of negotiations between the Belarusian and Rus-
sian leaders.

Economics

* Endingrecovery growth (slower output growth, inconsistent
nature of economic activity).

* Growing unfavorable momentum in foreign economic ope-
rations, the external debt repayment schedule still being
tense.

* Growing need for new external financing.

* Accumulating crisis disproportions in the labor market (spe-
cifically, labor shortage).

Public opinion

* Drop in the number of supporters of a union with Russia and
increased number of proponents of European integration.

» Slightly poorer assessments of the economic situation in the
country and the economic status of households.

Since 2003, the Belarusian Yearbook project has evolved as
a joint endeavor of the Belarusian expert community to com-
pile, conceptualize, and deliver a chronicle of Belarus’s contem-
porary history. Contributing to Belarusian Yearbook 2020 were
independent analysts and experts, as well as specialists rep-
resenting various think tanks, including the Institute of Politi-
cal Studies “Political Sphere”, Belarusian Institute for Strategic
Studies (BISS), Belarusian Institute for Public Administration
Reform and Transformation (BIPART), School of Young Mana-
gers in Public Administration (SYMPA), Minsk Dialogue Expert
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Initiative, Ostrogorski Centre, Belarusian Economic Research
and Outreach Center (BEROC), MACROCENTER Macroeco-
nomic Research Center, Belarus Security Blog analytical proj-
ect, Foreign Policy Council Ukrainian Prism (Kyiv), Institute of
International Relations (Warsaw, Poland), Belarusian Analytical
Workroom (BAW, Warsaw), Public Bologna Committee, Agency
for Social and Political Expert Appraisal (Vilnius), and the web-
site of the expert community of Belarus Nashe Mnenie (“Our
Opinion”).
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PRESIDENTIAL ADMINISTRATION:
PREPARING FOR THE SIXTH PRESIDENTIAL
TERM

Nikolai Burov

Summary

In 2019, the Presidential Administration of Belarus made determined ef-
forts to get ready for upcoming challenges, primarily to ensure Alexan-
der Lukashenko’s re-election in a difficult socio-economic and political
situation. An attempt was made to reconsider the ideological compo-
nent of domestic policy, reinforce the ideological platform and provide
follow-up information and analytical support for the presidential verti-
cal. The composition of the Administration was considerably renewed.
However, the Administration’s efforts were ineffective largely due to
the inertia of the vertical and the conservative position of the head of
state. As a result, the most important tasks — creation of an ideological
platform for the presidential campaign, personnel policy, development
of a new version of the law on public service and possible amendments
to the Constitution — have been performed in a highly conservative way.

Trends:

* Increasing problem of poor professionalism of the presidential vertical;
* Request for ideological backing in the difficult socio-economic and
foreign policy situation;

* Political emphasis on the preservation of the independence and so-
vereignty of Belarus;

* Renewal of the Presidential Administration leadership as a conceptual
solution.

Ideological platform update

One of the paramount tasks of the Presidential Administration
in 2019 was to provide ideological backup to the parliamenta-
ry and the future presidential elections. Two main propaganda
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emphases were chosen out of several options: first, to highlight
the merits of the incumbent president in overcoming the crisis
of the 1990s (Alexander Lukashenko spoke about this when visi-
ting the Presidential Academy of Public Administration on Oc-
tober 18, and addressing the upper and lower chambers of the
parliament on December 5), and, second, to emphasize the value
of Belarus’ independence and sovereignty, which only the in-
cumbent president can guarantee. Attempts to add other topics
failed. Much hope was pinned on the possible propaganda effect
of the 2nd European Games, but the public remained generally
indifferent about them.

The work with petitions filed by individuals who point at lo-
cal issues was used, as always, as a tool to legitimize the sitting
government. Once again, the Administration was instructed to
closely monitor the compliance with the requirement to quickly
respond to people’s complaints. To this end, monitoring groups
were appointed to look into the highlighted local communities’
problems. Administration officers meet with petitioners in the
regions on a regular basis, saying that society is growing impa-
tient seeking justice. In response, the central authorities, among
other things, declare their commitment to restrain the arbi-
trariness of security agencies.

The Administration cannot but feel the need for some ad-
justment to the ideological component, or at least of an adequate
interpretation of the complex processes that Belarus is facing at
the current stage. However, after the appointment of Vladimir
Zhevnyak as deputy presidential chief of staff for ideology in
April 2018, observers unanimously described the efforts taken in
the field of ideology as clueless and ineffective.! V. Zhevnyak was

! «IlyctoTa B aBTOPUTApHON pamke. JIyKalleHKO 03a60TUJICS HMEO0NIO0-
rueil mepen BbiOOpamu.» Naviny.by, 19 Aug. 2019, https://naviny.by/
article /20190819 /1566227985-pustota-v-avtoritarnoy-ramke-lukashenko-
ozabotilsya-ideologiey-pered.
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replaced by Andrei Kuntsevich on August 19, 2019. He was given
a “simple” task to ensure consolidation of Belarusian society.

The areas of the Administration’s ideological efforts re-
mained separated. A. Kuntsevich oversees ideology, public as-
sociations and media, which overlaps with the functions of pre-
sidential press secretary and confidant Natalia Eismont, which
competes with Kuntsevich in this matter. First Deputy Chief of
Staff Maxim Ryzhenkov is in charge of ideological matters re-
lated to culture and education.

Last year, Orsha remained the area of special responsibility
of the Administration and the chief of staff (in particular, the
regional logistics hub of the Bremino Group LLC). Despite heavy
investment and the repeated personal participation of Chief of
Staff Natalia Kochanova in field sessions of the Vitebsk Regional
Executive Committee in Orsha, no considerable successes in the
Orsha district development project were achieved.

The personnel pool still fails to cope

The Administration’s personnel problem has become chronic,
basically not just because the personnel pool is too shallow, but
also because the potential candidates for senior positions are
professionally unfit. Addressing the Minsk Region functionaries
on December 4, President Lukashenko pointed at the large num-
ber of unfilled executive positions. Although the pool numbered
209 people in the reserve, 47 offices in the regional and district
executive committee remained vacant.?

Apparently, the Administration has no idea how to overcome
the personnel crisis. Formally, personnel policy does work with

2 «Anekcangp JlyKalleHKO IPOBEJ COBEIaHME C aKTUBOM MMHCKOI 06Ja-
ctu». Pravo.by, 04 Dec. 2019, http://pravo.by/novosti/obshchestvenno-
politicheskie-i-v-oblasti-prava,/2019 /december,/43366.
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all regular rotations and the skill pool formation. On the other
hand, attempts are made to resolve this problem, involving tra-
ditional tools, such as training at the Academy of Public Admi-
nistration and changes in legislation, in particular, the law on
public service.

Decree No. 343 on activities of the Presidential Academy of
Public Administration of September 16 approves a new charter
of the Academy, but does not make significant changes in com-
parison with its old versions. When visiting the Academy on Oc-
tober 18, Lukashenko said that the current civil service system
generally met its objectives, and only needed updates, which the
new version of the law on public service is meant to make.

The quality of training at the Academy of Public Adminis-
tration is hard to assess from the outside, while quite enough
is known about draft amendments to the law on public service.
Despite the direct instructions given by the head of state, the
new version of the law was not finalized in 2019. The proposed
changes are mainly aimed at tightening the rules and regula-
tions applicable to public servants, and at equaling their status
with security and defense agencies’ staff.* The fact that the new
version was not provided on schedule suggests increasing per-
sonnel problems in Belarus.

The frequent reshuffles in the presidential vertical also indi-
cate personnel policy imbalances. Nearly 40 new chairs of district
and city executive committees and heads of city administrations
were appointed in 2019. Alexander Turchin (previously first de-
puty prime minister) replaced Anatoly Isachenko as chairman of
the Minsk Regional Executive Committee. Gennady Solovey took
the office of the Gomel Regional Executive Committee head. Lu-
kashenko appointed presidential assistants, chief regional inspec-
tors: Anatoly Linevich in the Vitebsk Region, Anatoly Markevich in
the Brest Region, and Vitaly Prima in Minsk city.

3 Lukashenko says public service should be largely like military service.
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Big personnel changes took place in the Administration as
well. Former First Deputy Chairman of the KGB Igor Sergeyenko
was appointed chief of staff. He replaced Natalia Kochanova,
whose deputy in charge of legislation and interaction with the
National Assembly Valery Mitskevich (since 2009) was replaced
by Olga Chupris. Some experts believe that Mitskevich’s replace-
ment* is connected with the announced significant changes in
laws and, primarily, the Constitution.

Constitutional amendments

Talks about possible amendments to the Belarusian Constitution
resumed in 2018. President Lukashenko emphatically rejected
this idea at that time. A year later, in March 2019, he returned to
this subject during the Big Talk with the President. Lukashen-
ko stated the need to give more powers to other branches of
government, saying that this must be done extremely cautiously,
and that amendments would by no means be steamrolled.’

During the president’s annual address to the nation and the
parliament on April 19, Lukashenko said that the work on draft
amendments to the Constitution and personnel decisions would
be supervised by the chief of staff.

The most serious question that arose in 2019 in connection
with possible amendments to the Constitution concerned Lu-
kashenko’s re-election for the sixth term and then the possible
procedure for the transfer of power. Technically, three questions
are most relevant: (1) Does Belarus need a new Constitution,

4 He now serves as vice speaker of the lower chamber of the Belarusian
parliament.

5 «JlykameHKO HaMepeH MpPUHSTh HOBYI0O KoHcTuTynuio.» Naviny.by, 01 Mar.
2019, https://naviny.by/new,/20190301/1551452287-lukashenko-nameren-
prinyat-novuyu-konstituciyu.
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or certain amendments to the Constitution in force would be
enough? (2) Which election should go first in 2020, parliamenta-
ry or presidential? (3) What ideological component will be cho-
sen for these campaigns? The Administration decided on the
second and partly the third one before the autumn. The first
one will be thought over later.

Possible constitutional amendments have been considered
in Belarus for nearly a decade now. This matter seems to be un-
comfortable to the president. Many observers believe that the
replacement of Valery Mitskevich with Olga Chupris means that
the creation of a mechanism for the transfer of power can move
to a new level.

No efforts spared
to prepare for the presidential election

From the point of view of the election campaign procedures,
a conservative option was predictably chosen, which cor-
responds to Alexander Lukashenko’s wishes: the parliamenta-
ry elections will be held before the presidential election, which
shortens the parliament’s tenure, but not the president’s. The
parliamentary elections also followed a conservative scenario.
The experiment with the admission of oppositionists to the
lower chamber was not repeated.

This suggests that the 2020 presidential election will be held
according to a similar scenario.® However, it can be assumed
that the authorities hesitated for quite a while, rightly believing
that the socio-economic and foreign policy environment may be
less favorable in the coming year to formalize the next presi-
dential term of Alexander Lukashenko in comparison with 2019.

6 «TenpeHuun nzdbuparenbHoi kamnanuy — 2019.» Hawe wunenue, 29 Oct.
2019, https: //nmnby.eu/news/analytics/6962.html.
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Although the president seemingly does not want constitutional
amendments, he increasingly needs to figure out the way to le-
gitimize his future successor.

The whole mechanism designed for elections has been wor-
king pretty good for years and proved reliable, but the results
of the 2019 parliamentary campaign were kind of disappointing.
The turnout in the regions was significantly lower than expected
by the Administration (although this can only be judged by in-
direct indicators). The rating of the sitting government was also
low. Since public sentiments and the turnout during elections
are the area of responsibility of the presidential vertical, there
might be truth to the rumors that Natalia Kochanova had to step
down as chief of staff in early December because the president
was not happy about the parliamentary elections statistics.

Kochanova's removal from office was a matter of discussion
throughout the year. It is not so much about mistakes she made,
as the president’s strong commitment to regular manageri-
al personnel rotations. Such a rotation was expected after the
presidential election, though. This gives reason to assume that
something went wrong with the parliamentary elections.

The appointment of former KGB officer, Major General Igor
Sergeyenko as chief of staff on December 5 came as a surprise
to many. There is, certainly, nothing unusual in the appointment
of a security officer to the Administration. Gennady Nevyglas,
Viktor Sheiman and Ural Latypov can be mentioned as examp-
les. The point is that security officials of such high rank had not
headed the staff since 2008. Experts see Sergeyenko’s appoint-
ment as an indicator that the authorities plan to hold the 2020
election without a single hint at liberalization and with a gua-
ranteed victory of the incumbent president.

The Administration understands that the information and
analytical support for its activities needs to be strengthened
substantially in the face of far-reaching changes. Formally, the
Belarusian Institute for Strategic Research is being established
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to this end on the basis of the Administration’s Information and
Analytical Center by decree No. 49 of February 12, 2019. It is yet
unclear what the fundamental difference between these two
agencies will be. In general, this reorganization is more like a re-
distribution of the areas of responsibility without an increase
in budgetary funding. In particular, the Institute for Strategic
Research has already announced a significant reduction in the
sociological component of its activities.

Conclusion

The year 2019 was quite stressful for the Administration. It was
tasked to rejuvenate its staff and prepare for the two election
campaigns, and one of these tasks — the 2019 parliamentary
elections — has been coped with relatively successfully. Other
tasks will be addressed later.

Judging by a number of indicators, the 2020 presidential
election will follow a strong-arm scenario in conditions of do-
mestic socio-economic problems and the tension in the rela-
tionship with Russia. Furthermore, the wriggle room is confined
by the rules of the game and the very conservative position of
the head of state.
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GOVERNMENT:
PERFECT STORM AHEAD

Polina Makarova

Summary

In 2019, the government made efforts towards systemic development
of regions and public sector management, although its high-profile
initiatives in many respects contradict those attempts. The Council of
Ministers made several decisions to ensure that the national rulema-
king is rational and argumentative, and to facilitate consultation with
experts and stakeholders when preparing legal acts. However, a num-
ber of important government decisions that could produce significant
results for building the economy and society were based on ideologi-
cal and opportunistic considerations.

Trends:

* Government makes attempts to reform public sector management
and separate functions of the state as a regulator and proprietor;

» National security bloc stands against liberal initiatives, while the po-
litical leadership just ignores them;

* Efforts are made to work out a systemic approach to regional policy
relying on economic development and private business.

State as a proprietor, state as a regulator

We assumed in the last year’s forecast that government poli-
cy will remain fragmented and inconsistent in key areas (the
economy, employment and regional development), being largely
based on tight control and penalties. This turns to be true on
the whole, despite certain hopes associated with the coming of
young professional managers to the government. Still, reforma-
tive efforts of Prime Minister Sergei Rumas and some members
of his Cabinet deserve attention.
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The beginning of the year was marked by a number of go-
vernment’s initiatives. It would be an exaggeration to say that
they showed an intention to reform the public administration
system. Attempts were made to systematize at least some of its
aspects. The work on a bill on the public sector was announced
in January.'It was planned to finally separate the functions of the
state as a regulator and proprietor: enterprises will be managed
by state corporations under the supervision of the State Pro-
perty Committee, and ministries will engage in formulating sec-
toral policies.

This separation was an innovation back in 2016, when this
provision was added to the Program of Socio-Economic De-
velopment of the Republic of Belarus for 2016-2020.2 However,
there was no breakthrough in 2018 since “state administration
bodies failed to consolidate their positions”, as newly appointed
Prime Minister Sergei Rumas said.® He spoke about the plan to
reduce the number of public officers in supervisory boards of
state-controlled enterprises and replace them with professional
managers.

Sergei Rumas, who chaired the Supervisory Board of the
Minsk Tractor Plant (MTZ), said in April that the Board would
not interfere in the company’s business, but only set targets and
monitor their achievement. According to the prime minister,

! «Bmactu Benapycu NJIaHMPYIOT PEBOJIIOLMIO B roccektope?» Naviny.by,
04 Jan. 2019, https://naviny.by/article/20190104,/1546599239-vlasti-
belarusi-planiruyut-revolyuciyu-v-gossektore.

2 «Vkas [IpesupmenTa Pecriy6ivku Besapyce ot 15 nexa6ps 2016 roma N2 466
“O6 yTBepxKaeHHH I[IporpaMmsl COLMATBbHO-3KOHOMUYECKOTO Ppa3BUTHS
Pecny6nuku Besnapych Ha 2016-2020 rogpr’.» MuHucmepcmeo sKOHOMUKU
Pecny6auku Beaapycy, 15 Dec. 2016, https: //www.economy.gov.by/uploads/
files/Programma-2020.pdf.

3 «llpencraBnenue IlporpaMmel [esTEIbHOCTU IIpaBuUTesnbcTBA Ha 2018-
2020 roppr.» Cosem munucmpos Pecny6auku Benapycsy, 31 Oct. 2018, http: //
www.government.by/ru/content,/8356.

20 BELARUSIAN YEARBOOK 2020



supervisory boards could reduce the unnecessary work stress
on Minister of Industry Pavel Utyupin so that he can stop dea-
ling with local company strategies and “look into larger matters,
on which the future of the entire industry depends.™

In other words, the government tried to extract maximum
opportunities out of the public sector management reform, since
privatization of loss-making and hopeless enterprises seems to
be removed from the political agenda, although international
analysts underscore the need for conceptual reform of the pub-
lic sector with privatization and inevitable bankruptcies.®

Belarusianindependent experts say that changed approaches
to the public sector management and building directors’ aware-
ness of modern methods of administration can produce results
with certain conditions in place, but their effectiveness is not
limitless. The experts believe that advanced corporate gover-
nance methods introduced by the government at distressed
enterprises, which cannot sell their products even after costly
upgrades of their capacities, will not help solve long-standing
problems of the public sector.

If this separation of functions takes place one day, this would
be the end of the Soviet era in the Belarusian state adminis-
tration system, when the Communist Party and later the Presi-
dential Administration played the role of a policymaker, and the
Cabinet was tasked to supervise enterprises.

However, as of late 2019, the bill on the public sector was yet
to go through lengthy approvals at the level of the Council of
Ministers, although the Economy Ministry hopes to submit the
bill to the parliament in 2020, as a concept for starters.

4 «Ilocemenue OAO “MT3".» Cosem munucmpos Pecnybauku Beaapycew, 25 Apr.
2019, http: //www.government.by/ru/content,/8763.

5 «Bnactu Benapycu c nogaun MB® 3amymanuch o Gyzdyliem rocCekropa.»
Naviny.by, 10 June 2019, https://naviny.by/article,/20190610,/1560146202-
vlasti-belarusi-s-podachi-mvf-zadumalis-o-budushchem-gossektora.
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First analyze, then
adopt

In late January 2019, the Council of Ministers approved instruc-
tions for forecasting effects of new regulatory legal acts®, which
introduces a quite innovative idea that effects of laws and re-
gulations should be analyzed before they take effect, and that
forecasts can be made not only in quiet ministerial offices, but
also through public discussions and proposals filed by indivi-
duals.

The establishment of the Belarusian Institute for Strategic
Research, a state think tank, was announced in February. It is
meant to provide more professional expert support for the law-
making activities of the state. The Institute is engaged in stra-
tegic analysis of everything that is related to foreign and do-
mestic policies of Belarus and working out recommendations to
government agencies. The BISR took over from the Information
and Analytical Center at the Presidential Administration, which
was severely criticized in 2017 by the president for half-baked
research.” The new think tank is expected to render services not
only to the president, but also to the Council of Ministers, the
Security Council and other institutions.

Despite these useful government initiatives, it seems that
a number of last year’s major decisions were made without ana-
lyzing possible impacts, merely basing on political and market
considerations. For example, in coordination with the Security
Council, the Ministry of Defense submitted and the parliament

6 «CoBMWH yTBEpANJI NHCTPYKIMIO TI0 TPOrHO3MPOBAHUIO TIOCTIEICTBUIN TP~
HSTHS. HOPMATUBHBIX IIPaBOBBIX akToB.» BenallAH, 30 Jan. 2019, https:/
belapan.by/archive /2019,/01/30,/990576/.

7 «JIyKalleHKO IOTpe6oBal OT AINMUHMCTPALMM IIPE3UJIeHTa OTKa3aTb-
ca orT “nokasyxu’.» Naviby.by, 02 Feb. 2017, https://naviny.by/artic-
le /20170206 /1486379970-lukashenko-potreboval-ot-administracii-pre-
zidenta-otkazatsya-ot-pokazuhi.
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passed the bill ‘On Amendments to the Laws on the Effective
Functioning of the National Armed Forces’, popularly known
as the “law on deferments.” This took just three months after
the bill was announced in March. According to the new law,
young people liable for military service can only be granted
a draft deferment once. This means that all who want to conti-
nue education in graduate schools must serve in the army for at
least a year and a half.

Educational professionals reasonably warned that this would
trigger a massive outflow of graduates who seek scientific ca-
reers to foreign universities. Much was said about the damage
that the law would cause to the future of Belarusian science
and knowledge-intensive sectors of the economy. However,
these arguments were dismissed by the ideologically motivated
president and the government. In response, they only proposed
punitive measures, such as a travel ban for draftees, who have
already been granted one deferment, and a ban from public of-
fices and some professions for those who did not serve in the
army as prescribed by the law.

Regional development: political
contradictions

In February, the Sergei Rumas Government took the first step
towards a systematization of regional policies, in particular
the assignment of districts to the category of lagging behind in
terms of socio-economic development. Supposedly, this aimed
at coping with the task that the government set itself in 2018:
to bridge life quality gaps between the regions. The standard
of living will be defined as an aggregate indicator calculated

8 «Omy6sMKoBaH “3aKOH 06 OTCPOYKAx': YTO HYXXHO 3HATh IPU3BIBHUKAM.»
Tut.by, 30 July, 2019, https: //news.tut.by/society/647670.html.
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according to a special method. If it is below 72%, the region
is considered lagging behind.®

First Deputy Prime Minister Alexander Turchin said at
a meeting of the Economy Ministry Board that the low economic
activity in such regions is a threat to national economic deve-
lopment and this issue may be resolved by pegging incomes of
regional officials to local business activity growth. However, as
was said at the meeting, local executives were afraid to assist in
establishing and expanding new enterprises, fearing allegations
of corruption.

Local officials believe that businesses can only be assisted by
expediting approvals (even, sometimes, in defiance of the law)
and persuading state bodies (for example, the Ministry of Emer-
gencies) not to put obstacles in investors’ way.

As the deputy prime minister said, adequate bonuses to pub-
lic officers for promoting local business activity would solve this
problem.

As usual, the government’s plan to apply a systemic approach
to regional development was out of sync with spontaneous
decisions made by the head of state. The president began his
‘spring tour’ to the regions with Baranovichi, where he promised
a large-scale audit like that in Orsha.® A. Lukashenko warned
of the possibility of a repetition of the situation in Orsha, when
a personnel reshuffle in the government took place as a result of
(or at least shortly after) the audit, and the prime minister, four
deputy prime ministers and several ministers were replaced.
When in Baranovichi, the president mainly spoke about an au-
dit of state-owned industrial enterprises, rather than private

9 «IIpaBUTENILCTBO YTBEPAUJIO OPSIOK OTHECEHN S PETMIOHOB K TEPPUTOPUSIM,
OTCTAIOIMM I10 YPOBHIO COLIMAJIbBHO-9KOHOMMUYECKOT0 pa3Butus.» beaallAH,
12 Feb. 2019, https: //belapan.by/archive /2019,/02 /12 /992436 /.

0 «OpmaHcKkuil pailoH — 30HA OIepeXkalolero passBuTvs.» Hawe mueHue,
03 Jan. 20018, https: //nmnby.eu/news /analytics /6516.html.
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business development. On the contrary, he emphasized the
need to bar “all kinds of intermediacy.”

Several members of the Rumas Cabinet lost their offices after
the spring tour of the president. During his visit to Kupalovskoye
Agricultural Holding (Mogilev Region), Lukashenko was outraged
by mismanagement and the dairy herd treatment. Government
veterans, Deputy Prime Minister Mikhail Rusy, who had been
in charge of agriculture since 2012, and Minister of Agriculture
and Food Leonid Zayats, had to resign.

Throughout the year, the tasks that the head of state set
to the regional authorities contradicted the government’s at-
tempts to systematize regional policy based on private business
engagement. For instance, when visiting the Vitebsk Region in
June, Lukashenko said that favorable conditions for small and
medium businesses had already been created, and local officials
should be concerned about development of strategic industries,
such as woodworking, oil refining and agriculture, although
many independent and state experts had more than once ques-
tioned the efficiency of made or planned investment in their up-
grade.!

More than a half of 118 districts of the country reported
the sufficiency of own funds below 50%. The Mogilev Region
is troubled the most: 18 out of its 21 districts were defined as
“low-income.” Three districts are subsidized from the central
budget by 75%' despite the special tax preferences granted to
them by a presidential decree in 2015 and nearly a million rubles
provided for their economic and social development.

1 «I'maBa KI'K: He Bce mpennpusrus AepeBoo6paboTKY 3aBepIINId MOLEP-
Huzanuo.» Naviny.by, 24 May 2019, https://naviny.by/new/20190524/
1558684504 -glava-kgk-ne-vse-predpriyatiya-derevoobrabotki-zavershili-
modernizaciyu.

2 «Camble npo6eMHble PErMOHBI CTPaHbl — B Morunésckoi o6actu.» Navi-
ny.by, 16 Aug. 2019, https://naviny.by/new,/20190816,/1565945190-samye-
problemnye-regiony-strany-v-mogilevskoy-oblasti.
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The peculiar difference in approaches to regional policies
surfaced again. The Council of Ministers set the targets for
accelerated socio-economic development of some administra-
tive-territorial units, which included wage rises, higher employ-
ment rates and local budget revenues, under the responsibility
of heads of the district executive committees. The president
ordered to ramp up production capacities “as it was done in
the Soviet times: new plants with new housing”, and promised
“pressure so firm that some eyes are going to pop out.”?

Better forecast is not the same as good

Closer to the end of the year, the president traditionally thre-
atened the entire government with dismissal for “insufficiently
ambitious” economic growth forecast for 2020 and for the ine-
vitable failure to achieve the targets set for 2019.14 The prime
minister promised to join efforts with all state bodies for a more
optimistic outlook.

However, in the last quarter of 2019, the government plunged
headlong into talks with Russia, primarily on oil supply terms
in 2020, so all domestic conflicts and disputes fell by the way-
side. One relatively insignificant appointment in the government
took place in late November: Deputy Prime Minister Alexander
Turchin, who actively advocated regional development with re-
liance on private business, was sent to put his ideas into practice
as Minsk Region governor. He was replaced by Dmitry Krutoy,
former economy minister.

B «Kak JlykameHKO BUAUT Pa3BUTHE IOT0-BOCTOKA MoOrunéBimuHbL» Tut.by,
14 Aug. 2019, https: //news.tut.by/economics/649532.html.

4 «Muccus IpaBUTENIbCTBA HEBBINIOJIHUMA. ByneT ynu oTcraBka?» Naviny.by,
23 Sep. 2019, https: //naviny.by/article /20190923 /1569218606-missiya-pra-
vitelstva-nevypolnima-budet-li-otstavka.

26 BELARUSIAN YEARBOOK 2020



Conclusion

In 2018, many hopes were pinned on the new government,
where the state-planned economy is liked by few. However, per-
sonal traits are not much of help, as the years-long attempts of
the Belarusian Council of Ministers to carry out at least some
economic reforms show. Young educated ministers who speak
a common language with international financial institutions are,
of course, more likely to be heard in negotiations, but when it
comes to implementing the decisions made their market advo-
cacy loses to political aspirations of the country’s leadership,
and social policy (education, health or employment) is subdued
to ideology.

A number of experts assess the first year of the ‘new old’
government as falling short of expectations.” The year 2020 will
see whether the Sergei Rumas Cabinet will act within the estab-
lished limits as before, slowly introducing nearly invisible, yet
potentially significant innovations in the Belarusian state ad-
ministration, or will muster all strength to withstand the ideal
storm in the Belarusian economy'® predicted by experts.

5 «IIpaBUTENILCTBO 3a IOl HE CMOTIJIO Peajn30BaTh CBOM MOTEHIMAI, CYUTAIOT
aKcrepTsl.» BeaallAH, 19 Aug. 2019, https://belapan.by/archive/2019/08/
19/ru_1013933/.

6 «Ha Besapych Ha/IBUTaeTCs WAEANBHBIA IITOPM. DKCIIEPThI MPeIOXKUIN
MOIIHBII aHTUKPU3UCHBINA makeT.» Tut.by, 20 Mar. 2020, https://news.tut.
by/economics/677266.html.
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NATIONAL DEFENSE:
BUILDING NEW PARTNERSHIPS

Andrei Porotnikov

Summary

The year 2019 saw no breakthroughs in the national defense segment
in many respects due to financing shortages, and because the count-
ry’s leadership gave priority to political and economic matters, rather
than defense. Public support for the army also left much to be desired.
Although progressively expanding, international military cooperation
was a derivative of Belarus’ general political relationships with foreign
nations and blocs.

Trends:

* Analysis and adoption of warring armies’ experience in military
training;

* Questionable rationality of military procurement;

* Increasing deficit of human resources for national defense in the ab-
sence of articulate solutions;

* Participation in new formats of dialogue on military security in
Eastern Europe, which are yet to prove effective and sustainable;

* Expansion of the circle of security partners;

* Belarus’ growing disappointment about cooperation with China.

Armed forces buildup priorities

Much attention was paid in 2019 to the application of unmanned
(remote-controlled) aerial vehicles. A meeting on projected
advantages of the use of UAVs by the army chaired by Chief of
General Staff Oleg Belokonev was held on January 28. The 927th
Unmanned Aircraft Systems Training and Application Center
conducted an exercise to view all drone prototypes available to
the Center.
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The joint conference of the army and the defense industry
on the application and protection against UAVs and coordination
of R&D and production activities of UAV developers and the mili-
tary organized in June by the Air Force and Air Defense Com-
mand was the most important event in this respect.! It was con-
firmed that the creation of a full-capacity strike drone remained
among the national defense priorities.

Russia’s experience of combat operations in Syria was ana-
lyzed and used in the training of troops. During the CIS Combat
Commonwealth 2019 joint air defense exercise held in Septem-
ber, the military practiced interception and elimination of cruise
missiles and UAVs at the Russian Ashuluk training ground.

During the Belarusian-Russian Union Shield 2019 exercise,
the units involved rehearsed recapture and defense of urban lo-
calities. The program of the CSTO Search-2019 reconnaissance
exercise held in October in Belarus included a response to at-
tacks made with makeshift poisonous substances and elimina-
tion of their effects.?

In 2019, the Belarusian army made the most costly pur-
chases: the Russian Yak-130 operational training jets and the
Su-30SM heavy fighters (four each) worth USD 200 to 260 mil-
lion in total, depending on the price of the Su-30SM for Belarus
(Russia’s domestic or export price), which was the annual all-
time high in the history of Belarus’ independence.

The Belarusian air force considers the Yak-130 a kind of
substitute for fighters and ground attack aircraft. The Yaks are
adjusted so that they can carry the Talisman on-board defense
complex of domestic manufacture, which implements the idea

! Tloranos, 'eopruii. «B He6e u Ha 3eMe.» BoeHHblll UHPOPMAYUOHHDLUL NOP-
man Murucmepcmea 060porsl Pecnybauxu Beaapyce, 21 June 2019, https: //
www.mil.by/ru/news/88370/.

2 CeseHKo, Anekcanp. «“Ilonuck-2019": ¢puHanbHbI akKOPA.» Bo caasy Podu-
Hol, 18 Oct. 2019, https: //vsr.mil.by/rubrics/boevaya_podgotovka/search_
2019_the_finale/?sphrase_id=7053.
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of turning the original combat trainer into a combat jet. The
purchase of the Su-30SMs for the Belarusian army raised ques-
tions that the Ministry of Defense chose to leave unanswered.®

The quantity of weapons and military hardware procured for
the army thus decreased from around 1,500 units in 2018 to 1,100
in 2019, as expensive aircraft accounted for the bulk of spending.

President Lukashenko signed a new national defense plan on
December 19, 2019. Emphasis was put on the prevention of de-
stabilization of the country, which is considered part of defense,
as destabilization often precedes armed pressure.

Alexander Lukashenko also approved an army buildup con-
cept for the period to 2030, which does not provide for signifi-
cant changes in the composition of the armed forces. The plan
is to increase spending on the army to 1.5% of GDP in the next
ten years, i.e. only USD 15-20 million per year in equivalent.
UAVs, reconnaissance assets, upgrades of the striking aviation
and modernization of rocket troops and artillery were listed as
priority areas. Belarus is also going to solve the shortage of am-
munition, anti-aircraft and anti-tank guided missiles, and other
high-precision ammunition for available weapons.

New military service regulations

In 2019, Belarus amended the law on military service, toughe-
ning the rules established for deferments that used to be granted
to university students for uninterrupted education. This caused
considerable public discontent, the more so as the offered in-
centives are few, since the state seeks to avoid large budget ex-
penses.

3 «Bakynka Cy-30CM Bcé 6071ee MOXOOUT Ha aBaHTIOPY.» Belarus Security Blog,
06 Feb. 2019, https: //bsblog.info /zakupka-su-30sm-vse-bolee-poxodit-na-
avantyuru/.
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The authorities explain that the demographic situation has
deteriorated, and the number of potential conscripts fit for mili-
tary service has declined dramatically. However, it is more like-
ly about the upsize of defense and security agencies that des-
perately need manpower. The fact that the staffing situation was
addressed at the meeting of the Security Council of Belarus on
February 26 suggests that the problem is very real.

Even the Prosecutor’s Office was involved in 2019 in ensuring
conscription and interaction between the bodies in charge of
it. Thousands of young people evade military service, having an
opportunity to leave the country for work or education in the
neighboring states. They choose the risk of criminal prosecu-
tion for evasion over going to the barracks as a lesser evil.

The Ministry of Defense failed to work out an adequate in-
formation strategy in support of the amendments on military
service, and the prestige of military service remains low.

Between the West and Russia

Belarus’ military-political agenda has not changed. On the one
hand, Minsk continued proclaiming its loyalty to Russia. On the
other hand, efforts were made to obtain support in other di-
rections. During the traditional February briefing for foreign
military attachés, the Ministry of Defense said it was seeking
stepped up defense cooperation with Poland, Ukraine and Lithu-
ania. No headway was made with the latter two in 2019 despite
several events that inspired some hope.

On March 28, Warsaw hosted a multilateral meeting of
General Staff officers of Belarus, Lithuania, Poland and Ukraine
on building confidence and regional security.

On July 9, Chief of General Staff of Belarus Oleg Belokonev
visited Ukraine to meet with his Ukrainian counterpart Ruslan
Khomchak. They discussed regional security matters and
cooperation in the defense sector.
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Heads of the Security Councils of Belarus, Poland and
Ukraine met with United States Deputy National Security Ad-
visor for President John Bolton on August 31 in Warsaw. State
Secretary of the Security Council of Belarus Stanislav Zas said
after the meeting that Belarus was interested in expanding con-
tacts with NATO. Basically, Belarus would like the format of NA-
TO’s communication with other CSTO members (Armenia and
Kazakhstan), which is kind of a ceiling in this area. Zas stressed
that Belarus would develop relations with NATO and Ukraine
without the detriment of cooperation with Russia.*

Chief of Defense of the Latvian Armed Forces Lieutenant
General Leonids Kalnins$ went to Belarus in August. The Latvian
delegation visited a garrison, which used to be a restricted area
for official delegations of NATO.

An Italian military delegation led by Chief of the Defense
Staff of the Italian Armed Forces Enzo Vecciarelli visited Belarus
on December 5. It was reported later that Belarus and NATO
were in talks on a joint peacekeeping exercise, and the possible
deployment of the Belarusian military with the Italian contin-
gent in Lebanon.

The scale of Belarus’ participation in the joint Union Shield
2019 exercise is worthy of note. Belarus delegated around
4,000 personnel to compare with 1,300 troops involved in Union
Shield 2015, and over 5,000 troops sent to Union Shield in 2011,
the year of a severe financial recession in Belarus. Minsk contin-
ues to consider security cooperation a “sacred cow” in the rela-
tionship with Moscow and demonstrates its reliability as an ally.

Throughout 2019, the Belarusian leadership tried to appeal
to the military alliance to resolve the ongoing Belarusian-Rus-
sian political and economic disputes, but the Kremlin did not

4 «BzanmoortHomenus benapycu ¢ HATO pa3BuBaioTcs He B yiepd COTpyA-
HI4YecTBy ¢ Poccueit — I'occekperaps CoB6esa.» nmeppaxrc-3anad, 04 Sep.
2019, https: //interfax.by/news/policy/vneshnyaya_politika /1263584 /.
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want to mix security cooperation with politics and economics.
The era of Belarus’ defense-for-preferences bargaining is co-
ming to an end.

Not only the West and Russia

Belarus intensified public contacts with Turkey in 2019. Turkish
Minister of Defense Hulusi Akar went to Minsk in January. The
delegation made a visit to Belarus’ defense enterprises and ex-
pressed satisfaction with the results of the visit. For the most
part, the negotiations were held behind closed doors, though.

Alexander Lukashenko went to Turkey on April 16. The pro-
gram included defense cooperation talks with the Turkish pre-
sident. The State Military-Industrial Committee of Belarus and
the Presidency of Defense Industries of Turkey signed a memo-
randum of understanding. The list of Turkish defense companies
that the Belarusian Military-Industrial Committee showed inte-
rest to — TAIL, MKEK and Roketsan — is indicative, as they possess
technologies that are of interest to Belarus. The parties spoke
about the space sector (optics for Earth remote sensing satellites)
and air defense systems as the promising areas of cooperation.

Belarus was also in talks with Kazakhstan on the joint manu-
facture of UAVs and information security equipment in Kazakh-
stan. Belarusian drones were tested in Kazakhstan in January
2019. Belarusian and Kazakhstani officers met in July to consi-
der development of a military communications system. Belarus
made a presentation of its communications technology.

Belarusian-Serbian and Belarusian-Azerbaijani contacts in
the security area have become traditional in recent years.

A real breakthrough was achieved in the security dialogue
with Uzbekistan. The parties discussed in different formats
military-political and military-technical cooperation and com-
mand personnel training. The first joint exercise with the task

STATE AUTHORITIES 33



forces of the two countries, Combat Commonwealth 2019, was
held Uzbekistan in May.

Egyptian President, former Egypt’s military chief Field Mar-
shal Abdul Fattah al-Sisi visited Belarus in June for negotiations
on military-technical cooperation.

Belarus takes interest in Uzbekistan and Egypt as promising
export markets. Therefore, the efforts made to expand defense
cooperation with them should be primarily viewed as promotion
of Belarus’ political and economic agenda, rather than just an
offer of firmer friendship.

Meanwhile, Belarus demonstrates increasing dissatisfaction
with cooperation with China, first of all with its economic com-
ponent. Indirectly, this is seen in the defense sector. Chief of the
Joint Staff Department of the Central Military Commission of
China Colonel General Li Zuocheng visited Belarus on May 28-31
to discuss military cooperation. Alexander Lukashenko ignored
his visit, although the Belarusian president had always declared
the importance of Belarusian-Chinese relations when meeting
Chinese visitors even of lower ranks.

Conclusion

The construction of the army remains the sole prerogative of the
state, and society is never engaged in any of related processes.
External manifestations of this construction testify to the ade-
quacy of combat training to modern realities. However, national
defense is not a priority for the country’s leadership, which af-
fects the financing of this sector. The rationality of spending on
the army, albeit relatively small, remains questionable.

Society remains alienated from the army, as evidenced by
the increase in the number of draft dodgers.

The government is trying to keep a foot in both worlds,
preserving the exclusive nature of Belarus-Russia defense
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cooperation, while at the same time seeking to improve relations
with the West and Ukraine when it comes to defense issues. Be-
larus continues looking for military-political partners outside
the region, which has been a long-term trend now. Defense is-
sues are only tools for the Belarusian leadership to achieve po-
litical and economic goals.

Qualitative development of national defense is impossible
without its recognition as one of the state priorities. This has
not happened so far and hardly will in the foreseeable future,
judging by the spending plan, unless, of course, external factors
change the situation.
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PARLIAMENT:
GROWING A NEW POLITICAL FIELD

Andrei Kazakevich

Summary

The 2019 elections showed a tendency to increase the representation
of parties in the Parliament and the political diversity of the Parlia-
ment. The main trend was the growth of a new political spectrum
from public and political structures created on the basis of executive
bodies, budget organizations and state-owned enterprises. At the
same time, the number of representatives of the executive structures
and that of the production sector decreased.

Representatives of alternative political forces and public organiza-
tions lost their representation. As a result, a political palette of the
newly elected Parliament consists of a politically unstructured ma-
jority and 19% of the similar parties representing a far-left political
spectrum. All exceptions are isolated and episodic.

In comparison with 2017-2018, the activity of deputies on the inter-
national arena and in initiating laws decreased, while the presence of
representatives of the Parliament in the public space remained quite
high.

Trends:

* Increase in party representation to 19% (the highest since the 1995
elections);

* Exclusion of representatives of alternative political and social forces
from Parliament;

* An advantage in the public space of deputies from the left, pro-Soviet
and anti-liberal political spectrum;

* Increase in the representation of near-state political and social
structures, reduction in the share of people from the political vertical
and state-owned enterprises;

* Reduced activity of deputies at the international level and in initia-
ting laws.
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In search of a new political role for the Parliament

Since 1996, when executive and partly legislative powers have
been concentrated in the hands of the President, the problem
of determining the political role of the Parliament remains.
This is why the Belarusian Parliament was a place for experi-
menting with its composition and its role in the public space
and law-making process during last two decades. On cannot say
that the top management has a clear plan, but in recent years
measures have been taken to activate the political functions of
the representative body.

In 2004-2012, the House of Representatives clearly deve-
loped as a place for honorable retirement of regional leaders.
The trend was clearly visible after the 2004 elections and was
most vivid in 2008, when the share of deputies over 50 years
old reached 69 people (63.0% of the total membership), and the
share of party representatives fell to a historical minimum in
independent Belarus — 4.6%.

Since 2012, the development of the Deputy corps has been
in the direction of greater political diversity and less impor-
tance of the executive vertical. These changes, however, remain
slow and inconsistent. The results of the 2019 elections can be
interpreted as another attempt to find a new political role for
the Parliament. In contrast to 2016, the winning trend was not
the gradual co-optation of alternative forces, but the desire to
construct their own political spectrum. As a result, the political
diversity of the Parliament increased, but representatives of al-
ternative forces were excluded from it.

Growth of party representation

The most notable political outcome of the election was a further
increase in party representation. As a result of the elections,

STATE AUTHORITIES 37



the share of party deputies reached the maximum since the 1995
elections — 19% (21 people). As can be seen from the diagram,
the representation of parties in the Parliament decreased from
2000 to 2012 and started to grow only in 2016 (see Diagram 1).
The same can be said about the number of parties in the Parlia-
ment. Thus, the Parliament is becoming more and more politi-
cally organized and diverse, at least from a formal point of view.

Diagram 1. Share of party members in parliamentary elections, 1995-2019, %

The best success, as in all other elections since 2000, was
the representatives of the Communist Party of Belarus (CPB),
who received 11 seats!, while three Communists were re-elected.
Based on the composition of elected deputies, the CBB is formed
in close conjunction with administrative and budgetary struc-
tures based on executive committees, educational institutions,
local councils and the BRSM.

1 CBemeHust 06 M30OpaHHBIX JenyTarax. Llewmpaavhaa komuccua Pecnybau-
®xu Beaapycv no svibopam u nposedeHuro pecnyOiuKaHcKux pegdependymos,
http: //www.rec.gov.by/sites/default /files /pdf/2019 /sved _dep.pdf.
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Out of eleven Communist deputies, four come from the exe-
cutive vertical of power, three were heads in educational insti-
tutions, two headed district councils of deputies, and two were
regional functionaries of the BRSM before the 2019 elections
(Siarhei Klishevich and Natalia Holub). At the same time, none of
the top management of the CPB is represented in the Parliament.

The second place was taken by the Republican Party of La-
bor and Justice (RPLJ), six deputies out of them were elected,
three of them were re-elected. This significant increase in par-
liamentary representation can be seen as an attempt to grow
another left-wing political force which would be more focused
on working with trade unions and businesses. However, the real
potential of the party does not seem high. At least, it is diffi-
cult to assess it due to almost no noticeable activity in the in-
ter-election period.

Among the deputies from the RPLJ, two previously held se-
nior positions at enterprises, one — in the Executive Committee
(Committee on Labor, Employment and Social Protection), one
was the head of an educational institution, one headed Drahi¢yn
District Council of deputies and one was a trade union activist
of Belaruskalij. The party leadership, as in the case of the CPB, is
not represented in Parliament.

Among other parties, the result was as follows: the Belaru-
sian Patriotic Party — two seats, the Liberal Democratic Party
and the Agrarian Party — one from each. It was probably sensa-
tional that representatives of the opposition and civil society in-
dependent of the state did not get a single seat in the Parliament,
although the authorities gave signals about the possibility of
electing several people immediately before the elections. Thus,
the experiment of minimal parliamentary representation of the
opposition, which was started in the House of Representatives
through the election of Hanna Kanapackaja (United Civil Party)
and Aliena Anisim (Association of the Belarusian Language), was
not continued (see Table 1).
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Table 1. Changes in party representation as a result of elections to the House
of Representatives of the sixth and seventh convocations?

2016 2019
Communist Party of Belarus 8 (+5) 11 (+3)
Republican Party of Labor and Justice 3 (+2) 6 (+3)
The Belarusian Patriotic Party 3 (+3) 2(-1)
Agrarian Party 0 1(+1)
Liberal Democratic Party 1 1(+0)
United Civil Party 1 0(-1)

Despite the formal growth of party representation and the
diversity of the Parliament, there are doubts about how success-
ful the proposed political model is in terms of representing the
political mood of the society. Out of 21 party deputies, 19 repre-
sent far-left organizations with minimal ideological differences.
All are characterized by support for state economic manage-
ment, state property, preservation of the Soviet economic and
cultural heritage, and anti-Western, anti-liberal and pro-Rus-
sian rhetoric.

Only the LDP has a relatively independent position in the po-
litical spectrum of the Parliament — with attention to the inte-
rests of business, the market economy and a broader concept of
“patriotism”. However, the party still has only one representative
in the Parliament.

Other parts of the political spectrum did not receive orga-
nized representation following the election results. They are oc-
casionally expressed by individual deputies. An example is Valery
Varanetsky (before the election, the Chairman, now the Deputy
Chairman of the Commission on International Affairs), a number
of statements of whom in 2019 were approaching a liberal and

2 Kasakesiu A. [TapnaMeHT: 3MeHbI 6e3 HacTyncTBay? besopyccruil edjce2o0nHuk
2017, https: //nmnby.eu/yearbook/2017/page4.html.

40 BELARUSIAN YEARBOOK 2020



national position. However, there was no stable and consistent
representation of political views outside the CPB — RPLJ — BPP
and LDP circle in 2019.

Belaja Rus. The 2019 elections did not change the status of
Belaja Rus, which has not transformed into a political party and
has not yet acquired additional functions and political influence.
Its main functions remain activity in the mass media. The most
significant result of the 2019 campaign for the organization was
the election of Henadz Davydzka to the Parliament. Previously,
the leadership of Belaja Rus was not represented in the Deputy
corps. As before, two-thirds of the deputies formally belong to
the organization, but there is no evidence of the influence of
such a broad representation on the nature of the political acti-
vity of the Parliament.

Changes in the leadership

The work of the first session of the House of Representatives
and the Council of the Republic in December 2019 ended with
significant changes in the leadership of the Parliament. Speaker
of the Lower House Uladzimir Andrejchanka retained his po-
sition, held since 2008. His Deputy became Valery Mickievich,
who had been the Deputy Head of the Presidential Administra-
tion for ten years. Only two of the fourteen chairpersons — Ihar
Marzaliuk (Commission on Education, Culture and Science) and
Liudmila Makaryna-Kibak (Commission on Health, Physical Cul-
ture, Family and Youth Policy) — retained their positions at the
level of permanent commissions. In five more cases, the depu-
ties became chairpersons of the previous convocation. The re-
maining positions were taken by newly elected deputies. Among
others the chairpersons became the head of Belaya Rus’ Hen-
nadz Davydzka (Commission on Human Rights, National Rela-
tions and Media), former Ambassador to Turkey Andrei Savinykh
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(Commission on International Affairs) and Supreme Court judge
Sviatlana Lyubetskaja (Commission on Legislation).

The leadership of the Council of the Republic changed
completely. Natalia Kachanava, who had previously served as
the head of the Presidential Administration for three years, be-
came the Chairperson. Anatoly Isachanka, the Chairman of the
Minsk Regional Executive Committee (2017-2019), was elected
as her Deputy. The heads of all permanent committees were
also changed. Mikhail Rusy, Deputy Prime Minister (2012-2019)
and assistant to the President for Mahilion region (2019) became
a Chairperson of one of the permanent commissions.

Socio-demographic composition
of the Deputy corps

The 2019 elections allow making observations on changes in
the socio-demographic composition of the Deputy corps. In the
field of representation of professional groups, the most notice-
able trend was the doubling of the representation of state public
organizations, political parties and the media (from 7 to 14 newly
elected deputies) compared to 2016. At the same time, the re-
presentation of the manufacturing sector (industry, transport,
construction) significantly decreased — approximately 8 instead
of 23 newly elected deputies in 2016.

Also an important trend was the overall reduction in the
number of people from the executive vertical of power. Their
number was maximal in the House of Representatives of the
fourth convocation (2008-2012), but then decreased conti-
nuously, and after the elections of 2019, made up 13 deputies.
The fluctuation in the representation of other professional
groups is not so significant.

As aresult of the elections, there were changes in the age and
gender composition of the House of Representatives, although
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the political significance of such changes cannot always be re-
liably interpreted. 44 women (40%) were elected to the Lower
House of the Parliament, which is an absolute record for the en-
tire period of independence of Belarus. In the Belarusian mo-
del, an increase in the share of women in a representative body
usually means a decrease in its influence, but in this case there
is no reason to draw such a conclusion. The public role of the
Parliament, in particular, has not decreased.

The age structure of the Parliament also became more di-
verse. For the first time since 2008, two deputies under the age
of 31 were elected to the Parliament, while the number of peop-
le over the age of 60 also increased from four to nine. But the
most significant trend was an increase in the number of deputies
aged 50-60 years due to a significant decrease in the age of 40-
50 years. In this way, the Parliament again becomes more of a ca-
reer-level body, rather than a stepping stone to other positions.

Legislative activity

After a surge in 2017-2018 of Deputy activity to initiate laws, in
2019 such activity declined, which can be considered a natural
continuation of the contradictory feedback that deputies re-
ceived. Of the five laws proposed by deputies and passed by the
House of Representatives in 2018, two were not signed by the
President and returned to the Parliament with objections. After
such an atypical (even emergency) situation, the projects were
withdrawn and no longer accepted for consideration.

In 2019, deputies initiated only one draft law “On amend-
ments and additions to the Electoral Code of the Republic of
Belarus” (responsible Deputy Tacciana Marachkava), but it was
soon withdrawn by the initiator.

In accordance with the practice established in recent years,
the Council of Ministers initiated the absolute majority of laws
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in 2019. The President’s activity is limited to single acts — ap-
proval of budget expenditures, financial reports, and amnesty.
The House of Representatives and the Council of the Republic
did not reject or send for revision any of the bills initiated by the
government and the President. The Parliament also took note of
all the presidential decrees.

International activities

After the 2016 elections, there was a noticeable increase in the
international activity of the Parliament, especially on the nor-
malization of relations with the European Union and the United
States. The peak of activity can be considered the holding of
several important international forums in Minsk in 2017, inclu-
ding a meeting of the OSCE Parliamentary Assembly. After
that, activity decreased, also due to the achievement of certain
cooperation limits and the exhaustion of formats, which affec-
ted the international activity of the Parliament in 2019.

From the bilateral cooperation, the most high-profile visits
were made to Belarus by the Polish parliamentary delegation
led by Deputy speaker of the Sejm Ryszard Terlecki (August 21~
23), the Slovak delegation led by the Chairman of the National
Council of Slovakia Andrej Danko (June 2-5), Turkey led by the
Chairman of the International Affairs Commission of the Grand
National Assembly of Turkey Volkan Bozkir (September 10-13)
and China led by the Vice-Chairperson of the Committee of the
National People’s Congress Shen Yueyue (April 1-3). At the le-
vel of parliamentary delegations, the Belarusian Parliament also
communicated with parliamentarians from four European and
two Asian countries — Germany, Sweden, Latvia, the Nether-
lands, Tajikistan and Iran.

In 2019, the practice of meetings with heads of foreign
states during their official visits to Belarus was developed. In
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this format, Uladzimir Andrejchanka met with the presidents of
Georgia, Egypt and Zimbabwe.

As for the cooperation within the framework of inter-par-
liamentary organizations, as before, it remains tied to Russia
and the post-Soviet space. The Parliamentary Assembly of the
Union State in 2019 accounted for almost half (47%) of 68 in-
ter-parliamentary contacts, together with the inter-parliamen-
tary Assembly of the CIS member States and the Parliamentary
Assembly of the CSTO, these formats accounted for more than
70% of meetings.

Conclusion

The election of the seventh convocation of the National Assemb-
ly was another attempt to construct a new political role for the
Parliament. While maintaining the general trend towards the in-
creasing of party representation and political diversity, the main
result was the creation of a new political spectrum based on po-
litical and public organizations created on the basis of executive
bodies, budget structures and state enterprises. The represen-
tation of such organizations in the Parliament increased, while
the share of people from the vertical of power and manufactu-
ring sector decreased.

Unlike the 2016 elections, representatives of alternative po-
litical forces and public organizations were not included in the
Parliament.

The chosen model allows greater control over the Parlia-
ment and public space, but does not solve the problem of repre-
sentation of a wide range of other political forces and positions.

STATE AUTHORITIES 45



46

LOCAL AUTHORITIES:
STRUGGLE FOR THE FINANCIAL
SUPPORT OF THE CENTER

Dmitry Kukhlei

Summary

In 2019, there were no institutional transformations in the local go-
vernment system. However, the authorities are resuming discussions
on the possible improvement of the system of administrative-terri-
torial division, as well as on amendments to the legislation on local
government and self-government.

The system of distribution of power competencies and budget funds
among different levels of local government and self-government re-
mains unchanged. At the same time, local authorities, e. g. agro-gran-
dees of Viciebsk region and the ex-Soviet Directorate of Orsa region
are still able to lobby for additional support.

Nevertheless, the overall reduction in state support to regions across
the country is actualizing the discussion about its compensation in
the form of expanding the powers of local authorities, developing
self-government and greater decentralization.

Trends:

* The share of local government funding in the distribution of public
finances is decreasing;

» The lobbying weight of certain regional power groups remains
greater than the measures taken by economic authorities to reduce
state support;

* The reduction of the rural population, as well as the difficult eco-
nomic situation in the regions, causes discussion about administra-
tive and territorial reform and greater independence of local autho-
rities.
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Local government reform:
regional power vertical vs central authorities

Last summer, the government resumed the debate on the pos-
sible reform that is connected with the system of local go-
vernment. In the discussion of possible changes in the admi-
nistrative-territorial division, the main task is to stimulate the
economic development of the regions. Local authorities are still
unable to cope with the demographic crisis, with a population
decline in most Belarusian regions, and economic decline in the
absence of large-scale state investments.

The pilot project in OrSa region attracts constant atten-
tion of Minsk. However, even special control by the Belarusian
leadership does not bring the efficiency expected from local
managers. Their activities are constantly criticized by control-
lers from Minsk. Nevertheless, the strategic project for the de-
velopment of Orsa region continues to receive unprecedented
state support, including budget funding.

Contacts with Western partners influence the updating of
the topic of improving local self-government to a large extent. At
the end of April 2019, the Chairman of the Congress of Local and
Regional Authorities of the Council of Europe, Anders Knape,
paid an official visit to Belarus. He also met with President
Alexander Lukashenko. The relevance of European experience
in expanding the independence of local councils of deputies and
other self-government bodies was discussed at the meeting.

EU technical assistance also remains an important factor for
the Belarusian authorities to express their intentions to reform,
decentralize and develop local self-government.

The Belarusian leadership talks about the program of ac-
celerated socio-economic development of eleven cities with
a population of more than 80 thousand people that should be-
come regional drivers of growth. Representatives of the State
Belarusian Institute for Strategic Studies organized a discussion
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“Eleven centers of attraction — regional growth drivers”. Suc-
cessful implementation of the program may entail administra-
tive and territorial changes in the long term.

It is expected that the discussion on possible options for
changes will resume after receiving data from the national cen-
sus. However, most likely, if any changes are carried out, in the
medium term they will not affect the system of the current ver-
tical of power due to the conservative position of the head of
state.

Local officials will resist the efforts of the economic and
scientific bloc to implement the most ambitious reforms in the
areas connected with the regional authorities. The position of
local authorities will be supported by the head of the state. The
argument for preserving the system that exists today is Presi-
dent Alexander Lukashenko’s concern that the entire power
structure will become unbalanced. However, separate measures
may be taken, including the integration of sparsely populated
districts and village councils, as well as the transfer of certain
social functions to inter-district structures.

Development of the local economy:
conservatism of the local vertical of power
and liberal measures of the government

The problem of unemployment is of particular importance for
local authorities. According to official data, the number of dis-
tricts with a tense situation in the labor market decreased from
52 to 28 units' over the year. Nevertheless, the regions conti-
nue to gradually lose their demographic potential and human

1 “Kospkacup paéHay, A3e CKJIafaHa MpanayiafikaBanla, 3MEHIIbLIacs.
3esa3da, 31 Jan. 2020, http://zviazda.by/be/news/20200130,/1580392210-
kolkasc-rayonau-dze-skladana-pracauladkavacca-zmenshylasya.
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capital, as a result of which a shortage of labor can be predicted
in some areas in the near future. Labor migration is a significant
factor in this.

Local authorities show conservative approaches to the pri-
vatization of municipal property, which contradicts more liberal
measures of the Belarusian government. For example, the head
of the Minsk region Alexander Turchin criticized the chairper-
sons of district executive committees for the lack of initiative in
the development of entrepreneurship.

The vertical of power in the regions seeks to maintain grea-
ter control and influence in the local economy by maintaining
a high share of communal ownership. In particular, officials
slow down the process of denationalization and transfer of even
unprofitable enterprises and objects that are no longer used to
independent businesses. Probably, in no small part this may be
due to the anti-corruption campaign of the security forces.

This inertia of local management is one of the reasons for
the lack of growth in personal income of local budgets. Thus, in
recent years, personal income in the structure of local budgets
has remained the same, at around 80% (see Table 1).

Table 1. Personal income in the structure of local budgets, 2016-2019

2016 2017 2018 2019
Personal income of local budgets, % 78.8 79.6 79.0 78.22

In 2019 the financial authorities failed to win over local mana-
gers on issues of denationalization. Nevertheless, at the end of
the year, the Ministry of Finance prepared a draft regulatory
document that has a clause on the abolition of the pre-emptive
right of local executive committees to purchase shares owned

2 Brosserenb 06 MCIIOJTHEHUM MECTHBIX O0mkeToB 3a 9 mecsieB 2019 ropga.
Munucmepcmeo punancos Pecny6auku Beaapycsy, 01 Oct. 2019, http: //www.
minfin.gov.by/upload /bp/bulletin/2019_3/2019_3.pdf.
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by the state. Its public discussion is planned to be organized in
2020.

Local councils: clubs for coordinating
the interests of local and regional
nomenclature

Some of the power elites popularize the idea of decentralization
and redistribution of powers to the lower levels of government,
elective chairpersons of village executive committees and re-
fusal to elect deputies of village councils. The most well-known
public proponent of this is a former Prosecutor General and for-
mer President of the Constitutional Court Ryhor Vasilevich.

In rural areas, the number of deputies of 1,152 village coun-
cils is 13,225 people.3 However, the village population continues
to decline and will soon equal the number of residents of Minsk.
At the same time, the Deputy corps of Minsk City Council is only
57 persons, although the Council of deputies of the capital has
the rights of the regional and basic level.

In a situation of reduced resources, the state no longer has
sufficient funds to maintain social functions and administrative
apparatus in rural areas. However, for the time being, the pri-
mary level of government and self-government retains its in-
stitutional structure. At the same time, social responsibility is
increasingly shifted to agricultural enterprises.

Within the system of local councils, representatives of vari-
ous groups of local and regional nomenclature coordinate their
interests. In years of Parliamentary elections, the ideological
function of local councils and deputies increases. The issue

3 CsegeHus 06 uTOrax BbIGOPOB JENYyTaTOB MeCTHbIXx COBETOB [EIyTaToB
IBaZLiaTh BOCBMOTO CO3bIBA. Llewmpanvhas komuccus Pechy6auku Beaapyco
no evibopam u nposedeHuio pecnybauxanckux pedependymos. 21 Feb. 2018,
http: //rec.gov.by/sites/default /files /pdf/Elections-MS28-elect_56-57.pdf.
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of representation or protection of the interests of voters is not
even considered, as, for example, the problems of harmful pro-
duction or compaction. The political leadership motivates local
deputies to make more frequent contact with the population to
explain state policy and relieve tension on problematic issues,
which brings little fruit in relation to high-profile cases.

Attempts to reindustrialize regions in order to save jobs lead
to a clash of interests between investors and residents on envi-
ronmental issues. Local authorities are not able to completely
stop the protest movements for a better environment, such as
in Brest (Accumulator Battery Plant) and Mabhiliotl (Omsk Car-
bon) or Svietlahorsk (Pulp and Paper Mill). However, the local
authorities in Brest were forced to terminate the contract with
the ABP investor and put the owners to the dock because of the
public pressure.

Regional associations of local councils of deputies are con-
sidered as an additional mechanism for attracting funds, inclu-
ding foreign donors. In 2019, in addition to Hrodna and Mahiliot,
an Association was established in Viciebsk region. Moreover,
the initiative to create this Association came not from the local
councils of Viciebsk region, but from the Council of the Republic
of the National Assembly. It is doubtful that the Association cre-
ated in this way tried to lobby the interests of self~government
to higher institutions.

Traditionally, the staff rotation of the vertical leadership
continues, which replaces the institution of elections in the Be-
larusian power system. In all regions, new chairpersons were
appointed in 23 districts out of a total of 118 district executive
committees. A full staff renewal of the district leadership takes
place within 4-5 years, although in some districts there are
‘long-lived’ chairpersons.

New heads of Mahiliotit and Homiel regional executive com-
mittees were appointed. The change of the head of Mahilioti re-
gion occurred after a scolding that Alexander Lukashenko gave
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to the local vertical of power following his visit to the farm in
Skloii district. The head of the state often uses for the rotation
of regional and district officials certain obvious examples of
failed economic activities after his demonstrative site audits. At
the same time, the Homiel regional executive committee waited
four months for the appointment of its chairperson.

It should be noted that the head of the presidential admi-
nistration recognizes certain difficulties in finding appropriate
candidates for the post of chairpersons of district executive
committees. One of the main tasks of the personnel policy of
the Belarusian leadership in the regions is to rejuvenate the ver-
tical of power.

Lobbyists from the regions vs financial
authorities

The consolidated budget allocation system has maintained its
previous trend. The share of local budget expenditures conti-
nues to decrease every year, albeit slightly (see Table 2). Local
authorities have a smaller share of the total “financial pie” of the
country from year to year.

Table 2. Expenditures of the consolidated and local budgets, 2015-2019

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Consolidated budget ex-

penditures, BYN billion 25.038 | 27.322 | 28.727 | 33.089 | 37.491

Local budget expendi-

tures, BYN billion 13.759 14.972 16.213 17.893 | 20.058
Local budget expendi-

tures, % of the consoli- 54.95 54.80 54.50 54.10 53.50
dated budget

However, local authorities and lobbyists partially compen-
sate for the reduction in their share of public spending through
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other mechanisms. For example, a major project to develop bud-
get support is the program for the development of OrSa region,
which has been going on for several years. The Viciebsk leader-
ship managed to further lobby for the creation of a super-large
holding with state support. Although the authorities recognize
the unprofitability of three of the four holdings that already
exist, and the head of state has repeatedly criticized farmers for
poor financial performance.

The high level of debt of local government bodies and
agro-business, and mainly poor financial discipline caused
harsh criticism by the President during his visits to the regions.
The total amount of local government debt was BYN 5 billion,
or 4.1% of GDP, as of 1 January 20194. The practice continues
when local budgets have to repay loans on behalf of unprofitable
agricultural organizations. At the same time, the local vertical
of power remains hostage to the policy of the top management,
which allocated financial resources and other support to far-
mers on preferential terms.

In some regions, managers largely ignore the approaches of
financial authorities to debt relief and economic discipline. The
largest arrears were in Viciebsk region (BYN 251.2 million), then
in Minsk (BYN 96 million) and Brest (BYN 13 million). The most
financially responsible were the authorities of Minsk and Hrod-
na region, which had no overdue debts.

Despite public criticism from the head of the state for the
largest debts among other regions in the amount of BYN 3 bil-
lion, Viciebsk vertical of power retains a significant lobbying
influence. The leadership of Viciebsk farmers lobbied for the
creation of a super-large holding, and once again received nu-
merous benefits, deferrals and installments, exemption from
payments for all types of debts.

4 «IIpo 5To He 6bLIO B IPE3UAEHTCKOM paszHoce: Kak AIIK 1 MecTHble Bl1acTH
He CTelaT TJIaTUTh 1o gonram.» Tut.by, 31 Mar. 2019, https: /news.tut.by/
economics,/631993.html
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At first, the creation of the holding, first of all its structure,
caused dissatisfaction with the chairpersons of district execu-
tive committees, as a result of which they lost influence on ag-
ricultural organizations on their territory. They were suppor-
ted by President Alexander Lukashenko with a statement about
the possible unbalancing of the power vertical in Viciebsk re-
gion. After the intervention of the head of the state, the agra-
rian lobby, together with the regional executive committee and
the district leadership, whose interests were protected by the
President, came to a consensusb. The creation of a super-large
holding is planned for early 2020.

Conclusion

Lobbying nomenclature from certain regions allows circum-
venting the measures of the financial authorities to limit state
support to the unprofitable sector of the economy. The largest
lobbying weight among other regions belongs to the authorities
of Viciebsk region, who plan to start another major project in
the agricultural sector at the expense of public funds in 2020.

In the year of the Presidential election, the authorities will
not take any actions to change the system of local government
and self-government, or reorganize administrative divisions.
However, certain measures may be taken to balance the existing
system of administrative-territorial division and a greater inde-
pendence could be given to local executive committees.

Local authorities maintain full political loyalty to the Bela-
rusian leadership and are fully controlled by it. It is doubtful that

®  «Vkas [Ipeaupenra Pecniy6nuku Benapyck ot 25 despans 2020 roga N2 70
“O pa3BUTUU arpoIIPOMBILLIEHHOTO KOMILJIEKca Bure6ckoii obnactu”.» Ha-
UUOHANLHO-NPABOBOT urMepHem-nopman Pecnybaukxu Benapycv, 25 Feb.
2020, http: //pravo.by/document/?guid=12551&p0=P32000070&p1=1&p5=0.
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during the elections in some ranks and at any level there will be
something out of order, and that the vertical of power will not
provide the necessary results. At the same time, after the elec-
tion, it is quite possible to see a reshuffle of personnel in those
regions that showed the worst results during the Presidential
campaign.
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BELARUS — EUROPEAN UNION:
NORMALIZATION WITHOUT QUALITATIVE
BREAKTHROUGHS

Denis Melyantsou

Summary

In 2019, Belarus made significant progress in normalizing relations with
the European Union. However, the progress was symbolic and did not
bring the expected dividends to Minsk.

There were a large number of high-level and the highest-level visits,
which illustrates how Belarus is leaving international isolation and
moving in the Western direction. Some visits were significant, such as
the visit of Austrian Chancellor Sebastian Kurz to Minsk and the return
visit of Alexander Lukashenko to Vienna.

The disappointed statement of the European Union regarding the par-
liamentary elections held in Belarus did not lead to a deterioration of
political relations. Minsk expects that issues of democracy as a crite-
rion for progress in relations with the European Union will take a back
seat.

Trends:

* Expanding practical cooperation in project and investment areas;

* Delays in negotiations on important bilateral agreements against the
background of an almost reached agreement on visa facilitation;

* Intensification of cooperation with individual member countries of the
European Union;

* Using the topic of regional security to improve international reputation.

Visits and negotiations
The year 2020 in relations between Belarus and the European

Union began with two visits to Minsk by the foreign Ministers
of the EU member states. On January 14, the official visit of the
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Minister of Foreign Affairs and Trade of Hungary Péter Szijjarto
took place, who held talks with Alexander Lukashenko, Sergei
Rumas, Vladimir Makei and others. On January 15, the Federal
Minister for Europe, Integration and Foreign Affairs of Austria,
Karin Kneissl, visited Belarus. The main point of her visit was
the official opening ceremony of the new office of the Austrian
Embassy in Minsk.

In communication with both the Hungarian and Austrian
sides, the similarity of the positions of Minsk, Budapest and Vi-
enna in relation to the political situation in the Eurasian space
was emphasized: a common focus on building bridges and re-
ducing confrontation.

On February 6-8, Belarusian Prime Minister Sergei Rumas
paid a working visit to Italy, where he held talks with Deputy
Prime Minister Luigi Di Maio. Finance Minister Maxim Yer-
molovich met with Economy and Finance Minister Giovanni
Tria. This is the first visit of this level in a decade.

An important event was the visit of the Belarusian delegation
headed by Mikhail Myasnikovich to Poland. This visit was dis-
tinguished by the level of meetings and their number that took
place in Warsaw and Bialystok. Relations with Poland developed
positively throughout the year.!

In February, European Commissioner for Budget and Human
Resources Giinther Oettinger visited Minsk and met with Presi-
dent Alexander Lukashenko, Head of Government Sergei Rumas
and Finance Minister Maxim Yermolovich.

A significant event was the visit of the Federal Chancellor
of Austria, Sebastian Kurz to Belarus. The reason for the long-
planned visit was the opening (March 28) of the monument to
the victims of Nazism “Array of Names” on the territory of the
memorial complex “Trascianiec”. The next day, on March 29,
during the talks first with Alexander Lukashenko and then with

! For details see Anna Dyner’s article “Belarus — Poland: Emphasis on security”
in this Yearbook.
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Sergei Rumas, issues of economic cooperation and regional se-
curity were discussed. Security is an area in which Minsk and
Vienna demonstrate the closeness of their positions.

On October 20-22, Foreign Minister Vladimir Makei paid
a two-day visit to Berlin which began with talks with German
Foreign Minister Heiko Maas. As a result of the negotiations, the
parties said that they would work on creating a special format
for regular strategic consultations. Taking into account the role
of Germany in the foreign policy of the entire European Union,
such consultations will also be of a great importance for rela-
tions between Minsk and Brussels.

The main event of the year in the European direction was
the official visit of Alexander Lukashenko to Austria. This is the
first official visit of the Belarusian President since the crisis of
relations between Belarus and the European Union, which had
begun in late 2010, followed by a difficult and long process of
normalization. This visit, which can be called a breakthrough,
signals the release of Belarus from isolation and returns top-le-
vel visits to the agenda.

In this context, it becomes clear that the Belarusian Presi-
dent refused invitations to high-level multilateral meetings and
to capitals that were less important for European politics before
(for example, to Brussels for events on the occasion of the tenth
anniversary of the Eastern Partnership, or to Warsaw for the
anniversary of the beginning of World War II). It seems that it
was important for Alexander Lukashenko to make the first full-
fledged official visit to the country of “old” Europe and in a bila-
teral format, so as not to get lost in the crowd of other heads of
state and government.

In Vienna, Alexander Lukashenko held talks with Federal
President Alexander van der Bellen, Chairman of the National
Council of Austria Wolfgang Sobotka and Chairman of the Aus-
trian People’s Party Sebastian Kurz. In addition, a large business
forum was held during the visit, where the President of Belarus
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also spoke. As a result of the forum, numerous business agree-
ments were announced, most of which are preliminary in na-
ture. At the same time, it should be noted that, for example, the
Belarusian metallurgical plant concluded export agreements
worth about EUR 100 million.

On November 5, the first visit of the Belarusian Foreign Mi-
nister to Sweden took place in the history of independent Be-
larus. Vladimir Makei held talks with the Foreign Minister and
the speaker of the Riksdag (Parliament) of Sweden. A high-level
meeting on the development prospects of the Eastern Partner-
ship was held in a multilateral format, which was attended by
Foreign Ministers of all partner countries. During his speech,
Vladimir Makei emphasized the position and proposals of Minsk
in the framework of the Eastern Partnership.

Even more remarkable was the return visit of Swedish Fo-
reign Minister Ann Linde, who arrived in Minsk on November
25 with her Finnish counterpart. It is important to note that this
was the first visit of the current Swedish Foreign Minister to
Belarus since 1992. The Finnish Minister arrived in the status of
a representative of the country-President in the Council of the
European Union. Opening the meeting with the two Ministers,
President Lukashenko stressed that he considers it a “positive
moment” that the visit took place at the end of the parliamen-
tary campaign in Belarus. This indicates that official Minsk took
the visit as a measure of building confidence on the part of the
Scandinavian countries and the entire European Union, despite
the cool attitude of Brussels to the results of the Belarusian par-
liamentary elections.

Strategy and rhetoric

The fifth of March held a large-scale meeting with the President
on the issues of Belarus’ participation in integration structures
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and cooperation with European organizations. Main topic was
relations with Russia against the background of numerous con-
tradictions on the bilateral and multilateral (within the frame-
work of the EEU) tracks. However, much attention was also paid
to relations with the European Union. Alexander Lukashenko
stressed both the achievements and the continuing problems in
these relations.

The achievements in relations with the European Union in-
clude: investment growth, an increase in the trade surplus, the
general development of contacts, cooperation with the Euro-
pean Investment Bank (EIB) and the European Bank for Recon-
struction and Development (EBRD), and the Eastern Partnership,
where projects interesting to Minsk appear. At the same time,
Alexander Lukashenko said that “the ice in relations with the
European Union has not melted”, noting the continuing sanc-
tions and the EU’s evasion from concluding a basic agreement.?

During the meeting, the President formulated a conceptual
vision of relations with the European Union in the context of Be-
larus’ foreign policy balance: “We will reach a balance only when
the EU market turns into a real alternative to the Russian one,
not on paper, but in practice, based on concrete results.”

In early October, consultations with representatives of the
authorities and civil society were held in Minsk, organized by
the EU Delegation to Belarus. Deputy Foreign Minister Oleg
Kravchenko, who is in charge of relations with the European
Union, also spoke at the meeting and emphasized a number of
priority interests of Minsk in the framework of the Eastern Part-
nership. These priorities were repeatedly voiced by Belarusian

2 «CosewaHue MO BOIIPOCAM y4acCTHsl B MHTETPALIMOHHBIX CTPYKTypax U CO-
TPYAHUYECTBA C €BPOINEHCKUMU OpraHu3auusaMu.» OpuyudnrvHulit unmep-
Hem-nopman IIpesudewma Pecnybauxu Benapyce, 05 Mar. 2019, http://
president.gov.by/ru/news_ru/view/soveschanie-po-voprosam-uchastija-
v-integratsionnyx-strukturax-i-sotrudnichestva-s-evropejskimi-20640,/.
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diplomacy at various levels, but here they were spoken about in
the most concentrated manner: technological innovations, ac-
cess of Belarusian enterprises to the EU markets, cooperation in
the areas of standardization and mutual recognition of confor-
mity assessment systems, investment in transport infrastruc-
ture, and cooperation in border management.

Legal framework

In 2019, an important process in bilateral relations was the
preparation of an agreement on visa facilitation with the Euro-
pean Union. On September 20, Alexander Lukashenko decided
to sign agreements with the European Union on visa facilitation
and readmission. After many years of negotiations and state-
ments from both sides that the document is “in a high state of
readiness”, Minsk and Brussels really came close to concluding it.

However, in the reporting year, the final point in this pro-
cess could not be put. According to the Press Secretary of the
Belarusian Foreign Ministry, Anatoly Glaz, the draft agreement
on readmission, which proved to be the most difficult for the ne-
gotiators, provides Minsk with a two-year transition period for
the readmission of third-country citizens®. The draft joint Dec-
laration to the agreement sets out the EU’s obligation to provide
Belarus with technical and financial support for the implemen-
tation of the document.

During the year, there was no progress on the “Partnership
Priorities”, although there were some signals that Lithuania
was softening its position. The document entitled “Partnership

3 «JIyKameHKo Oono0pusI IMPOEKThl COIJIAIeHWH TI0 BU3aM U peajMUCCUU
c Ebpocorosom.» BeaTA, 20 Sep. 2019, https://www.belta.by/politics/
view/lukashenko-odobril-proekty-soglashenij-po-vizam-i-readmissii-s-
es-362782-2019/.

64 BELARUSIAN YEARBOOK 2020



Priorities” should outline the main areas of work of Belarus and
the European Union and open up additional opportunities for
financing joint projects. It is considered an interim temporary
agreement in the absence of a basic bilateral agreement. But af-
ter Lithuania linked the agreement on “Partnership Priorities”
with the issue of the Belarusian nuclear power plant and actual-
ly blocked the negotiations, it became clear that the document
is unlikely to become a reality. Since the document had a fixed
time period (2017-2020), its meaning was lost during the nego-
tiations.

On may 2, Alexander Lukashenko held a meeting with
ex-President of Lithuania, MEP Roland Paksas, during which he
stated that Minsk wanted to have “peaceful and friendly rela-
tions with Lithuania”. He also expressed the wish that the visit
of Paksas would be the beginning of discussion of bilateral is-
sues. The Lithuanian Foreign Ministry chose to withdraw from
the visit of Paksas to Minsk, saying that he “does not represent
Lithuania”.

In the same days, the Lithuanian Foreign Ministry sent an
appeal to the European Commission to develop an action plan
for the Belarusian NPP. However, in general, hopes for a softe-
ning of Lithuania’s position remain. At least, President-elect Gi-
tanas Nauseda declared his readiness and desire to negotiate
with Belarus.

A notable step in the search for a compromise between the
EU and Belarus was the proposal of the Finnish Foreign Minis-
ter (who also represented the EU during his visit to Minsk) on
the possibility of strengthening the security of the Belarusian
NPP and, consequently, the trust between Vilnius and Minsk
by working in the Finland — Lithuania — Belarus trilateral for-
mat. This proposal was preceded by a request from Alexander
Lukashenko that Finland share its experience in ensuring the
safety of a similar Hanhikivi-1 station being built on its territory
(by the same Russian contractor). A few days later, Lithuania,
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through the mouth of the presidential adviser, rejected this pro-
posal, stressing that any format of negotiations should involve
the entire European Union, and not individual member states.

Nevertheless, the Finnish Minister’s proposal indicates that
positive expectations are dominating in Brussels about the pos-
sibility of resolving the conflict over the Astraviec nuclear power
plant, which will remove Lithuania’s “veto” on negotiations bet-
ween Belarus and the European Union.

Over the course of the year, Minsk continued to try to initiate
negotiations on a basic Partnership and Cooperation Agreement
that would cover the entire spectrum of political and econo-
mic relations between Belarus and the European Union. In turn,
Brussels follows the previous approach, in which the “Partner-
ship Priorities” must first be agreed. Only then negotiations on
a basic agreement can begin.

Thus, in the political dimension, Belarusian-European rela-
tions have reached a certain “plateau”, which is characterized
by positive dynamics of contacts and communication in the ab-
sence of qualitative improvements.

Reaction to the parliamentary
elections

The parliamentary elections in Belarus were an important event
for Belarusian-European relations. As a result of election ob-
servation, the OSCE issued an expected critical preliminary
report?, pointing out significant violations and non-compliance
of the elections with democratic standards. Nevertheless, the
European External Action Service (EEAS), although quoting

4 «BagByeHue O MpeBapUTEbHbIX 3aKIIOYEHHUIX U BBIBOZAAX.» MedcdyHapoo-
HAA KOMUCCUA MO HaGModeHuo 3a ewvlbopamu, https://www.osce.org/ru/
odihr/elections/belarus /439385?download=true.
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a negative report from the OSCE, reacted relatively mildly® to
the election outcome. The document also notes the positive co-
operation between Belarus and the European Union over the
past three years.

Trade and investment

In 2019, trade and investment relations and sectoral dialogues
showed greater dynamics compared to the political dialogue.
Sectoral dialogues in the fields of economy and finance, trade
and customs, and environmental protection were intensified.

Investment cooperation developed rapidly, and an agree-
ment was reached to increase the investment portfolio of the
European Investment Bank (EIB) in Belarus to EUR 550 million.
An agreement was also signed to expand sustainable energy use,
as well as EIB agreements with Belarusbank and Belagroprom-
bank. Special emphasis in cooperation programs is placed on
supporting small and medium-sized businesses. As a result of
the meeting between Sergei Rumas and the EIB Vice-President,
loan agreements were signed for the reconstruction of the M7
Minsk — Vilnius highway (EUR 110 million) and the moderniza-
tion of the water treatment system (EUR 66 million).

An important event can be considered the investment forum
of the Eastern Partnership countries, which was held under the
auspices of the EBRD in London. It is noteworthy that the initia-
tive came from Belarus. The official delegation was headed by
Prime Minister Sergei Rumas, who met with European Commis-
sioner Johannes Hahn. In the new composition of the European

°  “Statement by the Spokesperson on the parliamentary elections in Belarus.
EEAS, 18 Nov, 2019, https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-
homepage_en/70603/Statement%20by%20the%20Spokesperson%20
on%20the%20parliamentary%20elections%20in%20Belarus.
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Commission, Hahn received a budget portfolio, so the discus-
sion mainly developed around the future interaction of Belarus
with the European Commission.

A loan agreement was signed with the EBRD for the recon-
struction of twelve bridges and the M3 highway (EUR 259 mil-
lion). The EBRD signed a Memorandum of Understanding with
Belorusneft on a program to build and expand a network of
charging stations for electric vehicles. In 2019, the EBRD set
a record in its activities in Belarus by investing more than EUR
390 million in 24 projects®.

On December 19, the Council of the European Union launched
negotiations between the European Commission and Belarus on
the conclusion of an Agreement on Customs Cooperation and
Mutual Administrative Assistance.

In 2019, the trade turnover of Belarus with EU countries
decreased by 9.0%, to USD 15.660 billion, compared to 2018. At
the same time, exports decreased by 17.5% to USD 8.396 billion
(growth in 2018 compared to 2017 was 29.8%), imports increased
by 3.4% to USD 7.264 billion. Thus, the positive balance of fo-
reign trade in goods amounted to USD 1.132 billion. Of the total
volume of Belarusian exports, the EU accounted for 25.5% (in
2018 — 30.0%), while the share of imports from the EU was 18.5%
(in 2018 — 18.3%).

Conclusion
In 2019, the Belarusian leadership pursued a policy of norma-

lizing relations with the European Union. Alexander Lukashen-
ko’s visit to Austria symbolized Belarus’ exit from isolation and

6 «EBPP yBenuunsn pUHaHCUpPOBaHUE NPOEKTOB B besnapycu Ha 19.4% no 430
MJitH eBpo B 2019 roxy.» MHTepdaxc-3anag, 13 Jan. 2019, https: //interfax.by/
news/policy/ekonomicheskaya_politika/1269867/.
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legitimized high-level contacts within the European Union. Last
year, the long process of negotiations on visa facilitation was ac-
tually completed, but the parties did not have time to sign the
agreement.

Belarus made no progress on the priorities of the partner-
ship and the basic agreement with the European Union. Howe-
ver, it made significant progress in cooperation with European
financial institutions. As expected, the results of the Belarusian
parliamentary elections did not significantly affect the dyna-
mics of relations with the European Union.

In 2020, official Minsk will continue working to increase co-
operation with the European Union. In particular, further ef-
forts will be made to develop the legal framework for relations.

The 2020 Presidential election will remain a significant
milestone in shaping Brussels’ policy towards Belarus. However,
in the absence of harsh repressive measures by the Belarusian
authorities during the election campaign, it will not have a ne-
gative effect on the course of bilateral cooperation.
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BELARUS — RUSSIA: TWO DECADES
OF REGRESSIVE INTEGRATION

Anatoly Pankovski

Summary

The year 2019 saw intensified Belarusian-Russian integration. A ra-
ther large-scale attempt was made to revise the Belarus-Russia Union
State Treaty. Belarus was trying to achieve special (favorable) terms
of Russian supplies of energy commodities. By the end of the year,
the comprehensive negotiations reached a stalemate. The increased
frequency of contacts between the political and economic elites of
Belarus and Russia did not help remove any points from the bilateral
agenda, which lead to total uncertainty in bilateral relations in early
2020.

Trends:

 Extremely low effectiveness of negotiations between the leaders of
Belarus and Russia;

* Hard efforts made by both parties to modify and deepen integration;
* Continuing deterioration in the terms set for the supply of crude oil
to Belarus and, consequently, the loss of regional competitive advan-
tages for Belarus;

* Continuing heavy dependence of the Belarusian economy on Russia.

Reproduction of the agenda: the goal is nothing,
negotiations are everything

The extremely low effectiveness of Belarusian-Russian politi-
cal and economic dialogue was crystal clear in 2019. Although
the presidents and top executives held talks and consultations
a huge number of times, no important agreements were reached,
as in 2018. The few signed agreements cover short periods of
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time, which indirectly indicates that the parties did not expect
to finally agree on anything.

This is true not only when it comes to the usual trade dis-
putes, especially regarding of Russian oil and gas supplies to
Belarus, but also the areas where concord seemed to be quite
achievable. For instance, the abolition of roaming in the Union
State, which was said to be ‘a matter of little time’ as far back as
late 2018, was suddenly linked with Minsk’s consent to accept all
deeper integration roadmaps. In other words, it was postponed
indefinitely. In December 2019, State Secretary of the Union
State Grigory Rapota said, among other things, that telecom
operators were reluctant to abolish roaming as it contradicted
their business interests.!

The situation with the mutual recognition of visas by Belarus
and Russia is similar, although both had been working hard for
years to approach an agreement. Officials say everything was
ready, and “only the presidents’ signatures were needed.”

There is an extensive list of “virtually resolved” issues and
“prepared” agreements awaiting a final political decision at the
highest level. However, this list has not become shorter over the
past twenty years since the signing of the Union State Treaty
in 1999.

Acceleration of integration:
regressive mode

Updates of the agenda of Belarusian-Russian integration and
concrete steps to accelerate it topped the political news and
gave rise to numerous speculations in 2019. Russia initiated

! «Pamora pacckazasl O COIJIAlIEHUH 10 IPU3HAHUIO BU3 X OTMEHE DOYMUHTA.»
COI03. Benapycw — Poccus, 10 Dec. 2019, https: //rg.ru/2019/12 /10 /rapota-
rasskazal-o-soglashenii-po-priznaniiu-viz-i-otmene-rouminga.html.

2 Ibid
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a legal revision (or ‘fine tuning’) of the Union State Treaty in 2018
against the backdrop of heated debates on equality for business
entities of the two states regarding energy prices.

An ad hoc group was appointed in late 2018 to resolve pres-
sing issues and step up integration processes. Announcing the
results achieved by this group, all persons involved reported
that the approved version of the Program of Action of the Rus-
sian Federation and the Republic of Belarus to Implement Pro-
visions of the Treaty on the Establishment of the Union State
of December 8, 1999 (the name of the ad hoc group’s product)
leaves the basic principles of the Treaty unchanged. This parti-
cularly concerns the parity in making decisions.® The Constitu-
tions, sensitive political matters and all points directly connec-
ted with the sovereignty of the countries were taken out of the
picture. Belarusian Prime Minister Sergei Rumas described the
cornerstone of the Program as “two countries — one market™,
which means that uniform rules are applied to economic agents,
whereas the governments abide by their own rules.

The work on integration continued throughout the year
with some interim success. On September 6, Sergei Rumas and
his Russian counterpart Dmitry Medvedev initialed an updated
integration program, a framework plan for the progressive im-
plementation of the roadmaps. This symbolic success was, in
fact, the last, despite the growing number of bilateral consul-
tations in the last quarter of the year. There was a probability
that some important integration documents would be signed at
least in the most general form and presented to the public be-
fore December 8, 2019, the 20th anniversary of the Union State

3 This is what Belarus, certainly, wants much more than Russia.

4 «benapych u Poccus MOTYT yXe B CEHTSIOpe 3TOro roja MojmucaTh Mpo-
rpaMMy IEHACTBUI IO JajbHEWNIe MHTerpauud B pamkax COXO3HOrO ro-
cypapcTea.» Sputnik Belarus, 28 Aug. 2019, https://sputnik.by/economy/
20190823,/1042508174 /Rumas-pro-printsip-integratsii-s-Rossiey-dve-
strany---odin-rynok.html
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Treaty. But after a regular round of bargaining over the energy
supply terms and some other cooperation matters, which took
place in December, it became clear that the most important ne-
gotiations on the harmonization of the roadmaps were post-
poned.

It is significant that the talks on accelerated integration
were nontransparent to the uttermost. Even the regulatory le-
gal acts that sanctioned the talks on the text of the Treaty were
not available in the public domain.®> Since only snippets of in-
formation on the subject of the negotiations could be obtained,
the final package of agreements remains a sealed book. Those
involved in their development spoke about 28 or 30 integra-
tion roadmaps. During the December series of talks, informa-
tion surfaced that Belarus was presumably suggested signing
the 31st roadmap that prescribed the establishment of several
joint supranational bodies, including tax and customs agencies,
a single court, chamber of accounts and ministry of defense,
a single currency, etc.°

Also, there are questions about the international legal sta-
tus of such integration roadmaps that were not expressly named
in the Union State Treaty. Despite public inquiries, Belarusian
state bodies (the Ministry of Economy in particular) still have
not given a clear answer about the status of the initialed action
program and the roadmaps.’

=

Cm. ®enotos, Oser. «JloCTyI O6IECTBEHHOCTH K JOKyMEHTaM O Gesiopyc-
CKO-POCCHUMCKOW WHTETpallMU: MUCCHUSI TIOJ BONPOCOM.» Hawe mHeHue,
18 Nov. 2019, https: //nmnby.eu/news/analytics/6976.html.

6 «3l-g “moposkHas KapTa” yIapuT Io cyBepeHuTeTy bemopyccun.» Hesasu-
cumasn 2asema, 24 Dec. 2019, http://www.ng.ru/cis/2019-12-24 /1_7760_
belorussia.html.

7 (depmotoB, Omer. «JJocTyn OGIECTBEHHOCTH K JOKYMEHTam O OGeyopyc-

CKO-POCCHUMCKOW MHTErpald: MUCCHSI HEBBINIOJIHMMA?» Hawe mHeHue,

14 Nov. 2019, https: //nmnby.eu/news /analytics /6973.html.
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Energy: beyond the action plan

The talks on Russia’s oil and gas supplies to Belarus have usu-
ally remained outside integration processes, being a sole pre-
rogative of the top leadership of the countries and supplying
companies, although, theoretically, supply agreements could
be reached and executed by agencies of the Union State or the
Eurasian Economic Union (EEU, previously EurAsEC), and Russia
often uses supplies as leverage to pressurize its ally.

“Cheap energy in exchange for integration” is a possible for-
mula for a compromise. However, many years of bickering have
not produced any significant results, and the problem of energy
contracts is an area of opportunistic and voluntaristic decisions.
No one can say exactly how deep Belarusian-Russian integra-
tion should be at the current energy prices, or what the price
should be at this depth.

In 2019, Belarus received oil under previously signed yearly
contracts. Numerous (and ineffective) negotiations mainly fo-
cused on compensation for Belarus’ losses incurred due to the
tax maneuver in the Russian oil sector, which has been carried
out since 2015. Table 1 shows that at the end of the year, Bela-
rus’ oil margin was the lowest in the past 10 years, and Belarus
was a petroleum state for only five years. Formally, the Russian
government is responsible for this, given its fiscal manipulation,
i. e. taxing the entire volume of produced oil instead of only ex-
ported crude.?

The descending curve of the share of Belarusian transit in
the export of Russian oil is even a more significant factor in bi-
lateral relations in the energy segment. Russia is working on the
routes for delivering oil to customers that bypass Belarus, and,
accordingly, is losing interest in the Druzhba pipeline.

8 DKCropTHbIe MOMIINHBI HA HePTb 1 HeDTEPOLYKThl OOHYIISIIOTCS, HAJIOT Ha
IOOBIYY TT0JIE3HBIX MCKONIAEMBbIX YBEININBACTCSL.
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Table 1. Dynamics of Russian crude oil supplies to Belarus, 2008-2019

Average price of Rus- Ratio of Belarus’ total import of
sian oil, USD per ton oil prices Russian oil
for Belar- | . in mone-
Period for us and for | in physi- tary
for Be- countries | countries | cal terms, terms
larus outside outside million USD mil-
the CIS the CIS, % | tons lion
2008 442.3 696.3 63.5 21.461 9,492.0
2009 328.5 420.1 78.2 21.509 7,065.0
2010 4344 557.3 78.0 12.962 5,630.9
2011 410.2 784.5 52.3 18.148 7,444.3
2012 392.9 801.6 49.0 21.338 8,384.4
2013 394.7 781.0 50.5 21.261 8,392.1
2014 339.0 730.5 46.4 22.508 7,629.3
2015 247.3 378.9 65.3 22.919 5,668.2
2016 218.7 294.8 74.2 18.098 3,958.2
2017 294.3 375.3 78.4 18.065 5,317.0
2018 373.9 505.3 74.0 18.248 6,822.7
2019 365.6 460.7 79.4 17.998 6,580.8

Source: BusinessForecast.by based on data of the National Statistics Commit-
tee of Belarus and the Federal State Statistics Service of Russia

The incident with contaminated oil in the Belarusian pipe-
line (the largest one in the history of Soviet and Russian oil sup-
plies to Europe) was an outstanding marker of the state of affairs
in this area. The substandard oil ‘selectively’ damaged Druzh-
ba, but not the new BTS-2, which starts from the same Unecha
(Vysokoye) point as the Belarusian pipeline. This circumstance
once again actualized the question about the importance of the
Druzhba pipeline to Russia’s oil transit.

Over the past two decades, Belarus’ share in Russia’s oil
export has more than halved to 15.7% in 2019 from 38% in

FOREIGN POLICY 75



2000-2001.° In these circumstances, Belarus can hardly claim
the status of a petroleum state even in exchange for deeper in-
tegration. As of early April 2020, Belarus did not have a single
contract with the largest Russian oil companies, and only pro-
cures small volumes from minor traders.

The situation was somewhat better with natural gas supplies
to Belarus. It became obvious in the autumn of 2019 that the
commissioning of the Nord Stream 2 gas pipeline was postponed
to at least the second half of 2020, among other things, because

Table 2. Dynamics of Russian natural gas supplies to Belarus, 2008-2019.

Average price of ) .

Russian gas, USD per . Eelar'us total import of

1,000 m? Ratio of ussian gas

gas prices :

Period for Belar- | ) In mon-

forBe- | forall | usandall | BRAC SR

states, % <. ’ .
larus states ° | billionm?® | USD mil-
lion

2008 42.0 353.7 11.9 21.000 2,675.5
2009 50.0 249.3 20.1 18.000 2,601.2
2010 187.6 268.5 69.9 21.570 4,046.0
2011 265.5 338.9 78.3 19.998 5,308.7
2012 168.4 348.3 48.3 20.252 3,410.8
2013 165.7 335.9 49.3 20.260 3,358.1
2014 170.1 313.8 54.2 20.052 3,411.0
2015 144.5 225.3 64.1 18.790 2,714.8
2016 136.6 157.0 87.1 18.640 2,546.9
2017 146.2 181.5 80.6 19.014 2,779.2
2018 132.4 222.8 594 20.330 2,690.8
2019 130.2 189.3 68.8 20.261 2,637.5

Source: BusinessForecast.by based on data of the National Statistics Commit-
tee of Belarus and the Federal State Statistics Service of Russia

9 KocTiorosa, Banepus. «He Tot koHen “IIpy>x6sl”» Hawe muenue, 16 May
2019, https: //nmnby.eu/news/analytics/6850.html.
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of the American sanctions. Gas prices in Europe fell consi-
derably by December. Ukraine grabbed the opportunity and en-
tered into a relatively lucrative 5-year contract with Gazprom.
Belarus’ bargaining position in talks with Gazprom is generally
not worse, as the country is the second largest transiter of gas to
the EU after Ukraine and the second largest market for Russian
gas in Europe after Germany (Table 2).

The parties traditionally were bearish, being a pain in the
neck for each other as they have been doing for quite a while
as ‘good allies, failing to enter into a supply contract before the
end of the year. In the dying hours of 2019, Gazprom head Alexei
Miller and Belarusian Ambassador to Russia Vladimir Semash-
ko signed a protocol on gas prices for Belarus for the first two
months of 2020. The price remained at USD 127 per 1,000 cubic
meters. Amendments to gas transit and supply contracts ex-
tended them until 2021.

Trade

In 2019, Belarusian-Russian trade turnover decreased by just
0.2% year on year in value terms. Belarus reported a trade defi-
cit of USD 8.414 billion, which can be considered an improve-
ment compared with 2018. Belarus’ exports to Russia grew by
4.5%, while imports reduced by 2.8%, mainly because of a de-
crease in oil purchases (Table 3).

Itis significant that over the past ten years, Belarus increased
food supplies to Russia, whereas the proportion of products of
Belarusian industrial giants is in decline. According to the Em-
bassy of Belarus in Russia, in 2019, Belarus mainly exported:

* cheeses and cottage cheese (6.9% of Belarus’ total com-
modity exports to Russia);

* trucks (5.5%);

* butter (2.7%);
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Table 3. Dynamics of Belarus-Russia trade in commodities in 2013-2019, USD
million!

%
2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 against
2018
Trade
turn- 39,742 | 37,371 | 27,533 | 26,114 | 32,424 | 35,561 | 35,552 | 99.8
over
Ex- 16,837 | 15,181 | 10,398 | 10,948 | 12,898 | 12,986 | 13,569 | 104.5
ports
Im- 22,904 | 22,190 17,143 15,306 | 19,599 22,619 21,982 97.2
ports
Deficit 6,067 7,009 6,745 4,558 6,701 9,633 8,414

* tractors and truck tractors (2.4%);

* parts and accessories for cars and tractors (2.2%);
e furniture (2.1%);

* condensed and dried milk and cream (1.9%);

* fresh or chilled beef (1.6%);

» meat and edible offal of poultry (1.6%).

Belarus mainly imported from Russia:

* crude oil, including gas condensate (29.9% of total com-
modity imports from Russia);

* petroleum gases and other gaseous hydrocarbons (12.0%);

* passenger cars (4.3%);

* waste and scrap of ferrous metals (1.5%)."

As in 2018, Russia accounted for 49.2% of Belarus’ exports. In
accordance with resolution No.18 of the Council of Ministers of

JaHHbIE HA OCHOBe VHTepakTHBHON NH(POPMALMIOHHO-aHATIUTUYECKON CH-
CTeMbl pacnpoCTpaHeHus OPUIMANbHON CTaTUCTUYECKON MHOOPMALUM.
Hauuonarvhuiii cmamucmudeckuli komumem Pecnybauku Beaapyce. 29 Apr.
2018, http: //dataportal.belstat.gov.by/AggregatedDb.

«0O6 utorax BHewmHel Toprosnu benapycu ¢ Poccueit B 2019 rony.» IToconb-
cmeo Pecny6auku Beaapycw 6 Poccutickoii Pedepavuu, http: /www.embassy-
bel.ru/trade-relations/.
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Belarus of January 12, 2017, the export diversification target for
2019 was as follows: EEU — 36.6%, EU — 31.8%, other countries —
31.6%. The goal is to reduce Belarus’ dependence on external
factors and approach new markets.

In fact, the even distribution of trade flows in 2019 was
a spectacular failure. Without economic reforms, Russia re-
mains a single-alternative trading partner of Belarus.

Conclusion

The allies entered the year 2020 in a state of actual (albeit si-
lent) oil war. The possibility of large energy contracts, which are
the most important motive and, at the same time, a stumbling
block for integration, does not look very encouraging for Bela-
rus. Compromise oil supply agreements, which would not en-
tirely satisfy the parties, are possible as the presidential election
in Belarus approaches.

It is likely that the debates about the integration roadmaps
will resume at this point. Alongside the oil supply uncertainty,
the economic recession will grow worse in 2020, and Alexander
Lukashenko will have to once again resort to integration bar-
gaining, blatantly ignoring the interests of the only beneficiaries
of integration, the full-fledged members of the world communi-
ty — the peoples of Belarus and Russia.

It is highly improbable that the declared revision of the
Union Treaty will result in major changes in the Treaty itself
and in Belarusian-Russian relations. It is possible, however, that
some roadmaps may be adopted as early as 2020 in the form of
intergovernmental agreements without subsequent ratification
or distinct obligations to put them in practice.
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BELARUS — UKRAINE:
NEW PEOPLE, OLD RULES

Gennady Maksak

Summary

The change of the political leadership in Ukraine interrupted the Be-
larus-Ukraine dialogue. Experienced politician Alexander Lukashen-
ko managed to put it back on track in the middle of the year, and, by
its end, to establish personal communication with Ukrainian Presi-
dent Volodymyr Zelensky. The 2nd Forum of Regions of Belarus and
Ukraine held in October in Zhytomyr (Ukraine) was the main event in
bilateral relations.

Kiev’s efforts to resolve the Russian-Ukrainian conflict in Donbas
led to the resumption of the work of the Trilateral Contact Group in
Minsk.

Volodymyr Zelensky reconsidered approaches to the Belaru-
sian-Ukrainian agenda, which made it possible to resolve some issues
related to espionage scandals.

Trends:

* Preservation of the foundations of bilateral relations laid down by
the previous Ukrainian leadership under Petro Poroshenko;

* Positive dynamics in bilateral trade despite a decline in economic
development in Ukraine in late 2019;

* The parties’ desire to consolidate the peacemaking role of Minsk in
regional politics.

Political dialogue
In early 2019, the Belarusian-Ukrainian agenda was strongly
influenced by the presidential election in Ukraine. Alexander

Lukashenko rode before the hounds, predicting Petro Poro-
shenko’ victory, although the latter had a slim chance to win,
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being far behind Volodymyr Zelensky in the presidential race.
Even in Ukraine almost no one showed such confidence. Volo-
dymyr Zelensky won the second round in April 2019, polling
a decisive 73%, and became the sixth president of independent
Ukraine.

Already in his inaugural speech, the new president of
Ukraine mentioned neighboring countries and hinted at the
possibility of coming to power of anti-establishment politicians
in the post-Soviet republics, considering himself one of them.!
In a way, he sent this message to his Belarusian counterpart.
In fact, the rise to power of a politically inexperienced man
of show business in Ukraine could lead to unforeseen conse-
quences, both domestically and in relations with the neighbo-
ring states.

In 2014-2019, the Belarusian leadership was basically satis-
fied with its relationship with Ukraine. Alexander Lukashenko
and Petro Poroshenko maintained high-level contacts based on
their personal warm relations. They regularly confirmed their
commitment to good neighborhood, which did matter, given the
peculiar relations between Minsk and Moscow.

The two governments showed interest in strengthening eco-
nomic ties and promoting mutual trade. Minsk heavily exploit-
ed the image of a peacemaker by hosting the Tripartite Con-
tact Group as a venue for resolving international disputes and
moderating Russian-Ukrainian peace talks. Also, over the past
five years, Belarus and Ukraine significantly reinforced the in-
stitutional base of relations and ensured stability of joint bodies.

This all could change in early 2019 and undermine bila-
teral dialogue, so A. Lukashenko and his team made efforts

! «MnayrypaunonHas pedyb [IpesupeHrta YkpauHbl Bragumupa 3ejeHCKO-
ro.» IIpesudenm Vkpaurvl. OPpunyuanrvioe UHmepHem-npeocmasumenbcmso,
20 May, 2019, https://www.president.gov.ua/ru/news/inavguracijna-
promova-prezidenta-ukrayini-volodimira-zelensk-55489.
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to maintain political and economic cooperation. This task was
not an easy one. Apart from the wrong bet on Poroshenko’s vic-
tory in the presidential election, Lukashenko had reason to wor-
ry about Zelensky’s intention to reconsider some foreign policy
approaches that his predecessor adhered to.

Since Zelensky was new to politics, Minsk took the lead in
establishing contacts, trying to make a first positive impression.
The Belarusian leadership needed to demonstrate to Zelensky
and his foreign policy team under formation the strategic im-
portance of continuing and developing economic and energy
cooperation. Much attention was paid to the organization of
a Lukashenko — Zelensky meeting, so that the Belarusian presi-
dent could demonstrate his political skill.

Vice Prime Minister of Belarus Igor Lyashenko attended Ze-
lensky’s inauguration ceremony in May, which followed this very
logic. Igor Lyashenko not only met with his Ukrainian coun-
terpart Deputy Prime Minister Hennadiy Zubko, but was also
honored with a meeting with the head of state. Conceptually,
Minsk’s demonstrative pragmatic approach and emphasis on
promoting economic projects was right. This was successfully
combined with the economization of foreign policy announced
by the new president of Ukraine in his address to the parliament
(Verkhovna Rada).

The parliamentary elections in Ukraine, which took place
shortly after the presidential election, dissolution of the par-
liament initiated by V. Zelensky and the crushing victory of his
team strengthened Lukashenko’s opinion that it was time to set
up a meeting at the highest level. During a telephone conversa-
tion with Zelensky in July about the victory of the presidential
Servant of the People party in the parliamentary elections, the
president of Belarus accepted the invitation to visit Ukraine.

The countries stepped up their dialogue in autumn, after the
new Verkhovna Rada and the Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine
were formed. The Servant of the People’s majority in the
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parliament allowed V. Zelensky to appoint the new government
without involving other political forces. The Oleksiy Honcharuk
Government was mainly focused on domestic affairs, but the
new Minister of Foreign Affairs, Vadym Prystaiko, emphasized
the importance of dialogue with Belarus.

The 2nd Forum of Regions of Belarus and Ukraine held in Oc-
tober 2019 in Zhytomyr? attended by the heads of state was the
main political event in bilateral relations. Meetings of the two
presidents behind closed doors and the friendly statements that
followed indicated success in establishing personal contacts
and maintaining the contours of bilateral dialogue. Alexander
Lukashenko said at the plenary meeting during the Forum that
the sides should keep the positive pace in trade, economic and
energy cooperation.®

At the Minsk Dialogue forum, he spoke about security in
a tone that suggested readiness to continue offering peacema-
king initiatives, and making efforts to facilitate Russia-Ukraine
negotiations on reconciliation.

The Foreign Ministers of Belarus and Ukraine also main-
tained stable and systematic contacts. Deputy Minister of Fo-
reign Affairs of Ukraine Vasil Bodnar went to Minsk in April for
political consultations. The MFAs adopted a new consultation
plan for 2020-2021. Ukraine’s deputy minister in charge of in-
teraction with Belarus stayed in office after Vadym Prystaiko
was appointed foreign minister, which is good for bilateral re-
lations.

2 «II Qopym pernonos Benapycu n Ykpants! npomésn B JKuromupe.» Vcnoa-
Humeavhuiil komumem CHI, 02 Oct. 2019, http: //cis.minsk.by/news /12118 /
ii-forum-regionov-belarusi-i-ukrainy-prosel-v-zitomire.

3 «Yuactue B nyieHapHOM 3acegaHuu II Gopyma peruonos Benapycu u Ykpa-
uHbLY OPuyuarvHulll uHmepHem-nopman Ilpesudenma Pecnybruxu Bena-
pycw, 04 Oct. 2019, http: //president.gov.by/ru/news_ru/view/uchastie-v-
zasedanii-ii-foruma-regionov-belarusi-i-ukrainy-22155/.
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Trade and economic cooperation

The change of the government in Ukraine affected the work of
economic cooperation bodies to a certain extent. The scheduled
session of the intergovernmental commission for trade and eco-
nomic cooperation did not take place before the 2nd Forum of
Regions. The formation of the Ukrainian part of the commission
took longer than expected. Minister of Energy and Environ-
mental Protection Oleksiy Orzhel was appointed co-chair of the
commission, which, among other things, agrees with Ukraine’s
emphasis on energy projects.

During the 2nd Forum of Regions, Belarus and Ukraine en-
tered into forty contracts worth around USD 500 million. The
Belarusian-Ukrainian advisory council for business cooperation
and the ad hoc group to resolve trade issues were also quite ac-
tive.

The government teams of Belarus and Ukraine may be
thanked for their strong commitment to maintain the rhythm of
meetings and to hold the 27th session of the intergovernmental
commission for trade and economic cooperation in December
2019. The 6th meeting of the Belarusian-Ukrainian group on in-
dustrial cooperation and the 1st meeting of the group on sup-
plies of oil and oil products are worth noting in this regard.

In 2019, Ukraine was the second largest partner of Belarus in
terms of turnover and exports and fourth in terms of imports.
The trade turnover showed a 7% year-on-year increase, rea-
ching USD 5.8 billion in 2019. Belarus traditionally had a con-
siderable surplus in trade with Ukraine. In 2019, its exports to
Ukraine totaled USD 4.1 billion and imports stood at USD 1.7 bil-
lion.*

4 «ToproBo-skoHoMu4eckue OTHomeHud.» Ilocorvemso Pecnybauxu Bena-
pycv 8 Vkpaune, http://ukraine.mfa.gov.by/ru/bilateral_relations/trade_
economic/
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Belarus mainly exported products of the petrochemical and
engineering industries and imported farm products, railway
cars, parts of railway vehicles and metal-roll.

Mutual investments remained insignificant. Belarus invested
around USD 50 million in Ukraine, while Ukraine only reported
USD 3 million in investment in the Belarusian economy.

Security

Several important events that improved regional security took
place in 2019. The Trilateral Contact Group resumed its sessions
in Minsk in June, as the President Zelensky team reviewed ap-
proaches to negotiations with Russia. This increased Minsk’s
role in regional peacemaking processes, and helped resolve the
painful issue connected with the abduction of Ukrainian natio-
nal Pavlo Hryb by Russian secret agents in Belarus several years
ago. Pavlo Hryb returned home in September as part of an ex-
change of prisoners of war and political prisoners with Russia.

During the preparation for Alexander Lukashenko’s visit to
Ukraine in October, the parties reached an agreement to ex-
change the persons sentenced for espionage: Pavlo Sharoiko
returned to Ukraine and Belarusian national Yuri Politika went
back to Belarus. This closed another disturbing page in the his-
tory of bilateral relations.

Conclusion

In 2019, the Belarusian leadership managed to resolve the fun-
damental issue of maintaining the continuity of its Ukraine poli-
cy towards building bilateral relations.

During his visit to Ukraine, Alexander Lukashenko estab-
lished personal contact with Volodymyr Zelensky and reached
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an understanding on the main points on the bilateral agenda.
At the 2nd Forum of Regions, Belarus and Ukraine adopted an
action plan to implement the agreements reached by the presi-
dents, a kind of a roadmap for the short and medium terms. The
distinctive feature of this plan is that an emphasis is put on the
role of the heads of state in bilateral dialogue in comparison
with the role of the governments.

The Forum of Regions of Belarus and Ukraine — the main
event of the year in bilateral relations — will be annual. From
a political viewpoint, this is justified as an occasion for regular
meetings at the highest level.

In general, the Belarus-Ukraine relationship inspires opti-
mism, since Kiev prioritizes the economic component as the
main vector of Ukraine’s foreign policy.
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BELARUS — POLAND:
EMPHASIS ON SECURITY

Anna Maria Dyner

Summary

As in previous years, the high dynamics of Polish-Belarusian bilateral
contacts continued in 2019 — economic, cultural, tourist and regional
cooperation developed. The Druzhba oil pipeline accident stimulated
the expansion of cooperation between petrochemical concerns — Po-
lish ORLEN and Belarusian Belneftekhim.

Despite the fact that both states are members of alternative military
alliances (NATO and the CSTO) a dialogue related to security issues
actively developed.

Trends:

* High dynamics of contacts at intergovernmental and Ministerial le-
vels, as well as at the local authorities’ level;

* Increasing importance of regional security issues in bilateral rela-
tions;

* Interaction between petrochemical concerns;

* Maintaining the level of bilateral trade.

Political interaction

In 2019, there was a high dynamics of contacts at the intergo-
vernmental and ministerial levels. Last year, the Belarusian Am-
bassador to Poland Aleksandr Averyanov was replaced by Vladi-
mir Chushev, who presented his credentials to the President of
the Republic of Poland on March 21. On October 2, the Hono-
rary Consulate of Belarus opened in Katowice. Marek Rasinski,
a businessman who actively cooperates with Belarus, became
Honorary Consul.
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On February 11-14, a delegation of Belarusian parliamenta-
rians headed by Mikhail Myasnikovich, Chairman of the Council
of the Republic, visited Poland. During the visit, M. Myasniko-
vich met with the President of the Republic of Poland Andrzej
Duda, Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki, Ministers and re-
presentatives of the Sejm and the Senate. Also a Social Security
Agreement was signed between Poland and Belarus.! In addition
to Warsaw, Mikhail Myasnikovich visited Bialystok, where he
met with representatives of the Belarusian minority.?

On August 21-23, Polish parliamentarians headed by Depu-
ty Speaker of the Sejm Richard Terlecki visited Belarus. Earlier,
Polish parliamentarians had been in Belarus on June 6-7 when
the delegation had been headed by the speaker of the Senate
Stanistaw Karczewski. An agreement on interparliamentary co-
operation between Poland and Belarus is scheduled to be signed
in 2020.

On March 1, 2019, Belarusian Minister of Transport and Com-
munications Aleksey Kravchenko and Polish Minister of Infra-
structure Andrzej Adamczyk signed an agreement on mainte-
nance of border railway bridges on the Polish-Belarusian border.?
In summer, on June 18, the parties signed the Final Protocol of
checking the passage of the Belarusian-Polish state border. The
Commission created for this purpose had worked since 2011.

! “Umowa miedzy Polska a Bialorusig o zabezpieczeniu spotecznym podpisana.”
Ministerstwo Rodziny, Pracy i Polityki Spotecznej, 13 Feb. 2019, https: //www.
gov.pl/web/rodzina/podpisanie-umowy-miedzy-polska-a-bialorusia-o-
zabezpieczeniu-spolecznym.

2 According to the census conducted in 2011, more than 48 thousand Belaru-
sians live in Poland.

3 “Minister Andrzej Adamczyk podpisal umowe o utrzymaniu mostéw
kolejowych pomiedzy Polska a Bialorusia” Ministerstwo Infrastruktury,
01 Jan. 2019, https://www.gov.pl/web/infrastruktura/minister-andrzej-
adamczyk-podpisal-umowe-o-utrzymaniu-mostow-kolejowych-pomie-
dzy-polska-a-bialorusia.
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On May 16, Belarusian-Polish consultations of the Foreign
Ministries of the two countries were held in Minsk, headed by
Deputy Ministers Oleg Kravchenko and Marcin Przydacz. The
next day, negotiations were held on Belarusian-Polish humani-
tarian cooperation.

On November 4, in Warsaw, Deputy Foreign Ministers Mar-
cin Przydacz and Oleg Kravchenko took part in the permanent
round table Belarus — Poland, organized by the Polish Institute
of International Relations, the Center for Eastern Studies and
the Minsk Dialogue Initiative. The topic of the conference was
regional security and Polish-Belarusian bilateral relations.

On December 4, Minsk signed an agreement on cooperation
within the framework of the Polish aid program, which would
contribute to the implementation of Polish aid projects in the
coming years. It should also be noted that during 2019, Poland
supported Belarus in its negotiations with the European Union
regarding the agreement on visa facilitation.

Meanwhile, despite the invitation, the Belarusian President
did not take part in the events held in Poland in connection with
the 80th anniversary of the beginning of World War II. The Be-
larusian President justified his decision by the absence of a simi-
lar invitation for the Russian President. This situation showed
that historical memory remains a problem in political relations
between Poland and Belarus. Currently, the most disputable are
the activities of Romuald Rajs, who in Belarus is associated with
the genocide of the Belarusian minority, and the assessment of
the Polish campaign of the Red Army in 1939 and actions of the
Soviet Army in Poland in 1944-1945, which the Polish side does
not see as liberation.

Cooperation in the field of security

Despite the fact that Poland and Belarus are members of diffe-
rent military alliances (NATO and the CSTO) in 2019 both states
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maintained bilateral military contacts. At the same time, the
topic of security was one of the priorities during the bilateral
meetings.

On March 4-6, representatives of the Defense Ministries of
the two countries held consultations in Warsaw. The topic of
the talks was the planning of bilateral military cooperation, as
well as current issues of regional security. On April 26, Deputy
Foreign Minister of Belarus Andrey Dapkiunas and Polish Am-
bassador to Belarus Artur Michalski discussed the same topic.

The Deputy Head of the House of Representatives of the Na-
tional Assembly, Boleslav Pirshtuk, who took part in the meeting
of the heads of the parliaments of Central and Eastern Europe,
organized on June 4-5 in Warsaw, also paid attention to regional
security issues.

On June 19, representatives of the Defense Ministries of the
two countries signed an agreement on the exchange of airspace
information in the area of the Polish-Belarusian border. During
his visit to Warsaw, Igor Golub, Commander of the Belarusian
Air Force and Air Defense Forces, held consultations with the
head of the Operational Command of the Polish Armed Forces.

On August 30, Warsaw hosted a meeting of Secretaries of
the Security Councils of Poland, Belarus, Ukraine and the Uni-
ted States on security issues in Central and Eastern Europe.
In addition, on November 4, Secretary of the Security Council
of Belarus Stanislav Zas held a meeting in Brest with his Polish
counterpart — the head of the National Security Bureau Pawel
Soloch.

On January 28-30 and November 18-22, Belarusian military
inspections were held in Poland to check units in the region indi-
cated by the Polish authorities. These were carried out in accor-
dance with the Vienna Document of 2011, while the Belarusian
inspections on April 23-26 and August 19-23 were carried out on
the basis of the Treaty on Conventional Armed Forces in Europe
(CFE). A similar event, organized on May 21-24, was attended by
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the Polish military, along with German, Dutch and French ones.
On March 25-29 and September 12, Belarus and Russia jointly
conducted observation flights over Poland under the Treaty on
Open Skies.

Despite the close military interaction, the Belarusian autho-
rities still critically assess Poland’s efforts to increase the Ame-
rican military presence on its territory, emphasizing that Russia
will seek to deploy its military bases in Belarus in response.

Trade and economic cooperation

In 2019, the trade turnover between Belarus and Poland reached
USD 2.62 billion. Belarusian exports amounted to USD 1.291
billion (an increase of 3.6% compared to 2018), imports — USD
1.329 billion (an increase of 12% compared to 2018).4

Economic issues were often raised during bilateral mee-
tings. During Mikhail Myasnikovich’s talks with Mateusz Mora-
wiecki on February 13, issues of developing economic relations,
including the implementation of projects under the Chinese Belt
and Road Initiative, were discussed. On March 16, Mikhail Myas-
nikovich met with the President of the Polish Chamber of Com-
merce Andrzej Arendarski in Minsk.

The Belarusian-Polish Economic Forum Good Neighborli-
ness-2019, held in Minsk on June 6-7, was one of the most im-
portant events aimed at stimulating business development.
During the conference, among other things, the prospects of
Polish investment in the Belarusian-Chinese Technopark Great
Stone were discussed. The Forum was attended by more than
500 entrepreneurs from Belarus and Poland. In September and

4 «BHewHss TOprosis.» Hayuonanvholil cmamucmuueckuil komumem Pecny6-
auxu Benapycw, https: //www.belstat.gov.by/ofitsialnaya-statistika /realny-
sector-ekonomiki/vneshnyaya-torgovlya/
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November, the parties discussed opportunities for cooperation
in the woodworking industry.

On April 17, in Warsaw, Belarusbank and Bank Gospodarst-
wa Krajowego signed a framework agreement providing loans
to clients of financial institutions on the Belarusian and Polish
markets. Due to the agreement, credit procedures and finan-
cing of Polish exports to Belarus are significantly simplified. It
is noteworthy that Belarusian companies make up the largest
group of importers that use the Polish government’s export sup-
port program.

It should also be noted that within the framework of the Po-
lish Aid program, Poland allocated USD 0.5 million for the deve-
lopment of Belarusian enterprises in the tourism sector. In ge-
neral, in 2019, Poland implemented 20 projects in Belarus with
a total cost of EUR 2 million.

In 2019, Poland and Belarus actively collaborated on pro-
jects intended for administrative authorities. The cooperation
between the National Banks of Poland and Belarus in 2018-2019
was considered particularly fruitful.

The accident, which resulted in contaminating raw materials
in the Druzhba oil transportation system in April, contributed
to the activation of cooperation between the two largest com-
panies in the field of petrochemistry — Belarusian Belneftekhim
and Polish ORLEN, which was not limited to joint elimination of
the consequences of the accident. Representatives of both com-
panies started to consider promising areas of cooperation. The
Polish experience of diversifying oil supply sources may prove
valuable if Belneftekhim decides to import large volumes of this
raw material from outside of Russia (e.g. due to the increase in
the price of oil due to the so-called tax maneuver).

Nevertheless, in the field of electric power, despite the ef-
forts of the Belarusian side, Poland is not interested in coopera-
tion. The Polish government says that their country will not buy
electricity generated at the Belarusian nuclear power plant.
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Regional and cultural cooperation

Cross-border and regional cooperation remains an impor-
tant element of bilateral relations. In 2019, additional projects
were implemented to improve the security of the Stawatycze —
Damacava border crossings (it was also decided to expand the
border bridge at this crossing starting in 2020) and Bobrowni-
ki — Berastavica. A significant part of funds for these activities
were allocated within the framework of the Poland-Belarus-
Ukraine 2020 program.

Aregular meeting of the Working group on the development
of the Augustow Canal was held. Both states work together to
add the Augustéw Canal to the UNESCO world heritage list. In
Bielaviezskaja PuScCa National Park, the August-Velo cycle route
(co-financed by Polish aid) was opened. At the end of August, the
Belarusian National Academy of Sciences and the Polish Aca-
demy of Sciences signed an agreement on the establishment of
a Joint Commission to solve the environmental problems of the
Bielaviezskaja Pusca.

On November 29, a meeting of delegations of Belarusian and
Polish twin cities took place in Maladzie¢na. Twenty organiza-
tions from Belarus and nineteen from Poland took part in the
meeting. Belarusian Foreign Minister Vladimir Makei, who was
present at the meeting, stressed that cooperation between local
authorities was an important element of relations between Po-
land and Belarus.

On December 12, the Brest regional Executive Committee
signed a Memorandum on Cooperation with the Polish Cham-
ber of Tourism, and on December 20, a meeting of the Belaru-
sian-Polish Working group on tourism cooperation was held in
Brest.

The development of tourism cooperation and the efforts
of both countries to expand border infrastructure are of great
importance, as evidenced by the numbers of border crossings.
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In 2019, the Polish-Belarusian land border was crossed more
than 8.8 million times (a decrease of about 2% compared to 2018).
During this period, more than 3.364 million Belarusians visited
Poland, thus taking second place after citizens of Ukraine (more
than 10.4 million people). The Polish border service refused
4,989 Belarusians, 1,712 of whom did not have a valid visa.®

37 Belarusian citizens applied to Poland for international
protection. At the same time, the Polish consular services issued
almost 360 thousand visas for citizens of Belarus. The visa-free
regime® is gaining popularity among Polish citizens’, as well as
among tourists crossing the border at Minsk-2 International
Airport.

In 2019, a number of joint cultural events were held. In par-
ticular, the 200th anniversary of the birth of the composer Sta-
nislaw Moniuszko was celebrated. Polish theater companies took
part in the festival “White Tower”, which was held in September
in Brest. During the Listapad 2019 film festival, Polish Director
Krzysztof Zanussi was awarded a special award by the President
of Belarus. Finally, the Polish film “Boze Ciato” (“Corpus Christi”)
directed by Jan Komasa won the audience award and the special
jury prize of this festival.

Conclusion

Political and economic relations between Belarus and Poland
are developing in a positive direction, as evidenced by density
and the level of bilateral visits and consultations held in 2019.

5 “Statystyki SG” Straz Graniczna, https://www.strazgraniczna.pl/pl/grani-
ca/statystyki-sg /2206,Statystyki-SG.html

6  Since November 10, the visa-free zone has been extended to the entire
Hrodna region.

7 In 2019, more than 32 thousand people visited Brest region under the visa-
free regime, 70% of whom were Polish citizens.
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At the same time, the most important issues in bilateral rela-
tions were security issues. Although Poland and Belarus are
members of alternative military alliances, both countries have
common interests in this area, if to take into account European
rules such as the Vienna Document 2011, the CFE Treaty, the
Treaty on Open Skies, or the NATO Partnership for Peace pro-
gram, in which Belarus participates.

The experience of the past year shows that Poland and Be-
larus are interested in deepening energy cooperation, which,
however, will largely depend on the political will of the authori-
ties of both states.

It is obvious that issues of historical memory and historical
policy become an increasingly important issue requiring bila-
teral consultations.

The basis of mutual relations remains border cooperation,
although in this regard, further improvement of the legal and
contractual framework is necessary. The settlement of the sta-
tus of the Union of Poles or the development of Polish education
in Belarus could help to improve relations between Poland and
Belarus.

All these issues will not lose their relevance in 2020, de-
spite the fact that mutual relations are expected to remain at
the same level. It should also be emphasized that in 2019, the
actions of the official Warsaw demonstrated interest in the in-
dependence of Belarus.
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BELARUSIAN-AMERICAN RELATIONS:
A VISCIOUS CIRCLE

Andrei Fyodorov

Summary

In 2019, Washington and Minsk showed a much firmer commitment
to improve their relationship, as evidenced by the increased number
of official contacts at a higher level. Both parties shared the motiva-
tion to withstand Russia’s expansionist aspirations that have been
continuously growing stronger. However, the United States still has
not done anything tangible that would help Belarus protect its sove-
reignty.

Trends:

» Minsk shows growing interest in expanding cooperation with the
United States, primarily in the economic segment;

* Washington is not highly interested in cooperating with Minsk out-
side political areas;

* Minsk’s fear of the Kremlin and reforms impedes dialogue with the
United States.

Leveled-up shuttle diplomacy

The year 2019 began supremely well. As soon as January 10,
Foreign Policy magazine published the article “A Diplomatic
Breakthrough for Washington in Europe’s Last Dictatorship.”

1 Gramer, Robbie; Mackinnon, Amy. “A Diplomatic Breakthrough for
Washington in Europe’s Last Dictatorship.” Foreign Policy, 10 Jan. 2019,
https: //foreignpolicy.com/2019,/01/10 /diplomatic-breakthrough-for-
washington-in-europes-last-dictatorship-belarus-warming-relations-
with-west-united-states-lukashenko-putin-russia-dispute-diplomacy-
state-department-eastern-europe/.
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In a phone talk with Assistant Secretary of State for European
and Eurasian Affairs Wess Mitchell, Belarusian Foreign Minister
Vladimir Makei said that Belarus would lift the restriction on the
number of American diplomats in the country, which Foreign
Policy called a breakthrough. The U. S. leadership was officially
notified of that two months later.

Deputy Foreign Minister of Belarus Oleg Kravchenko con-
tinued his frequent trips across the ocean. He visited the United
States five times in 2019. The visits were highly eventful each
time. Along with negotiations with high-ranking American of-
ficials, he also met with representatives of think tanks, busi-
ness and NGOs. Oleg Kravchenko also attended two large con-
ferences focused on Belarus.

It is also noteworthy that the U. S. Drug Enforcement Agen-
cy and several security and enforcement agencies of Belarus
signed a memorandum of cooperation. The White House has
extended the moratorium on sanctions against nine Belarusian
enterprises to a year and a half. Belarus and the U. S. entered
into a bilateral open skies agreement.

Official contacts climaxed when U. S. President’s National
Security Advisor John Bolton and Under Secretary of State for
Political Affairs David Hale visited Belarus in just three weeks
one after another. An even more promising event was announced
later: the U. S. Secretary of State was going to visit Belarus in
early 2020, which has not happened for over a quarter of a cen-
tury.?

Economic cooperation was not blooming, though. Trade in
commodities was noticeably in decline. In January-November
2019, exports only totaled USD 176 million compared with USD
217 million in January-November 2018 (down 19%), whereas im-
ports grew by 46% to USD 580 million. The trade deficit stood

2 The official visit of U.S. Secretary of State Michael Pompeo to Belarus took
place in February 2020.
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at USD 400 million. As before, the bulk of Belarus’ exports was
made up of raw materials.

The export of services showed much better results. Belarus
increased the export of services to the United States by 35%
year on year to around USD 1 billion, of which the Belarusian
High-Tech Park was responsible for USD 800 million.

Minsk’s hopes

Official statements regarding bilateral relations sounded quite
optimistic for the most part throughout the year.

President Lukashenko called John Bolton’s visit “historic” and
suggested discussing Belarus — U. S. relations without avoiding
sensitive matters.® Speaking with David Hale, A. Lukashenko
said he welcomed the fact that “the United States has finally
paid attention not only to Europe as a whole, but also to Bela-
rus individually”, and promised “to spare no efforts to continue
building relations with the United States of America.” Ukrainian
media reported that Belarus was in dialogue with the United
States, “the largest economy, an empire that affects all the pro-
cesses in the world”, and the relationship with it should by no
means be bad.

3 «Bcrpeya c coserHukom Ilpesuzenta CIIA no HauuMoHanbHON 6e3omnac-
HoctH [IkoHOM BostoHOM». Oduyuarvhulii. unmepHem-nopman npesu-
denwma Pecny6nuku Benapyce, 29 Aug. 2019, http://president.gov.by/ru/
news_ru/view/vstrecha-s-sovetnikom-prezidenta-ssha-po-natsionalnoj-
bezopasnosti-dzhonom-boltonom-21866.

4 «Bcrpeua c 3amecruresnieM [ocypapcrBeHHoro cekperapst CIIA no mosu-
TUYECKUM Bomnpocam [IsBuiom Xaimom». OGuuyuanvhulii uHmepuem-nop-
man npesudenma Pecnybauxu Benapycy, 17 Sep. 2019, http://president.
gov.by/ru/news_ru/view/vstrecha-s-zamestitelem-gosudarstvennogo-
sekretarja-ssha-po-politicheskim-voprosam-devidom-xejlom-22011.
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It was not all cloudless, however. Minsk strongly objected
(at least publicly) the deployment of an American tank unit in
Lithuania near the border shared with Belarus in preparation
for a large exercise in spring 2020 in ten European countries,
including Belarus’ neighbors Poland, Lithuania and Latvia, which
will involve around 40,000 NATO troops, half of them to be dele-
gated by the United States. President Lukashenko held a meet-
ing on October 28 with the minister of defense, secretary of
state of the Security Council and intelligence chief to consider
aresponse to this “demonstrative step.”

The tension lessened the very next day. Chargé d’Affaires en
pied at the U. S. Embassy in Minsk Jenifer Moore told Secretary
of State of the Security Council of Belarus Stanislav Zas about
the goal and the planned period of stay of the U. S. troops, and
provided additional information about the concept of the exer-
cise. After that, Minsk announced adjustments to the response
plan.

Belarus’ response to the White House’s intention to tighten
sanctions against Cuba and America’s withdrawal from the In-
termediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty was also negative, yet
much more restrained.

In general, the Belarusian authorities were obviously opti-
mistic. Politically, the goal was to obtain the greatest possible
support of the United States in foiling Russia’s attempts to make
Belarus its complete puppet or even absorb the country.

Alexander Lukashenko’s interview with Editor-in-Chief of
Echo of Moscow Radio Alexei Venediktov is indicative in this re-
gard. “If Russia ... tried to violate our sovereignty ... the West and
NATO will by no means accept that, because they will consider
it a threat to them,” said the president.

5 «VHTepBblo Anekcanzipa JIyKalleHKO ITIaBHOMY PeJaKTOPy pajioCTaHLIUK
“9x0 Mockssl” Asiekceio BeHenkToBy.» 9x0 Mocksel, 24 Dec. 2019, https: //
echo.msk.ru/programs/beseda/2559487-echo/.
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Economically, expectations for cooperation with the West
remained the same: loans, investments, technologies, and in-
creased trade. The full lifting of sanctions would be also very
much desired, although this would not be the most significant
addition. The essential condition that Minsk keeps insisting on is
America’s non-interference in domestic affairs of Belarus.

Effective response in question

It goes without saying that the Belarusian-American relation-
ship is largely determined by the Belarusian-Russian engage-
ment. As disagreements in the Union State are growing stronger,
three possible scenarios are possible in the eastern direction in
the near future: (1) the Anschluss of Belarus in whatever form,
(2) the actual loss of independence by Belarus with some basic
imitation of sovereignty, and (3) maintaining of the status quo to
a greater or lesser extent. How would the United States respond
to each of these scenarios?

Anschluss. American officials have repeatedly declared sup-
port for the sovereignty of Belarus. This position aligns with Be-
larus’ policy, although the ultimate goals differ: the Belarusian
leadership seeks to retain power, whereas the United States is
mainly concerned about Russia’s aggressive posture in relation
to the NATO allies in the region.

At the same time, Washington regularly emphasizes the un-
derstanding of Minsk’s desire to maintain the best possible rela-
tions with Moscow. This seems quite inconsistent, since Ameri-
ca considers Russia its strategic competitor. In fact, knowing
that Belarus cannot be broken off from Russia, the United States
would like to at least increase the distance between them.

However, the example of Ukraine vividly shows that the U. S.
is unable to prevent undesirable developments. Hypothetical-
ly, new sanctions may be introduced against Moscow. However,
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having in mind the Ukrainian experience, apparently, sanctions
have little effect on Russia’s foreign policy. Besides, the attitude
of the U. S. Administration towards the Kremlin is largely incon-
sistent. At the August G7 Summit in Biarritz, Donald Trump did
not rule out the possibility of inviting Russia to the next summit
that will be held in the United States.

The above suggests that in the event of the Anschluss, most
likely, America will not go beyond condemnatory statements,
and, at best, will not recognize the absorption, like it did when
the Soviet Union devoured the Baltic States in 19309.

Satellite. This scenario is not fundamentally different from
the previous one. Russian subsidies to Belarus would remain,
which would render market reforms in the republic irrelevant.
As a result, no significant changes will occur in Belarus — U. S.
economic cooperation.

There is a zero possibility of democratic transformations in
Belarus, and America will be powerless in this respect either,
as evidenced by the article in The National Interest magazine.®
Although former U. S. Ambassador to Belarus Kenneth Yalowitz
is among the authors of the article, Belarus is not mentioned in
it. Recommendations regarding Ukraine, Moldova, Georgia and
Armenia are confined to support for civil society and creation of
a more effective management system, which is not relevant for
Belarus.

If the status quo is maintained, there is a chance to streng-
then Belarus — U. S. cooperation, if the former somehow mana-
ged to kindle America’s interest to the country, but, so far, there
is no sound reasoning for that.

The effect of the image of the “regional peacekeeper” that
the Belarusian leadership has been heavily exploiting for quite

6 Snosuu, Kenner; Koprhu, Vunbsam. «The National Interest (CILA): xax
CIIA Moryr mnopjepxkKaTb [E€MOKpPAaTU4eCKHe CTpaHbl Ha MOCTCOBET-
cKkoMm mpoctpaHcTe.» MHoCMU, 17 Sept. 2019, https://inosmi.ru/politic/
20190917/245835801.html.
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a while now is fading out, and new initiatives like Helsinki 2.0 are
not taken seriously.

Belarus' little bit too warm relations with China do not pro-
mote Belarus — U. S. dialogue either, and these relations are get-
ting even wormer. Washington also has questions about some
aspects of Minsk’s cooperation with Tehran.

The United States has no reason to have a look at Belarus in
terms of economics. Belarus only accounts for 0.015% of Ame-
rica’s foreign trade. Besides, Belarus mostly supplies raw mate-
rials and can be easily substituted by other suppliers. The Be-
larusian economy remains basically unreformed, which is also
a serious obstacle.

The Belarusian regime continues rejecting the fundamental
democratic principles in domestic policy, acting not as brutally
as it used to, though. This does not top Washington’s priority list
now, but this point remains on its agenda. The American presi-
dent extended personal sanctions against a group of former and
sitting high-ranking Belarusian officials once again.

After the November parliamentary elections in Belarus, the
U. S. Department of State said that the integrity of the electoral
process was not properly guaranteed, and expressed regret that
alternative opinions are not represented in the Belarusian par-
liament. The U. S. Helsinki Commission held hearings on Belarus
for the first time in eight years.

From America’s viewpoint, the domestic political situation in
Belarus is still far from normal. However, given the importance
of the geopolitical position of Belarus, the U. S. may try assist it
one way or another, unless the country launches a crackdown
on civil society again.

In particular, there is information that Belarus was exploring
a possibility of obtaining permission to procure American crude
oil, and even hired a professional lobbyist for that. The problem
is that ideas are few. Besides, some of them, such as investing in
the high-tech sector, do not promise an immediate effect. Other
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suggestions, like the call to shield Belarus from Russian media
influence, are hardly feasible.

Conclusion

Unlike the previous decades, the year 2019 can be described as
successful in terms of Belarus — U. S. rapprochement. Most im-
portantly, the United States showed motivation to assist in the
preservation of Belarus’ statehood.

This, however, did not go very far, basically remaining a dec-
laration of intent. The bilateral agreement to reinstate the staff
of the embassies to full size and the announced visit of the U. S.
secretary of state to Belarus were the main achievements of the
year, which only suggest effective cooperation in the future,
though.

Washington is so far unwilling to enter into a serious conflict
with Moscow over Belarus, especially if annexation takes place
under the guise of voluntary accession.

Minsk actually remains in a vicious circle. The country’s
leadership seems to fully realize the threat of the Kremlin's
imperial aspirations, but countermeasures may well lead to an
even greater increase in the Russian threat.

The government of Belarus still looks unwilling to start real
reforms. Despite the goodwill rhetoric, the distrust to the West
is still there. If Russia dropped the plan to absorb Belarus, the
latter would have next to zero motivation to initiate any trans-
formations.

Given the above, the Belarus — U. S. relationship is unlikely to
reach a qualitatively new level in the foreseeable future.
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ASTAN, AFRICAN, AND LATIN AMERICAN
COUNTRIES: STRATEGIC REORIENTATION
OR DISORIENTATION?

Sergei Bogdan

Summary

Belarus’ relations with developing countries in 2019 were mainly
limited to countries in Asia and the Middle East. Africa and Latin
America have almost disappeared from the horizon of Belarusian
diplomacy. The previous inertia of Minsk is now gone: the Belarusian
side tests new methods and approaches in its cooperation with these
regions.

The polarization of the world and the dominance of the West in it, led
by the United States, push Minsk not only to get closer to the latter,
but also to regulate its own policy in other regions of the world so that
it could not harm its relations with the West.

Trends:

* The importance of relations with the countries of the so-called “far
arc” (Asia, Africa and Latin America) decreases;

* China, Turkey, and Egypt remain important partners of Belarus;

* New types of interaction are used — supply financing, humanitarian
components, trade of IT products, UAVs, etc.

Slowing and freezing

In his annual address to the people and the National Assemb-
ly on April 19, 2019, President Lukashenko announced that he
would increase cooperation with the countries of the so-called
“far arc” (Asia, Africa and Latin America). But contacts with
the relevant states have declined, and during the period under
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review serious political interaction took place only with China,
Turkey and Egypt.

The meetings of the Belarusian leader on the sidelines of the
Bishkek SCO summit in June were eloquent in this sense. During
the meeting with the Afghan President Ashraf Ghani, it was no-
ted that the agreements reached earlier had not been fulfilled,
and in a conversation with the Prime Minister of Pakistan Im-
ran Khan, Alexander Lukashenko noted that “due to a number of
circumstances, the process of interaction in the economy and
trade has slowed down™.

The attitude towards the Non-aligned Movement also re-
flects the process of the marginalizing cooperation with the
countries of the “far arc”. At the Movement'’s summits in July and
October, Belarusian delegations were headed by the Belarusian
representative in the UN, Valiancin Rybakou, and the Chairman
of the House of Representatives, Uladzimir Andreichanka, res-
pectively.

It is not possible to ensure that the share of the EAEU, the
European Union and other countries in the export structure is
approximately the same. Moreover, 37 foreign institutions (out
of 57) do not fulfill the tasks set for the export of goods. On in-
direct grounds, there is reason to believe that these are mainly
institutions in the countries of the “far arc™.

Minsk, however, did not sit idly by. On January 29, the Presi-
dent of Belarus extended for 2019-2020 the validity of de-
cree No. 466 of September 24, 2009, which promotes sales of

! «Yyactue B 3acegaHmm  CoBera rIyaB  rocyjapcts  Illanxanckon
opraHM3anuMyM  COTpygHHUYecTBa.»  Mumepuem-nopman  ITpesudeu-
ma Pecny6auku Beaapycv, 14 June 2019, http://president.gov.by/ru/
news_ru/view/zasedanie-soveta-glav-gosudarstv-shanxajskoj-organiza-
tsii-sotrudnichestva-21300/.

2 «Cepreit Pymac: Curtyanust ¢ 3KCIIOPTOM HENPOCTasi U HE MOXKET yCTpau-
BaTb.» Cosem Munucmpos Pecny6auku Beaapycy, 15 Oct. 2019, http: /www.
government.by/ru/content,/9052.
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Belarusian products in new markets. On April 22, news emerged
on the intergovernmental agreement between Belarus and
Mongolia on the allocation of an export credit for the supply of
Belarusian equipment.

The Belarusian side has continued to use the humanitari-
an mechanisms it has used in recent years to improve relations
with remote regions. In 2015-2019, four batches of humanitarian
aid were transferred to Syria, and more than a thousand of Syri-
an children were hosted for rest.

In 2019, children from other countries, including Japan and
Egypt, were invited to take a vacation. In April, humanitarian
aid was provided to victims of the cyclone in Mozambique and
Zimbabwe. For the first time, Minsk has allocated grants for
students from Arab countries, in particular Egypt and Syria, to
study in Belarusian universities.

Belarus uses its membership in the EEU and its Alliance
with Russia to increase its importance in relations with certain
countries. On February 14, Alexander Lukashenko took part in
an informal meeting with the presidents of Russia, Iran and Tur-
key in Sochi. In January, the Belarusian delegation took part in
negotiations on the signing of a free trade agreement between
Egypt and the EEU in Cairo. This topic was mentioned again
during the talks between the Presidents of the two countries
in June®. Also, the topic of relations with the EEU played a sig-
nificant role in the negotiations with the Singapore delegation
headed by Senior Minister of State at the Ministry of Trade and
Industry, Koh Poh Koon (June, 3-5).

3 «HnurepBpio UpessbuaiiHoro u ITosHomouHoro Ilocna Pecrny6nuku Be-
napych B Apabckoit Pecniy6nuke Eruner C. PaukoBa 6711MKHEBOCTOYHOMY
areHTcTBY HOBOCTel MENA.» Munucmepcmso uHocmpantulx des Pecnybau-
®xu Benapyce, 14 Apr. 2019, http: //mfa.gov.by/press/smi/ae80f912a51a941f.
html.
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Missiles and engines from China

China remained a priority in Belarus’ foreign policy. It is note-
worthy that only in China did Minsk decide to expand its net-
work of foreign missions when in July the Council of Ministers
decided to open the Consulate General in Chongging, China.

On April 2-3, Shen Yueyue, Vice-Chairwoman of the Nation-
al People’s Congress Standing Committee, visited Belarus. On
April 25-26, President Lukashenko paid a working visit to China.
He took part in the Second Belt and Road Forum for Interna-
tional Cooperation, where he met with the Chinese President Xi
Jinping and his Deputy Wang Qishan. More than 20 agreements
and contracts were signed during the visit.

More specialized contacts also took place. For example, on
September 5-6, a delegation headed by the Deputy Chairman
of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference of
Guangdong province, Deng Haiguang, visited Belarus.

Top officials also worked with Chinese business represen-
tatives. On July 1, Alexander Turchin, First Deputy Prime Mi-
nister of Belarus, met with the Head of the SINOMACH Corpo-
ration, Zhang Xiaolun (in 2014, the government of Belarus and
SINOMACH signed an agreement on strategic cooperation, un-
der which the Viciebsk hydroelectric power station was built).
On 29 of July, Alexander Turchin met with the Head of the
“Greenland Holdings Group”, Zhang Yuliang.

On October 14, MAZ plant and Weichai Corporation officially
opened a joint engine production plant in the Belarusian-Chi-
nese industrial Park “Great Stone”. The construction began in
April 2018. The project cost was USD 20 million, of which 14 mil-
lion was Chinese investment. The plant can conduct completely
knocked down assembly of engines (up to 20 thousand per year)
of Euro-5 and Euro-6 standards. In July, construction of a plant
for the production of manual transmissions (up to 20 thousand
per year) began in “Great Stone”) — another joint project of MAZ
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and “Weichai” company. The project cost is USD 17 million (70%
will be Chinese investments)*.

Military cooperation also continued: the Chief of the Joint
Staff Department of the Central Military Commission of China
Li Zuocheng (May 28-31) and the Vice Chief of the Equipment
Development Department of the Central Military Commission of
China Liu Sheng (September 14-16) paid visits. Most likely, it was
also about continuing the implementation of the agreement on
the development of an anti-aircraft missile system. This version
is also supported by the visit of the Belarusian delegation to Chi-
na on December 2-6, as well as Alexander Lukashenko’s remark
that “we are currently working on a new generation missile with
a Chinese base™.

Relations with China developed further due to the multi-
lateral mechanisms of international cooperation established by
Beijing. On January 17, Belarus became a member of the Asian
Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB).

Although Belarus is only an observer in the SCO, on June 14,
President Lukashenko took part in the SCO summit in Bishkek,
and Prime Minister Sergei Rumas did the same in Tashkent (No-
vember 2).

On October 20-23, Defense Minister (at that time) Andrey
Ravkov visited China to take part in the 9th Beijing Xiangshan
Forum on Security.

4 «OrtkpsITHE 3aBOJA 10 TpoU3BoACTBY Apuraresneit OO0 “MA3-Beiiuait” B Ku-
Talicko-BesopycckoM MHAYCTpUAIbHOM Hapke “Besnmkuii kameHs”.» Cosem
munucmpoe Pecnybauxu Benapycw, 14 Oct. 2019, http: //www.government.
by/ru/content/9051.

°  «BcTpeya ¢ mpencTaBUTENSIMU OOLIECTBEHHOCTU U DKCIIEPTHOTO COOOGIIe-
cTBa, 6enopycckux u 3apybesxxHsix CMU. “Bosbiioii pasrosop c IIpeaupeH-
ToM”» Minmepuem-nopman ITpesudenma Pecnybauxu Beaapycy, 01 Mar. 2019,
http: //president.gov.by/ru/news_ru/view/vstrecha-s-predstaviteljami-
obschestvennosti-i-ekspertnogo-soobschestva-belorusskix-i-zarubezh-
nyx-smi-20590/.
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On December 9-12, the head of the Department of Inter-
national Military Cooperation of the Defense Ministry, Aleh
Voinau, took part in a meeting of heads of international mili-
tary cooperation bodies of SCO members in Beijing. Given the
proximity of Beijing and Islamabad, a working visit to Pakistan
by the Belarusian military delegation headed by Mr. Voinau on
December 17-19 could also be related to some trilateral projects.

Belarus provided support to China on the international
stage. For example, on April 29, an International Conference
of the “Silk Road” Support Group of the OSCE PA was held in
Minsk. The event was organized on the initiative of the National
Assembly of Belarus.

From Mongolia to Bangladesh — consultations
alone

Interaction with Vietnam continued, but rather by inertia. On
June 25-26, a delegation headed by a member of the Central
Committee of the Communist Party of Vietnam, editor-in-chief
of the newspaper “Nhan Dan” Thuan Huu visited Belarus.

On September 23-27, a delegation headed by Deputy Prime
Minister of Belarus Ihar Lyashenka paid a working visit to Viet-
nam. During the visit, a Memorandum was signed on the supply
of rubber to “Belshina”, a tire production company, as well as
truck kits to MAZ.

On 26 September in the province Hungyen a launch ceremo-
ny of MAZ trucks assembly plant took place. It will produce up
to 3,000 vehicles annually. The Vietnamese side owns 70% of the
joint venture, and the rest belongs to the Belarusian side. The
total investment amount is about USD 10 million.

On December 12-13, Chairwoman of the National Assembly
of Vietnam Nguyen Thi Kim Ngan and Deputy Prime Minister
Vuong Dinh Hue visited Belarus. At the meeting projects for the
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supply of Vietnamese rubber and agricultural products to Bela-
rus were discussed, as well as the hasty certification of Belaru-
sian meat and dairy and poultry enterprises in Vietnam.

Although last year the volume of trade turnover was about
USD 200 million (USD 115 million in 2018), this is far from the
goal set by the presidents of both countries in 2017 to achieve
a turnover of USD 500 million.

In cooperation with other Asian countries, only the visit of
Bangladesh Commerce Minister, Tipu Munshi, to Belarus (April
23-25) and the trip of Industry Minister Pavel Utyupin to Af-
ghanistan (April 4-5) should be noted.

Turkish like-minded people

In recent years, Turkey has become Minsk’s main partner in the
Middle East. On January 15-16, Turkish Minister of Defense, Hu-
lusi Akar, visited Belarus and was welcomed by President Lu-
kashenko.

On April 15-16 President Lukashenko paid a visit to Turkey.
However, despite political contacts, the trade turnover in 2019
decreased by 10% compared to 2018 (USD 984 million).

Nevertheless, relations with Turkey in the economic sphere
are not declining. In April the assembling of tractors “Belarus”
began at a newly built factory in Kirikkale in the framework of
the trilateral project with the participation of the Ganja auto-
mobile plant (Azerbaijan).

On 27-28 August Belarus was visited by the Minister of Fo-
reign Affairs of Turkey Mevlit Cavusoglu.

On September 9-10, a delegation of the Turkish Parliament
visited Belarus, and on October 31, Turkish Minister of Agricul-
ture Bekir Pakdemirli arrived in Minsk.

110 BELARUSIAN YEARBOOK 2020



IT-technologies for Egypt

The cooperation with Cairo was also noticeable, but far inferior
to communication with Ankara. At the end of April, a delegation
of Minsk region headed by the Deputy Governor of the region
visited the Egyptian governorate of South Sinai, and in May, the
Deputy Minister of Military Industry of Egypt arrived in Minsk
for “MILEX 2019".

On June 17-18, Egyptian President Abdel Fattah as-Sisi paid
an official visit to Belarus. This is the first such visit, although
Alexander Lukashenko has been in Egypt twice (the last time
was in January 2017). Sisi met with the President and the Prime
Minister, as well as with the heads of major Belarusian enter-
prises.

Since 2016, trade with Egypt has almost doubled every year.
According to official information, already in the process of pre-
paring for the visit, Belarusian enterprises signed contracts for
the supply of their products to Egypt in the amount of about
USD 70 million.

Along with the traditional promotion of mechanical engi-
neering and food industry products, the Foreign Ministry also
draws attention to the possibilities of the domestic information
and telecommunications industry. In particular, in March, the
Belarusian Embassy arranged a visit to Cairo for representatives
of a major Belarusian IT company, “Synesis”.

On September 3-4, the 6th session of the Belarusian-Egyp-
tian Joint Trade Commission was held in Minsk with the parti-
cipation of First Deputy Minister of Trade of Egypt Ahmad Anter,
who also met with Belarusian Prime Minister Sergei Rumas.

On 8-10 December, Minister of Industry, Pavel Utyupin, went
to Egypt. He was accompanied by representatives of Belarusian
companies, including the CEO of MAZ. During the negotiations,
the delivery of the first batch of MAZ machine kits to the Helwan
Machinery and Equipment Plant was agreed.
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Waiting for contracts to rebuild Syria

As for the rest of the Middle East, we can only mention the of-
ficial visit of Syrian Foreign Minister Walid al-Muallem to Be-
larus on July 22. In recent years, the trade turnover between
the countries has been about USD 40 million, almost entirely
due to Belarusian exports. Minsk hopes to take part in the re-
construction of this country, which will be financed by external
investors.

Otherwise, the main format of communication with the re-
gion was consultations of the Belarusian foreign Ministry at the
level of Deputy Ministers with the relevant departments of fo-
reign countries: Iran (March and July), Iraq (September), Qatar,
the UAE and Oman in November).

The visit of the Head of the Department of International Mi-
litary Cooperation of the Defense Ministry, Aleh Voinau on May
21-23 to Lebanon and Syria had little to do with Middle East po-
licy. It was about expanding Belarusian participation in the UN
Interim Force in Lebanon.

Against this background, contacts with businessmen from
the UAE and Kuwait looked more significant. On April 18, Presi-
dent Lukashenko and the heads of the Cabinet of Ministers met
with the leadership of the Dubai International Financial Center
(IFC).

On April 29, First Deputy Prime Minister (at that time) Ale-
xander Turchin discussed with a delegation of the Kuwait Fund
for Arab Economic Development the allocation of a preferential
loan for the construction of a regional clinical oncology center
in Hrodna.

On September 24-25, a delegation of UAE business circles
visited Belarus, which included representatives of the UAE go-
vernment and major Emirati companies (Elite Agro, First Bank
of Abu Dhabi, Senaat General Holding Corporation, Al Jaraf Fi-
sheries, International Holdings Company).
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Is there anything left of contacts with Africa
and Latin America?

On January 16-17, Zimbabwean President Emmerson Mnangag-
wa paid a visit to Belarus, during which President Lukashenko
offered him a “strategic partnership”. In 2018, several multi-mil-
lion dollar contracts were signed for the supply of Belarusian
equipment to Zimbabwe with the financial support of the De-
velopment Bank of Belarus and the Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe,
but no deliveries were reported at the beginning of 2020.

Difficulties in conducting business with African countries
were the reasons for the transfer of the African direction to the
Head of the Presidential Administration, Viktor Sheyman. On
behalf of Alexander Lukashenko, Viktor Sheyman visited a num-
ber of African countries. They are working on establishing joint
ventures in agriculture, as well as a freight transport company
in the South of the continent. Belarus has entered a project to
build a solar power plant in Zimbabwe.

The Latin American direction of Belarusian diplomacy was
finally marginalized. Venezuela may seem to be an exception,
whose relations are maintained due to the inevitable material
losses for the Belarusian side in the event of the overthrow of
the Venezuelan government.

Conclusions

The policy regarding the countries of Asia, Africa and Latin
America is partly determined by the state of Belarusian rela-
tions with the West and Russia, both in general and in certain
sectors. In the foreseeable future, we should not expect a return
to contacts with states that are seriously opposed to the West.
In fact, the relationship with the “far arc” will mainly focus
on communicating with a few partners. China and Turkey will
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remain among them, but there can be no such confidence about
other countries. At the same time, the current changes in Bela-
rusian policy in the developing world are not the result of a cer-
tain political disorientation in Minsk, but a planned and smooth
strategic reorientation.
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CIVIL SOCIETY: FROM STREET ADVOCACY
TO INTERNAL FINANCING

Vadim Mozheyko

Summary

In 2019, Belarusian civil society organizations (CSO) achieved some
success in advocacy, often thanks to protests. Most organizations do
not even try to enter advisory councils, which have a severely limited
opportunity to make significant inputs.

Fundraising for CSOs and monetization of their core activities have
been showing rapid growth, although the fiscal legislation remains
adverse towards the functioning and development of civil society.
LGBT topics polarize society and stimulate the evolution of CSOs with
opposing views.

Trends:

* Application of non-systemic and street methods of advocacy;

* Increasing internal financing of Belarusian CSOs not only through
monetization and donations, but also through starting social busi-
nesses;

* Polarization of public sentiment regarding gender and LGBT issues,
which leads to the strengthening of the CSOs engaged in these areas
and actualization of these topics on the political agenda.

Street protests and a hunger strikes instead
of parliamentary advocacy

The Belarusian authorities expectedly seek to make contacts
with discontented citizens orderly and composed. They mana-
ge to do this on the grassroots level by addressing somehow or
other the appeals filed by members of local communities, and
quite effectively resolve utility issues through the 115.bel service
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(over 1.5 million users, 2.65 million applications granted in 2019)".
No effective tools have been worked out at the level of collective
interests. Some actions taken by the authorities in 2019 encou-
raged civil society organizations and initiatives to act outside
the system and, sometimes, to resort to street advocacy me-
thods.

In fact, the House of Representatives has never been a place
for parliamentary advocacy in the full sense of the word. The
presence of two MPs unaffiliated with the system in the House
of the 6th convocation at least marked a dawning of public-state
interaction. They could be used as a channel for bringing in bills,
make examined bills public, or have a voice on the bills before
they have been passed. For instance, Anna Kanopatskaya posted
draft budgets on social media. However, in the 2019 parliamen-
tary elections, public activists were not admitted to the par-
liament or at least registered as candidates, and the president
personally criticized the participation of Brest activists in the
elections.

The situation with the direct communication between offi-
cials and CSOs is similar. In 2019, the authorities invited experts
to meetings and task groups from time to time (the Ministry of
Labor and the Coalition For Decent Aging; the Ministry of Eco-
nomy and Kastrychnitsky Economic Forum; the Ministry of Fo-
reign Affairs and Minsk Dialogue), but only on a selective basis.
According to CSO Meter 2019, although public councils that in-
clude representatives of CSOs are accommodated by almost all
government agencies, there is not a single regulation standard
or principle. The selection criteria for CSOs are unclear and
most often biased, and the selection procedure is nontranspa-
rent. The powers of the advisory councils are scarce, and panel
debates do not usually affect high-level decision making. Around

! Mas Pacny6iika. Pacny6aikaucki napman eapadckoii zacnadapki, https: //115.
6es/portal /f?2p=10901:1.
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30% of CSOs have presence in such councils, while the rest do
not even try to obtain seats there?

Meanwhile, unconstrained by the system, unregistered CSOs
achieve some success in advocacy by means of regular street ac-
tions and hunger strikes. Activists of Mother-328 civil initiative
went on hunger strike in summer 2019, drawing attention to the
prosecution for illegal drug related crimes, which they consider
excessive in some cases. In 2019, the parliament amended sec-
tion 328 of the Criminal Code towards mitigation of the punish-
ment, and Alexander Lukashenko publicly promised presidential
clemency to convicts.

The advocacy campaign of the Brest environmental protests
was also successful. The [Power battery plant was not put into
operation in 2019, the mayor began to meet with groups of lo-
cal residents, and the president agreed that the protesters’ de-
mands were grounded.

Such successes inspire people to establish this kind of CSOs.
For instance, the Fair Verdict initiative was formed in 2019. Very
similar to Mothers-328, it united relatives of persons imprisoned
for economic crimes. The Youth Bloc that was formed of CSO
activists has been advocating matters related to education, mili-
tary service and mitigation of anti-drug legislation since the au-
tumn of 2019.

Financing: monetization, donations,
social business

Following the trend that has been observed since 2018, CSOs
continue to diversify sources of financing of their activities,

2 Smolianko, Olga; Chavusau, Yury. “CSO Meter. Assessing the civil society
environment in the Eastern Partnership countries.” Acam6aes HIA Beaapyci,
Sep. 2019, http://belngo.info/wp-content/uploads/2019/12 /CSO-Meter-
Belarus.pdf.
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including by building up the domestic financing capacity. It was
primarily about the provision of premises and organization of
events for other CSOs in 2018, whereas the year 2019 saw three
relatively new main fundraising areas, firstly, the monetization
of achievements and competencies of third sector CSOs. Some
activists reasoned in 2019 that not only donors, but also consu-
mers of certain services were willing to pay. The consultations
on obligatory job placements of university graduates, which
Christina Richter provided free of charge as part of the Bro-
therhood of Organizers of Student Self-Government (BOSS) and
Youth Labor Rights (YLAR), became a fee-based service of Digi-
tal Natives LLC (BYN 70 and over for one-time consultation and
BYN 420 for full follow-up support).®

BirdLife Belarus organized a paid lecture of a Georgian sci-
entist for a total of BYN 1,339 (107% of the required amount).*
The Center for Environmental Solutions also held a series of
paid lectures on environmental topics, and sold nearly 230 ti-
ckets, BYN 10-15 each.

Secondly, CSOs began to collect donations from individuals.
According to the survey “Public Organizations and Civil Ini-
tiatives: Engagement Capacity”, donations are one of the three
most popular forms of community engagement (39%).>

Launched by Ulej crowdfunding platform in March 2019,
MolaMola website became an important tool. Unlike crowdfun-
ding, MolaMola does not require remunerating donors or setting
deadlines or financial limits for projects, which enables CSOs to
raise funds quickly and without bureaucratic delays. MolaMola

3 Raspred.by — Pacnipenenenue B Benapycu, https: //raspred.by/.

4“8 motara ¥ MiHCKy BBICTYHillb JiereHAapHBb! 3aoJar SIcoH banpbiasa, ski
NpaXkely 2 rajipl § 3rpai Baykoy.” Axoea hmywak Baypkajurusinot, 11 Jan. 2019,
https: //ptushki.org/news/655995.html.

5 «O6mecTBeHHbIE OPraHM3alUY ¥ MHULMATUBBI TPAKIAH: MOTEHIMAs y4Ya-
crusi.» Oguc eeponelickoll akcnepmussl U KommyHuxayuil, 29 Nov. 2019,
https: //old.oeec.by/oeec-bipi-research-2019/.

120 BELARUSIAN YEARBOOK 2020



hosts over 1,500 companies (not only CSOs) that have collec-
ted more than BYN 1.25 million.®* MolaMola won the Civil Society
Champion Prize in 2019 in the Talaka of the Year nomination.

Petitions.by is another positive example. It not only accepts
donations through its website, but also regularly publishes de-
tailed statistics of its expenses in the form of bank statements
and interactive infographics.’

Thirdly, CSO activists are trying to launch social business
projects that would help other CSOs and themselves perform
functions typical of CSOs. Inspired by the Ukrainian Urban
Space project, a group of activists founded the Dbaju city pro-
ject, a social restaurant and event venue. Revenues will go to
non-profit city projects and initiatives. The founders of the pro-
ject (350 people who will invest USD 1,000 each) will decide on
support addressees.®

The example of Prague inspired Olga Gorbunova, former
head of Radislava NGO, to open the NORM café-club, which will
create jobs for women, victims of domestic violence, and 50% of
the profits will be donated to shelters for such women and their
children.®

Regretfully, Belarus financial legislation remains adverse to-
wards CSOs, limiting access to funding.!°

6 «O nac.» MolaMola, 2019, https: //molamola.by/pages/about.

7 «Ypo6Hbli ropog. CTaTuCTHKA TOXKEePTBOBAaHUMN.» Petitions.by, 2019, https: //
petitions.by/donations/stats.

8 «“Tpl MpOCTO €b — U yXKe JieJlaellb Topoy, aydie”. MUHYaHe OTKPhIBAIOT

pecTopaH, NpHU6bUIb KOTOPOTO MOTPATAT HA GJIATOYCTPOMCTBO Tropoja.»

CityDog, 17 Dec. 2019, https: //citydog.by/post/dbyou/.

«B MuHCcke oTKpoercs kiy6-kade — Tam OymyT paboTaTh >KEHIUHBI, MO-

cTpapasive oT Hacunus.» Tut.by, 03 Jan. 2020, https: //afisha.tut.by/news/

places/667336.html.

10 See Smolianko, Olga; Chavusau, Yury. “CSO Meter. Assessing the civil society
environment in the Eastern Partnership countries.” Acam6aes HIA Beaapyci,
Sep. 2019, http://belngo.info/wp-content/uploads/2019/12 /CSO-Meter-
Belarus.pdf.
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From “gay lobbying” accusations to the trial for
homophobic extremism

In 2019, the polarization of society with respect to violation of
gender and LGBT rights led to the strengthening of engaged
CSOs and pushed this point up on the socio-political agenda.
This concerns both liberal and illiberal CSOs and activists.

Thanks to the media attention and appeals at international
venues, the ‘March, Baby’ advocacy campaign achieved a mee-
ting with the foreign minister and support from one of the new
MPs for the law against domestic violence. Co-founder of the
campaign Svetlana Gatalskaya shared the Civil Society Cham-
pion Prize in the Public Leader of the Year nomination in 2019.

LGBT organizations effectively cooperate with each other,
including on a joint action strategy, which reinforces horizontal
ties and facilitates new regional LGBT initiatives. The New Re-
gions initiative (Mogilev) won a RADA award in the Youth Initia-
tive for Local Community Development nomination.

Our Home CSO launched the Tg House campaign to combat
stigmatization and discrimination of transgender people in Be-
larus.

The trial of Vecherny Mogilev newspaper, the most homopho-
bic periodical in Belarus, which was accused of extremism, was
quite characteristic in this regard. Although a guilty verdict was
not reached, the expert examination of the extremist nature of
the newspaper’s articles and the very fact of Belarus’ first trial of
the kind is very inspiring for the LGBT community."

The trial also encouraged activists that uphold opposite
views. During the trial, Vecherny Mogilev was actively suppor-
ted by non-liberal Open Hearts NGO, opponents of the LGBT

1 «Jleno npotus “BeuepHero Morusnésa” 3akpeito. Cyf TPU3HAJL, YTO CIIOPHBIE
MaTepuassl ra3eTsl — He dKcTpemMuam.» Tut.by, 18 Dec. 2019, https://news.
tut.by/society/665732.html.
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community, abortions and in vitro fertilization (primarily Chris-
tian communities). Similar public statements were made by head
of the Roman Catholic Church in Belarus Metropolitan Tadeusz
Kondrusiewicz.

During the parliamentary campaign, Belarusian politicians
either refrained from talking about LGBT issues, or stated their
negative attitude. When in conflict with the PEN Center in
autumn 2019, Pavel Severinets accused the organization of “gay
lobbying.” the only openly pro-Russian parliamentary candidate
Elvira Mirsalimova got in the spotlight after she vented her fury
on gay people on Odnoklassniki. She was supported by many.
Alarge number of commentators welcomed her pronounced ho-
mophobic position.

Conclusion

Since official communication channels are unavailable, Belaru-
sian CSOs are looking for alternative ways to convey their agen-
da to the authorities, achieving local successes (Mothers-328,
Brest activists), which inspire the others to step up advocacy ef-
forts (Youth Bloc, Fair Verdict). This trend is likely to continue in
2020, but attempts to politicize such efforts will be suppressed
by the government.

Belarusian CSOs face numerous difficulties when trying to
obtain international assistance. Therefore, they have to find al-
ternative sources to finance their activities, including through
monetization, donations and social businesses. Since legisla-
tion in this area will hardly be liberalized, and funding is always
needed, CSOs will continue developing these and new tools in
2020. Information technologies will facilitate this process, while
the economic stagnation in Belarus will impede it.

CSOs of both supporters and opponents of the LGBT and
gender agenda were actively expanding in 2019. The Vecherny
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Mogilev trial showed that despite the president’s homophobic
rhetoric, the state is not willing either to share the position of
radical opponents of the LGBT community, or condemn them
for hatred in the media. Such CSOs will try to enlist and expand
public support in 2020 and achieve real or symbolic support of
the state, which will inevitably lead to conflicts between the or-
ganizations.
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DEMOCRATIC ORGANIZATIONS:
CAPACITY BUILDING

Valeria Kostyugova

Summary

Political parties pinned certain hopes on 2019, but most of them did
not come true. The ruling elite did not dare to increase the role of par-
ties in the national political system, and only insignificantly expanded
the presence of pro-presidential parties in the parliament. Democratic
parties and organizations were cut off from decision making, although
they managed to involve new groups in politics and persistently and
consistently defend interests of disadvantaged social groups and their
associations.

Increased civil society’s support for most political organizations nei-
ther made them stronger structurally, nor elevated their political sta-
tus. In fact, their lobbying successes and evasion of repression paved
the way for other actors.

Trends:

* Tightening of discriminatory conditions for the functioning of po-
litical parties;

* Increased public support and politicization of a large number of
community activists; advocacy successes;

* Evolution of inter-party communication patterns;

* High reputational costs of the attempts to form coalitions.

2019 was the final year of the preparatory phase of the mobili-
zation of supporters as part of parties’ strategies that they have
been following since 2016. All areas of activity of political orga-
nizations last year turned to be in demand in the future and, to
a large extent, paved the way for the events of 2020.

The promotion of “candidates of protest” under the leadership
of Nikolai Statkevich and his alliance with Sergei Tikhanovsky
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created prerequisites for the 2020 “revolution of signatures”.
Tell the Truth campaign, the center-rightists (United Civil Par-
ty), For Freedom movement and the organizing committee of
the Belarusian Christian Democracy party) lobbied interests of
discriminated social groups and mildly involved new groups in
politics, which helped allay fear in society and increase its poli-
ticization. The United Civil Party (UCP) and Belarusian Christian
Democracy (BCD) collaborated with bloggers during and after
the parliamentary elections, which strengthened their commu-
nication and contributed to solidarity against repression.

Advocacy

The year 2019 saw political organizations’ successes in advocacy
of interests of discriminated social groups and involving them in
politics. Most parties and political civic organizations continued
pursuing the agenda they formulated back in 2017

Tell the Truth traditionally focuses on lobbying interests of
local communities in the provision of urban amenities, develop-
ment of infrastructure and expansion of access to healthcare
and education. Efforts are made by dozens of petition cam-
paigns, including the largest pobory.by? (“for education without
extortions”), meetings with local authorities are being held, and
tangible local successes are being achieved. The organization
held a series of Development Forums and handed proposals to
government agencies.®

! Kyxse#, 3pMilep. “3MeHa MaBecTKi anasilbIiiHBIX MapThIA: MipHBI TPAH3IT
ynagsl 3amecT «[Inomysi».” Hawe umnenue, 05 Sep. 2019, https: //nmnby.eu/
news/analytics/6927.html.

2 Tlobopwl 6 demckux cadax u wroaax, https: //pobory.by/.

3 «llpumo BpeMs He >K[aTh, a CaMUM J€HCTBOBaTh.» [o08opu mpasoy,
01 Dec. 2019, https://zapraudu.info/prishlo-vremya-ne-zhdat-a-samim-
dejstvovat/.
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The center-right coalition (UCP, For Freedom and BCD or-
ganizing committee) and MP Anna Kanopatskaya continued
lobbying legislative amendments and support for socially dis-
advantaged groups, such as Mothers-328. The center-rightists
also joined the lobbying of interests of local communities, and
achieved some success in this field. For example, the Minsk
authorities dropped the idea to erect new buildings in an over-
built district and provided extra ambulance vehicles to a Pinsk
outpatient clinic.

Alongside the center-rightists and Tell the Truth campaign,
the Brest regional branch of the Belarusian Social Democratic
Party is worth mentioning for its effective advocacy at the local
level.

Political organizations contributed to nationwide media ad-
vocacy campaigns. Joint efforts of civil society and politicians
produced a considerable, albeit still limited, cumulative effect.
The law on military service deferments was not abolished, but
did not take effect as previously scheduled and military service
was included in the years of pensionable service.*

Experience gained by activists during petition pressure
campaigns is important to meet the requirements of the law on
elections, which sets a high threshold for nomination of presi-
dential candidates. Protection of interests of social groups and
participation in the 2019 parliamentary elections (which was
more like an advocacy stage, rather than means of obtaining
seats in the parliament) were the main tools that organizations
used to expand their political presence, as they have virtually no
other legal opportunities to act.

The authorities tightened the procedure for holding mass
events by increasing fees of the police and paramedics who must

4 «CnyxGy B apMuu GyIyT BKJIIOYATh B CTPAXOBOI CTaX, a JEKPETHBII OTITYCK
u yué6y B Byse — mo-mpexkHemy HeT.» Tut.by, 19 Oct. 2019, https: //finance.
tut.by/news657992.html.
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be present there to the size that few can afford, which made it
almost impossible for political organizations to operate in this
format. The results of the local (2018) and parliamentary (2019)
elections made it clear that the government is not going to re-
cognize any independent political forces.

Parliamentary campaign

Although the government manifested its iron determination
to clear the political field of political organizations, the latter
used the election campaigns to enlist extra support.® This gave
observers the hope that democratic organizations will no lon-
ger possess the exclusivity of admission and excessively high
requirements to ideological affinity and moral purity of their
members, as new organizations applied a more inclusive ap-
proach: the pursuance of common goals is sufficient for coope-
ration. Unfortunately, some old-timers in the democratic oppo-
sition reject this approach and their political leaders resort to
defamation in their struggle against emerging competitors.

During the parliamentary elections, the center-rightists
and Tell the Truth entered into an alliance with local commu-
nities’ nominees to protect the rights of local residents (Olga
Belyavtsova, Pavel Stanevsky), environmental groups (Tatiana
Sivachenko, Andrei Bodilev), Mothers-328 (Tatiana Kanevskaya,
Natalia Sharipo), bloggers (Nikolai Maslovsky, Olga Pauk), lea-
ders of protests in Brest against the construction of the battery
plant (Roman Kislyak, Sergei Petrukhin), educational reform ac-
tivists (Sergei Olshevsky, Nadezhda Gatsak), etc.

Sergei Cherechen’s Belarusian Social Democratic Party
joined efforts with the Youth Bloc, promoting seven candidates

5 Kyxuneit, 3pminep. “Tlanitapranisanpli mparmarbi3yiolb NaAbIXOAsl § Iparbl
3 HOBBIMI camnpisuIbHBIMI Tpymami” Hawe muenue, 05 Sept. 2019, https://
nmnby.eu/news/analytics/6927.html.
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with an agenda and political PR methods that were completely
new for the traditional opposition.

Nikolai Statkevich chose special tactics, nominating protest
candidates to step up community outreach and prepare them
for running for president. Thanks to the wide engagement of
his supporters, N. Statkevich managed to campaign for protest
across the company.

A number of political organizations used the parliamentary
elections to promote their agenda and recognizability. European
Belarus was among them. It arranged a large number of pickets
to collect signatures for the nomination of candidates.

Pro-presidential political organizations were not as publicly
active as during the previous parliamentary elections, but no-
tably increased the number of activists involved.®

The all-time high number of democratic nominees for par-
liament’ contributed to the politicization of society. In response,
the authorities denied their registration, tightened conditions
for campaigning, did not admit observers, and arrested activists.

Political bloggers quickly became enormously popular. The
Country For Life blog doubled the number of its subscribers
during the parliamentary elections, including by posting inter-
views with independent candidates. The audience of other po-
litical blogs also increased considerably, even without NEXTA.

For the first time, bloggers proved to be a real political force
when they nominated their own candidates — Nikolai Maslovsky,
Alexander Kabanov, Roman Kislyak, Yuri Gantsevich and
others — supporting each other and reaching agreements with
experienced political organizations and their leaders. The UCP

5 Bypos, Hukonaii. «“TlapTuiiHble” UTOTH MapjlaMeHTCKUX BbI6OpOB B Benapy-
CH — HayaJIo HOBOTO TPEHJA MM MyThb B HUKYAa?» Hawe unenue, 15 Nov.
2019, https: //nmnby.eu/news/analytics/6981.html.

7 «KoHKypeHLMsl Ha MapJaMEeHTCKUX BbIOOpAxX 3HAYUTEILHO BBIPOCTIA.»
Belarus in Focus, 13 Oct. 2019, https: //belarusinfocus.info/by/vybarchaya-
kampaniya/konkurenciya-na-parlamentskih-vyborah-znachitelno-vyrosla.
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gave them an opportunity to stand for election without collec-
ting signatures for their nomination.

Leaders of political organizations, such as Nikolai Statkevich,
Anatoly Lebedko and the UCP (including UCP-TV), Vitaly Ry-
mashevsky, Andrei Dmitriev, Anna Kanyus and Ivan Maslovsky
(Brest), Olga Belyavtsova, Tatiana Lasitsa, and Nikolai Lysenkov,
took advantage of the growing interest in politics and elections
by developing their own means of communication-blogs and so-
cial media accounts.

Joint pickets of candidates are worth noting. One of them
took place on the Liberty Square of Minsk.® Seven democratic
and six pro-presidential candidates arranged their pickets there
at once. Sergei Tikhanovsky and Nikolai Maslovsky provided
a live coverage. Another picket was held in Gomel.

In order to quench the high politicization of society at the
final stages of the election campaign, the authorities induced
a 37.6% turnout at the early voting stage and 30% in door-to-
door polls in some constituencies, kicked out observers from
polling stations, detained activists and then candidates at the
final stages.9 The campaign finale with numerous detentions,
a completely sterile parliament and fishy turnout and voting
statistics were severely criticized by international partners of
Belarus (except Russia, the CIS and China).

As a result, the government had to abandon plans to revi-
talize international activities of the parliament and reorient
the 7th House of Representatives back to inter-parliamentary

8 «AruTauus: NoaUTHAYECKas LeH3ypa OCTa€Tcsl >KECTKOH, YMCIIO JEMKaH-
IMJATOB COKpalaeTcsi, aKTUBHOCThL u30upaTesiell OCTaéTcsd HU3KOML»
Belarus in Focus, 10 Nov. 2019, https: //belarusinfocus.info/by/vybarchaya-
kampaniya/agitaciya-politicheskaya-cenzura-ostaetsya-zhestkoy-chislo-
demkandidatov.

®  «IlapslaMeHTCKHe BbIGODBI: OTKAT 10 BCEM HarpapjieHusiM.» Belarus in Focus,
17 Nov. 2019, https: //belarusinfocus.info/by/vybarchaya-kampaniya/parla-
mentskie-vybory-otkat-po-vsem-napravleniyam.
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cooperation with the CIS members, having no opportunity to
engage competences of the appointed MPs with a diplomatic
background.”® Nevertheless, the government was satisfied with
the elections, since it continues to be backed by loyal bureau-
crats and associated businesses, while unreliable elements are
kept out.

Although democrats were not admitted to the parliament,
the campaign was quite successful for the democratic commu-
nity as well, as the ‘candidates of protest’ got prepared for the
2020 presidential campaign, politicization of society increased,
and so did its awareness of technologies applied by the powers
that be to rig elections. The democrats gained some experience
in collecting signatures, pre-election campaigning, intercom-
munication and surviving a crackdown. Political leaders who
participated in the parliamentary campaign considered it a de-
feat, though, and, therefore, the events of 2020 came as a total
surprise to them.

Street actions and internal development

As the costs of the conventional forms of political actions were
raised to barely affordable levels, democratic organizations had
to switch from mass actions to petitioning and pressure through
public assemblies. Nevertheless, the year saw several relative-
ly large actions, including a joint rally of political organizations
and bloggers in Grodno, the rally of the center-rightists in Minsk
timed to the 101st anniversary of the Belarusian People’s Repub-
lic, the reburial of the remains of Konstanty Kalinowski in Vilni-
us with the massive and visually expressive participation of Be-
larusians, and actions of protest against integration with Russia.

10 Cm. Kazakesiy, Anzpaii. “TlapsaMeHT: BbIpOIIYBAaHHE HOBAara mnajiThlyHara
nosist” B HACTOSIIEM COOPHUKE.
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The latter took place during Lukashenko’s talks with the
Kremlin on integration roadmaps. It was organized by civil soci-
ety activists, in particular Fresh Wind movement, which called
on making live chains along city streets. Members of political
organizations joined the initiative, and then their leaders orga-
nized several protests, which ended with detentions.

Street actions and the election campaign revealed internal
problems in democratic organizations and the predominance of
competition over solidarity in their interaction with each other.
Attempts to coordinate activities constantly lead to conflicts
between leaders of democratic organizations and large losses
of time when it comes to making decisions. Mutual jealousy and
accusations of failure damage the reputation of political leaders,
whereas independent political engagement in one chosen direc-
tion increases the chance for success of democratic organiza-
tions.

Conclusion

In 2019, political organizations had to compete with the autho-
rities, civil society organizations and with each other. It was
a defeat in all three segments. The authorities narrowed oppor-
tunities for public actions by setting prohibitive security and
ambulance costs, and making the campaigning and vote count
monitoring as hard as possible.

Although political parties have to fight an uphill battle all the
time, they remained under the illusion that the regime needs
them. They saw the main threat to their campaigns in the ad-
mittance of opposition candidates to the House of Representa-
tives.

Civil society organizations scarified parties for the partici-
pation in the elections instead of boycotting them, as well as for
the failure to obtain at least a few seats in the parliament. In fact,
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if political organizations refused to run, they would become vir-
tually equal to civil society organizations both in their power-
lessness and alienation from the political system. The former
thus lose to the latter in terms of funding and advocacy capacity.

Political leaders undermined themselves by throwing mutu-
al accusations and attempting to build alliances and coalitions,
which only poured oil on flames and damaged their reputations
even more.

Significant changes in community outreach techniques, in-
creased support from society and palpable successes in advoca-
cy neither made the parties stronger, nor elevated their political
status.

SOCIETY 133



MASS MEDIA: SEEMING CALMNESS
AMID ACCUMULATING THREATS

Elena Artiomenko

Summary

The 2nd European Games, parliamentary elections, disputes with
Russia over oil and gas supplies and integration roadmaps were the
major news topics for the mass media of Belarus in 2019. Media ma-
nagers were expected to cope with somewhat opposite tasks. On the
one hand, they were to help ‘save face’ and build an image of Belarus as
an open and free country primarily for Western observers and guests.
The authorities even reduced pressure on independent media to this
end. On the other hand, media were tasked to ensure and strengthen
their influence on information consumers, among other things under
increasing external media pressure from the East.

Trends:

* Alleviated government pressure on independent media outlets;

* Patchy and inadequate measures to strengthen information security;
* Domination of the Internet over television in terms of the share of
the advertising market;

* Deficient research of both traditional and online media audience and
shallow analysis of the findings.

Media in the context of major nationwide events

The government used the 2nd European Games held on June 21-
30, 2019 in Minsk and the parliamentary elections of November
17 to present Belarus well as an open and free country, although
the domestic political traditions did not change, and neither did
the tools used to ensure the desired outcome of the elections.
A simple and painless way — easing pressure on independent
media-was chosen.
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The trial of Tut.by Editor-in-Chief Marina Zolotova in the so-
called “BelTA case™ on March 4, 2019 was a high-profile event.
M. Zolotova was found guilty of negligence in office, and, ac-
cording to experts, was punished rather mildly. She was fined
BYN 7,650 (around USD 3,800).

Experts of the Belarusian Association of Journalists (BAJ)
wrote in the Media in Belarus monitoring report that not a sing-
le independent journalist, who cooperated with foreign media,
was officially fined during the 2nd European Games in Minsk
from late May to late July 2019, although fines have been widely
used in Belarus as a tool of pressure (38 cases January through
May 2019)>.

Independent collaborators with foreign media continued to
be fined after the end of the European Games. Nevertheless, the
2019 parliamentary elections were generally incident-free, and
repressions against independent media did not grow severe.
However, independent media showed little interest in the elec-
tion campaign since opposition politicians were basically inac-
tive.

Information security enhancement measures

The task to demonstrate relative freedom and openness of Be-
larus was fulfilled quite successfully, but the Belarusian authori-
ties have not succeeded as much when addressing the second
strategic task to ensure information security in the face of rising
challenges, first of all the past parliamentary campaign and

! «“eno benTA”. [lasxke rof, CIyCTs IJIaBHbIE BOIIPOCHI OCTAIOTCS 6€3 OTBETa.»
Naviny.by. 10 Aug. 2019, https://naviny.by/article /20190810 /1565409965~
delo-belta-dazhe-god-spustya-glavnye-voprosy-ostayutsya-bez-otveta.

2 «DnextponHsi GlonnereHs “CMU B Benapycu”. SlHBapb-uioHs, 2019.» Be-
aopycckas accoyuayus acyprarucmos. 10 Oct. 2019, https://baj.by/ru/
analytics/elektronnyy-byulleten-smi-v-belarusi-yanvar-iyun-2019.
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the future presidential election in 2020, as well as the difficult
negotiations with Russia on compensation for damages caused
by the supply of contaminated Russian oil through the Druzhba
pipeline in April 2019 and the tax maneuver in the Russian oil in-
dustry. The work on roadmaps for integration with Russia added
fuel to the fire as well.

The government has been thinking hard about enhancing
information security for a few years now. Spending on state
media was significantly increased in 2019. Earlier, efforts were
made to take the Internet under state control.

In August, when appointing Andrei Kuntsevich deputy presi-
dential chief of staff in charge of ideology and media, Alexander
Lukashenko pointed at the key media policy issues: the youth
and Internet audience outreach.® The young official with a jour-
nalistic background was appointed particularly to deal with
these issues.

Diagram 1. Dynamics of public spending on media support, 2017-2020, USD
million
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3 «“BpemeHu Ha packauky HeT  — JIyKalleHKO aKTyaJau3upoBaj 3aJauu Jjis
npeosoruy, BKmodas chepy nHtepHerta.» benTA, 09 Aug. 2019, https:/
www.belta.by/president/view/vremeni-na-raskachku-net-lukashenko-
aktualiziroval-zadachi-dlja-ideologii-vkljuchaja-sferu-interneta-358791-
2019/?utm_source=belta&utm_medium=news&utm_campaign=accent.
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According to the Belarusian Association of Journalists, pub-
lic spending on media support increased in 2019 by 30% in U.S.
dollar terms.4 The amount of state support will not change in
2020, standing at USD 73.145 million (USD 72.232 million in 2019)
(Diagram 1).

The monitoring® report “Pro-Russian Propaganda and Co-
verage of ‘Profound Integration’ on Belarusian Television” by
the BAJ generally indicates the effectiveness of extra spending
meant to increase the share of national content on Belarusian
television (Diagram 2).

Diagram 2. Share of Russian content on Belarusian television channels, %
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Source: Belarusian Association of Journalists.

Compared with 2018, the share of Russian content slightly
decreased on Belarus-1 channel (from 38.18% to 37.25%), ONT

«ITpopoccuiickasi Tponarasjia U OcBelleHue “yriy6jeHHOW MHTerpauun’
Ha GeJIOPYyCCKOM TeJIeBUEHUU.» Besopycckasi acconyanys XypHalIUCTOB.
23Jan. 2020, https: //baj.by/ru/analytics /monitoring-bazh-prorossiyskaya-
propaganda-i-osveshchenie-uglublennoy-integracii-na.

5 Conducted from October 21 to November 17, 2019.
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(from 64.61% to 63.7%), STV (from 42.0% to 39.0%), decreased
more on NTV-Belarus (from 82.3% to 74.2%) and Belarus-3 (from
35.42% to 29.5%), and increased on RTR-Belarus (from 69.94%
to 73.0%) and grew significantly on Belarus-2 entertainment
channel (from 13.77% to 36.0%). Small changes in the share of
Russian content on the top television channels indicate (at least
in quantitative terms) that increased public spending was inef-
fective. It may have some larger effect in the future, though, and
the situation will probably change in 2020-2021.

At the same time, information pressure on the country is in-
tensifying and taking new forms. According to a study by the
EAST Center, until 2018, Russian Regnum and EADaily platforms
were used as the main tools of anti-Belarussian propaganda.
“Published materials questioned the sovereignty and indepen-
dence of Belarus and its territorial integrity, contained insulting
remarks regarding the Belarusian nation, language and culture.”
A whole network of Belarusian regional Internet sites was crea-
ted in 2018-2019. They regularly posted misinforming and pro-
paganda materials in hateful language against different groups
of the population of Belarus. Teleskop-by.org, Sozh.info, Vitbich.
org, Berestje-News.org, GrodnoDaily.net, Mogilew.by, Podnep-
rovie-Info.com, Dranik.org were among them.®

These websites reach an insignificant segment of the Belar-
usian audience, but their very presence can contribute to de-
stabilizing the situation. Belarus’ information policy does not
provide an alternative.

6  Enucees, AHzapeil. «KapmuHanbHble IlepeMeHbl B aHTHGEIOPYCCKOM
InesnHbopMauuy M TpornaraHje: AHalM3 KOJINYECTBEHHBIX M KayeCTBEH-
HbIXx u3MeHeHunit.» EAST Center, http://east-center.org/wp-content/
uploads/2019/04/Belarus-Disinformation-Propaganda-2019-RU.pdf.
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Alternative sources of media financing
and advertising market

Processes in the advertising market can hardly help strengthen
the national media space, although the market grew by 10% in
2019 (Diagram 3). This growth only occurred thanks to online
advertising, the share of which exceeded the share of adverti-
sing on TV for the first time in the history of the Belarusian ad-
vertising market.

Diagram 3. Belarus’ advertising market dynamics in 2011-2020, USD million
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Source: WebExpert

In 2018, the share of TV advertising made up 42.0% against
34.1% of online advertising. In 2019, this ratio was 35.9%
against 39.3%, respectively (Diagram 4). Online media adver-
tising thus yields the palm to contextual advertising (37.0%
against 63.0%). Targeted advertising in social media is the
most common tool. Therefore, growth of the advertising mar-
ket does not automatically determine growth of investment in
the media.

SOCIETY 139



Diagram 4. Distribution of advertising budgets per medium in 2011-2020, %

100 -
90
80 -
70 -
60 -
50 -

40 -
30
20
10
0 -

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 f
mTv B Press B Outdoor advertising ~ ® Radio M Internet

Source: WebExpert

Beside next-to-zero growth of investments in media from TV
advertising, infrastructural peculiarities produce a negative ef-
fect on the TV advertising market. Back in 2011, state-owned
television channels reported that Growth from Knowledge (GfK,
Russia) won the tender for media research in Belarus, but the
project was never launched.

Real Measurement LLC took over media research from GEVS
in 2018. Data was processed and disseminated by AMG-Con-
sult LLC. In September 2019, the Belarusian State TV and Radio
Company, Second National Television Channel CJSC, Stolichnoe
Television CJSC, and the Office of Mir TV and Radio Company
set up the Television Advertising Alliance sales house on a parity
basis and terminated the contract with AMG Consult.

Negotiations with the state sales house on data acquisition
took longer than expected. Real Measurement entered into
a single source data supply contract with the sales house of Al-
cazar Media Service private TV channels and had to reduce the
sample size and the number of measured channels (ONT, Rus-
sia-Belarus, STV and Mir were excluded). The state media are
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voicing plans to create a state-owned media meter company by
the end of 2020

This means gradual nationalization of infrastructure for the
sale of television advertising in conditions of poor transparency
and awareness of market players, which undermines the effec-
tiveness of the system.

In the meantime, changes are also taking place in infrastruc-
ture for media research on the Internet. The analysis of the Be-
larusian Internet audience had been based on data provided by
Gemius SA since 2009. Gemius then announced a rise in its fees,
so its Belarusian partner #DB3 stopped buying GemiusAudience
audience research data, GemiusDirectEffect advertising cam-
paigns audits and gemiusAdHoc quantitative research reports.®
Apparently, Belarusian media will experience a shortage of re-
search data on both traditional and online media.

Conclusion

The year 2019 was relatively calm for the media in Belarus. No
significant changes were observed. However, internal and ex-
ternal threats to stability and security of the national informa-
tion space were increasingly accumulating.

An internal media stability decline took place due to the
impaired efficiency of the increasing government funding of

7«06 MHPOPMALMOHHOM CyBEpEHHUTETe, BbI30BAaX M YECTHOM pasroBope
¢ moapMu — JIyKaimeHKo BeicKazascs o pabote rocCMU.» BeaTA, 11 Feb. 2020,
https: //www.belta.by/special /president /view/lukashenko-vstretilsja-s-
rukovodstvom-krupnejshih-gosudarstvennyh-smi-379176-2020/.

8 «/HuLMaTOp MCCJENOBaHUI WHTEpHET-ayJuTOpuu B bBenapycu paccka-
3aJ1, IOYEMY MPEKPATUJI COTPYJHUYIECTBO C TOJIbCKOM KoMmaHuen Gemius
S.A» Marketing.by, 13 Jan. 2020, https://marketing.by/mnenie/initsiator-
issledovaniy-internet-auditorii-v-belarusi-rasskazal-pochemu-prekratil -
sotrudnichestvo-s-/.
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state-owned media and the condition of advertising market in-
frastructure.

External potential threats encompass Russia’s continuing
pressure on the national information space and the diversifica-
tion of sources of this pressure. Since the Belarusian leadership
is well aware of the information security problem, 2020 is likely
to see targeted measures aimed at the nationalization of adver-
tising infrastructure and the launch of a new news channel. This
plan was voiced at the presidential meeting with heads of the
leading media outlets on February 11, 2020.

However, the ongoing slowdown in economic growth and
disturbance on the advertising market will lead to a shortage
of investment in media. As a result, significant strengthening of
the national media sector is highly unlikely.
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SCHOOLS AND UNIVERSITIES:
EDUCATION POLICY DEFORMATIONS

Vladimir Dounaev

Summary

A fundamental defect of state education policy — the increasing social
inequality in terms of access to quality education and, consequently, poor
career perspectives — clearly manifested itself in 2019. The leadership of
the ‘social welfare state’, including the Ministry of Education, chose to
ignore this challenge.

The Ministry of Education defiantly excludes the social dimension from
its strategies. At the same time, abandoning the inclusion policy, the mi-
nistry does not make decisive efforts to ensure high quality of secondary
and tertiary education. Instead, it manipulates with the quality control
tools, engages in political illusionism and pushes other stakeholders out
of formal education.

In 2019, the Ministry of Education neutralized the attempts of the IT sec-
tor to steamroll vocational education reform and implemented a conser-
vative strategy to minimize obligations to foreign donors.

Trends:

* Removal of social obligations from the policy documents of the Ministry
of Education and from real educational policies;

* Increased social and cultural differentiation in terms of access to qua-
lity education;

* Suspicious attitude of those in charge of education to alternative strate-
gies aimed at enhancing the quality of secondary and tertiary education;
 Unsuccessful attempts of international organizations and Belarus’ ad-
vanced businesses to advocate education reform.

PISA shock that went unnoticed

In 2018, for the first time, Belarus took part in the international
Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) conducted
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by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment. According to PISA, the national secondary education sys-
tem can be assessed based on the tested ability of 15-year-olds
to apply the acquired knowledge.

Participation in PISA was part of the World Bank’s Secon-
dary Education Modernization Project in Belarus. Tests were
taken by 5,803 tenth graders of 236 educational institutions
(176 schools, 27 gymnasiums, 6 lyceums, 13 colleges and 14 vo-
cational schools). Contrary to expectation, the results of PISA
testing published in December 2019' were not that shocking, and
Education Ministry functionaries said they were quite satisfied
with them. Belarus was rated 36th out of 79 countries that par-
ticipated in PISA-2018, which can be regarded as a satisfactory
result, but only at first glance.

The picture of this country’s average does not show the
huge gap between education provided by elite and rural schools:
a 106-point difference in reading literacy, 112 points in mathe-
matical literacy and 113 in scientific literacy. Considering that
40 points is equivalent to 1 year of study, this gap means that
rural schoolchildren are almost 3 years behind lyceum students.

A no less striking difference of 102 points can be seen bet-
ween the results shown by schoolchildren from wealthy families
and students from families with low socio-economic status. If
there was a question about tutors on the questionnaire, per-
haps, the success of the children from wealthy families could be
attributed to the extra tuition, rather than the effectiveness of
education at lyceums or gymnasiums.

Belarus is not the only country with striking inequality in
terms of access to quality education. In most cases, this is a rea-
son for alarm and significant education policy adjustments.
Commenting on the PISA results in Belarus, World Bank expert

! “PISA 2018 Results (Volume II): Where All Students Can Succeed”
OECDilLibrary, Dec. 2019, https: //doi.org/10.1787/b5{d1b8f-en.
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Tigran Shmis tactfully remarked that the policy of coaching the
top leaves those at the bottom forgotten, which means that edu-
cation ceases to be a social lift that a social welfare state is sup-
posed to provide. Well-balanced education policy and particu-
lar attention to those having lower grades gives better results
and ensures prosperity, Shmis said.? However, this opportunity
gap neither surprised nor alarmed the Education Ministry. “In
my opinion, we have normal conditions for everyone,” said Di-
rector of the Republican Institute for Knowledge Control Yuri
Miksyuk.?

This understanding of what seems to be normal is clearly
seen in the Education Ministry’s policy guidelines. The docu-
ment ‘Conceptual Approaches to Development of the Education
System of the Republic of Belarus for the Period to 2020 and
the Outlook for the Period to 2030’ approved by the minister in
2017* does not set the task to ensure equal access to secondary
or higher education for vulnerable groups of the population. The
authors understand inclusive education as physical accessibility
of school buildings for people with disabilities, and the authori-
ties ignored all other social groups that need preferential sup-
port.

A similar approach is seen in the World Bank’s Belarus Higher
Education Modernization Project® and in the Strategy for the

2 «Pa3psIB MEX]y TMMHA3USIMU U IIKOJIAMU — CTO 6ajioB. [ToueMy OT/IM4aoT-
Csl pe3yJIbTaThl TECTOB U YTO C 3TUM Jenath.» Tut.by, 12 Jan. 2020, https://
news.tut.by/society/668467.html.

3 Ibid

*  «KoHuenTtyaspHble MOAXOIbl K Pa3BUTUIO CUCTeMbl 06pa3oBaHus Pecry-

6auku Benmapych no 2020 roga u Ha nepcrektusy go 2030 roga.» Munu-

cmepemso o6pasosanus Pecnybauku Beaapycw, https://edu.gov.by/about-
ministry/zakonodatelnye-akty-v-sfere-obrazovaniya,/.

«MopepHu3auus BbiclIero obpasoBaHus Pecrny6iuku Benapych.» Munu-

cmepcemso o6pasosarus Pecnybauxu Beaapycs, https: //edu.gov.by/proekty/

proekt-modernizatsiya-vysshego-obrazovaniya,/.

=
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Development of State Youth Policy in the Republic of Belarus for
the Period to 2030.° None of them even mentions facilitated ac-
cess to quality education.

There was no need to wait for PISA results to see this prob-
lem. Social deformations are also vivid in the official statistics on
the availability of higher education, which declined from 85.6%
to 64.8% in 2011-2018. The share of graduates of rural schools
among university students was three times smaller than their
share among schoolchildren. And 90.6% of those who study in
the Belarusian language are rural schoolchildren, i. e. social dis-
crimination goes hand in hand with cultural discrimination.

Even in those rare cases when care for inclusiveness is pro-
claimed, the effect is the opposite: the proportion of people with
disabilities among university students is steadily decreasing.
Besides, gender balance is being failed to achieve in higher edu-
cation.

Quality vs availability: neither

The government has been accused for years of neglecting the
quality of education for the sake of its accessibility. The acces-
sibility as a fundamental principle of modern education is off
the agenda now. Efforts to improve the quality, however, turn
into political illusionism. Inflation of the results of centralized
testing continued in 2019. A new approach to scoring made it
possible to report the improved quality of secondary education.

But the declarative focus on the quality and modernization
of secondary and higher education, for which the government

6 «Crparerusi pasBUTHSI TOCYJAPCTBEHHOM MOJOAEXHON NMONUTUKUA B Pec-
ny6iuke benapyck go 2030 roga.» Munucmepcmeo obpasosarus Pecny6-
auxu Benapycy, https://edu.gov.by/proekty/proekt-strategii-razvitiya-go-
sudarstvennoy-molodezhnoy-politiki/.
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takes foreign grants and loans, in fact, appears to be a mirage.
Obligations taken under the Bologna process are not fulfilled
even in the most reduced variants. The Education Ministry’s ex-
tremely diluted work plan for 2019 was not even half executed.’

Education authorities’ delusion manifested itself in the
ban on cell phones in classrooms and regular coercion to vote
early during elections, which students do not resist anymore.
This universal conformism was slightly disturbed by the Youth
Bloc during the 2019 parliamentary elections, but the reaction
of both teachers and most students to the attempt of few bold
spirits to unveil the administrative coercion to vote early rather
indicates a mass adaptation to such manipulations and reluc-
tance to challenge official results.

Even when actions of the authorities affect the vital interests
of the people, as it happened when accreditation of five educa-
tional programs at the Minsk Innovation University was denied,
the timid attempt to protest (the student strike on November 11,
2019) died out shortly after the Prosecutor’s Office issued an of-
ficial warning. Society has got used to the arbitrary application
of quality control tools so much that few believed that nothing
but politics were behind the decision that put the university on
the verge of closure.

Neither the academic community, nor civil society is willing
to publicly protest against this quality control instrumentaliza-
tion. And this passiveness contrasts markedly with the reaction
to the closure of the European Humanities University in 2004,
which caused massive protests. And now, 15 years later, there
are just few unheard voices.

7 «OrT4éT 0 MOHUTOPUHIE BhINOJAHEHUS! CTpPaTerMyeckoro IjiaHa JedCTBUI
0 peann3allii OCHOBHBIX 3a/lay Pa3BUTHUSI CUCTEMbI 0OPa30BaHMs B COOT-
BETCTBUM C NPUHLMUIIAMU U MHCTPYMEHTaMU EBPONENCKOro nmpocTpaHcTsa
BbICLIEr0 06pasoBaHusl. Mitoru BeinosiHeHus miada 2019 ropa.» Obwecmeen-
Hulll Bononckutt komumem, 28 Jan. 2020, http://bolognaby.org/images/
uploads/2020,/01/Monitoring_str_plan_jan2020.pdf.
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Corporate university instead
of education reform

In 2019, the IT sector initiated a discussion of education reform
in Belarus. The outwardly restrained dialogue between High
Technology Park (HTP) residents and officials of the Ministry
of Education, including rectors of several universities, could not
but spill over reciprocal claims and grudges into the public do-
main.

HTP companies pointed at the inadequate skills of graduates
resulted from poor academic education as a reason for refusal
to hire. In turn, the minister and rectors said that potential em-
ployers did not generally apprehend the fundamental nature of
educational programs, and required just niche specialization.
In response to complaints about the quality of training, the mi-
nister spoke about the number of Belarusian universities and
24,000 students majoring in three dozen IT disciplines. In the
absence of ‘fresh blood’ in the faculties who have long been ob-
solete in terms of the modern labor market requirements, uni-
versity managers are inclined to blame the IT sector for poa-
ching young specialists.

This kind of dialogue has no future and hence there is no
hope for real higher education reform. Furthermore, according
to President Lukashenko, “We have never initiated education re-
forms and we never will.” “We must improve what we have today
and what we obtained yesterday,” he said.®

The attempts to push the system toward change come to
naught. Similarly, in 2009-2010, HTP residents tried to find
common language with the state regarding an improvement of

8 «Jlokiaz O MepCleKTUBaX PasBUTHUs HALMOHAIBHOM CHUCTEMBI 00pa3oBa-
Hus.» Oduyuanvrulllt unmepuem-nopman Ipesudenma Pecnybauxu Beaa-
pycob, 01 Feb. 2019 roga, http: //president.gov.by/ru/news_ru/view/doklad-
o-perspektivax-razvitija-natsionalnoj-sistemy-obrazovanija-20404 /.
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IT education in universities. Round-table conferences were held,
and a cooperation program was announced to combine efforts
of the business community and government agencies for trai-
ning personnel for IT companies.

With a view to comprehensively address IT education, the
Council of Ministers of Belarus appointed a standing inter-agen-
cy ad hoc group headed by the first deputy minister of education
(resolution of March 31, 2010), but the results were discouraging.

Similar attempts were made more than once later, but the
interests of employers and education officials continued to di-
verge. The IT industry did not trigger changes in the higher edu-
cation system.

The only thing the rectors and employers agreed on was that
the legislation in force did not contribute to modernization of
education. While the universities were determined to obedient-
ly wait for a new version of the Education Code, IT companies
tried to obtain at least partial legal immunity for the implemen-
tation of the local corporate university project.

On October 14, Alexander Lukashenko held a meeting, af-
ter which then-Deputy Prime Minister Alexander Turchin an-
nounced the establishment if an IT university before the be-
ginning of the new academic year.® The legal status of this
university is yet to be clarified, but it is already clear that it
will be uneasy for its founders (IT companies, Belarusian State
University and Belarusian State University of Informatics and
Radioelectronics) to align their interests. The administrations
of these universities do not conceal their negative attitude to
the new establishment, believing that they would provide bet-
ter education to the future IT personnel than a corporate uni-
versity.

9  «B bBesapycu npuHanu pemeHue o cosgaHuu IT-Bysa.» BeaTA, 14 Oct.
2019, https://www.belta.by/society/view/v-belarusi-prinjali-reshenie-o-
sozdanii-it-vuza-365641-2019/.
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The history of previous attempts to set up an advanced uni-
versity in Belarus gives reason to doubt that this can be done
now. For instance, there was a plan to open an international uni-
versity “like Cambridge or Harvard” in 2010. The prime minister
formed a task group to work on the project that, sabotaged by
the Ministry of Education, died quietly after a while. The new IT
university has enough opponents in the formal education sys-
tem, and the president’s support cannot guarantee success. The
failure to establish a Belarusian language university can be men-
tioned as an example.

Conclusion

The apparent and comprehensive deformation of state educa-
tion policy manifested itself in 2019 as vividly as never before.
The demonstrative neglect of the availability of quality educa-
tion cannot be disputed after the PISA results were published.

Social obligations of the state are no longer included in the
policy documents of the Ministry of Education, although the
leader of the pro-president Communist Party of Belarus has
been heading the ministry for three years now. On the other
hand, the populist rhetoric of the highest political leadership,
which, by law, is responsible for the content of state education
policy, does not whatsoever influence the antisocial strategy of
the Ministry of Education, which is strange.

The ministry, rectors and other education officials explain
themselves, saying that there is no progress in legislative re-
form; employers are reluctant to contribute to financing edu-
cation, etc. And yet they are suspicious when it comes to alter-
native strategies aimed at improving the quality of general and
professional training.

It is unclear whether the World Bank will be able to railroad
education reforms in Belarus in exchange for a quarter-billion
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loan. So far, the education system has managed to avoid pivotal
changes, minimizing obligations and delaying their fulfilment.
It is quite possible that the next stage of modernization of the
state education system will be futile. The IT sector’s attempt to
make a difference failed, and now, there is only hope for inter-
national stakeholders and efforts of the business community to
work out an informal alternative to vocational education.
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SCIENCE AND INNOVATION:
MODERNIZATION INSTEAD
OF INNOVATION?

Andrey Lavrukhin

Summary

The relative improvement of the position of Belarus in the Global Inno-
vation Index 2019 gives grounds for cautious optimism. However, the
problem of underfunding of science and innovation is maintained. The
self-isolation of the Belarusian scientific community from the global
flow of scientific publications is getting worse, and the “invisibility”
of Belarusian scientists’ publications on economic, social and hu-
manitarian sciences remains. Attempts to mask the shocking reali-
ty of scientific and innovative development of Belarus with dubious
and irrelevant gross indicators of socio-economic modernization only
worsen the situation. When the mobilization model is exhausted, ma-
nipulations with statistical data become the dominant strategy for
creating the appearance of innovative development of the country.

Trends:

* Aslight increase in funding for research and development against the
background of catastrophic underfunding of science from the state
budget;

* Marginalization of Belarusian scientists in global databases in
a number of scientific fields;

* Increasing self-isolation of the Belarusian scientific community from
the global flow of scientific publications;

* Improving the country’s image in the global science and innovation
market thanks to an increase in the ranking positions in the Global
Innovation Index 2019;

» Manipulation of statistical data as the main tool for creating the ap-
pearance of innovative development of the country.
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State funding for science:
4 times lower than the dangerously low level

According to official data, as of the beginning of 2019, expendi-
tures on research and development in relation to GDP increased
by 0.3% compared to the beginning of 2018 and reached the va-
lue of 0.61%. This consolidated the positive changes in the nega-
tive trend of recent years, but still it is far from the standards
of developed countries (2% or higher) and below the domestic
indicators of previous years.!

Against this background a much faster pace continues to
reduce the share of governmental spending, which, as before,
is not compensated by funding from other sources (own funds,
resources from non-budgetary funds, foreign investors, other
organizations, etc.). Moreover, according to the Chairman of
the State Committee for Science and Technology A. Shumilin,
in 2019, in comparison with 2018, “the reduction of the share
of budget funding is provided in programs by 0.8 percentage
points”.?

Taking into account that, as of the beginning of 2019, the
share of public sector spending on R&D was 0.19% of GDP, this
“ensuring reduction” sets a frightening anti-record in the his-
tory of state funding of science in Belarus. For comparison, ac-
cording to the European innovation report 2019, the share of
governmental spending on research and development at 0.68%
(to GDP) by the end of 2018 caused great concern of all inter-
national experts, since this “poses a threat to the financing of

! «Bemnapyce — Pacxozet Ha HIOKP, B % k BBIL.» Knoema, https: //knoema.ru/
atlas/Besnapycs /topics/ViccnenoBanus-u-pa3pabotku /3arpaTsi-Ha-HI -
OKP /Pacxoppi-Ha-HHOKP-B-percent-k-BBIT.

?  «B I'KHT nopsenu urorn pa6otsl B 2019 romy U pacCMOTpENM 3ajauu Ha
2020 rog.» T'ocydapcmeenHblil komumem no Hayke u mexroaozusam, 19 Feb.
2020, http: //www.gknt.gov.by/news/2020/v_gknt_podveli_itogi_rabo-
ty_v_2019_godu_i_rassmotreli_zadachi_na_2020_god/.
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basic research and the stability of research institutions” in EU
countries®. In Belarus, this indicator is 4 times lower.

If we take into account the structure of internal current ex-
penditures on research and development (by type of work and
areas of science, in % of total expenditures), the most distressed
are the Humanities (1.1%), socio-economic and social (3.7%),
medical (4.3%) and agricultural (4.7%) sciences.*

Publication activity: isolation of economists,
veterinarians and social
humanitarians

The problem with the publication activity of Belarusian scien-
tists and the presence of scientific institutions in international
databases, especially the largest and most famous ones — Sco-
pus and Web of Science, is still relevant.

Out of 52 Belarusian universities, only 22 and 26 organiza-
tions have their profiles on these resources respectively. Sub-
scription to Scopus is available to seven leading universities and
two research libraries of Belarus — the Belarusian State Univer-
sity, the Belarusian National Technical University, Hrodna State
University, Belarusian State Medical University, Hrodna State
Medical University, Homiel State Medical University, Viciebsk
State Medical University, the Central Scientific Library of the
NAS, and the Belarusian Agricultural Library. Only five institu-
tions are subscribed to Web of Science. At the same time, two-
thirds of publications are made by employees of two institutions:

3 “European innovation scoreboard 2019 European Commission, https://
ec.europa.eu/growth/industry/policy/innovation/scoreboards_en.

4 O nHayyHO! UM VHHOBALMOHHOH JesTeNbHOCTH B Pecnyb6iuke Benapych
B 2018 rogy. Cmamucmuueckuil c6opruk. Munck: Hayuonanvrulitc cmamu-
cmuueckuil komumem Pecny6nuku Beaapycy, 2019, p. 27.
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the Belarusian State University (35% of the total number of pub-
lications of Belarusian scientists in the Scopus database)® and
the National Academy of Sciences (34%).

Such low involvement in the global exchange of scientific
publications indicates the systemic and infrastructural nature
of the problem. In this regard, the share of journals included
in the list of the Higher Attestation Commission (HAC) of Bela-
rus that are simultaneously included in the Scopus database is
indicative — 2%, or 6 journals out of 306. In Russia, for exam-
ple, the same indicator was 24% (551 journals), in Ukraine — 4%
(73 journals).® The numbers are modest and require action.

An egregious situation developed with publications on eco-
nomic sciences: out of 54 economic journals of the HAC not
a single one is included in Scopus (not to mention Web of Science).
In the region, the share of Belarus in economic publications de-
creased from 0.4% in 2001 to 0.2% in 2016. For comparison, the
share of Lithuania increased from 0.8% in 1996 to 4.0% in 2016.
According to the SJR Portal, in 1996-2016 Belarusian economic
scientists published 44 scientific articles in Scopus journals, or
5 articles annually per 1 million inhabitants. This is the worst
indicator in the region, the best one is in Lithuania: 1347 articles,
or 476 articles annually per 1 million inhabitants, which is almost
100 times more than in Belarus.’

> «VYuéusle BI'Y nunupyioT B Benapycu 1o KOJIM4YeCcTBY Pa3MeN€HHbIX CTaTel
B 6a3e JaHHBIX SCOPUS U SIBJISIIOTCS] HaMb0JIee IMTUPYEMBIMU B HaIllE} CTpa-
He.» Benopycckull 2ocydapcmeenuuiit yHusepcumem, 10 June 1999, https: //
bsu.by/news/1017873-d/.

6 «JluckyccronHas miomagka Ha MMKB-2019: coBpeMeHHOE COCTOsSIHUE
Hay4HOU nepuonuku benapycu.» 12 Feb. 2019, http: //delsar.by/discussion-
area-on-mibf-2019-current-state-of-the-scientific-periodicals-of-
belarus/.

7 «benopycckas Hayka cpa€r mosuuuu B mupe.» Ekonomika.by, https://
thinktanks.by/publication/2017/08 /18 /belorusskaya-nauka-sdaet-
pozitsii-v-mire.html.
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As of the end of 2018 — beginning of 2019, the country’s
Hirsch index for publications of scientists-economists of Bela-
rus was 9 points: it is the 21st place among 24 countries of Eas-
tern Europe (for comparison: the Russian Federation takes the
1st place, Ukraine — the 4th, Lithuania — the 9th, Georgia —
the 18th, Azerbaijan — the 20th place) and the 113th place in all
218 countries in the world.

Out of all scientific fields presented on SJR Portal resource,
the situation with publications of Belarusian scientists is worse
only in veterinary medicine, where the Hirsch-index is 15 points
(the 19th place in the region and the 134th in the world). The se-
ries of the Belarusian scientists invisible for the rest of the world
is completed by representatives of the social sciences with the
Hirsch index of 20 points (the 20th place in the region and the
110th place in the world), Arts and Humanities with the index of
20 (the 20th place in the region, the 98th in the world), psycho-
logy with the index of 14 (the 17th and the 94th places, respec-
tively) and agronomic and biological sciences with the index of
51 (the 15th and the 99th places, respectively).

The leading positions, as before, are taken by representatives
of physics and astronomy with Hirsch index of 130 points (the
9th and the 47th places, respectively). In other areas of science,
Belarus looks “average” chemistry — 92 points (the 12th and the
54th places), mathematics — 57 (the 12th and the 58th), compu-
ter science — 43 (the 14th and the 63rd), biochemistry, genetics
and molecular biology — 87 (the 14th and the 66th), neurosci-
ence — 21 (the 16th and the 83rd), pharmacology, toxicology and
pharmacy — 39 (the 14th and the 84th), medicine — 100 points
(the 16th and the 92nd places, respectively).?

8 “SCImago Institutions Rankings.” SJR, https: //www.scimagojr.com/country-
rank.php?area=3400.
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Innovative development of Belarus
in the context of the GII-2019 and EIS-2019
indicators

In the Global Innovation Index 2019 (GII 2019), Belarus has sig-
nificantly improved its position, rising from the 88th place in
2017 to the 72nd place in 2019. This is the best indicator for the
last four years, although it is lower than the record 53rd place
in 2015 in the entire history of Belarus’ ranking in the GII (since
2012; see Table 1).

Table 1. Global Innovation Index Data

| 2019 | 2018 | 2017 | 2015 | 2012

Global innovation index

Index value* 32.07 29.35 30.00 | 38.50 32.90
Place in the world 72 86 88 53 78
Input rank 50 60 63 55 80
Institutions
Index value 57.7 55.5 54.1 53.2 41.5
Place in the world 83 81 81 94 109
Human capital & research
Index value 41.6 41.9 41.9 43.0 42.7
Place in the world 39 34 36 32 45
Infrastructure
Index value 48.2 42.2 46.1 42.0 34.5
Place in the world 60 73 67 60 66
Market sophistication
Index value 50.0 42.5 41.9 56.1 36.9
Place in the world 56 91 90 32 75
Business sophistication
Index value 32.6 33.0 32.2 30.3 331
Place in the world 56 53 65 94 105
Output rank 95 110 109 58 75
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Knowledge & technology outputs
Index value 25.5 21.7 21.7 37.1 34.5
Place in the world 51 65 61 32 44
Creative outputs
Index value 10.8 9.7 1.7 26.0 21.8
Place in the world 126 122 123 94 117

Note: * Index values range from 0 (minimum) to 100 (maximum).
Source: The Global Innovation Index 2012, 2015, 2017, 2018, 2019.°

For the first time in many years, the growth in the rating was
primarily due to a significant improvement in indicators for the
parameter traditionally weak for Belarus, viz. “exit indicators”
(“results of using knowledge and technology” and “creative re-
sults”), which measures the effectiveness of implementing the
country’s innovative potential. Belarus moved up in this para-
meter from the 110th to the 95th place. Data on the indicator
“results of using knowledge and technology” played a crucial
role in the improvement: an increase of 14 points compared to
2018 (from the 65th to the 51st place). However, as one can see
from the table, the data for this parameter does not reach 2015
(the 32nd place) and even 2012 (the 44th place).

The value of the Belarus index (32.07) is lower than the me-
dian (33.86) for all countries.10 It is significant that the “cre-
ative results” indicator significantly worsened and has actually
reached the ‘bottom’ the 126th place out of 130 possible.

A more detailed analysis of the improvement parame-
ters gives grounds only for cautious optimism: at the level of
sub-indicators, positive statistics were provided by data on the

9  The Global Innovation Index 2012, 2015, 2017, 2018, 2019, see: https:/www.
globalinnovationindex.org.

10 Here and further see: “Global Innovation Index 2019 World Intellectual
Property  Organization, https:/www.wipo.int/publications/en/details.
jsp?id=4434.
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parameter “influence of knowledge” (an increase by 48 points)
and “diffusion of knowledge” (an increase by 18 points). The lion’s
share of growth within the two sub-indicators mentioned above
was made up of data on the parameter “GDP growth by PPP per
employee” (an increase by 60 points) and the parameter “ISO
9001 quality certification, USD billion GDP by PPP” (an increase
by 96 points). For the rest of the parameters, the situation has
changed insignificantly for the better, and for most of the most
important parameters, it has even worsened.

Experts of the European Innovation Scoreboard 2019 (EIS
2019) note as a positive point the increase in the number of indi-
cators (from 15 in 2018 to 18 in 2019) for which Belarus provides
data, which is nevertheless lower than the minimum threshold
of 20 indicators adopted in the European Union. However, data
on the available 18 indicators allow experts to suggest that Be-
larus could enter the top league of the group of countries called
“modest innovators”."

International experts note that the data of the GII and EIS
are not, of course, “the last resort™ both the methodological
approaches of the GII and EIS as a whole®, and the position of
individual countries in the ranking are criticized. However, de-
spite the inherent disadvantages of all rating approaches, they
serve as an important benchmarking mechanism that allows
identifying the dynamics of the weak and strong sides of na-
tional innovation systems and promoting the dissemination of
best practices in the country.

" European innovation scoreboard 2019. Luxembourg: Publications Office of
the European Union, 2019, p. 28.

2 Edquist C. et al. “On the meaning of innovation performance: Is the synthetic
indicator of the Innovation Union Scoreboard flawed?” Research Evaluation,
2018, pp. 1-16.
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Innovative development
in the context of meeting the SPID
targets 2016-2020

According to the State Committee for Science and Technologies
(SCST)®, a summary of the targets of innovation development
identified in the State program of innovative development of the
2016-2020 (SPID), at the end of 2019 exceeded in the following
indicators: “the share of exports of high-tech products in total
exports” (more than 35% at task of 32.5%), “creating high-per-
formance workplaces” (by 826 items more than planned), “the
volume of production by residents of technoparks” (BYN 148 mil-
lion at the plan of 58.9 million), “export of services in the field of
payment for the use of intellectual property” (the growth rate to
the level of 2018 should be 152%), “the number of agreements on
the transfer of rights to industrial property” (by 13% more than
in 2018), “the growth rate of registered franchising agreements”
(more than 117% by 2018).

Launching of eleven SPID projects was completed. Within
the framework of scientific and technical programs, 580 R&D
tasks were performed. The largest number of tasks is in the
programs of the Ministry of Health (232 tasks), the Academy of
Sciences (145 tasks), the Ministry of Industry (83 tasks) and the
Ministry of Education (42 tasks).

In general, the SCST 2019 report reflects the quantitative
(gross) indicators of economic modernization and socio-eco-
nomic development rather than the qualitative level of science
and innovation development.

3 «BTKHT nogsenu utoru pa6otsl B 2019 rogy u paccMoTpenu 3afauu Ha 2020
rog.» locydapcmeenublil Komumem no Hayke u mexuosousm Pecny6au-
xu Benapycw, 19 Feb. 2019, http: //www.gknt.gov.by/news/2020/v_gknt_
podveli_itogi_raboty_v_2019_godu_i_rassmotreli_zadachi_na_2020_

god/.
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The increasing uncertainty of the achieved results was the
result of the fact that the most important integrative indicator
“knowledge intensity of GDP”, which was adopted as the basis for
the analysis of innovative development in the EU and the world,
‘disappeared’ from the SPID 2016-2020. Experts believe that the
disappearance is due to a catastrophic discrepancy between the
plans and reality of innovative development in Belarus. It was
assumed that the “knowledge intensity of GDP” should reach at
least 2.5% by 2020, but in fact in recent years this indicator has
not risen above 0.5%". In this connection, instead of the inte-
grative indicator “knowledge intensity of GDP”, a new indicator
of economic modernization was introduced — “the number of
jobs created (modernized)”.

Conclusion

In the absence of the integrative indicator “knowledge inten-
sity of GDP”, removed from the SPID 2016-2020, it is becoming
increasingly difficult to objectively assess the quality and scale
of the country’s innovative development. The new indicator of
economic modernization — “the number of jobs created (moder-
nized)” — is less defined, is not relevant to international stan-
dards, and reflects more the gross indicators of the country’s
socio-economic modernization than innovative development.
This circumstance makes it difficult to diagnose the actual state
of affairs in the field of science.

Underfunding of science from the state budget of Belarus is
4 times higher than the lowest indicators of the EU countries.

4 Borgan, H. 1. «<HanuoHanpHas MHHOBaLMOHHAS cucTeMa beslapycu B cucre-
Me €BPOIEeNCKUX MHANKATOPOB MHHOBALMIA.» Besopycckuil akoHoMudeckull
acypuan, 2019, N2 3, pp. 4-17.
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As the crisis-induced distortions in the economy increase, this
trend will continue.

The relative improvement of Belarus’ position in the interna-
tional GII 2019 rating allows hoping for attracting foreign capital
to the innovation system of Belarus, although it hardly would be
of a significant amount.
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RELIGIOUS AFFAIRS:
PERIOD OF UNFULFILLED HOPES
AND EXPECTATIONS

Alexander Shramko

Summary

In 2019, religious affairs in Belarus were influenced by the tension
between local Orthodox Churches after some of them recognized the
autocephaly of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine (OCU). The approa-
ching elections and negotiations with Russia on deeper integration
also had their effects. In this situation, the Belarusian Orthodox
Church (BOC) may gain its independence from the Russian Orthodox
Church (ROC) and ensure a favorable climate for other denominations,
or pro-Moscow sentiments may prevail, and the ROC will continue
dominating religious life in Belarus.

Trends:

* The central authorities are losing interest in religious affairs, among
other things, as a source of political support;

* New parishes of all denominations face registration problems;

* Interchurch cooperation remains incidental and informal;

* Churches fail to find common ground when it comes to iconic histo-
rical figures, such as Kastus Kalinowski;

* The possible autocephaly of the Belarusian Orthodox Church arou-
ses little interest in society.

Churches and the state
The Belarusian government continues to differentiate its ap-

proach to various religious denominations, as evidenced by
the introduction to the law ‘On the Freedom of Conscience
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and Religious Organizations’l, which ranks the historical and
cultural significance of the five ‘traditional’ denominations
downwards from Orthodoxy to Catholicism and further to the
Evangelical Lutheran Church, Judaism and Islam, while Belarus
currently numbers 26 religious denominations, and all of them
are guaranteed equality before law by the mentioned introduc-
tion and the Constitution of the Republic of Belarus.

In fact, the rather rigid religious legislation of Belarus is
indulgent to the Belarusian Orthodox Church of the Moscow
Patriarchate, and is captious to the Catholic Church, not to
mention the Protestants and other denominations. Besides, the
application of the law can vary significantly in each individual
case, depending on the current preferences and tactics of the
government. At his meeting with the clergy of the Minsk Dio-
cese of the BOC in December 2018, Belarus’ Commissioner for
Religious and Ethnic Affairs Leonid Gulyako explicitly stated
this subjective approach as a matter of course.

As for the formal changes in the legislation, the criminal
prosecution for unsanctioned religious activity was replaced by
administrative liability (new section 23.88 of the Code of Admi-
nistrative Offenses). Human rights and religious organizations
showed a mixed response to this novelty. According to ‘Forum
18 human rights portal2, the UN Special Rapporteur of Human
Rights Situation in Belarus welcomed the abolition of prosecu-
tion for activities on behalf of unregistered religious organiza-
tions, yet voiced concern that the liability for such activities was
not completely abolished. Many believe that the simplicity of the
procedures can lead to an increased frequency of administrative
sanctions to compare with relatively few criminal proceedings.

! «Bakon Pecnybnuknu Benapycs “O cBO607€ COBECTU U PEIUTHO3HBIX OPraHu-
3anusax’» “3a ceadodnae eepasviznanne’, https: //forb.by/node/78.

2 “Belarus: New possible fines for unapproved worship.” Olga Glace, Forum 18,
12 Sept. 2019, http: //www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2507.
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However, the year 2019 dispelled this fear, as religious or-
ganizations felt pressure in other traditional areas: first, un-
grounded denials of registration of new parishes and, second,
denials of work permits for foreign clergy, which is prescribed
by Belarusian law.

Problems with the registration of new parishes are even
faced by the major denominations, the Belarusian Ortho-
dox Church among them. Protestant communities, especially
those whose growth the authorities are trying to artificially
restrain, experience the greatest difficulties in this respect.
This, among others, concerns the Christians of Evangelical
Faith (Pentecostals). The number of their communities is de-
liberately not indicated in statistical reports3, since it exceeds
even the number of parishes of the Catholic Church, the se-
cond largest traditional denomination in the country.* ‘Forum
18 reports, for example, that in July 2019, the Frunzenski Dist-
rict Executive Committee of Minsk dismissed the application
for registration of the Pentecostal Thy Will Be Done Church for
the ninth time.® The application for registration of Jehovah’s
Witnesses community in Borisov, Minsk Region, was dismissed
sixteen times in 20 years.

The denials of work permits for foreign clergy strongly
hit the Catholic Church, since Belarusian Catholic priests are
too few. Commissioner for Religious and Ethnic Affairs Leonid
Gulyako once again turned down the request to allow Vitebsk

3 «Mudopmanys o KoH(DECCHOHANBHON CUTyanuu B Pecriy6ivike Benapych.»
YnonnomouerHbill no deaam peauuil u HauuonarvHocmeti, https://bela-
rus21.by/Articles/1439296790.

4 «XpucruaHe Bepsl EBaHrenbckoil.» LepkosHuiil 61remens, pespans 2020
«llepxoBp Brarogate», https://grace.by/news/byulleten/tserkovnyi-byul-
leten-fevral-2020/.

5 “Belarus: New possible fines for unapproved worship.” Olga Glace, Forum 18,
12 Sept. 2019, http: //www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2507.
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priest Pawel Knurek to return to the parish, in which he had
served for 15 years."

The authorities give up now and then under pressure of be-
lievers. The administration of Soligorsk, Minsk Region, first for-
bade and later allowed Father Sobieslaw Tomal to return to work
after previous 20 years of service.” The permit was extended for
six months.

On the whole, the Belarusian authorities show their signifi-
cantly declined interest in religious affairs, possibly, due to the
situation with the tomos of autocephaly for the Ukrainian Or-
thodox Church.® Many expected that Constantinople’s claim for
control over the territory of the former Kiev Metropolitanate,
which included the lands of present-day Belarus, would stir up
the interest of the Belarusian leadership, or even result in gai-
ning independence by the Belarusian Orthodox Church.

It is no secret that former President of Ukraine Petro Poro-
shenko pursued his own political and re-election agenda when
striving for the autocephaly of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine,
but his hopes were shuttered anyway. Apparently, the fall of
P. Poroshenko in Ukraine, which is more religious than Belarus,
turned the Belarusian leadership rather skeptical about the pos-
sible political gains it could make with the Church’s support.

There is an interesting observation that should be taken into
consideration. In previous years, Commissioner for Religious
and Ethnic Affairs Leonid Gulyako and senior city officials of
the line departments attended, without fail, all annual meetings
of the Minsk Diocese of the BOC, but only one low rank officer

6 “Belarus: Officials bar priest’s return, church’s registration” Olga Glace,
Forum 18, 11 Mar. 2019, http://www.foruml18.org/archive.php?article_
id=2461.

7 Ibid.

8 TlompoGHee cM. «Duyaper oTKasajcs MPU3HATH TOMOC 06 aBTOKeda-
suu “HoBOM nepkBu’ YkpauHbl» PUA Hoeocmu, 11 June 2019, https://ria.
ru/20190611,/1555481405.html.

166 BELARUSIAN YEARBOOK 2020



of the Commissioner’s Office was present at the most recent
meeting on December 12, 2019.°

The central authorities display even greater and undis-
guised alienation in relation to the Catholic Church. There has
been some surge in interest towards the Catholic Church over
the past decade of the international isolation of the Belarusian
political establishment. The government was entertaining the
idea of the Pope’s visit to Belarus and a concordat, the highest
Church-state agreement at the international level. However,
judging by what Metropolitan Tadeusz Kondrusiewicz told re-
porters at the Christmas meeting, there is little hope of progress
in both areas. The authorities evade such topics, or even bluntly
state that “there is no political will for that now.”°

Things are going from bad to worse at the level of local
Catholic communities. The state does not provide any assistance
in the revival of sacraments of national cultural and historical
significance, and even makes attempts to impose extra taxes on
parishes or confiscate buildings once granted to churches, such
as the Mogilev Cathedral.

The tension between the state and the Church peaked when
crosses were dismantled in Kurapaty. Metropolitan Tadeusz
Kondrusiewicz released a statement, calling on the authorities to
solve problems not through blasphemous violence, but in a con-
structive dialogue with society and religious organizations.”

9 «[IlaTpuapmuii Dk3apx Bcesi benapycu Bosriasui obuiee cobpaHne MuH-
cKoll enapxun.» Opuyuarvhuvlit nopman beaopycckolli npasocaasHoll yepk-
eu, 12 Dec. 2019, http://www.church.by/news/patriarshij-ekzarh-vseja-
belarusi-vozglavil-obshee-sobranie-minskoj-eparhii.

10 MIpamxo, AnexkcaHap. «OCTOPOXHBIN NECCMMU3M: UTOTM KaTOJIUYEeCKOTo
roga.» Reformation, Jan. 2020, https://reform.by/ostorozhnyj-pessimizm-
itogi-katolicheskogo-goda.

1 “He sHocbLe KpbIKOY! 3BapoT apupibickyna Tagassyma Kangpycesiva § cy-
BsI3i 3 HOBBIM 3HOcaM Kpwpkoy y Kypamarax” Catholic.by, 13 Apr. 2019,
https: //catholic.by/3/news/belarus/9673-ne-znostse-kryzho-zvarot-
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The BOC leadership kept silent, but some renowned priests,
including in the Church administration, seconded the protests
against the government’s actions, which they considered blas-
phemous.

Interchurch relations

No changes happened in relations between denominations.
Apart from the annual Week of Prayer for Christian Unity',
no cooperation was observed at the official level, although
there were some displays of spontaneous solidarity. The in-
puts were unequal even during the Week. Two events stood
out in 2019: the above-mentioned protests against the demo-
lition of crosses in Kurapaty and the collection of signatures
against LGBT propaganda.® In the Catholic Church, both were
initiated by the Episcopate, while the Orthodox Church came
out with purely individual initiatives. Speaking about the
collection of signatures, Spokesman for the BOC Archpriest
Sergiy Lepin expressly said that the collection of signatures
was a private initiative of the St. Elisabeth Monastery, rather
than the official position of the leadership of the Belarusian
Orthodox Church."

artsybiskupa-tadevusha-kandrusevicha-suvyazi-z-novym-znosam-kryzho-
u-kurapatakh.

2 “CynonpbHae Haba)XHCTBA 3 yJ3ejlaM NPafiCTayHiKOy PO3HBIX BEPABbI3HAH-
Hay npaiuuio § MiHcky.” Catholic.by, 26 Jan. 2019, https: //catholic.by/3/
news/belarus/9312-supolnae-nabazhenstva-z-udzelam-pradsta-niko-
roznykh-veravyznannya-prajshlo-minsku.

3 “XpeicuisiHe cabparni 55 Thicsy nogmicay cynpanpb JITBT-npanaranasl” Padwié
Pauwis, https://www.racyja.com/hramadstva/khrystsiyane-sabrali-55-ty-
syach-podpisau-sup/.

4 «“TepnuMoOCTb — TOXe MpornaraHzaa’. B 1epKOBHBIX JIABKAX COOMPAIOT MO -
CH ITPOTUB JJeMOHCTPAY romocekcyannsma.» Tut.by, 26 Nov. 2019, https: //
news.tut.by/society/662824.html.
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The debates regarding the personality of Wincenty Kon-
stanty (Kastus) Kalinowski are a good illustration of the alien-
ation between the Churches (Kalinowski was reburied in No-
vember 2019 in Vilnius together with the remains of other
participants in the 1863-1864 uprising). The dispute between
Archpriest Sergiy Lepin and historian Vasily Gerasimchik® be-
came high-profile evidence of religious and cultural differentia-
tion of society, rather than a political affiliation factor, since both
sides strongly advocate independence of Belarus. Celebration of
some iconic historical figures, such as Kalinowski, could unite
the Belarusian nation, but the alienation between the Churches
can be an insurmountable obstacle to this.

Autocephaly outlook

The granting of the tomos of autocephaly to the Ukrainian Or-
thodox Church encouraged many believers in Belarus. However,
the later events in Ukraine showed that the transition of the Epis-
copate, clergy and laity from the Orthodox Church of Ukraine of
the Moscow Patriarchate to the autocephalous Church was not
as avalanche-like as expected. Unlike Ukrainians, Belarusians
show less autocephalous sentiment in the Church environment
and the movement alternative to the official Church, which pro-
motes the autocephaly, is hardly seen in Belarus.!®
Nevertheless, in 2019, supporters of the autocephaly of the
Belarusian Orthodox Church managed to organize the con-
ference (unprecedentedly large for Belarus) titled “Belarusian

5 «O6benuHUT U 6GesnapycoB KammuoBckuit?.» ITopman Lapxea, https://
churchby.info/rus/themes /kalinouski.

6 The Belarusian Autocephalous Orthodox Church is the only real autoce-
phalous movement in Belarus. Its bishop and most of the clergy are working
abroad, and there are only two priests and one deacon in Belarus.
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Intelligentsia in Support of the Belarusian Autocephalous Or-
thodox Church.” It was held in Chernihiv, Ukraine, for organi-
zational and political reasons. Attending the event were clergy
and laity of the unregistered Belarusian Autocephalous Ortho-
dox Church and many opposition politicians. They discussed the
possibility of obtaining the autocephaly and released a state-
ment, demanding registration of the Belarusian Autocephalous
Orthodox Church.”

Conclusion

The Belarusian Orthodox Church’s autocephaly and resolution
of other issues in the church-state relationship will largely de-
pend on state policies and public sentiment. It may turn either
to the cession of sovereignty and absorption by Russia or uphol-
ding of sovereignty and independent development of the coun-
try and the Churches.

T «VHTennureHuuss TPeOGYIOT perucrpanum bBesapycckoit  aBToKedasb-
HOIl IpaBOCJIaBHOH LepkBu.» Naviny.by. 19 Aug. 2019, https://naviny.
by/new/20190819/1566190447-intelligenciya-trebuyut-registracii-
belorusskoy-avtokefalnoy-pravoslavnoy.
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HEALTH CARE:
PATCHING UP OLD PROBLEMS
WITH OLD METHODS

Andrei Vitushka

Summary

In 2019, the priorities for the development of the health system were
still to increase the availability and quality of medical care, and this
process was slow. The rhetoric about countering bribery and optimi-
zing the healthcare procurement system unfolded against the back-
drop of a high-profile corruption case involving sector executives.

A proven way to provide healthcare personnel was re-employed, in-
creasing enrollment in the medical universities. A salary increase re-
mained out of reach.

The sector changed its Minister, but the change of personalities to less
odious and more qualified ones is not the only prerequisite for trans-
formations in the system. The Ministry of Health once again became
one of the most closed departments for society, and a few attempts of
the sector’s new leadership to communicate more actively with the
population were quickly curtailed.

Trends:

* The creation of inter-district centers of high-tech assistance was
announced to bring it closer to the population;

» The previous work on the transfer of district therapists of polyclinics
to work on the principle of general practitioners continued;

* Despite the new leadership structure of the Ministry, the old prob-
lems of the sector continue to be solved with the same old methods.
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Demographics

As in 2018, in 2019 the birth rate continued to decline — from 9.9
to 9.3 per 1000 population!. The impact on the situation from
the perspective of health was realized through a mandatory
pre-abortion counseling (the purpose of which is to prevent
termination of pregnancy), as well as work on the preparation
of proposals for the allocation of state support for in vitro fer-
tilization, which, according to former Health Minister Valery
Malashka, can “provide” a thousand additional births per year.
As aresult, the decision on budget financing was made in 2020.?

The overall mortality rate increased slightly — from 12.7 to
12.8 deaths per 1000 population (an increase of 0.1 per year has
continued since 2017). There is still an incomparable difference
between the death rate and birth rate in the capital (8.9 vs. 7.9 per
1000 population) and in the regions (the leaders are Viciebsk re-
gion with figures of 15.1vs 9.3 and Mahiliot region — 14.0 vs. 9.4 per
1000 population). The smallest difference between the birth rate
and death rate among the regions of Belarus is in Brest region —
13.1 against 10.9 per 1000 population. Population losses continue
to increase — 32.9 thousand against 26 thousand in 2018.3

Last year, infant mortality updated the historical minimum
of 2.4 per 1,000 live births (decreased from 2.5 in 2018). This is
still significantly less than in the EU as a whole (3.5 per 1000 live

! «EcTecTBeHHOE ABW>KEHHE HaceJeHUs.» HauuoHaivHulll cmamucmuyeckuil
xomumem Pecny6ruku Benapyce, http://www.belstat.gov.by/ofitsialnaya-
statistika/solialnaya-sfera/naselenie-i-migratsiya/estestvennoe-dvizhe-
nie-naseleniya/.

2 «becnnatHoe DKO. TosbKO 1151 MOJIOABIX U 3aMykHUX.» Naviny.by, 19 May
2020, https://naviny.by/article /20200519/1589894633-besplatnoe-eko-
tolko-dlya-molodyh-i-zamuzhnih.

3 «Hacenenue.» HauuonanvHbuillt cmamucmuueckuil komumem Pecnybauxu
Benapycv,  https://www.belstat.gov.by/ofitsialnaya-statistika/solialnaya-
sfera/naselenie-i-migratsiya/naselenie/.

172 BELARUSIAN YEARBOOK 2020



births in 2018), and is comparable to the indicators of the Scan-
dinavian countries — generally recognized leaders in maternal
and child health.*

Also, maternal mortality was at a minimum level — 1.1 per
100,000 population. For the entire year, only one case of death
of a woman due to reasons related to childbirth was registered.
This is certainly the best indicator in Europe, which indicates
the quality of medical care for pregnant women in Belarus.
Paradoxically, this does not affect the level of satisfaction of Be-
larusian women with the conditions for childbirth in hospitals
in the country. According to the public initiative “Radziny” cases
of ignoring the rights of expecting mothers from the medical
staff is a rule rather than an exception®. It should be noted that
minimizing the chances of death for pregnant women is not only
an achievement of Belarusian medicine. In Latvia, for example,
only two cases of obstetric-related pregnancy deaths were re-
gistered in 2018.

Non-communicable diseases (heart and vascular diseases,
cancer, diabetes and chronic respiratory diseases) still account
for 89% of all deaths in Belarus, which exceeds the global mor-
tality rate from these causes (71%). The probability of premature
death (under 70 years of age) from these pathologies for a citizen
of Belarus is 28.6%.°

4 «B 2019 romy 6B CaMblii HU3KUI IOKa3aTeJsb MJAIeHYeCKO! CMEepPTHO-
ctu B ucropuu bemapycu.» Tutby, 25 Feb. 2020, https://news.tut.by/
society/673928.html.

«AKyIepka paccMmesiziack MHE B JIMIIO, KOTJa s TI0Kasasa el IJIaH POMIOB.»

Naviny.by, 02 Dec. 2019, https://naviny.by/article/20191209,/1575906969-

akusherka-rassmeyalas-mne-v-lico-kogda-ya-pokazala-ey-plan-rodov.

6  TIpodunakTrka HeMH(MEKLMOHHBIX 3a60JIeBaHMIl 1 60pbba ¢ HUMU B Benapy-
cu: ApryMeHThI B 110J1b3y MHBeCTMPOBaHus (2018 rox).» Bcemupnas opeanu-
sayusa 3opasooxpanenus, http://www.euro.who.int/ru/countries/belarus/
publications/prevention-and-control-of-ncds-in-belarus-the-case-for-
investment-2018.
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Data on the life expectancy of the population of Belarus in
2019 at the time of writing the review was not yet available. In
2017, it was 74.4 years, in 2018 — 74.5 years, the plan in the coun-
try’s budget was designated as 75 years’, and the socio-economic
development Program has 75.3 years until the end of 2021. Mean-
while, the new Health Minister Uladzimir Karanik said that there
were plans to increase life expectancy in Belarus to 80 years (as
in Germany in 2016), but did not specify how long this might take.

High technologies are closer to people,
and quality is under control

The creation of inter-district centers for high-tech assistance is
a progressive step aimed primarily at the practical implemen-
tation of the modern “golden hour” principle, which means in
60 minutes after an emergency (regardless of whether it is an
injury or a heart attack or a stroke), the patient is delivered to
a medical institution, and he/she is provided with up-to-date
assistance and in full.

It is planned to create such centers on the basis of exis-
ting hospitals and provide assistance to the nearest population
there, even if the patient lives on the territory of a neighboring
district. For this purpose, “road maps” of assistance to the rural
population on where what type of pathology would be treated
were developed. For 2020, it is announced that medical institu-
tions will be accredited for their ability to provide a particular
type of care at the appropriate level.® It is also planned to re-
equip hospitals for new tasks.

7 «Boompker Pecriy6nuku Benapych Ans rpaxkiad Ha 2019 rop.» Munucmep-
cmeo ¢urauncos Pecnybruxu Benapycs, http: //www.minfin.gov.by/upload/
bp/budjet/budjet2019.pdf.

8 «MuH3gpaB nogsén utoru paboTsl 3a rofl.» beaapycwy cezodns, 26 Feb. 2020,
https: //www.sb.by/articles /o-chem-preduprezhdaet-minzdrav.html.
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Informatization of health care

The state of informatization of the sector, which, according to
Deputy Prime Minister Ihar Petryshenka, is designed to improve
the level and quality of medical care, is evidenced by the situa-
tion with its simplest component — the “electronic prescription”
system, which was used by more than 10 million patients last
year. Given that the system has been in use for several years and
there are about 13 visits to a polyclinic per year per every citizen
of Belarus, this is a fairly modest figure.

The same applies to telemedicine consultations: 255 health-
care organizations are connected to this system, and over the
past year about 30 thousand consultations® were held — on ave-
rage about 10 per medical institution per month, which also elo-
quently illustrates the demand for this method of professional
communication among doctors in Belarus. There are several
reasons for this situation: the technical imperfection of the sys-
tem and the unregulated legal status of these consultations, but
most importantly, doctors do not need them.

As for such an important component of the e-health system
as the Central software platform, where medical information
about citizens of Belarus will be stored and exchanged, it was
planned to find a developer for it in the first half of 2019. The
results of these aspirations have not yet been reported.

Primary medical care

The process of improving primary health care by transferring
district therapists to work on the principle of a doctor of general

9 «bonee 10 MJIH 3JIEKTPOHHBIX PELIENITOB BbINKUCAHO B besnapycu B 2019 romy.»
BeaTA, 25 Feb. 2020, https://www.belta.by/society/view/bolee-10-min-
elektronnyh-retseptov-vypisano-v-belarusi-v-2019-godu-380911-2020/.
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practice, working at the head of the team “doctor — assistant —
nurse”, in 2019 was as follows. At the beginning of the year, the
number of general practitioners was 60.8% of all district ther-
apists and increased to 74.0% at the end of the year. It was
planned that by the end of 2020, all therapists should be trans-
ferred to a new form of work, but it is unlikely to happen, given
the pace of 2019 and the COVID-19 epidemic.

Last year, the project “Caring polyclinic” continued, which
provided for optimizing the work of the institution with an em-
phasis on assistance in the office of a general practitioner. The
initiative, which is a copy of a similar project in the Russian Fe-
deration, started in 2018 on the basis of the 30th Minsk polycli-
nic and in 2019 expanded to two more polyclinics.

The biggest problem for general practitioners in Belarus is
the time of their training (one year after University) and retrai-
ning from district therapists (courses last several months). In the
countries of the European Union and even the former USSR, the
training of such complex specialists takes several years. Also, all
over the world, such a doctor is called “family doctor”, because
he/she treats the entire family — from small children to the el-
derly. Our general practitioners do not deal with children, which
once again raises the question of the effectiveness of this form
of primary care.

According to former Minister Valery Malashka, from 2020,
medical universities in the country will increase the number of
students in pediatric specialties." This means that the introduc-

0 «Jlonss Bpaueil obmeill mpakTuku B bemapycu yBemmumnace mo 74%.»
BeaTA, 01 Nov. 2019, https://www.belta.by/society/view/dolja-vrachej-
obschej-praktiki-v-belarusi-uvelichilas-do-74-367843-2019 /?utm _
source=belta&utm_medium=news&utm_campaign=accent.

" «MenBy3pl yBesuyaT Hab0p MNEJUATPOB U CPEJHUX MEIPabOTHUKOB.»
BenTA, 19 Apr. 2019, https://www.belta.by/society/view/medvuzy-
uvelichat-nabor-pediatrov-i-srednih-medrabotnikov-344612-2019 /?utm_
source=belta&utm_medium=news&utm_campaign=accent.
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tion of the child population into the sphere of responsibility of
general practitioners is not planned in the near future.

Talking about raising salary, countering
“pbrain drain”

Since the beginning of 2019, there have been active public dis-
cussions about improving the payment system for medical
workers, which is provided for by President Lukashenko’s de-
cree No. 27 of January 18 (concerning the payment of employees
of budget organizations). It was also stated that wages would
increase by 20% in 2020 and double by 2025.” Increasing the
income of doctors by half and bringing the salary of doctors to
150% in the economy is considered by the sector leadership as
a serious tool to counter the departure of specialists abroad.

However, the issue of the departure of Belarusian doctors
(the announced figures are about 200 specialists a year), as
Alexander Lukashenka put it, “worries local officials, but does
not stress them out”. In addition to the increase in salaries, the
traditional solution is proposed (as it was 10 and 20 years ago) —
an appeal to local authorities to provide housing for doctors.

A change in the Minister’s personality doesn’t
change much

InJune 2019, there was a change of the Minister of Health: Valery
Malashka, who had worked in this position for only 2.5 years,
was replaced by Uladzimir Karanik. The claims that were put

2 «IloBBICAT /M 3apIIaThl BpayaM U yuuTesasm.» Naviny.by, 27 Aug. 2019,
https: //naviny.by/article /20190827/1566932008-prezident-obeshchaet-
povysit-zarplatu-vracham-i-uchitelyam-gde-vozmut.
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forward by President Lukashenka to the former Minister were
not very specific: “he is a good doctor, seems to have proved
himself well in the second roles, but here he somehow did not
orient himself.™® There is an opinion that Valery Malashka suf-
fered instead of his predecessor Vasily Zharko, who had headed
the Department for ten years and, according to many Belarusian
experts, could not but was aware that many things were solved
“not quite legally” in the Ministry.

According to the new Minister, modern medicine requires
new approaches to management. Examples of a recent solution
include a request to citizens to report on the difference in prices
for medicines in Belarus and the near abroad via the Ministry’s
Facebook page, as well as a statement on the possible creation
of a permanent online platform where citizens could commu-
nicate with the Ministry on the availability and quality of med-
icines in the country and abroad. At the time of writing the re-
view (10 months after the announced plans), the platform was
not created, but even the discussion on Facebook seems to have
significantly reduced the prices of some medicines and deve-
loped a mechanism that can ensure the stability of the range of
medicines in pharmacies, even if they are not Belarusian and do
not have domestic analogues. Time will show how these solu-
tions will work.

Other initiatives of the new Minister in one way or another
repeat solutions of the old Minister and his predecessors — the
increased control of the sector, accounting and control of the
use of medical equipment, increasing transparency and simp-
lification of procurement procedures in the system, as well as
ultra-traditional requirement of strengthening discipline and

3 «JlykameHKo MOTpe6oBal OOECHEeYUTb IOPSIOK B CUCTEME 3[IPaBOOX-
panenust.» beaTA, 11 June 2019, https://www.belta.by/president/view/
lukashenko-potreboval-obespechit-porjadok-v-sisteme-zdravoohrane-
nija-350637-2019/.
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observance of rules of deontology and medical ethics (for 2019
the number of complaints to the Ministry once again increased
by 21%).

The case of Malashka — Karanik shows that the change of
personalities in the main chair of the health system does not
change the essence of the system’s functioning, regardless of
who holds this position — a former pediatrician with a long ex-
perience of administrative work, or a former resuscitator who
passed all the steps of the nomenclature ladder, or a surgeon
with many years of practice — “golden hands”, and then an effec-
tive manager, chief doctor of a large Minsk hospital — despite the
clarity of understanding of the problems which the sector faces
and outstanding personal qualities.

Conclusion

Long-term problems of the Belarusian health care system are
its underfunding, non-optimal structure, weak involvement in
the prevention of risk factors for major diseases, the general low
level of education of Belarusian doctors, low motivation for their
work, the lack of high-quality public medicine, the closeness of
the system, the lack of communication with society and within
the system itself.

As before, the health system does little to address these
problems. In this sense, Dr. Karanik’s reaction to the goals set
by the country’s top leadership for the Ministry of Health — to
increase life expectancy and improve the health of the popula-
tion — is indicative. The new Minister is a specialist-oncologist
with a great experience — he knows well about the relationship
between risk factors (e.g. smoking) and non-communicable

4 «MwuH3gpas nogsén utoru paboTsl 3a rof.» beaapycwy cezodns, 26 Feb. 2020,
https: //www.sb.by/articles /o-chem-preduprezhdaet-minzdrav.html.
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diseases (e.g. cancer) which cause about 90% of deaths of Be-
larusians, and that 40% of human health is due to lifestyle. But
during Uladzimir Karanik’s time in office, there are no signs of
significant activation of preventive work.

The stated increase in funding for the sector by 27% in 2020%
will be “eaten up” by the epidemic of a new coronavirus infec-
tion, which clearly outlined all the advantages and disadvan-
tages of the local health system, and the increase in funding in
2021 is highly questionable due to the economic consequences
of COVID-19. And 27% does not significantly solve the problem
of bringing Belarusian medicine at least to the average standard
in the European Union (about 7.0% of GDP is spent on healthcare
there, compared to 4.2% in Belarus).

A few attempts of the new Ministry to communicate with
the population, unfortunately, ended quickly: Valery Malashka’s
initiative to activate the work of the Department in social net-
works and a greater involvement of doctors in public discussions
did not continue. Moreover, in connection with the COVID-19
epidemic, there were cases of pressure on some socially active
specialists to prevent them from speaking in the media about
the new infection. According to a study by the Belarusian As-
sociation of Journalists, the Ministry of Health is still one of the
most closed domestic departments to the media.'

Thus, it is possible to assume that the old problems of the
sector will be solved by the same old methods. Accordingly, the
results will be the same.

5 «Brojpker Ha 3ApaBooxpaHeHuMe B Bemapycum B 2020 romy yBeJIM4NT-
cs Ha 27%.» BeaTA, 29 Aug. 2019, https://www.belta.by/society/view/
bjudzhet-na-zdravoohranenie-v-belarusi-v-2020-godu-uvelichitsja-
na-27-360147-2019/.

6 «Camble 3akpbiThle BegomcTea: OALl, MBI, KI'b u I'VBJl MuHropucrosko-
Ma. PesysmbTaTsl ompoca >KypHAJIMCTOB.» Besnopycckas accoyuauus dicyp-
Hanucmos, 22 Apr. 2019, https://baj.by/ru/analytics/samye-zakrytye-
vedomstva-oac-mvd-kgb-i-guvd-mingorispolkoma-rezultaty-oprosa-0.
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BELARUSIAN CULTURE:
ON THE OTHER SIDE OF THE NATION

Maxim Zhbankov

Summary

In 2019, Belarusian culture was traditionally financed from what had
been left over from other areas (0.67% of the 2019 budgetl). The mild
Belarusization practices failed to reorient the general vector of ad-
ministrative-volitional cultural policy. The latter led, on the one hand,
to an expansion of mild tactics of creative partisaning (self-actua-
lization within the system) and, on the other hand, to the formation
of a sustainable matrix of activities extraneous to the state. The new
pragmatics is alien to politics; the state is of little interest; the Bela-
rusian language is irrelevant. The very fact of its strengthening means
the end of all national projects of the previous generation.

The political confrontation of the 2000s and aesthetic conflicts of the
2010s were replaced by the era of psychocomfort — the replication of
niche products from trusted suppliers. This ensures stability, but does
not stimulate growth. Given the openness to external cultural influ-
ences and the general fuzziness of the domestic value paradigm, the
very existence of a ‘national’ content is problematic.

Trends:

* Increasing general trivialization of the cultural field expressed in the
expanded production of vapid pop products;

* Stimulation of colonial dependence on more active neighbors and
consolidation of explicitly derived cultural texts as a result of cultural
stagnation;

* Fading out fashion for Belarusian archetypes in the absence of a clear
cultural policy and, accordingly, the transformation of a decorative
national identity into an outdated fairground attraction.

! «BakoH “O pecny6smkaHckoM Gloaxere Ha 2019 rop”» HayuoHaavHwlil npa-
60601l uUHMepHem-nopman Pecnybauxu Beaapycsy, 30 Dec. 2018, http: //www.
minfin.gov.by/upload /bp/act/zakon_301218_160z.pdf.
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Neopop: laming of the shrew

The public celebration of the 100th anniversary of the Bela-
rusian People’s Republic (the main cultural event of 2018) pre-
dictably turned out to be a one-time victory. A year later, the
authorities did everything possible to prevent another patriotic
gathering, the more so as this time, the event was organized not
by non-partisan culture managers, but the ‘old’ political oppo-
sition.

The progressive format of an easy musical national ecstasy
was rejected at the preparation stage in favor of the standard
speech-plus-concert format, which caused a nervous reaction
at all levels of the country’s leadership. The head of state per-
sonally participated in the selection of the location. Closing the
central sites in Minsk one by one, starting with the Dynamo Sta-
dium and the park in front of the Opera House occupied last
year, the city administration drove the holiday out to the patch
near the Kiev Park (a less prominent part of Minsk). The cultural
event returned to the matrix of a conditionally permitted poli-
tical micro-show, simultaneously losing the trust of the system
and the crowd in shirts with national ornaments on them.

In the absence of the national pop industry, inhibition of
cultural dynamics and devaluation of political codes, easily
consumable popular product — well-packed canned pop food -
turned to be in highest demand.

Fresh blood on our dance floor: Minsk boy Tima Belorusskih
has entered the Russian Forbes’ list of ruble millionaires in 2019.
Slanting bangs, nervous tearjerkers, tattered feelings, stripes of
passion, childish pathos through the electronic rustle... Tima is

2 «MwuIMoHep B MOKPBIX KpOccax: CKOJIbKO npuHocsT Tume beslopycckux ca-
Mble TIpUBA34MBble NON-xUTHl 2019-ro.» Forbes, 04 Apr. 2019, https: /www.
forbes.ru/biznes/374299-millioner-v-mokryh-krossah-skolko-prinosyat-
time-belorusskih-samye-privyazchivye-pop.
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good for his absolute banality and business acumen. This is not
a person, but a project like those of Max Korzh and LSP, who
gather full stadiums today. The Minsk residential registration,
catchy nickname and mild Belarusian pronunciation is all that
left from the local binding of the new hero.

‘The Silent at Home’ post-punk trio play another game.
A pensive hybrid of the gothic Joy Division’ and Victor Tsoi’s
‘Kino’ is hardly noticeable at home, but is in demand in the charts
of top European critics, club zones and European festivals, to
which Tima Belorusskih would not be invited. The Hugo Boss ad
soundtrack was the latest breakthrough.® This is a new all-in-
one retro, vintage supersound of the 1980s performed with la-
boratory precision. The post-totalitarian decadence of ‘Europe’s
black hole’, captivating for the European audience particular-
ly because its day before yesterday is Belarus’ never changing
today.

The past can still be invented. Non-state business responded
to the reburial of Kastus Kalinowski in Vilnius with the synchro-
nous release of merchandize with impassioned Kalinowski on
it, with sabers and pistols, Captain Jack Sparrow style.* Coman-
dante Kastus has little in common with historical truth, yet he
looks good on hoodies.

Independent director, screenwriter and producer Andrei
Kureichik and his associates initiated the ‘first Belarusian sla-
sher’ titled “Ghouls.” The film did not meet a single deadline,
was released with almost a year delay, and left the viewers per-
plexed. An attempt to create a local pop product from a college
romcom, crime world folklore, swamp mysticism, vampire tales

3 «Mysblka 6enopyccKoil Tpynmbl 3BYy4uT B pekiname Hugo Boss.» OHT,
04 Dec. 2019, https: //ont.by/news /muzyka-belorusskoj-gruppy-zvuchit-v-
reklame-hugo-boss.

4 BamkeBiy, AHapai. “T'enepan KaniHoycki nepamoska ycix!” ARCHE, 04 Feb.
2020, https: //gazeta.arche.by/article/321.html.
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and low-budget horror stories turned out to be a failure: unar-
ticulated storyline, cardboardy characters, spiritless dialogues,
botched special effects and a complete lack of understanding of
what is happening. Yes, we broke into the Eurotrash zone, but
only as tongue-tied epigones.

Neoart: trance, rebellion,
staging

The release of “Premiere”, the second book by Andrus Gorvat,
and the suicide of 33-year-old nonconformist artist Zakhar Ku-
din framed the content of the year in Belarusian culture. Both
personified an attempt to go beyond the role standards offered
to artists by our social medium — a fashionable socialite (Gor-
vat) or an outsider in the eternal lifeworld and financial crisis
(Kudin).

Gorvat’s “Premiere” was written simultaneously with the
rehearsals of the play based on his first book “Radio Prudok”,
which anchored the author’s reputation as a melancholic-lyrical
mosaic writer. Sketchy notes about rural life and the call of the
universe were replaced by a multi-layered text in the manner of
Fellini’s “8'/2.” The master of social-media emo writing wants to
destroy his own myth, tries a different technique, tries to make
‘literature’, but it is here where he finally loses control over the
process.

The Zakhar Kudin case is important as a drama of an extra-
systemic artist in a zero art market and disastrous art mana-
gement. The aesthetics of an agro-town with its never-ending
Dazhynki-style generates demand for problem-free ‘under-
standability’ and aggressive banality. There is no place for ex-
perimenters there, perhaps, because they refuse to know the
attention codes of the local addressee. Maxim Shved’s “Pure
Art” documentary, which was released in Minsk a month before
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the tragedy, ingenuously rhymed Kudin’s abstract painting with
painting out graffiti on city walls.> Shved wanted to raise house
painters to the level of conceptual non-figurative art creators,
but, in fact, he simply nullified the works of the homeless artist,
showing his complete incompatibility with the quasi-Soviet cul-
tural environment.

An eye-catching gesture, a spectacular art provocation be-
comes the highest form of rebellion in the regularized field of
legitimate Belarusian culture. At the opening of his exhibition
at the Contemporary Art Center in October, artist Alexei Kuz-
mich threw off his cloak and stood full frontal with a “Ministry
of Culture” shield on his genitals. As he said, that was his protest
against rigid censorship of his exhibition. The protest against
“managed culture” was met with support and understanding by
the audience and lawsuits against the artist.°

Young filmmaker Vlada Senkova decided to gently adapt the
situation to herself, turning the one-reeler commissioned by
UNESCO into the full-length film “II.” The creative idea forced
the customer to scoot over, but still the movie about troubled
school life turned out to be a wan shadow of the Russian grue-
some film “Everyone Will Die But I Will Stay.” The local empha-
sis traditionally reduced to a set of simple markers: children
quietly learn Polish and dance to the drug-suicidal-dance mix
by Bakei.

The short film “Franka” by Mitry Semyonov-Aleinikov was the
most successful Belarusian film of the year with a bunch of fes-
tival awards. It is another example of competent custom-made
work (for the Belarusian “War. Remain Human” almanac).

> «lleHaype MOTyT IOZBEpraThCsl BIIOJIHE 6e300uAHble Bemu.» Meduza,
26 Sep. 2019, https://meduza.io/feature/2019/09,/26/tsenzure-mogut-
podvergatsya-vpolne-bezobidnye-veschi.

6 «[IpUHATO OKOHYATEJIbHOE PelIeHNe I10 JIeJTy XyJOKHUKA, IPOTECTOBABIIETO
MIPOTHUB LIEH3YPHI C TOMOIIBIO BUArpel» Tut.by, 18 Dec. 2019, https:/news.
tut.by/culture/665627.html.
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Skillful direction, excellent camerawork, accurate casting and
the right moral philosophy with a strange aftertaste of a neat
composition on a given topic.

The release of the book “The Devil Harnessed Into The
Plough” by the 1990s-style publicist Sergei Dubavets in the year
under review is indicative. The phantasmagoric Prague trip
of two functionaries, a young and a veteran, of Radio Solaris
(slightly disguised Radio Svoboda) is some sort of a psychedelic
report about generations’ discord. The final result of night walks
and endless conversations is a statement of the exhaustion and
futility of the heroic position of old-school activists in the face
of the victorious cynicism of new pragmatists. The plot is ex-
hausted. The budget is not.

As Igor Babkov said, it can be ascertained that our national
partisans were eaten by national managers. And the new parti-
sans are no longer ours, just a gang of outsiders without trade or
distinct position.

A group of young film authors positions themselves as a new
Belarusian wave just like this: “Belarusian burnt-out cinema’,
which means that “nothing can be proved to anyone; there is
nothing to strive for and nothing to lose.”” The “Drama” film al-
manac by Nikita Lavretsky, Yulia Shatun and Alexei Svirsky re-
leased in the spring of 2019 is not even an exercise in a parallel
to the inertial Belarusfilm Studio, but a perpendicular on-screen
statement. In the unkempt monotonous stream of visual images
it is easy to see the main external sources of inspiration: an in-
dependent low-budget festival-oriented movie and the culture
of social media vlogs. Internally, it displays the inherent lack of
systematic transfer of cultural experience in Belarus’ half-baked
society. As a result, every new generation is ready to start from
scratch, inarticulately as before.

7 «Hwkwra JlaBpenkuii: “Bbl cpady noiiMére, 5TO KOHYEeHBIN pesxxucceép’.» Ce-
amc, 29 Apr. 2019, https: //seance.ru/articles/sashin-ad-interview/.
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And this is a final recognition of the disease. New authors
are children of the indisplaceable powers that be and shallow
education, skillful in techniques but superficial. They read the
country at the level of the daily routine; they are actually cut
off from cultural tradition; they substitute education with quo-
temanship, and signature with ambition. They live under the
crossfire of neighboring cultures and poorly understand the
meaning of the epic Belarusian Project.

The new counterculturists mix the hunger for self-expres-
sion with the tone of the global market, firmly zeroing out the
local context as noisy and of little significance in terms of their
personal stories. But they forget that all such revolutions had
already happened before.

Alignment of comets:
the new old

The invariability of the cultural order makes attempts to devise
long-term growth strategies and creative innovations pointless.
The effects of presence remain. A cost effective way to maintain
a reputation.

Major songwriter of the country Liavon Volsky returned in
2019 with “Gravitacya” album. In his current incarnation, Volsky
is not a frontman of the legendary rock brigade, not a buffoon or
a fiery tribune. A solo author, who looks at himself in the midst
of a meaningless environment of varying degrees of information
clutter. The third coming of Liavon’s alliance with Norwegian
musicians after “Hramadaznaustva” (2014) and “Psychasamaty-
ka” (2016) looks like scraps of the first two. The positioning as
a conceptual album about the cycle of human life is shuttered
by a slurred selection of tracks, general depressiveness and ner-
vous lashing out at the time, neighbors, leaders, weather, Rus-
sian techno and the system as a whole.
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“Libido” novel by Ilya Sin was the book of the year accor-
ding to the Jerzy Giedroyc Literary Award. An experienced ver-
bal experimenter and performer, Sin wrote, perhaps, his most
readable text. A solid European-style writing, a game on the
verge of a street joke and the life of saints, assemblage of recog-
nizable mundane details, which suddenly takes a phantasmago-
ric shape, compositional flair, an accurate sense of the music
of words and a sense of rhythm... Urban gothic of the times of
triumphant stability. It is precisely this competently and subtly
captured experience of the absurdity of the present that makes
Sin’s text relevant and timely. But it also makes “Libido” abso-
lutely sealed-in and self-sufficient like a new strange look into
a familiar abyss.

Rebellious Sergei Mikhalok put his Brutto on a pause and re-
corded the second plastic pop album under the Drezden brand.
The release of “Edelweiss” is doubly unoriginal as a sentimental
tribute to the 1980s and a loose recitation of the first Drezden.
The basic formula of the project failed: added to a collection of
discolored cards may only be similar discolored cards.

The Svetlana Alexievich Intellectual Club resumed sessions
after almost a 1.5-year pause. Their format remained virtually
unchanged. Even the joint statement by Algerd Bakharevich and
Viktor Martinovich did not help.? The popular authors tried very
hard not to quarrel and carefully avoided sharp corners without
uncovering the announced topic of the cost of compromises,
thus serving as an illustration of this cost.

The Belarusian PEN Center — a representation of the inter-
national human rights organization — became a venue of the
major cultural scandal of the year. Writer and politician Pavel

8 JK6ankoB, MakcuM. «Boazspamenue kny6Horo Hob6ens. I[To3épel B3a-
MeH ractposnépon.» Benopycckutl acypuan, 01 Apr. 2019, http://journalby.
com/news/vozvrashchenie-klubnogo-nobelya-pozery-vzamen-gastro-
lerov-1276.
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Severinets publicly accused the Center’s leadership of discrim-
inating against Christian writers, promoting “cultural Marxism”
and, at the same time, forming a “gay lobby.” Nevertheless, Pavel
decided to return to the Center, from which he was expelled for
non-payment of membership fees since 2014 for ideological rea-
sons. The fact that this happened shortly before and during the
election congress of the PEN Center gave grounds to suspect
a hostile takeover of the organization.® After heated debates,
P. Severinets was reinstated and then expelled again after mass
protests of the members, this time for activities incompatible
with the basic values of the Center.

This caused a split in the ranks of independent Belarusian
writers, a hysterical information war and a series of demon-
strative demarches of iconic personas, and intensified the ne-
ver-ceasing conflict between the traditionalists and advocates
of the European way to the full extent.

The year saw a couple of closures that left noticeable gaps
in the cultural landscape. The 30th and the last ‘Basovisc¢a’ fes-
tival of young musicians of Belarusll was held near Bialystok in
July. The Minsk private bookshop ‘Gogol’s Dream’ announced its
liquidation at the end of the year. Both events are a farewell to
the desired reality, with a certain field of hope. The former was
a fairy tale about music that could awaken the nation (even from
beyond its borders). The latter was the belief that good intention
and good taste are able to sell well in Belarus.

9  CesspsiHel, [TaBes. “KynpTypHbI MapKci3m i siro kamicapsl” Naviny.by, 22 Oct.
2019, https: //naviny.by/article /20191022 /1571755546 -pavel-sevyarynec-fe-
namenalogiya-belarusi-kulturny-marksizm-i-yago.

0 O®gpyra, Angxcannp. “BorHerymsinens Anexciesid” BELSAT, 27 Oct. 2019,
https: //belsat.eu/news/vognetushytsel-aleksievich/.

1 “Hekanbki cioBay mpa ‘Bacosimya), sikix Hs1 ckaxa HixTo” Paduié Cea6oda,
13 July 2019, https: //www.svaboda.org/a/30051641.html.
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Conclusion

The dynamics of the cultural situation in 2019 generally followed
the trends that we described in previous reviews. There are still
no considerable transformations in the Belarusian cultural field.
Public officers in charge of culture are among the lowest paid
workers (BYN 650 per month on average). Market-based strate-
gies are mainly actualized outside the country.

There are neither ideas, nor resources for a redistribution
of the areas of influence. Accordingly, the mission of culture
activists is still a simple reaffirmation of their vitality, i.e. the
release of products in stable demand and proved quality, a dra-
matic self-presentation at best. Inertia remains the main motive
of the season.

The recent boom of the decorative Belarusian identity has
completely exhausted itself and lost its initial fervor.? After
a series of marches of Belarusian Republican Youth Union mem-
bers in embroidered shirts, the frisky national design no longer
scares anyone, but makes it possible to slightly color the mono-
tonous stagnation landscape, and feed the identity at a low price
during corporate events like the Symbal.by Fest.

Openness to external cultural interventions in conditions
of the blurred paradigms of domestic values turns into a style
dependence and general derivativeness. Belarus’ young sprouts
grow for outside venues, trying to keep up with the neighbors.

2 “Mopa Ha 6esapyurysiHy npaiimsa. [Tarons y»xo He Bbikjik. LSTR Adziennie
npa Toe, SIK IPaJiaBaTh a[j3€HHE 3 HalbISHAIBHBIM Xapakrapam. Marketing.
by, 13 Nov. 2019, https: //marketing.by/mnenie/moda-na-belarushchynu-
prayshla-pagonya-zho-ne-vyklik-Istr-adziennie-pra-adzenne-z-natsyya-
nalnym-khar/.
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PUBLIC OPINION:
A GEOPOLITICAL SHIFT

Andrei Vardomatsky

Summary

The Belarusian Analytical Workshop (Warsaw) presents the findings of
nationwide representational opinion polls with a sample size of over
1,000 respondents in each survey and geopolitical orientations and
the economic self-perception of the nation as thematic dominants.

Trends:

* A steep decline in support for a union with Russia;

* Growth of support for integration with Europe;

* Insignificant changes in views on the economic situation in the
country and the economic status of private households;

* A common trend of believing that the personal economic situation is
better than that of the country as a whole.

Geopolitical orientations:
high elasticity

In 2019, the most important changes in public opinion in Be-
larus occurred in the segment of geopolitical orientations. The
proportion of proponents of a union with Russia shrank from
60.4% to 40.4%, down 20%. The largest ever 14.7% downfall was
observed from September to December, whereas European in-
tegration aspirations showed almost a 10% increase from 22.4%
to 32.0%. The collapse of pro-Russian orientations in Septem-
ber-December was thus synchronous with a 7.6% growth of
pro-European sentiments (Diagram 1).
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Diagram 1. Answers to the question “Which union would be better for Belaru-
sians: the European Union or a union with Russia?”, %
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As the Belarusian-Russian relations were going from bad
to worse throughout 2019, which became particularly obvious
after the policy statement that Russian Prime Minister Dmitry
Medvedev made in Brest!, heated discussions in the media and
frictions at the highest level changed Belarusians’ common atti-
tude to potential integration with Russia.

Pro-Russian sentiments in Belarus have been slowly, yet
steadily declining since January 2018.2 Further events, including
the Belarus-Russia debates on the integration roadmaps, influ-
enced this process, not instantly, but with a delay of around five
months, which is typical of public opinion: the more nontrans-
parent the political process at the top level are, the more de-
layed the public response is. Backstage activity produces nega-
tive assessments, the phenomenon that we define as “negativity
of the unknown.”

! «YnpTUMaTyM MejiBeJieBa ToJIKaeT besapych B HOBYIO peanbHOCTb.» UDE.by,
14 Dec. 2018, https://udf.by/news/main_news/184851-ultimatum-med-
vedeva-tolkaet-belarus-v-novuyu-realnost.html.

2 «Couompocsl: BbICOKAs DJIACTUYHOCTb TEONOJIUTHYECKUX OPHEHTAIWi.»
Hawe mnenue, 15 Jan, 2019, https: //nmnby.eu/news /analytics /7015.html.
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The decline of pro-Russian orientations in Belarus is taking
place as follows.

1. The tonality of the union rhetoric changes in the Belaru-
sian media: to a lesser extent in state-controlled outlets and
larger in the independent media.

2. The perception of the impact of the processes that occur
at the top level of the central leadership is taking shape in so-
ciety.

3. This takes place under the influence of Russian media, the
so-called “Russian Media Impact.”

The interactivity, entanglement and struggle of the two me-
dia streams bring forth the cumulative curve of the geopolitical
orientations in Belarus.

A fundamentally new feature of the geopolitical orientations
is that less than a half of the adult population of Belarus wants
an alliance with Russia. This union would be rejected in a refe-
rendum that might legislate the entering into a union with Rus-
sia by 50% plus one vote.

Economic self-perception of the nation:
better at home than in the country

Unlike geopolitical orientations, the economic self-perception
of the nation has not shown big fluctuations. The diagrams of all
four measured indicators of economic self-perception are pla-
teau-like without abrupt ups and downs (see Diagrams 2-5).

The assessment of the economic situation in the country as
a whole has changed the most. In December 2019, the static es-
timate was down by 2.4% against December 2018 (Diagram 2).
The dynamic estimate was down 2.5% (Diagram 4). The micro
level indicators (households) remained almost unchanged (Dia-
grams 3 and 5).
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Diagram 2. Answers to the question “How would you assess the economic
situation in Belarus at the moment?”, %
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Diagram 3. Answers to the question “How would you assess the economic
status of your family at the moment?”, %
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Diagram 4. Answers to the question “In your opinion, how has the status of the
Belarusian economy changed over the past month?”, %
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Diagram 5. Answers to the question “In your opinion, how has the economic
status of your family changed over the past month?”, %
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Considering the above, the annual dynamics can be de-
scribed by the heading of this chapter: “better at home than in
the country.” Or, in sociological terms, micro-assessments of the
economic situation are better than macro-assessments.

Low likelihood of a politico-business cycle

One of the questions that arise as the election campaign ap-
proaches, especially when it comes to large-scale elections
in Belarus, such as presidential elections, is whether a politi-
co-business cycle will take place. The concept of a politico-busi-
ness (or political-economic) cycle is based on the quite common
phenomenon of the linkage between economic activity (eco-
nomic growth, welfare growth) and elections to supreme bodies
and certain political decisions related to the economy.

In the course of a regular presidential cadence, at first, the
rating of the authorities decreases (first of all, of the political
leader), then the rating freezes at the lowest point in the middle
of the cadence, and then, as the nation’s economic self-percep-
tion improves, it rises again closer to the election day.
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We do not expect that the politico-business cycle will take
shape in the current cadence of Alexander Lukashenko (2015~
2020). Unfortunately, nothing is known so far about the rating of
the president (which is a significant social fact). Belarusians will
definitely not feel safer economically closer to the presidential
campaign. Therefore, we can only talk about an incomprehen-
sive politico-business cycle.

Conclusion

The combination of at least three factors — the economic reces-
sion and the crises caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and de-
teriorated Belarusian-Russian relations — will inevitably affect
public sentiment. It seems highly probable that the assessment
of the economic situation in the country will become increa-
singly negative, both at the macro and micro levels. Further
measurements will show what is actually happening with the
geopolitical orientations in Belarus, which have fluctuated many
times before.
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RESEARCH AND ANALYTICAL CENTERS:
“OLIGOPOLIZATION”

Natalia Ryabova

Summary

Forecasts for 2019, given in the last review!, were generally verified.
The total number of studies conducted in the sector has not de-
creased, mainly due to the fecundity of two research centers. Most
centers are able to produce only one or three serious studies per year.
At the same time, a few strong organizations expanded their research
activities and interaction with the state.

Despite the election year, the demand for political analytics has not
increased significantly. The topic of Parliamentary elections did not
cause a surge of research interest, and the political forces themselves
continued to work on their programs, mainly without the help of the
expert community.

Trends:

» Concentration of resources, “oligopolization” of the sector;

* “New normality™ the smaller number of studies for most of the think
tanks;

* Significant impact of major projects against the background of re-
duced activity of most actors.

International context

In early 2020, the 2019 Global Go to Think Tank Index Report of
the University of Pennsylvania®? was released. The global trends
described there are largely applicable to Belarus.

! Ryabova, Natalia. “Research and Analysis Centers: Increasing influence at
reducing opportunities.” Vilnius, Lohvinau, 2019, pp. 179-187.

2 McGann, James G. “2019 Global Go To Think Tank Index Report.” University
of Pennsylvania. 03 Mar. 2020, https: //repository.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcon-
tent.cgi?article=1018&context=think_tanks.
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- Research centers around the world face challenges in fin-
ding resources and stability, as well as technological and
competitive challenges. The report’s authors consider global
threats to include: more topics that need attention; more ac-
tors; more competition and more conflicts.

- Anincreasing amount of data with an increasing quality and
specification is also a major challenge. A new source of data
is social networks, the potential of which research centers
still have to understand and master.

- The importance of artificial intelligence developments is in-
creasing; automated systems will probably be able to take over
the lion’s share of the analysis that is currently performed by
humans. Systems that allow analyzing thousands of scenari-
o0s, including behavior at the micro level (citizen, household,
business), will increase the accuracy and validity of forecasts
and recommendations by an order of magnitude.®

The number of registered research centers from Belarus re-
mained the same — 22 units (a year earlier only one was added).
Unfortunately, the report does not contain information about
which centers are included in this rating. As before, not a single
Belarusian center (out of twenty-two counted) was included in
the top 90 research centers in Central and Eastern Europe, or in
thematic sub-ratings.

It should be noted that in the second half of the year, due
to the tense situation in relations between Belarus and Russia,
interest in Belarus from foreign research centers sharply in-
creased: a large number of analytical papers on our country in
the context of international relations, security, etc. were pub-
lished.

J

3 For example, the Urban Institute (USA) uses a tool called “Microsimulation’
to simulate household tax behavior for various policy options and their
consequences. For more information, see: www.urban.org/research/data-
methods/data-analysis /quantitative-data-analysis /microsimulation.
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Key players and research

In general, the sector produced about the same amount of re-
search in 2019 as it had a year earlier (about 60 units). However,
these studies are unevenly distributed: the lion’s share of pro-
duction is created by two centers. These are BEROC and The
Research Center of the Institute of Privatization and Manage-
ment (IPM); both centers specialize in economy, although their
activities go beyond this topic. The other centers produce quite
fewer researches.

The BEROC center is a confident leader in the number of
studies released: in 2019, 20 analytical notes and studies were
published, as well as 5 working materials (independently or in
cooperation with other organizations). Six of 20 analytical notes
are devoted to the green and circular economy*, another block
is research in the field of social policy, and the traditionally im-
portant block is macro economy. The research also focuses on
gender, poverty, information and communication technologies
(ICT), education, entrepreneurship, and modern University.

BEROC published quarterly economic reviews. Many mate-
rials are available only in English. The center held the IX Inter-
national Conference on Economics and Finance, for the second
time accompanying it with a conference for young scientists in
the field of Economics and Finance. It also organized several
events dedicated to the green economy and continued its active
educational activities.

The “Minsk Dialogue” expert initiative has attracted Alexan-
der Lukashenko as a key speaker to its conference for the se-
cond year in a row. The two-day forum “European Security: Step
Back from the Edge of the Abyss™ brought together more than

4 Until 2019, the topic of green economy was almost not included in the
research agenda.

5> «®opym “MuHCcKoro muasora’ “EBpomerickas 6e30MacHOCTb: OTOUTH OT
Kpasi mpomactu’» Munckull duanoe, https://minskdialogue.by/events/
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700 participants — experts, diplomats and representatives of
international organizations. The initiative also organized other
expert events, published four analytical notes, and six reviews
on foreign policy and security. In 2019, the “Minsk Dialogue” ini-
tiative was registered as an institution.

The IPM research center conducted sociological research
and created several types of research based on it: working pa-
pers and analytical notes/discussion materials — 14 units in
total. Thematic focus is working conditions for small and me-
dium-sized enterprises, social policy (demography, pension sys-
tem), population values, poverty, high-tech Park (HTP), green
economy, and trade. Work on the regional competitiveness Index
continued. In addition, the center publishes a number of regular
analytical publications — macroeconomic forecasts, annual re-
views on the topic of poverty; it also issues current analytics and
comments, and participates in joint research.

The flagship event of the IPM Research center, which is the
Kastrychnitsky Economic Forum (KEF, held in conjunction with
BEROC), was held on October 31 — November 1 under the tit-
le “The Invisible Hand of Leviathan™. Aleksandr Turchin, first
Deputy Prime Minister of Belarus (until November 2019), was the
“headliner” of the opening for the second year in a row. In ad-
dition to the Central KEF, regional conferences are held for the
third year in a row (September-October). At the end of 2019, the
KEF telegram channel invited subscribers to assess various risks
for 2020 and presented the results of this “expert-popular vote”
in a separate material’.

conference/forum-minskogo-dialoga-evropeiskaia-bezopasnost-otoiti-ot-
kraia-propasti.

6 «Hesugumas pyka JleBuadana.» Kacmpulruniyki skanamiuuel popym, http: //
kef.by/forum /kef-2019/.

7 «Pucku 2020 nio Bepcuu tesierpam-kanasna KEF.» Vccaedosamenvckutl uewmp
MMII, 30 Dec. 2020, http: //www.research.by/publications/dp,/1906/.
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The Belarusian Institute for strategic studies (BISS) pub-
lished several studies on education and democracy issues. Toge-
ther with the expert network “Our Opinion”, the Institute issued
12 blitz comments, and also participated in the organization and
conduct of the expert-analytical club together with “Our Opini-
on’, the Press club and monitoring Belarus in focus.

“Our Opinion” expert community continued to publish 20-
25 analytical materials per month on political processes, secu-
rity issues, public administration, international relations, eco-
nomic, social, cultural and other policies. The results of several
studies were also published. Traditionally, in June, The Belaru-
sian Yearbook (in Russian/Belarusian and English) was pub-
lished, dedicated to the results of 2018. The project “Our Opini-
on” participated in the organization and holding of meetings of
the expert and analytical club.

The BIPART research center (at the SYMPA School) released
a study on collective electronic communications from citizens
in the context of human rights, and a series of studies on the
interaction of local authorities and civil society. The center held
open lectures and organized a conference “New Solutions for
Public Administration”.

The Ostrogorsky Center published several studies in the field
of education (commissioned by representatives of other re-
search organizations), analysis and commentary, an overview of
key events in Belarus Digest in English and Russian, and partici-
pated in the CIS Arbitration Forum.

The Institute for political research “Political Sphere” with
the support of the Ostrogorsky Center released an analysis of
the research and development sector (R&D), a new issue of the
yearbook Homo Historicus and a new issue of the Belarusian
Political Science Review. After a year-long break, the VIII Inter-
national Congress of Belarusian Researchers was held in Vilnius
in September 2019.
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CASE Belarus (a member of the CASE research network)
published its research on the lessons of economic transforma-
tion in Europe for Belarus, a number of scientific articles and
public discussions.

Belarus Security Blog published monthly reviews of the na-
tional and economic security of Belarus, comments and analysis,
video reviews, continued to prepare the radio program “Warta”
and published the almanac “Warta”, organized discussions and
lectures, held a conference dedicated to the memory of General
Kyprian Kondratovich. The Eurasian security digest stopped its
publication.

The Center for European Transformation (part of the inter-
national consortium “EuroBelarus”) published a report on the
results of a pilot study on the accessibility of public spaces and
events in Minsk, a report on the results of monitoring the im-
plementation of the Convention on the protection and promo-
tion of the diversity of cultural expressions by Belarus, began to
produce an Index of blockchain and cryptocurrency regulation,
published analytics and comments.

The center for analytical initiatives at the Liberal Club re-
leased a study on the work of business development councils
and held several discussions.

The Center for Strategic and Foreign Policy Studies published
mostly analytics and comments, but there are no “massive”
studies or reports for 2019 on the center’s website.

The EAST center (Eurasian States in Transition research cen-
ter, registered in Poland) released a study on civil society orga-
nizations in Belarus, a study on anti-Belarusian disinformation
and propaganda. Some of the researches are available in Russian
and English, and some are available only in English.

Expert metwork 1iSANS (International Strategic Action
Network for Security): a notable phenomenon in this case is
the preparation of the report “Forcing “Integration™ Russia’s
creeping attack on the sovereignty of Belarus” The report was
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released under the “confidential” label and is presented in the off
the record format.

The Strategy Research Center and the Mises Center produced
analysis and commentary, and held a summer school for experts.

The Public Bologna Committee has published several moni-
toring reports on the implementation of the Bologna commit-
ments, as well as a study on European values in the higher edu-
cation system in the Eastern Partnership countries (initiated by
the Eastern Partnership Civil Society Forum).

The Center for New Ideas released a Rating of Belarusian citi-
es® and an Index of the future of Belarus®, published comments,
infographics and podcasts. In early 2020, the Center decided to
become an analytical center.

Independent Sociology felt somewhat better than in 2018,
although the situation with the licensing of socio-political re-
search has not changed. Both “old” and new organizations work
in the market, which are mainly engaged in marketing research,
along the way carefully measuring the socio-political “pulse”.
This data is actively used by the media and analysts against
the background of their general deficit. The results of the Au-
gust survey of the Belarusian analytical workshop (BAW) were
most-talked about, which recorded a decrease in the number of
supporters of the Union with Russia.’

When choosing a method for collecting sociological data,
researchers often turn to online surveys using the Belarusian
panel of foreign organizations or drop-down windows on Bela-
rusian websites. In general, access to and use of data appears
to be expanding.

8 “PoiThHIHT 6esyapyckix rapamoy.” Llaump Hosvix 103U, https://ideaby.org/
cities-2019/.

9 “Impakc 6enapyckaii 6yayyani 2019”7 Liswmp Hoeblx 10211, https: //ideaby.org/
index-2019/.

10 «B benapycu najjaeT 41ucjio CTOPOHHUKOB COt03a ¢ Poccreit — MUHyC 9 IyHKTOB
3a rog.» Tut.by, 02 Oct. 2019, https: //news.tut.by/economics,/655706.html.
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Research products are also produced from time to time by
non-governmental organizations that are not research centers
themselves. For example, the International Educational Public
Association “ACT” annually prepares and publishes the NGO
sustainability Index (together with USAID). The Office of Euro-
pean Expertise and Communications, as an educational organi-
zation, periodically organizes surveys and publishes their re-
sults. In 2019, the Office together with the Baltic Internet Policy
Initiative presented the results of a study of the Internet audi-
ence “Public organizations and citizens’ initiatives: the potential
for participation”. Since this study is already the third, it can be
considered as a consistent effort to study the NGO sector.

The human rights organization Human Constanta together
with the Baltic Internet Policy Initiative conducted a study of
the attitude of Belarusians to human rights in the digital envi-
ronment. The international non-profit organization Pact com-
missioned a national survey (conducted by MIA Research), based
on which analytical notes were published in late 2019 — early
2020 on the attitude of Belarusians to reforms, the social cont-
ract, foreign policy, gender issues, civil society, media and the
role of the state.

The State Research Sector followed the usual trajectory: it
provided decision-making within the state apparatus and pub-
lished very little material in the public domain. Often the results
of research in the form of articles of varying degrees of detail
were published in scientific or departmental journals, but this
cannot be applied to the scientific developments. The intersec-
tion point of the two sectors is specialized events and confe-
rences, for example, the conference “Problems of forecasting
and state regulation of socio-economic development” or the al-
ready mentioned “Minsk Dialogue” and KEF.

A significant event was the establishment in February 2019
of the Belarusian Institute for Strategic Research (BISR) for the
purpose of providing information and analytical support for the
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activities of state bodies and officials in strategic areas of fo-
reign and domestic policy. Together with the BelTA Agency, the
Institute initiated the project “Expert Environment”, one of the
issuesl1 of which was devoted to the increased volume of analy-
sis about Belarus — mainly foreign. ISANS and BISR were also
cited as examples of foreign analytics.

The discussion of demand for analytics as such under the
existing system of government was interesting. According to
Oleg Makarov, Director of BISR, decision-makers in Belarus
(both in government and in business) are used to making their
own decisions, they do not understand that analytics can im-
prove the efficiency of this process. It becomes the reason why
analytical work is not perceived as a profession. According to
Oleg Makarov, the state should pay attention to this problem
and literally “bring up” the analytical sector.

Influence on policy and relations with
stakeholders

State

As noted above, some events and conferences become visib-
le points of intersection of analytical centers and government
agencies (Minsk Dialogue, KEF, Internet Governance Forum,
etc.). There are also joint consultations, seminars, presentations,
etc. Analytical centers also participate in public discussions of
draft laws.

It is difficult to quantify this cooperation, but given the rela-
tively small number of resulting products and the traditionally
wary attitude of government agencies to outside analytics, it is

1 «AnanuTtuka o bBenapycu: npasna u BeiMbicen.» beaTA, http://expert.belta.
by/01?fbclid=IwAR192YKwCxqux9H8p_mOMkOOxlpLa4Om3T-vEAaj-
THO0iOgd7zjlh6NIJzAro.
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possible to say that it is still poorly developed. The existing level
of cooperation varies depending on the sphere: the state tends
to take into account economic analysis, but in the sphere of hu-
man rights, public administration, ecology, etc. the situation is
different.

Civil society organization

Civil society organizations are slightly more frequent than
before turn to think tanks for research, although they still do it
rarely. Expanding this practice is hindered both by the preca-
rious situation of the third sector itself, and by not fully formed
demand. On the other hand, NGOs are increasingly aware of the
importance of empirical data for their activities, so they have
started to order more sociological research, studying their
audience or a certain segment of their own activities.

MEDIA

Media and research centers continue to cooperate. The me-
dia seek comments and analysis, and research centers publish
their materials and research results in the media (both indepen-
dent and state-owned, with varying success).

In addition, recently the level of journalistic analysis seems
to have become more noticeable. As an example, the publica-
tions of Artem Schreibman on the website of the Carnegie Mos-
cow Center can be mentioned.

Political parties and movements

Parliamentary elections were held in Belarus in 2019, but
there was no significant and visible expansion of cooperation
between the research centers sector and parties. It certainly
took place — especially in the case of parties and movements,
rather than individual candidates — but it was often a case of an
order “from friends”. It is difficult to identify the signs of institu-
tionalization of cooperation.

206 BELARUSIAN YEARBOOK 2020



Conclusion

In light of the complex and alarming processes taking place in
the world (relations between Belarus and Russia, the energy is-
sue, coronavirus, etc.), the demand for fast “explanatory” ana-
lytics will increase. But this is unlikely to affect “heavy”, serious
analytics.

For the same reasons, there is a relatively high demand for
analytics in the field of economy, international relations, secu-
rity, and in view of the election year — in the field of politics.
In other areas, due to reduced attention, “self-ordering” or the
influence of individual projects will be more vivid.

The research sector will produce the same or fewer full-
fledged studies due to the difficult financial situation. The pro-
cess of “oligopolization” will increase.
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MACROECONOMIC SITUATION:
TYPICAL YEAR OF STAGNATION

Dmitry Kruk

Summary

In 2019, the Belarusian leadership was trying to maintain an infirm ba-
lance between (1) the preservation of the economic model with a do-
minant role of state-run enterprises, (2) a comforting rate of output
growth, and (3) macroeconomic and financial stability. No success was
achieved, and one of the components had to be sacrificed.

Price, external and fiscal stability remained. Output showed 1.2%
growth. The outstripping rate of real income growth was ensured,
which improved the situation in the social sector. However, all these
measures factored in a decline in the corporate sector finances.

In pursuit of a balance, the government relaxed budget constraints for
the public sector. Private sector enterprises grabbed the opportunities
opened by business environment improvements of the previous years,
and made a significant contribution to output growth.

Trends:

* End of recovery growth (output growth slowdown, spasmodic eco-
nomic activity);

* Growing contradictions in institutional policy: measures to streng-
then financial stability stumbled over the enforced support for the
public sector;

* Maintained economic policy focus on macro stability despite doubts
about the justifiability of this policy;

* Considerable increase in real incomes and reduced welfare imbalances.

Introduction

After the relatively successful year 2018, the economic authorities
were kind of euphoric. Official forecasts for 2019 presumed a no-
ticeable acceleration in output growth to 4%, which was above
the equilibrium growth estimates for Belarus (around 2.5%).
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The government, probably, counted on a favorable external
environment, hoping that systemic problems that hampered
economic growth were resolved in previous years. Therefore,
it relied on economic activity growth in 2019 primarily thanks
to higher external demand that would revive domestic de-
mand, first of all investment, which has still not recovered to the
pre-recession level of 2014. Also, accelerated growth of capital
investment was expected after the launch of the Belarusian nu-
clear power plant initially planned for late 2019.

Most of the hopes did not come true. The price terms for
foreign trade worsened, and adverse events occurred in some
global commodity markets that are essential for Belarus (potash
fertilizers, mining trucks), which led to sagging demand for Be-
larusian goods.

Global trends affected Russian economic growth, which re-
mained very modest, and resulted in a reduced demand for Be-
larusian goods and services. Furthermore, throughout 2019, Be-
larus was under Russian pressure on a whole range of economic
issues. By the end of the year, this pressure resulted in a conflict
over the terms of oil supply, which was an important factor af-
fecting economic dynamics.

Contrary to expectations, the expected surge in investment
in late 2019 did not revitalize economic activity. First, the com-
missioning of the NPP was postponed again to 2020. Second, as
negative expectations heightened by the end of the year, compa-
nies curbed their investment appetites, and households scaled
down housing construction.

Growing institutional
contradictions

In 2019, the government’s economic policy was conceptually
based on the assumption that the most obvious institutional
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defects, such as the low efficiency of state-owned enterprises
and their accumulated debt, were mitigated enough to en-
sure moderate growth of the economy. Therefore, significant
institutional innovations seemed to be irrelevant, and the
country’s leadership focused on the consolidation of emer-
ging trends.

The plan was to cut directed lending to BYN 800 million (this
began in 2015, and the proportion of such loans declined to an
insignificant amount by 2019), limit other kinds of direct and in-
direct support to state-owned enterprises, and switch from soft
loans to subsidies (since 2018) in housing construction.

With regard to the private sector, the revocation of the de-
cree on pseudo-entrepreneurship!, which steamed up private
business, was the most important event of the past year.

The strategy aimed at increasing confidence in the national
currency? was also significant for financial markets and finan-
cial stability. Several progressive regulations for budget admi-
nistration, stock market development, accounting and pruden-
tial governing were introduced.

However, amid systemic problems in the public sector, the
government de facto intensified the provision of direct budget
support to state enterprises, and indirect support in the form
of debt restructuring, payment of part of interest on loans, etc.
The initially approved amount of directed lending (BYN 800 mil-
lion) increased by BYN 184 million and the complete abolition of
this lending planned for 2020 was postponed to 2021. Measures
to support state enterprises were put to practice in 2019 under
the landmark Orsha District Development Program.

This marked the curtailment of the policy of budget con-
straints for state-owned enterprises, since even half-hearted

1 Decree No. 488 of Oct 23, 2012.
2 The final version enshrined in a joint decree of the government and the
National Bank in early 2020.

ECONOMY 213



changes in 2016-2017 put in question the viability of business
models for most of them. The government was no longer strong-
ly determined to create a market of bad debts and establish new
rules for banks to deal with troubled borrowers. A draft regula-
tory act aimed at responding to the chronic (since 2016) problem
of bad debts had been worked on since 2017, and its adoption
was planned for 2019. However, the draft got bogged down in
bureaucratic approval procedures and was removed from the
agenda before the end of the year.

No significant changes occurred in the functioning of the
private sector. Many private companies managed to increase
output and /or improve their financial performance after a frag-
mentary liberalization in 2016-2017. Nearly 80% of surveyed pri-
vate small and medium businesses considered their standing in
2019 as satisfactory or good with stable or moderate positive
dynamics.3 The IT sector, primarily the High Technology Park
(HTP), showed a fairly rapid development. IT service exports
grew by 30% to USD 2.4 billion, and the share of the information
and communications sector in GDP reached 6.2% largely thanks
to privileges granted by the 2017 decree on digital economy de-
velopment.

Inertial recovery growth ended;
growth got weakened and
spasmodic

Institutionally, the economy remained conserved, and the
weakness of the GDP growth potential remained a problem as
in previous years. In 2019, the equilibrium growth potential was

3 See in particular: «Kak 4yBcTByeT ceb6s 6e10pyCCKUI 6M3HEC: pe3ysbTaTbl
OZIHOTO UCCJIEIOBAHUL.» DroHoMuueckad 2asema, 22 Oct. 2019, https: //neg.
by/novosti/otkrytj/kak-chuvstvuet-sebya-belorusskij-biznes.
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estimated at 1.5% to 3%, but the capacity for achieving even
these figures was doubtful, not to mention the overly optimistic
official target of 4%.

Firstly, the recovery growth effect was virtually over in
the beginning of 2019, largely because the GDP growth rate in
2017-2018 had been slightly in excess of the growth capacity. Se-
condly, during that time, the economy was at a cyclical growth
retardation stage due to the faded out recovery effect and the
deterioration of the external environment. Thirdly, the economy
was influenced by local shocks that led to multidirectional out-
put jumps. For instance, a positive shock of consumer sentiment
spurred output growth early that year, and then it slowed down
due to the contaminated oil incident and heightened disagree-
ments in talks with Russia in the second and fourth quarters. As
a result, the year 2019 was distinctively marked by the arrhyth-
mic economic activity in the relatively favorable first and third
quarters and unfavorable second and fourth quarters. Business
cycle disturbances affected the macroeconomic performance,
leading to increasing uncertainty and fettered economic activi-
ty of companies and households.

GDP showed a modest 1.2% growth in 2019, which is below
the official forecast and the actual indicators of the previous
two years. In terms of demand, domestic demand components
(household consumption and gross capital formation) con-
tributed to output growth the most, while the contribution of
net exports turned out to be negative. Growth of imports that
outstripped exports was a matter of concern, but its scale was
not alarming. With the accumulated safety margin, a foreign
trade surplus decline did not pose a threat to external equi-
librium.

In terms of supply, the largest contribution to output growth
was made by the ICT sector, production sector (mainly vehicles
and equipment manufacture, metallurgy and wood processing),
agriculture and construction.
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Macro- and financial stability remains,
and so does risk of losing it

Like in the previous years, in an attempt to accelerate growth
and ensure macro and financial stability the authorities still
prioritized the latter. Therefore, they used monetary and fiscal
policy tools very carefully.

The influence of monetary and fiscal policies on the out-
put dynamics was close to neutral throughout the year, despite
some spikes and variations of the channels of this influence. Di-
rections of fiscal impulses related to consumer and investment
demand were changing. A side effect on the monetary environ-
ment was produced by a new macro-prudential tool introduced
by the National Bank-estimated standard risk rates. ESRR-based
prudential penalties for high interest rates pushed banks toward
redirection of loan offers from the consumer segment (which
caused a slowdown in its rapid growth) to the corporate one.

Restrained economic policy kept the values of indicators
that characterized macro-stability in a safe range. Despite
a considerable acceleration early in the year, inflation remained
close to the 5% target. Cumulative inflation was at 4.7%; average
annual at 5.6%.* The current account balance of the balance of
payments worsened slightly to 1.8% of GDP in 2019 from 0.04%
in 2018, but remained in the range that can be considered equi-
librium for Belarus. The consolidated budget still had a surplus
of 2.4% of GDP, which was primarily used to pay off the public
debt.

Trends were more controversial in the field of financial sta-
bility. On the one hand, liquidity in foreign exchange significant-
ly improved, largely thanks to increased FX net supply on the
domestic market. Households showed a year-on-year decrease

4 Hereinafter data of the National Bank of the Republic of Belarus, http://
www.nbrb.by.
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in this segment (USD 0.6 billion against USD 1.1 billion), while le-
gal entities sharply increased the net supply (USD 1.1 billion, net
demand standing at USD 0.2 billion in 2018). This made it possi-
ble to increase the country’s gold and foreign exchange reserves
by USD 2.2 billion to USD 9.4 billion, and their quality improved.

A decrease in the public debt burden against the backdrop
of GDP growth and a slight increase in the absolute size of the
public debt was also a positive trend. A part of new state bor-
rowings was denominated in Russian rubles (equivalent of USD
0.15 billion). The susceptibility of the debt to the exchange rate
decreased insignificantly, but it became obvious that the autho-
rities realized the problem. The placement of Eurobonds in Be-
larusian rubles worth around USD 100 million by the Develop-
ment Bank of the Republic of Belarus was even more symbolic in
this regard.

On the other hand, poor financial performance of companies,
primarily state-owned, affected the quality of corporate debts.
Government support measures remedied the situation just a lit-
tle. Therefore, banks remained relatively passive in lending. The
year also saw a decrease in banks’ profitability indicators.

As economic growth slowed down closer to the end of the
year, and disputes with Russia grew bitter, many of the con-
served contradictions manifested themselves again. Authorities’
declarations and some actions they took (intensification of un-
conventional forms of support for state-owned enterprises) cast
doubt on the justification of the adherence to the macroeco-
nomic stability goals amid low growth and accumulated threats
to financial stability.

Real incomes up, social imbalances down

Along with the adherence to the macro-stability goals, the go-
vernment tried to bolster growth impulses by increasing wages
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and social benefits through three channels: first, by means of
direct fiscal incentives, i.e. growth of nominal wages in the pub-
lic sector and budget transfers; second, by means of direct in-
fluence on the dynamics of wages at state-owned enterprises;
third, by giving an impetus to wage growth in the public sector
and at state-owned enterprises. As a result, wages and pensions
(in real terms) grew at a faster pace (relative to labor productivi-
ty and output growth), which, at the end of the year, were at 7.7%
and 13.1%, respectively.

Accelerated growth of wages, however, produced a nega-
tive effect on future macro- and financial stability, in particular,
the financial standing of enterprises, where labor costs grew at
a faster pace. Accelerated growth of consumer demand deteri-
orated the current account balance of the balance of payments.

This, of course, favorably affected the social sector. Real
wages and pensions reached all-time highs. Furthermore, the
authorities managed to maintain a relatively favorable labor
market environment, which slightly worsened in the last months
of the year. Unemployment decreased from 4.6% early in the
year to 4.0% by the end of the year, while the employment rate
remained virtually unchanged. Secondly, the government al-
most completely eliminated the imbalances in the distribution
of revenues. The ratio of the real size of the average pension and
wage approached the desired level of 40%, and the poverty rate
was down to a historic low (around 3.5% by the end of the year).

Disputes with Russia affect short-term dynamics and
expose medium-term threats to the economy

The economic situation rapidly changed in the fourth quarter
of 2019. Surveys showed that commercial entities and house-
holds had negative expectations. Companies postponed or even
curtailed investment projects. Demand in the labor market

218 BELARUSIAN YEARBOOK 2020



decreased at the end of the year. The number of new jobs sharp-
ly decreased, and the unemployment rate went up, albeit slightly
(from 3.9% to 4.0%) for the first time since 2017 mainly due to
adverse developments and uncertainty caused by heated oil and
gas disputes with Russia.

Twists and turns of Belarus-Russia negotiations on “greater
integration” and oil and gas supplies revealed conceptual con-
tradictions between the countries. Belarus strongly counted
on facilitated access to the Russian market, low gas prices, and
preferences in trade in oil and oil products, believing that its
membership in the Eurasian Economic Union guaranteed all this.

Russia’s commitment to implement the tax maneuver in its
oil sector to the detriment of the financial interests of Belarus
was a short-term challenge for macro- and financial stability in
2020. From this perspective, acceptance of Russia’s terms would
mean an increase in the purchase price of crude oil to around
83% of the world price (up 4 percentage points against 2019),
which would nearly reduce the profitability of the Belarusian
refineries to zero, and result in a drop of fiscal revenues and
foreign trade receipts by USD 250 million.

More importantly, the Russian tax maneuver was a strategic
threat to the justifiability of the Belarusian economic model, in
which oil refinery is one of the drivers of the national economy.
Acceptance of Russia’s terms from 2020 (the start of subsidies
for Russian refineries) would de facto mean acceptance of Rus-
sia’s interpretation of EEU agreements and inability to cite them
as a justification of the claims for favorable terms in trade in
energy commodities.

Belarus is hardly able to ensure the cost-effective functio-
ning of its oil refining industry by means of compensatory mea-
sures aimed at mitigating tax maneuver impacts. Therefore, at
the end of 2019, the Belarusian government took a tough stance
in negotiations with Russia in an attempt to preserve the conve-
nient economic model, which faces a medium-term threat.
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Conclusion

The year 2019 was quite indicative, as it displayed the state of
the national economy, its prospects and problems. On the one
hand, disciplined economic policy made it possible to maintain
macro-stability, low inflation and close-to-equilibrium balance
of payments and fiscal position.

On the other hand, output growth was insignificant and un-
satisfactory against the backdrop of a wide range of institution-
al defects. Trying to raise household incomes and improve the
situation in the social sector, the authorities resort to measures
that adversely affect the financial situation in the corporate sec-
tor. This, in turn, forces them to intensify the use of public sec-
tor support tools and curtail the previously proclaimed policy of
tightening budget constraints.

As aresult, the Belarusian economy faced a trilemma in 2019:
it is hard to simultaneously maintain (1) the economic model
with the dominant role of state-owned enterprises, (2) a com-
forting output growth rate, and (3) macroeconomic and financial
stability. Throughout the year, the government tried to sacrifice
little bits of each component. However, new challenges emerged
at the end of the year due to disagreements with Russia. Under
deteriorating external conditions, it will be more and more dif-
ficult to maintain a fragile balance between the three compo-
nents above.
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FOREIGN EXCHANGE MARKET:
WILL THERE BE ENOUGH RESERVES TO
WITHSTAND RECESSION?

Alexander Mukha

Summary

In 2019, private households considerably reduced their net sale of
foreign exchange on the domestic market of Belarus against the back-
drop of an increase in monetary incomes. Although national gold and
foreign exchange reserves reached an all-time high in early 2020, they
remain insufficient given the collapsing access to international capital
markets for Belarusian residents. Depreciation of the national cur-
rency may further increase the risks associated with the previously
accumulated external debt.

In 2020-2021, downward pressure on the exchange rate of the Bela-
rusian ruble (BYN) and gold and foreign exchange reserves is expected
to increase amid the growing large-scale economic recession caused,
among other things, by the coronavirus pandemic.

Trends:

* Increased net demand for foreign exchange on the part of house-
holds and enterprises, which negatively affects the ruble exchange
rate dynamics;

* Increased adverse dynamics of foreign economic operations, exacer-
bated by external debt liabilities;

* Increased need for external financing;

» Expected decline in monetary incomes of the population fraught
with political risks.

Households and enterprises as net buyers
of foreign exchange

Households continued reducing their net sale of foreign ex-
change in 2019 against the backdrop of an increase in monetary
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incomes and a decrease in unorganized foreign exchange sa-
vings of households. According to the National Bank of the
Republic of Belarus (NBB), individuals sold USD 597.7 million
in equivalent on a net basis! (including cashless transactions)
against USD 1.115 billion in 2018, USD 1.759 billion in 2017 and
USD 1.894 billion in 2016 (see Table 1).

For comparison: over the same period, business entities
sold USD 531.7 million on a net basis, non-residents — USD
571.9 million, banks and non-bank financial institutions (NBFI) —
USD 705.9 million.

Table 1. Net demand and net supply of foreign exchange on the domestic FX
market, 2014-2020, USD million

Period Net demand (-) and net supply (+) of foreign exchange
Economic population? | Non-resi- Banks and
entities dents? NBFI?

2014 -495.0 -1,385.0 261.7

2015 -403.8 129.6 227.2

2016 -206.1 1,894.0 452.5

2017 -880.0 1,759.0 313.9

2018 -672.4 1,114.8 493.7 617.8

2019 531.7 597.7 571.9 705.9

Jan.-Feb. 2020 -309.4 -172.8 67.8 186,6

Note. Y Includes transactions of individuals on the foreign exchange cash mar-
ket (including payment media) and non-cash transactions; ? does not include
operations performed in accordance with the Eurasian Economic Union Treaty
of May 29, 2014, which regulates the procedure for crediting and distribution of
import customs duties in the EEU; ¥ includes spot transactions with own funds
(without conversion operations), including of the Development Bank of the Re-
public of Belarus and non-bank financial institutions. The symbol ‘... means that
the data was not published.

Source: author’s research based on the data provided by the National Bank of
the Republic of Belarus.

! Hereinafter: “Statistics.” National bank of Belarus. 25 Mar 2020, http: //nbrb.
by/.
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The composition of net foreign exchange supply on the part
of households is as follows: net sale of cash foreign exchange —
USD 1.418 billion; conversion of deposits in rubles into foreign
exchange deposits on a net basis — minus USD 820.1 million.

In 2019, net supply of foreign exchange on the domestic fo-
reign exchange market totaled USD 2.407 billion, which allowed
the National Bank to significantly increase national gold and
foreign exchange reserves. In 2019, the reserves rose by 31.2%
(USD 2.236 billion) at once to USD 9.394 billion, as of January 1,
2020, which is the all-time high in the history of independent
Belarus.

However, in January-February 2020, households and enter-
prises acted as net buyers of foreign exchange on the domestic
FX market. Households and legal entities’ demand for foreign
exchange exceeded supply, which, along with other factors,
negatively affected the dynamics of the exchange rate of the Be-
larusian ruble against major foreign currencies. In January-Feb-
ruary 2020, households bought USD 172.8 million on a net basis
(including cashless transactions), and business entities bought
USD 309.4 million (see Table 1).

The transition from net sale to net purchase of foreign ex-
change by households stems from the following factors.

1. A significant reduction in unorganized foreign exchange
savings of households over the past few years. For instance,
in 2015-2019, households sold USD 8.788 billion of previously
stashed cash foreign exchange on a net basis. We can expect
a decrease in supply of cash foreign exchange from this source
in 2020.

2. A decrease in foreign exchange receipts from labor mi-
grants. Incomes of labor migrants employed in Russia were one
of the sources of regular replenishment of unorganized for-
eign exchange savings of households. Belarusians prefer to take
earned money from Russia back home mainly in cash. Accor-
ding to our forecast, an economic downturn in Russia in 2020
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coupled with a sharp depreciation of the Russian ruble will lead
to a further decrease in foreign exchange receipts from labor
migrants employed in Russia and, accordingly, to a reduction in
cash supply on the domestic foreign exchange market of Belarus.

3. An increase in demand for foreign exchange amid rising
depreciation expectations. Falling oil prices and depreciation of
the Russian and the Belarusian rubles hit by the COVID-19 pan-
demic led to increased depreciation expectations in the coun-
try and, as a result, increased demand for foreign exchange by
households in 2020. From the beginning of 2020 to March 30,
the official exchange rate of the Belarusian ruble against the
US dollar dropped by 22.4% to BYN 2.5754/USD 1, and against
the euro by 20.6% to BYN 2.8371/EUR 1 (Table 2).

Table 2. Dynamics of the average weighted exchange rate of the Belarusian
ruble against the dollar, euro and Russian ruble, 2013-2020

Average weighted exchange rate of the Belarusian ruble against

Period USD ;)rg\gr?olﬁ:t EUR S‘}igféﬂ:t fl‘l’;lséf}“ ;rgg?olﬁ:t
period period period

2013 0.8971 107.2 1.1834 109.8 2.7840 103.9
2014 1.0260 114.4 1.3220 11.7 2.6628 95.6
2015 1.6254 158.4 1.7828 134.9 2.6237 98.5
2016 1.9998 123.0 2.2010 123.5 2.9845 113.8
2017 1.9333 96.7 2.1833 99.2 3.3126 111.0
2018 2.0402 105.5 2.4008 110.0 3.2417 97.9
2019 2.0887 102.4 2.3342 97.2 3.2303 99.6
Jan.-
Feb. 2.1618 | 100.33) 2.3713 96.73) 3.4230 105.4%
2020

Note. » Taking into account the denomination of the Belarusian ruble since
July 1, 2016; ? exchange rate of the Belarusian ruble to 100 Russian rubles;
9 % against January-February 2019.

Source: author’s research based on the data provided by the National Bank of
the Republic of Belarus.
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The average weighted exchange rate of the Belarusian rub-
le against the US dollar and the euro is likely to noticeably de-
crease closer to the end of 2020, as the situation on the domes-
tic foreign exchange market is deteriorating.

4. An increase in monetary incomes of households also con-
tributes to an increase in net demand for foreign exchange by
individuals. According to the National Statistics Committee
of Belarus (Belstat), real monetary incomes of households (ac-
counting the consumer price index for commodities and ser-
vices) increased in 2019 by 6.0% year on year to BYN 81.640 bil-
lion? (Table 3).

Table 3. Dynamics of monetary incomes of households in 2013-2019

Monetary % against previous period
Monetary | incomes 1
. incomes, in USD R.ea Monetary
Period BYN mil- terms Monetary | disposable | incomes
lion? USD rﬁil— incomes monetary | in USD
lion incomes equivalent
2013 44,228.6 49,301.4 137.5 116.3 128.3
2014 52,627.6 51,293.0 119.0 100.9 104.0
2015 56,289.1 34,631.8 107.0 94.1 67.5
2016 58,705.4 29,355.6 104.3 93.1 84.8
2017 64,106.9 33,159.3 109.2 102.8 113.0
2018 72,787.3 35,676.6 113,5 107.9 107.6
20192 81,639.9 39,086.5 12.2 106.0 109.6

Note: » taking into account the denomination of the Belarusian ruble since
July 1, 2016; ? preliminary data.

Source: author’s research based on the data provided by the National Bank of
the Republic of Belarus.

According to our estimates, monetary incomes of house-
holds increased in dollar terms by USD 3.410 billion (9.6%) in

2 Hereinafter: “Official Statistics” National Statistics Committee of Belarus,
25 Mar 2020, http: //www.belstat.gov.by/ofitsialnaya-statistika/.
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2019 to USD 39.087 billion. This calculation is based on the ave-
rage rate of the Belarusian ruble against the US dollar in the
domestic foreign exchange market: BYN 2.0402/USD1 in 2018;
BYN 2.0887/USD 1in 2019.

It is worth noting that households’ monetary incomes in dol-
lar terms (USD 51.293 billion) peaked in 2014. At the end of the
year, there was a local foreign exchange crisis, and the National
Bank’s leadership was replaced.

The average accrued wage (except micro-organizations and
small organizations without departmental subordination) in-
creased in 2019 by 9.7% year on year from USD 476.1 to 522.3
(Table 4). The all-time high of USD 589.9 was registered in 2014.

Table 4. Dynamics of accrued average monthly wage in 2013-2020

% against previous period
. Wage
Nominal . Wage
) in USD ) wag
Period wage, t Nominal in USD
BYN? €rms, Real wage .
USD wage equiva-
lent
2013 506.1 564.2 1377 116.4 128.5
2014 605.2 589.9 119.6 101.3 104.6
2015 671.5 413.1 110.9 97.7 70.0
2016 7227 361.4 107.6 96.2 87.5
2017 822.8 425.6 113.9 107.5 117.8
2018 971.4 476.1 118.1 112.6 111.9
2019% 1090.9 522.3 113.3 107.3 109.7
Jan.-Feb. 3 3 3
2020 1116.9 516.7 113.5 108.6 113.1

Note. » Taking into account the denomination of the Belarusian ruble since
July 1, 2016; » without micro-organizations and small organizations without de-
partmental subordination; ¥ % against January-February 2019.

Source: author’s research based on the data provided by the National Bank of
the Republic of Belarus.
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Considering the economic recession in Belarus and depreci-
ation of the Belarusian ruble against the US dollar, we can expect
a decrease in households’ monetary incomes and the average
wage in dollar terms, which can lead to increased social unrest
and political risks as the presidential election is approaching.

Oil and gas factor

Enterprises turn from being net sellers to net buyers of foreign
exchange due to negative trends in foreign economic operations,
while the tight schedule of payments on foreign debt stands.
The decrease in foreign exchange earnings was primarily due
to a decrease in the export of Belarusian oil products and crude
oil in monetary terms as a result of the fall of global oil prices
and the physical volumes of exported oil products against the
backdrop of protracted negotiations with Russia on oil supplies
to Belarus.

According to Belstat, the average price of Russian oil for Be-
larus in 2019 stood at USD 365.6 per ton. The Russian Federal
Service for State Statistics (Rosstat) reported the average price
of Russian oil for countries outside the CIS at USD 460.7 per ton.?
The ratio of the prices of Russian oil for Belarus and countries
outside the CIS increased to 79.4% from 74.0% in 2018 and 46.4%
in 2014.

A similar trend is observed in gas supplies. According to Bel-
stat, the average price of Russian natural gas for Belarus stood
at USD 130.2 per 1,000 cubic meters in 2019. Rosstat reported
the average export price for all countries at USD 189.3. The ratio
of the prices for Belarus and all states increased to 68.8% from
59.4% in 2018.

3 Hereinafter: “Official Statistics” Federal State Statistics Service of Russia.
25 Mar 2020, http: //www.gks.ru/.
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The year 2020 may see a further increase in this price ra-
tio, since Belarus failed to negotiate a lower gas price in talks
with Russia, while the price of Russian natural gas for foreign
countries was reduced. According to Belstat, in January 2020,
the average price of Russian gas for Belarus was set at USD 130
per 1,000 m3. On March 25, 2020, the price of natural gas with
its delivery 1 month in advance at the Dutch Title Transfer Fa-
cility hub dropped to USD 86. European countries thus had the
largest ever gas inventories. Besides, demand for gas is likely to
decline due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Repayment of external debt as a big challenge

As households and legal entities’ net demand for foreign exchange
increased, the National Bank had to intervene to maintain the ex-
change rate of the Belarusian ruble by selling FX on the Belarusian
Currency and Stock Exchange, which, coupled with the repay-
ment of a considerable part of the foreign debt in January-Feb-
ruary 2020 led to a decrease in gold and FX reserves by 6.3% (by
USD 588.7 million) to USD 8.805 billion as of March 1, 2020.

The conditions for refinancing the foreign debt of Belarusian
residents worsened due to the instability in international finan-
cial markets, which, inter alia, caused an increase in the yield on
Eurobonds of Belarusian issuers (the government and the De-
velopment Bank of the Republic of Belarus). The yield on sove-
reign Eurobonds of Belarus maturing in 2030 increased from
4.9% as of February 21 to 8.3% as of March 25, 2020.

In March, the Belarusian government had to postpone the
placement of a new issue of sovereign Eurobonds. In this situa-
tion, the repayment of foreign debt will further reduce national
gold foreign exchange reserves.

Given the recent developments, the repayment and servi-
cing of the foreign and domestic debts denominated in foreign
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exchange is a serious challenge for all residents of Belarus.
Depreciation of the national currency can aggravate the risks
associated with the accumulated external debt of Belarusian
residents (the government, National Bank, banking sector and
enterprises).

According to the National Bank, the total external debt of
Belarusian residents increased in 2019 by USD 1.462 billion (3.7%)
to USD 40.750 billion as of January 1, 2020, which is 64.5% of the
country’s GDP (Figure 1). The external debt of Belarusian resi-
dents is still over the economic security threshold set at 60% of
GDP.

Figure 1. Dynamics of Belarus’ total external debt in 2010-2020, USD million
(actual data and polynomial trend)
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The schedule of forthcoming payments on the gross exter-
nal debt of residents of Belarus as of January 1, 2020 includes
payments on the principal debt and interest, a total of USD
47.922 billion.
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Payments by residents of Belarus on the external debtin 2020
are estimated at USD 18.455 billion (including debt refinancing
operations). Belarus’ gold and foreign exchange reserves totaled
USD 9.394 billion as of January 1, 2020, and, despite the histori-
cal maximum, only covered 50.9% of the upcoming payments
on the foreign debt. According to the Guidotti criterion, gold
and foreign exchange reserves should cover 100% of upcoming
annual payments on the total external debt of the government,
central bank, enterprises and banks.

Conclusion

Belarus is entering into difficult times, being influenced, among
other things, by the COVID-19 pandemic, which breaks produc-
tion and trade chains, and may lead to a larger decrease in de-
mand for Belarusian commodities and services and foreign ex-
change receipts of the country with all the consequences that
come with this. Besides, it is possible that the global economic
crisis of 2020-2021 will be heavier than that of 2008.

Given the deteriorated access to international financial mar-
kets, the current size of the national gold and foreign exchange
reserves is not sufficient to withstand the impending recession.
Therefore, from the point of view of countering external shocks,
Belarus should step up negotiations with leading international
financial institutions to raise extra funds for its economy.
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LABOR MARKET CONTRACTION

Vladimir Akulich

Summary

The ageing of the population, emigration of workforce, complicated
administration and significant expenses associated with the hiring of
foreigners reduce supply in the labor market. A decline in the working-
age population and, accordingly, in the number of the employed is be-
coming a factor that constrains economic growth and opportunities
for preventing stagnation.

Trends:

* Decrease in population, increase in workforce migration and the
share of people of retirement age;

* Growing workforce shortages;

» Lowest wages in the region against the backdrop of considerably in-
creased wages and unit labor costs that outstrip labor productivity.

Population and workforce

Belarus’ population continues to decline. Over the past three
decades, the population decline rate reached 8.0% (781,000
people): 24% in the 1990s, 64.0% in the 2000s and 12.0% in the
2010s, which means that the decline has slowed down.
According to the most recent census, Belarus’ population to-
taled 9,413,000 people as of October 4, 2019. The natural decline
in the population continued: minus 33,000 people in 2019 to the
psychological milestone of 9,408,400 as of the end of 2019.
Belarus remains almost the most sparsely populated coun-
try in Europe (129th in the world in terms of population density).
Apart from Minsk, which accounts for 0.3% of the total area of
the country, the population density in the remaining territory
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stands at 35 people per km? (139th in the world). For comparison,
with such density in neighboring Poland, Belarus would number
25 million people.

President Lukashenko said in 2017 that 20 million would be
the ideal population size for Belarus, at least 15 million would be
OK for starters.! However, despite all incentives aimed at stimu-
lating the birth rate, the number of children born in 2019 was
minimal since the end of the World War II.

Over the past three years, the number of newborns decreased
by 25% to 87,600 in 2019 against 117,800 in 2016 basically due to
a decrease in the number of women in their childbearing years,
especially in rural areas. The age-specific birth rates declined,
but they are still higher compared with the 1990s and 2000s in
all age groups, except for urban women aged 20 to 24.

The natural (for a highly urbanized country) ageing of the
population is exacerbated by the outflow of the youth. This leads
to a decrease in the working-age population (5.3 million in 2019
against 5.8 million in 2009). The situation is smoothed some-
whatby the ongoing gradual increase in the retirement age, as
well as the high rate of employment of the working-age popula-
tion, which rose in recent years (80.9% in 2016; 83.4% in 2019).

Around 1.4 million people of employable age stay beyond the
national labor market. This includes home keepers (98,000 in
2018) and Belarusian nationals employed outside the country
(127,000 in 2018). At the same time, 0.4 million people at the age
below and above the employable age are present on the labor
market. In 2019, Belarus numbered 4.3 million people employed
in the national economy (4.6 million in 2009).

The government is trying to compensate the decrease in
the number of the employed by increasing the share of the em-
ployed working age population. Decree No. 3 ‘On Prevention of

! Jle6eneB, Banum. «KapTa counaspHOTrO peaanusmMa.» DKoHoumuueckas zasema,
08 Aug. 2017, https: //neg.by/novosti/otkrytj/karta-socialnogo-realizma.
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Social Parasitism’ (2015) pursued this particular goal. “At least
300,000 people who do not work today must be forced to work,”
the president said.?

The number of working-age students without side jobs has
decreased by one-third over the past 15 years from 612,000 (100
per 1,000 working-age population) in 2004 to 395,000 (70 per
1,000) in 2018 (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Number of students without side jobs in 2003-2018, thousand people
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Every year, the Labor Ministry conducts research to find out
the trades in demand in the domestic market and then, based
on the findings, the Education Ministry determines the sizes of
enrolment. Given the economic stagnation of the past decade,
which turns into a recession once in a while, and the increasing
share of raw materials and low-tech goods in national output,
demand for workforce mirrors these processes. Enrolment tar-
gets tend to decrease, especially in universities.

Private universities continue to be closed. The law on defer-
ments issued in 2019 reduced the number of deferments from

2 Ibid.
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military service, which may be granted to a university student
for uninterrupted education, to just one.

Attempts to stimulate the birth rate wash out a significant
part of the workforce from the market, as the country has one
of the world’s longest parental leave terms (3 years). There were
148,000 people on parental leave on average in 2005, and their
number reached 345,000 in 2016-2019 (99% of them were wo-
men). According to BEROC Economic Research Center, “a re-
duction in the parental leave by one year can increase GDP by
1.3% through a direct increase in employment, and another 1.4%
through the preservation of the human capital of those on leave.”

Employment

Belarus’ GDP depends not only on investment and factor pro-
ductivity, but also on the number of the employed. This number
reached an all-time low of 4,330,000 in 2019. Enterprises fired
736,000 people and hired 690,000 (minus 46,000). The layoffs
were mainly observed in the production sector. The number of
workers decreased by 19,000 people (on a net basis) in the indus-
trial sector, by 11,000 in agriculture, and by 6,000 in construc-
tion. Some trades in the service sector thus showed a certain
increase. IT companies reported an increase by 4,000 workers,
healthcare by 600 and trade by 500.4

The dynamics of the number of part-time employees and/
or those placed on leave by employers indicates that the labor

3 JIbBOBCKUH, JIeB. «Kak Murpanus, JEKPETHBIM OTIIYCK U CTADEHUE TOPMO3AT
9KOHOMUKY Besnapycu.» BEROC, 22 Oct. 2019, http: //www.beroc.by/media/
kak-migratsia-dekretniy-otpusk-tormozyat-ekonomiku-belarusi.

4 ViBanoBud, [Imutpuii. «PelHOK Tpyza B benapycu cXuMaercs yrposxaio-
muMu Temnamu.» BenallAH, 23 Feb. 2020, https://naviny.by/article/
20200223 /1582448750-rynok-truda-v-belarusi-szhimaetsya-ugrozhayu-
shchimi-tempami.
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market has recovered after the 2014-2016 recession (Figure 2).
Therefore, the decline in employment cannot be attributed to
the weakness of the economy. This is rather about the shrinking
demographics and insufficient flexibility when it comes to ta-
king measures to overcome this situation, first of all the hiring
of foreign workers.

Figure 2. Number of part-time employees and those on forced leave in
2010-2019, thousand people
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Amendments to the law on external labor migration were
made in 2016 to protect the domestic labor market during a re-
cession. According to the law, employers must make contri-
butions to the Social Protection Fund for each foreign worker,
provide medical insurance, and obtain the Labor Ministry’s
permission to hire a foreign worker, if the work cannot be per-
formed by a Belarusian national. The recession ended, but the
restrictions remained in force.

20,800 foreigners were hired in Belarus in 2019 (up 13%
from 2018). According to the Russian Ministry of the Interior,
163,400 Belarusians found jobs in Russia (a 21% year-on-year in-
crease). Eurostat reported that over 100,000 Belarusians were
employed in the EU, while Belstat reported 127,000 Belarusians
employed there in 2018 (up 3-fold from 2015).
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The balance of payments data also indicates that the outflow
of labor force from Belarus is increasing. In 2019, those employed
outside the country transferred USD 490 million to Belarus (up
11% from 2016). Labor migrants were paid USD 448 million in
wages (up 43% from 2016).

Head of the Labor Ministry’s Employment Policy Depart-
ment Oleg Tokun said that “in 2016-2017, the situation dictated
the need to set a limit on the employment of foreigners to pro-
tect the rights of Belarusian citizens.”™ He said the situation had
changed, though. “As demand for workforce is growing, and the
number of the unemployed is reducing, perhaps, we could relax
the restrictions on the hiring of foreign workers,” he said.

Household incomes and living standards

Over-consumption is back after the 2014-2016 recession. The
growth rates of real wages and real disposable incomes of
households outstrip the growth rates of GDP and labor produc-
tivity. In 2017-2019, real wages rose by 29.8% and real disposable
incomes went up by 17.5%, while GDP only grew by 6.9% and
labor productivity by 8.8%.

However, the data on the growth rate of wages and household
incomes are overstated, because the index of consumer prices
regulated by the state does not fully reflect inflation. There are
two alternative indicators of inflation: the consumer price index
(CPI) and the GDP deflator index. The CPI overstates the infla-
tion rate a little, while the GDP deflator index understates it.

It is vice versa in Belarus. The GDP deflator index increased
20% in 2017-2019, while the CPI went up 15.6%. Over the past

5 TokyH, Oner. «PsIHOK Tpyza B 2019 rozy. YacTHbIe IPOTHO3BI U MTPABUTEJIb-
CTBEHHBIE TUIAHBL» DKoHoMuueckas 2asema, 14 Dec. 2018, https:/neg.by/
novosti/otkrytj/rynok-truda-v-2019-godu.
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three years, the CPI growth rate was below the growth rate
of price indices in industry, construction, transport and other
most important sectors of the economy, i.e. the impulses of
price growth in these sectors did not reach the consumer mar-
ket. When real GDP is calculated, sectoral indices and CPI are
used, whereas only an understated CPI is used to calculate real
wages and household incomes, which means that the growth
rates of wages and incomes are overstated. On the plus side, the
imbalance between the growth rate of wages and labor produc-
tivity is not as large as statistics show.

The living standards and the purchasing power of the po-
pulation are more accurately characterized by average medi-
an incomes. In 2019, the average resident of Belarus (including
children) had an income of BYN 501 per month, or BYN 17 per
day (USD 8) (Figure 3). Given that the prices of many consumer
goods in Belarus are comparable with prices in Poland, Lithua-
nia and other EU countries, we can speak about a relatively low
level of purchasing power. Every tenth family with two children
(9.8%) and every fourth family with three children (24.3%) has

Figure 3. Median average monthly disposable income per capita (in 4Q19 pric-
es) in 2010-2019
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an average disposable income per capita below the subsistence
wage, even if state support was provided (the calculated subsis-
tence wage stood at BYN 235).

Most workers have not noticed the 30% increase in real wa-
ges over the past three years. Material deprivation of households
even increased 2019 to compare with 2016. Material deprivation
refers to the inability for individuals or households to afford
those consumption goods and activities that are typical in a so-
ciety at a given point in time. There is not enough money to buy
meat and fish, winter clothing, footwear, a washing machine,
furniture, medicines, fuel for heating homes, fruits and toys for
children, to pay utility and telecom bills, and cover unforeseen
expenses in the amount of BYN 100.

In 2019, 51% of Belarusian households experienced at least
one material deprivation (43% in 2016); 3.7% experienced four or
more deprivations (2.1% in 2016); 27% of families could not afford
to put aside even BYN 100 for rainy day (28% in 2018); 39% could
not replace worn-out furniture in their homes (26% in 2018);
6-8% were not able to regularly buy fruits and children’s toys
(6-7% in 2018).

Unemployment

The unemployment rate fell in 2019 to 4.2%, the lowest average
of recent years. The registered unemployment rate dropped to
0.2%, which is also the lowest point (Figure 4).

The number of the officially registered unemployed has been
declining for four years in a row to the all-time low of 8,800 as
of the end of 2019 (Figure 5). The number of job openings thus
increased to 83,600 (21 per employee). The number of persons
who apply for assistance to the employment and social protec-
tion authorities has decreased significantly from 240,000 on
average in 2013-2017, to 200,000 in 2018 and 180,000 in 2019.
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Figure 4. Unemployment rate in Belarus

% th. pers.

10 350
296 298 302 293

9

o e = o 0 o 0

7 @® 3z [

i e :i:i = o [ 200

.l B o o o o = R 421 5
e o oo oo oo e e e

1 E a2 = = = o o e 100

) | B e o o o e o o
- o = = = o o e o

1E BB B e B B Bl
1999 2009 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

[E Actual unemployment rate Registered unemployment rate

® Actual unemployment (right scale)

Figure 5. Workforce supply and demand on the state labor exchange (as of the
end of the year) in 2010-2019
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At the same time, the most popular rabota.tut.by job vacancy

website shows the opposite dynamics. In 2018, the number of
resumes posted there increased by 13,200 (8%) against 12,400
(7%) in 2019 (Figure 6).
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Figure 6. Dynamics of resumes and job openings posted on rabota.tut.by, %
50 1 %

40 -

30 A

20 A

10 A

0

-10 A

-20 -

-30

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

® resume dynamics @ vacancy dynamics

As many as 180,000 resumes were posted on rabota.tut.by
in 2019. The resume/vacancy ratio increased to 7.1 (7.8 in the
first quarter of 2020, 6.4 in 2018). The number of resumes posted
on similar sites (praca.by, belmeta.com, vakantno.by, jobs.dev.
by, gorodrabot.by, joblab.by, trud.com, etc.) also increased in the
past two years.

Judging by the ratio of registered and actual unemployment,
the proportion of those who addressed employment agencies
made up 4% in 2019 (15% in 2015-2016) or, perhaps, even less.
Similar ratios of registered and actual unemployment are ob-
served in some regions of Russia, which have data of opinion
polls in addition to official statistics. For instance, in 2017, the
unemployment rate in the Belgorod Region of Russia was at 3.8%
according to the ILO methodology, the rate of registered unem-
ployment being 0.68%, and the percentage of people applying to
employment agencies according to an opinion poll was at 0.7%.5

This by no means indicates the uselessness of state em-
ployment services or their ineffectiveness. “The number of ap-
plicants does not largely depend on the agencies’ efforts,” says

6 «Cy>k6bl 3aHSITOCTH OCTAIOTCS He Y JeJ.» M3eecmus, 06 Mar. 2018, https: //
iz.ru/713804 /valeriia-nodelman /sluzhby-zaniatosti-ostaiutsia-ne-u-del.
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Vladimir Gimpelson, Director of the Center for Labor Market
Studies at the Higher School of Economics.” Among other things,
it depends on the size of the unemployment benefit, which is set
by the government, rather than the agencies.

It is worth noting that state employment agencies mostly
offer low-paid jobs at state-run enterprises (65%) with wages
at or below BYN 500, whereas rabota.tut.by assists white-collar
workers and specialists with higher salaries in private compa-
nies. Usually, people try to find jobs on their own through ac-
quaintances and ads, and by posting resumes on social media
and on sites like rabota.tut.by, and only contact an employment
agency if all previous attempts have failed.

The Ministry of Labor certainly understands that the al-
gorithms of communication with those who seek employment
agencies’ assistance should be reconsidered in order to increase
their efficiency.? 2019 saw an innovation-electronic job fairs or-
ganized jointly with the Swedish Public Employment Service.
The fairs are held several times a year for 3-5 days on e-vacan-

cy.by.

Conclusion

The shortage of personnel in the labor market and the im-
balance between workforce supply and demand will decrease in
the coming years because of a decrease in labor demand and an
increase in unemployment under the influence of the COVID-19
pandemic in Belarus and the countries that are its main trading
partners. The disproportion between wage growth rates and

7 «BarTplkaHMe HU3KOKBaNM(PUUMPOBAHHBIX mbIp.» Hesasucuman zasema,
19 Mar. 2008, https: //www.hse.ru/news/1163623 /1149101.html.

8 «CoBpemeHHblE TEHAEHLMU PbIHKA TpyAa. Kpyribiii cron» BeaTA, 14 Jun.
2019,  https://www.belta.by/roundtable/view/sovremennye-tendentsii-
rynka-truda-1156.
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labor productivity in relation to GDP is expected to decrease for
the same reason.

It was planned that Belarusian nationals, who are not re-
gistered as being employed, would pay the full price of natural
gas and heat to be supplied to households from May 1, 2020. If
the government will not postpone or cancel this, an increase in
social tension and local protests is quite possible.

The labor market is likely to see a further contraction in the
next two years. The twenty-year demographic transition in Be-
larus will not end before the mid-2020s. Until then, the ageing of
the population will continue at the same pace as in the previous
15 years, and then this pace will slow down a bit.

The outflow of the working-age population will increase.
The Belarusian economy is less prepared to deal with the impact
of the COVID-19 pandemic than the countries that provide jobs
to Belarusians (Russia, Lithuania, Poland, etc.). As a result, the
wage gap will get wider.

The number of foreign labor migrants in Belarus will not
change significantly and will not be able to compensate for the
outflow of workforce from the country. The migration policy is
based on security, rather than economic interests. The Interior
Ministry dominates over the Labor Ministry and other agencies
in this respect. It will take years for economists to prevail when
it comes to migration policies, and a paradigm change to take
place.
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ENERGY SECTOR:
END OF THE OIL AND GAS RENT

Alexander Autushko-Sikorski

Summary

The events in the energy sector that took place in 2019 clearly showed
that the period of external energy subsidies finally came to an end.
2018 was a year of growing uncertainty about supplies of cheap ener-
gy commodities from Russia, while 2019 and the beginning of 2020
brought up a completely new energy agenda.

At this stage, the Belarusian oil refining industry is looking for a way to
maintain profitability, and the Belarusian government needs a strate-
gy to respond to the termination of the oil and gas rent.

Trends:

* Deepening disagreements on the framework and peripheral terms of
supplies of Russian crude oil to Belarus;

* Increasing uncertainty about the terms of Russian gas supplies to
Belarus;

* Deteriorating foreign market environment for Belarusian oil pro-
ducts.

Gas

In 2019, Belarus imported 20.261 billion cubic meters of natural
gas from Russia, almost the same as in 2018 (20.3 billion). The
price also remained almost unchanged: USD 127 against USD 129
per 1,000 m3. At the same time, the difference between the price
of Russian gas for Belarus and Europe (at the German border)
decreased significantly (Table 1).
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Table 1. Dynamics of prices of Russian gas for Belarus and at the German
border, 2012-2019

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

For Belarus, USD
per 1,000 m?

At the German
border,USDper 435.23 | 413.30 | 386.00 | 268.63 | 160.63 | 197.90 | 269.42 | 156.00
1,000 m?

Difference, USD
per 1,000 m?

165.50 | 165.50 | 170.00 | 144.00 | 137.00 | 130.00 | 129.00 | 127.00

269.40 | 247.80 | 216.00 | 124.63 | 24.63 | 67.90 | 142.42 | 29.00

Source: Belstat!, IMF?, author’s calculations.

The price for Europe decreased primarily due to the abnor-
mally warm winter and, accordingly, the absence of necessity to
take gas from storage facilities. As a result, in February 2020, the
monthly price of gas dropped by another 30% compared with
the average annual price in 2019. Besides, there were plenty of
gas suppliers that offered gas to Europe, first of all, suppliers of
liquefied gas, including American.

The comparatively low gas prices set for Belarus have been
a factor of stability of its economy for years. However, the last
contract on stable supplies of Russian gas to Belarus was signed
for 2018-2019, and the government had to put forth considerable
efforts to enter into a new contract on more favorable terms,
which were a matter of discussion at various levels throughout
the year. Belarus mostly insisted on the gas price set for the
neighboring Smolensk Region of Russia, arguing that the terms
should be equal for Union State entities. Belarus considered
USD 70-90 per 1,000 m? a “fair” price.

! Hereinafter: «BHemHss TOProsys.» HauuoHALbHbIL cCmamucmuyeckuil Ko-
mumem Pecnybnruxu Benapycw, https://www.belstat.gov.by/ofitsialnaya-
statistika /realny-sector-ekonomiki/vneshnyaya-torgovlya/.

2 Hereinafter: “Primary Commodity Prices” International Monetary Fund.
https: //www.imf.org/en/Research /commodity-prices.
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Theoretically, the gas price for Belarus could be lowered to
the price for the Smolensk Region, provided that Belarus agrees
to greater integration with Russia, but this is highly unlikely in
the foreseeable future given the shrinking export revenues of
Russian gas monopolist Gazprom, an increase in the mineral ex-
traction tax in Russia (MET) and, therefore, the impossibility to
subsidize domestic gas prices in Russia.

In late 2019, Belarus signed a protocol on a Russian gas pri-
cing procedure for January-February 2020, which was later ex-
tended to the end of 2020. The protocol maintains the volume
and the price of Russian gas at the level of 2019 (USD 127 per
1,000 m?).

European gas prices continued to fall in early 2020 to USD
104 per 1,000 m?® in February, which prompted the Belarusian
authorities to initiate a revision of the operating gas contract in
April 2020. It is hard to predict the result of the revision talks
until the expiration of the current protocol.

Oil

The year 2019 saw heated debates on crude oil supply terms.
The parties failed to reach a long-term agreement as of early
2020.% Belarus not only sought to maintain the volumes of sup-
plies at a price considerably below the world price, but also
demanded compensation for the tax maneuver in the Russian
energy sector.

The tax maneuver aims at the gradual zeroing of the export
duty on oil products and a simultaneous increase in the mineral
extraction tax in Russia. This suggests a much higher oil price
for Belarus, which also loses the export duty that it previously

3 See also Anatoly Pankovski, “Belarus — Russia: Two decades of regressive
integration” in this Yearbook.
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kept for itself. As a result, Belarus’ budget loses revenues, and the
Belarusian oil refineries, which used relatively cheap Russian oil,
lose revenues from the sale of oil products at world prices.

As can be seen from Table 2, the volume of exports of Bela-
rusian oil products refined from Russian oil and export revenues
declined last year, among other things, due to a decrease in the
difference between the prices of Russian oil (Urals grade) for Be-
larus and on world markets.

Table 2. Rates of exports and imports of Russian oil and Belarusian oil pro-
ducts on world markets, 2013-2019

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Oil import in physical
terms, million metric 21.7 22.5 22.9 18.1 18.0 18.2 18.0
tons
Import cost, USD billion | 8188 | 7.625 | 5.663 | 3.475 | 5.292 | 6.800 | 6.580

Oil price, USD per
metric ton

386.8 | 338.9 | 247.3 | 192.0 | 294.0 | 373.6 | 365.5

Price of Russian oil on
the world market, USD 826.9 | 820.0 | 720.0 | 363.9 | 388.7 513.7 | 468.5
per metric ton

Oil product export in
physical terms, million 13.56 | 13.76 | 16.58 | 13.00 | 12.30 | 11.90 | 10.50
metric tons

Oil product export reve-
nue, USD billion

Oil product price, USD
per metric ton

10.15 9.85 6.83 4.04 5.34 6.50 5.20

748.76 | 715.98 | 403.50 | 311.00 | 434.14 | 546.20 | 495.23

Source: Belstat, IMF, author’s calculations.

Belarus stated several times in the first months of 2019 that the
tax maneuver was inadmissible, and that Russia breached the EEU
Treaty. The Belarusian government announced that the country
would find alternative sources of oil, to which Russia answered
something like “suit yourself.” After that Belarus announced a rise
in the tariff for Russian oil transit through its territory.
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The economic results of Belarus’ attempts to diversify oil
supplies are well illustrated by the attempt to import oil from
Venezuela in 2010-2012. More expensive oil became even more
expensive due to the haul distance and high transportation
costs (Table 3).

Table 3. Cost of supplies of Venezuelan oil to Belarus, price difference with
supplies of Russian oil, 2010-2012

2010 201 2012

Venezuelan oil price including transpor-

tation costs, USD per metric ton 656.00 84775 939.30

Price of Russian oil for Belarus, USD per

: 460.00 459.00 398.00
metric ton

Price difference, USD per metric ton

(Venezuelan minus Russian for Belarus) -196.00 | -38875 | -541.30

Source: Belstat, author’s calculations.

In late April, Belneftekhim reported the supply of Russian
substandard oil contaminated with organochlorine compounds
through the Belarusian pipelines. Russia first said that it was an
incident, and later accused its small oil suppliers of oil theft con-
cealment through diluting oil in the pipeline. However, taking
into account the tension caused by Belarus-Russia quarrels over
oil supplies, the costly upgrade of the Belarusian oil refineries,
dependence of the Belarusian economy on the petrochemical
industry and the details of what was happening (organochloride
is too expensive to conceal theft), the incident looks more like
a deliberate act of sabotage of the Belarusian oil industry. Con-
taminated oil damaged equipment at the Mozyr refinery and led
to suspension of Russian oil supplies to Europe, the export of
Belarusian oil products and, accordingly, to a slowdown in the
latter’s GDP growth.

The parties held a series of talks at various levels on the terms
of further supplies of Russian oil to Belarus, but failed to achieve
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a positive result. As of the beginning of 2020, Belarus and Russia
did not even enter into an annual oil supply agreement, and only
coordinated a supply plan. Besides, Russia completely abolished
the so-called “customs re-clearance”, which enabled Belarus to
keep export duties on 6 million metric tons of Russian oil.

Russia is reluctant to provide Belarus with oil at a reduced
price, linking preferential supplies (which the Russian leader-
ship began to call “direct subsidies” to the Belarusian economy)
with greater political and economic integration under the Union
State Treaty. Intergovernmental ad hoc groups reportedly made
an official list of integration roadmaps, but their work came to
a standstill by the end of 2019. The events that took place in that
period and statements by Belarusian officials made it clear that
profound integration by the Russian scenario was impossible,
since the price for continued preferential oil supplies is too high.

Russia suspended oil supplies in early 2020, so the Belaru-
sian refineries began to take process oil from “Druzhba” branch
pipelines to avoid refinery interruptions. Also, Belarus began to
purchase oil from sources alternative to Russia, but the volume
remained too low to ensure the full utilization of the refineries’
capacities.

Electric energy and tariff policy

Electricity tariffs in Belarus changed twice in 2019 (in January
and July). A new price differentiation scheme was introduced in
July: prices were separately set for the peak hours of the day,
evening and night.

The base rate increased from BYN 0.1484 to 0.209 per kWh.
The difference between the tariffs for households and the real
sector significantly decreased by the end of the year compared
with previous years: 7.05 U.S. cents for households and 12.31 for
the real sector in 2018 against 7.1 and 10.0 cents, respectively
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in 2019. Although cross-subsidization of electricity tariffs did
not fully stop, this was, perhaps, the most noticeable decrease
in the difference in the tariffs for households and the real sector
in recent years.

A complete abolition of cross-subsidization requires an even
greater reduction in tariffs for enterprises and their increase
for households. For comparison, there is no cross-subsidization
in the neighboring countries of the European Union, where the
tariff for households is significantly higher than the tariff for
the real sector: 11.90 and 7.32 eurocents (net of taxes and du-
ties), respectively, in Estonia, 11.7 and 7.5 eurocents in Latvia,
8.6 and 7.36 eurocents in Poland, and 7.9 and 7.2 eurocents in
Lithuania.

The launch of the first power unit of the Belarusian nucle-
ar power plant, which was initially scheduled for the autumn
of 2019, was postponed to the first quarter of 2020 and then
to July 2020 due to delays caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.
Other important changes regarding the NPP operation prima-
rily concerned the electricity sales markets. Estonia, Latvia and
Ukraine made purely declarative statements on the possibility
of procurement of electric energy to be generated by the Bela-
rusian NPP.

Conclusion

The year 2020 will be hard for the Belarusian economy due to
a sharp reduction in the difference between oil and gas prices
for the region and Belarus, as budget revenues fall caused by
a decrease in export duties and the abolition of the customs
re-clearance scheme. A decrease in profitability of the Belaru-
sian oil refineries will produce a multiplier effect on related in-
dustries in addition to export and import shocks of 2020 and
subsequent production and employment problems.
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The Belarusian energy sector is mainly affected by a global
decline in prices of oil and oil products, the coronavirus pan-
demic and foreign policy hardships, first of all Russia’s unwil-
lingness to continue oil subsidies to Belarus without deep in-
tegration against the backdrop of increasing problems in the
Russian economy.

Belarus tried to diversify oil supplies in early 2020, but the
terms will undoubtedly be much less beneficial, as evidenced by
the import of Venezuelan oil.

Belarus will grab the opportunity to procure the required
amount oil at low prices for a while in 2020 and demonstrate
Russia its ability to diversify oil imports. However, favorable
supply opportunities will hardly last long. By the end of 2020,
Belarus may achieve a compromise short-term agreement with
Russia on oil supplies at a price higher than before, but lower
than it could be.

It would be the best choice for Belarus to continue diver-
sifying supplies and build infrastructure. Belarus can pump oil
from Poland in the reverse mode, which is technically possible,
modernize the pipeline that runs from Latvia, accelerate the up-
grade of the oil refineries, connect them with a pipeline, and cut
oil purchases to maintain profitability of the oil refining sector,
because the current volumes purchased for processing are im-
practical due to high logistics costs.

Belarus was rightly called a “rentier” given its dependence
on Russian oil and gas, which, in many respects, secured sta-
bility of the political regime. However, the relative stability of
preferential supplies distracted from considering the prospects
for the political regime, taking into account the peculiarities of
its ‘financing’ In fact, the oil and gas rent shock that occurred
in 2019 and early 2020 makes Belarus some kind of a late-ren-
tier state, in which the rent generation infrastructure (not only
physical) becomes an infrastructure for supporting develop-
ment and diversification of the economy as a result of changes
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in the behavior of the political regime following a number of
economic shocks and growing socio-economic contradictions
within the country.*

4 Gray, Matthew. “A Theory of ‘Late Rentierism’ in the Arab States of the Gulf”
Georgetown University School of Foreign Service in Qatar, 2011.
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FOREIGN INVESTMENT:
IT IS AN ISLAND

Maria Akulova

Summary

Only the information and communication technology sector conti-
nued to generate stable investment demand in 2019. It was effective in
attracting investment not only because of the preferences granted to
the industry, but also thanks to businesses’ determined efforts to raise
investment funds as a well-proven tool for expansion in the market.
However, in general, Belarus still lags behind other countries in terms
of the investment attractiveness.

Trends:

* Low activity in the M&A market, except for IT projects;

* Difficulties in raising funds from external sources, and orientation to
the domestic portfolio investment market;

* Continued efforts of the government to create a favorable invest-
ment climate.

In 2019, foreign investments increased considerably year on year
to USD 2.4 billion against USD 1.47 billion in 2018!, largely be-
cause Belarus was a net borrower last year, while 2018 saw net
lending to the rest of the world, mostly through the retirement
of Eurobonds placed in 2011.

Belarus’ foreign debt decreased 1.6% to 27.1% of GDP (USD
17.15 billion) as of January 1, 2020 against 29.1% and USD 17.42 bil-
lion, respectively, a year before. The aggregate foreign debt

! «[lnatéxHplil 6anaHc, MEXIyHapoHas MHBECTULIMOHHAS MO3ULIMS 1 Bajlo-
BOI1 BHemHul gonar Pecry6iuku bBenapyce / IlpeaBapuTesibHble DaHHBIE.»
Havuonanvhutiit 6ank Pecnybruku Benapyce, http: //www.nbrb.by/publicati-
ons/BalPay/balpay2019.pdf.
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increased 3.7% to USD 40.75 billion as of January 1, 2020 to com-
pare with USD 39.29 billion a year before.

Foreign direct investment

No fundamental changes in attracting foreign direct invest-
ment occurred in 2019. The net FDI target for 2019 was set at
USD 1.6 billion.? Belarus managed to raise USD 1.27 billion in FDI,
which is less than in 2018 (89.3%, FDI receipts standing at USD
1.43 billion).

As in all previous years, FDI was mostly constituted by re-
invested profits of Belarusian financial and non-financial orga-
nizations (USD 0.7 billion). This amount stood at USD 0.8 bil-
lion a year before. New investors and technologies brought USD
0.4 billion, which is also less than in 2018 (USD 0.54 billion). In
general, investors showed less interest in the country in 2019
compared with the previous year.

The insignificant contribution of foreign investment to the in-
dustrial sector remains unchanged: only 14.7% of total FDI* (16.3%
in 2018), which is quite insignificant given constantly growing
competition. Today, sustainable development of the economy is
impossible without a rise in innovation and technological effec-
tiveness, which are directly dependent on the quantity and quali-
ty of foreign investment into the national economy.

2 «O 3agayax couuaJbHO-3KOHOMUYECKOro pa3BuTus Pecny6iuku benapych
Ha 2019 rop. Yka3 IIpesuzenTa Pecny6iuku Benapycs N2 483.» Hayuonasb-
Hblll npaeosotl. uwmepuem-nopman Pecnybauxu Benapycy, 23 Dec. 2018,
http: //pravo.by/document/?guid=12551&p0=P31800483&p1=1.

3 «O6béM MHBECTULIUI, HaNlpaBjeHHbIX U3 Pecny6iuku Besnapyce 3a py6ex,
1O BUJIaM DKOHOMUYECKOU mnestesnbHOCTH 3a 2019 ropm.» HauuonanvHwblil
cmamucmuueckull komumem Pecnybauxu Benapycw, https://www.belstat.
gov.by/upload-belstat/upload-belstat-excel /Oficial _statistika /2019 /
invest-2019g-20.02.12.xls.
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Privatization of state property

Privatization remains frozen, and nothing suggests that this
would change any time soon. In January 2019, the State Proper-
ty Committee compiled one more list of OJSCs for sale. The list
contained 23 assets, which had been offered for privatization
for several years now. The number of such assets is constantly
decreasing: 38 in 2018 against 43 in 2016. The government, ap-
parently, does not count on raising funds from the sale of state
property.

The sale of the state-owned stake in Belvest shoe factory in
summer 2019 is almost the only successful transaction with the
participation of state last year. The repurchase of a 55% stake
took place under two conditions: to maintain the average num-
ber of employees at least at the level of January 2019 and to in-
vest 30 million Belarusian rubles (BYN) or over in an upgrade of
production facilities.

The deal on the sale of a state share in the Baranovichi Dairy
Plant OJSC was closed in late December 2019. Savushkin Product
OJSC purchased a 50.6% stake for BYN 48.3 million. The new own-
er must maintain the jobs and the average wage at the enterprise,
and invest at least BYN 10 million to increase the plant’s capacity.

The situation remains basically the same: low efficiency of
state-owned JSCs, high selling price, additional conditions, and,
most importantly, far too long negotiations. All this has a nega-
tive impact on investment demand.

Privatization in the private sector
Unlike the public sector, the private sector is more active in
seeking external financing. The acquisition of the Zabotlivaya

Apteka (Caring Pharmacy) drug-store chain by Apteka Group
was among the most significant transactions. The amount was
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not disclosed. It is estimated to be one of the largest transac-
tions in the pharmaceutical industry of Belarus.

One more acquisition was made by the Swiss Sika AG chemi-
cal company, which bought BelINECO, the Belarusian manufac-
turer of polyurethane foams.

Zubr Capital private equity firm in partnership with the
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD)
bought 20% of Mila, one of the largest suppliers of color cos-
metics, perfumes and household chemicals. The transaction
amount has not been disclosed. It presumably ranges from USD
3 to 10 million.

As in the past few years, IT projects generated profound in-
vestment interest. According to preliminary estimates, in 2019,
residents of the High Technology Park (HTP) raised around USD
2 billion through the export of their services. Investments in the
real sector are quite often much smaller than required, but the
main difference is that the companies themselves are interested
in finding investors.

PandaDoc is an example of success in this respect. The com-
pany raised USD 10 million in 2019 from several sources that had
previously invested in it: the EBRD, Rembrandt, Altos and Silicon
Valley Bank and Microsoft. PandaDoc raised around USD 30 mil-
lion in total, which enabled the company to grow and increase
its presence in Belarus and the United States.

Capital Times invested in Altaras food company, which works
on the Beesender platform for connecting chat bots to corporate
business processes. The exact amount is unknown.

Blinger, the developer of a helpdesk system for business cli-
ents, raised USD 500,000 from Admitad Invest. MobiWise, which
develops a platform for promoting educational applications, re-
ceived USD 100,000 from local investors.

Swag Masha game design studio was bought by My.Games,
which is part of Mail.ru Group. Playrix, one of the global leaders
in mobile app development, invested in Vizor Games computer
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games developer. Belarusian Belka Games and AppLovin entered
into an investment agreement.

Yamoto Samokato startup, which develops software for shar-
ing companies, has successfully closed an angel round of funding
in the amount of USD 1.5 million. A minority stake in MediaCube
became part of the Zubr Capital’s portfolio. Proceeds will be chan-
neled into their ecosystems for video creators and musicians.

Medical projects continue to be of high interest. Healthy
Networks startup (respiratory problems diagnosis) closed the
seed round of venture investment, and received around USD
925,000 for a wireless (Bluetooth) stethoscope and the Lung-
Pass application for the Belarusian and other European markets.
Flo Health raised USD 7.5 million from Founders Fund to develop
its product and enlarge the team. The total amount of the funds
raised stands at USD 20.5 million.

EPAM Systems bought 100% stakes in German Test IO (deve-
loper of a cloud platform for testing), Russian Competentum
(educational platforms), Israeli NAYA Technologies and its Ameri-
can subsidiary NAYA Tech (data management).

Bulba Ventures investment company, which continues to
invest in high-tech projects, is worth attention. In spring 2019,
the company launched in summer the computer vision-based
VOCHI project and GERO anti-aging methods searcher, and in-
vested in the Al-based ZENIA yoga application with individual
approach to each user.

Importantly, almost all IT companies that managed to raise
funds use them to develop their products and expand busines-
ses. Many of them are able not only to increase their incomes in
the future, but also make a social difference at the national level.
The IT sector is a vivid example of how important the active po-
sition of product manufacturers is when potential investors are
looked for.

Turkish Guris Holding stands out in the Greenfield invest-
ment segment. The company is going to build a 25 MW wind
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park in Belarus. The estimated investment stands at USD 40 mil-
lion. Chinese Merchants Shekou Holdings and Sichuan Chengdu
Xingcheng Investment Group have reached an agreement on the
construction of a business center in the Great Stone Industrial
Park. According to preliminary estimates, the investment will
total around USD 30 million. An agreement was also reached
with German Recom AG on the construction of a plant for pro-
duction of photovoltaic modules and solar panels.

Portfolio investment

It would be wrong to say that 2019 showed better progress in
external borrowing by means of floating government bonds on
foreign markets than the past few years. In fact, there was only
one major placement. In August, Belarus floated its bonds worth
10 billion Russian rubles (RUB) on the Moscow Exchange. The
maturity period is three years, and the coupon rate is 8.95%.

Last year, the government continued placing securities on
the domestic market. The total amount of bonds denominated
in foreign exchange reached USD 800 million in equivalent. The
target for 2020 is USD 1.35 billion in Eurobonds. However, the
outlook is not very optimistic given the situation on the oil mar-
ket, the COVID-19 pandemic and the global recession.

Tokenization of Eurobonds took place for the first time in
2019. Belarus currency.com crypto currency exchange issued
tokens secured by bonds. One token equals one bond worth USD
1,000 at 4.2% per annum.

The corporate segment also actively used this tool to raise
funds, USD 435 million in total in 2019. Eurotorg accounted for
14.3%, Belarusian Railway — 18.4% and Conte-Spa — 20.7%. Euro-
torg was Belarus’ first corporate issuer to enter the Russian se-
curities market. Last year, the company placed its 10-year cor-
porate bonds on the Moscow Exchange twice to the total of RUB
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10 billion at a 10.95% coupon rate. The Development Bank of the
Republic of Belarus placed its three-year Eurobonds worth BYN
210 million at 12% per annum on the domestic market.

Other foreign liabilities

Belarus’ net external liabilities increased in 2019 by USD 43 mil-
lion to USD 590 million. USD 1.5 billion was allocated to pay off
the foreign debt, including to Russia, China and the Eurasian
Fund for Stabilization and Development (EFSD).*

Belarus was waiting for the last, seventh tranche under the
EFSD loan program in 2019, but was turned down due to the
failure to meet the set terms. Russia, however, agreed to lend
USD 600 million to refinance Belarus’ foreign debt.

China remains the second largest lender. Belarus borrowed
CNY 3.5 billion (USD 500 million) from China in a term loan in
late 2019.

Negotiations with the IMF on a new loan program did not re-
sume in 2019, basically because the IMF wants Belarus to begin
restructuring and enhance the efficiency of the public sector.

Measures to attract external financing and improve
the investment climate

Council of Ministers’ resolution No.374 of June 11, 2019° ap-
proves the draft memorandum of cooperation with the EBRD

*+  «TocymapcrBeHHelil gonr Ha 1 ssHBaps 2020 roga.» Murucmepcmeo puHat-
cos Pecnybauku Benapycw, http://www.minfin.gov.by/ru/public_debt/
pressreleases/4c6b30d611354542. html.

> «O npoBeneHny NeperoBopoB M0 ITPOEKTY MeMopaHiyMa O B3aMOIIOHAMA-
Huu Mexay [IpaBurensctBoM Pecny6nuku Benapyce n EBponeiickum 6aH-
KOM PEKOHCTPYKLIUAHU U Pa3BUTUS KaCaTeJIbHO COTPYLHUYECTBA B [IOAIEPIKKY
CoBeTa 10 MHOCTPAHHbIM MHBECTULMSAM U €ro NOANMCAHUN.» HauuoHarb-
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on elevating the status and improving effectiveness of the For-
eign Investment Council. The EBRD stated its willingness to fi-
nance activities of the Council for three years, and then assist
in attracting foreign capital. The Council is to include not only
officials, but also heads of international organizations that have
already invested in Belarus or plan to do that.

Draft strategy for attracting foreign direct investment for the
period to 20358 prepared by the Ministry of Economy is expec-
ted to be some kind of a roadmap and to identify key areas to
make Belarus more attractive in terms of investment in com-
parison with the neighboring states. This draft suggests that
the Belarusian leadership is aware of the role and the need of
foreign capital for sustainability and competitiveness of the na-
tional economy.

Conclusion

The plans for 2020 involve raising at least USD 1.7 billion in fo-
reign direct investment. The amount will apparently be much
smaller due to the global recession that, among other things,
stems from the COVID-19 pandemic. According to the United
Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTADY,
global FDI may be fall by 40%, which will obviously affect Bela-
rus’ performance in Greenfield investment and M&A deals.

Hblll npasosoil nopman Pecny6auxu Beaapyco, http: //pravo.by/document/?
guid=12551&p0=C21900374&p1=1&p5=0.

6«06 yrBepxxaeHun CTpaTeruy NpuBJeYeHUs NPSMBIX UHOCTPAHHBIX NHBE-
crunuil B Pecny6uky Besnapycs 1o 2035 ropa.» ITpasoeotll popy.m Berapycu,
http: //forumpravo.by/files/Proekt_postanovlenie_SM_Strategia_privle-
chenia_inostrannych_ investicij.pdf.

7 “Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on global FDI and GVCs.” UNCTAD,
https: //unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/diaeiainf2020d3_en.pdf.
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Eurobond placements are also unlikely in 2020. Most pro-
bably, they will be postponed to 2021. Placements of government
bonds in foreign exchange on the domestic market will conti-
nue, but demand will also be significantly lower than in previous
years due to the economic downslide.

The absence of structural economic reforms remains the
main factor that constrains the inflow of capital, technologies
and innovations to Belarus. In the present conditions, the go-
vernment will have to be more flexible and accept the IMF terms
on the country loan program, which would accelerate the eco-
nomic recovery and enhance its sustainability and competitive-
ness.
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IT SECTOR: RAPID GROWTH
AND POLITICAL EMPOWERMENT

Olga Loiko

Summary

Rapid growth of the information and communication technology sec-
tor continued in 2019 against the backdrop of a modest 1.2% growth of
the national economy. The IT industry’s gross value added increased
9.3%. It accounted for nearly a half of GDP growth (0.5 percentage
points).

A significant expansion of businesses of the High Technology Park
(HTP) residents gave access to numerous incentives for national busi-
ness and foreign investors. Criticism of the HTP as an “IT offshore”,
which is believed to be only beneficial to its residents, was basical-
ly ungrounded, given its scientific accomplishments. The amount of
taxes paid by one HTP employee (income tax, VAT and excise taxes
from consumption) was 374% larger than the country’s average out-
side the IT industry.

Belarus launched two crypto currency exchanges and one platform
for tokenized assets. At the meeting with representatives of IT busi-
nesses held in April 2019, President Alexander Lukashenko promised
to continue comprehensive support for the industry.

Trends:

* Creation of a favorable environment for IT business by the central
authorities;

* Rapid growth of the IT industry amid slowing growth of the rest of
the economy;

* Active attraction of foreign direct investment; improvement of the
country’s image;

* Exploration of highly innovative areas, such as crypto exchanges,
operations with tokens, platforms for tokenized assets, etc.

* Buildup of the High-Tech Park as a political project.
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HTP as a growth point

Over the past decade, the economic input of the Belarusian IT
industry increased considerably. In 2009, the share of the IT
sector in total GDP made up 2.3% against 6.2% in 2019. For com-
parison, the share of agriculture, forestry and fishery industries,
which are no less important to the Belarusian economy, de-
creased over this period from 8.1% to 6.8%.! The share of com-
puter services in total exports of services increased from 4.5%
in 2010 to 18.0% in 2018, being only behind transport services.

In 2018, the first year of effect of decree No.8 on digital
economy development, which granted tax and legal preferences
to IT companies, the High-Tech Park boosted its exports by 38%
year on year to USD 1.414 billion. The HTP operations continued
to gain momentum in 2019. In just one year, HTP resident com-
panies’ output in monetary terms increased 62% year on year
to BYN 5.177 billion. The Park’s output growth outpaced the IT
industry growth rate in Central and Eastern Europe (20-25%)
and the whole world (4-5%).

HTP residents increased exports in 2019 by 55% to USD
2.195 billion. This is more than Belarus spent on servicing its ex-
ternal debt last year (USD 1.5 billion) or raised in foreign loans
(USD 1.6 billion).

HTP’s exports constituted 21% of Belarus’ total exports of
services. The Park’s foreign trade surplus, which increased by
USD 2 billion, helped rectify the situation with Belarus’ foreign
trade in goods and services, which showed a USD 243 million
deficit. This deficit would be 9 times larger without the HTP.

In 2019, the HTP contributed a lot to GDP growth by
0.28 percentage points. The entire IT industry accounted for

! JlysrunHa, AHacTtacus. «Ludposas TpaHcpopMmalnys HaALMOHATIBHON 3KOHO-
MUKU: BbI30BBI U NEPCIIEKTUBBI PAa3BUTHS.» Bankajcki eecnik, 16 Mar. 2020,
https: //www.nbrb.by/bv/articles /10738.
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0.5 percentage points of total 1.2% GDP growth. The contribu-
tion of the HTP alone was comparable with the contribution of
the entire industrial sector (0.3 pp), construction or agriculture
(0.2 pp each).

The value of HTP to the economy increased in early 2020, as
Belarus and Russia failed to agree on long-term oil supply con-
tracts. For example, IT companies’ exports increased in Janu-
ary 2020 by another 35%, exceeding the export of Belarusian oil
products.

The number of new HTP resident companies continued to
increase. There were 319 residents in 2019; 82 new ones were
admitted as of April 2020 to a total of 818 residents. HTP com-
panies created 13,700 new jobs. In 2017-2019, the Park employed
over 33,000 people, the average salary standing at BYN 4,700 as
of the end of the year against BYN 1,238.7 on the national aver-
age. The industry was attractive not only for Belarusians. Ac-
cording to the Interior Ministry, around 1,800 foreigners arrived
in Belarus in 2018-2019 to work in the High-Tech Park.

The contribution of various sectors of the economy to the
Belarusian budget largely depends on taxation regulations and
tax benefits provided to individual enterprises and lines of busi-
ness, as well as on government subsidies. HTP residents paid
11.43% of their revenues in 2018 in aggregate taxes. In 2019, tax
payments to the budget by HTP residents totaled BYN 302.3 mil-
lion (up by nearly 25%), which is more than taxes paid by all en-
terprises of the Ministry of Construction and Architecture (BYN
297.0 million), the Ministry of Industry (BYN 140.7 million) and
the Ministry of Agriculture (BYN 81.6 million).?

An average HTP employee paid 4.6 times more income
tax, 4.8 times VAT and 5.5 times excise taxes than the national

2 «Jloxoppl 60mketa B 2019 romy.» MuHucmepcmso no Haiozam u céopau
Pecnybauxu Benapycw, nalog.gov.by/ru/postupleniya-v-razreze-organov-
gosudarstvennogo-upravleniya-2019/.
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average. Despite the granted benefits, the effective income tax
rate is only 1 percentage point lower than the effective rate set
for the average worker employed in the economy. Although the
rate of deduction to the Social Protection Fund is significantly
lower, the average HTP employee paid more in relation to the
average salary, than the average worker employed in the econo-
my, and 1.25 times more in absolute terms.?

The HTP’s economic efficiency was 2.5 times higher in 2019
than the efficiency of the entire economy. As of the end of 2019,
the Park employed around 61,000 people or 1.4% of the country’s
workforce, thus accounting for 3.5% of GDP.

Image and investment

Insignificant foreign direct investment has long been a prob-
lem for Belarus. Foreign investors are not in a hurry to enter the
market of Belarus, which is reluctant to foster privatization and
takes ineffective efforts to improve the investment climate. The
situation is different when it comes to the Belarusian IT indus-
try. HTP resident companies are of profound interest to inves-
tors, including large IT corporations.

According to the HTP administration, more than 40% of the
residents are enterprises with foreign capital. The Park hosts
90 development centers of foreign corporations. Resident com-
panies report a total of USD 285 million in FDI. Mobile apps de-
signed in Belarus are downloaded more than 200 million times
a month, which is comparable with the number of applications
installed via Facebook.

In the third quarter of 2019, Belarusian SayGames mo-
bile games developer was ranked world’s third in terms of the

3 lllnmanoBuy, I'ne6; Uybpuk, Anekcannp. «[lapk HeHy1eBbIX Hanoros: OLeH-
ka Bkyaga IBT B Giomker Benmapycu.» Hccaedosamenvckuii uenmp UIIM,
08 Apr. 2019, www.research.by/publications/sr/0002863/.
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number of downloads of its applications (300 million per quar-
ter) after Facebook and Google. Wannaby used its augmented
reality technology in the Gucci online store. HTP residents’
FLO and Tesla Suit projects were named the most innovative
in the world at CES-2019, the largest technology exhibition in
Las Vegas.

Belarus’ second problem-its international image-was also
resolved last year with the help of the HTP. The Park was visi-
ted by more than 120 foreign delegations, including ministers,
deputy ministers and presidents. The U.S. Secretary of State
Michael Pompeo went to the HTP in February 2020. “Inspired
by what I saw at Hi-Tech Park Belarus. A great example of how
Belarus can seize its extraordinary growth potential by embra-
cing forward-looking economic policies and smart regulation.
It's clear how impactful American investment can foster pros-
perity across the globe,” he wrote on Twitter. The Park numbers
62 companies with American capital. The export of software
to the United States exceeded USD 900 million in 2019. It was
simply impossible to find another equally significant site for the
American guest to see.

The president of Belarus traditionally speaks with IT people
at least once a year. When in the HTP in April 2019, he promised
comprehensive support to the Park. “We have taken this path,
and we will not intentionally deviate from it. We will go straight
forward. If you need support in addressing acute issues, which
we don’t want to be today, consider it done. I have backed you,
and I will, because, essentially, you are my children. I raised you
to the best of my ability, and then you grew up, and began sug-
gesting where we should go. We will move in this direction as
efficiently as you want,” A. Lukashenko said.*

4+ «IlocemeHue TOCYHApCTBEHHOIO y4peXxzaeHus “AnmuHucTpauus [lapka
BBICOKUX TexHosoruit"» Oduyuarvhuiii unmepiem-nopman Ilpesudenwma
Pecny6auxku Benapyce, 12 Apr. 2019, president.gov.by/ru/news_ru/view/
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In October 2019, he seconded the proposal of the IT commu-
nity to establish an IT university. The expansion of the influence
of the IT sector on the most conservative area in Belarus — edu-
cation — can be considered the second largest achievement of IT
lobbyists since the adoption of presidential decree No.8.

Crypto republic of IT country

“You want a crypto currency, a crypto exchange, mining, farms,
whatever... We will go this way,” A. Lukashenko said to IT spe-
cialists in October 2019. Presidential decree No. 8 legitimized
crypto currency exchanges, exchange operators, mining, to-
kens, etc. Operations with tokens are exempt from income tax
and VAT until January 1, 2023.

In November 2018, the HTP Supervisory Board approved
regulations on the crypto currency industry operation, stating
that all companies that are allowed dealing with crypto curren-
cies shall abide by the zero tolerance policy towards laundering
funds obtained through criminal activity in accordance with
the FATF recommendations. The HTP is to closely look at the
owners of resident companies, their financial standing, and the
origin of their assets.

InJanuary 2019, VP Capital of Victor Prokopenya and Larna-
bel Ventures of Said Gutseriev invested in Currency.com, Belarus
and CIS' first legal crypto exchange. The company reported over
USD 1 billion in turnover and 100,000 customers in 2019.

The second crypto exchange, IExchange, launched by Cryp-
totrade was registered in July.

BelVEB, one of the six systemically important banks of Be-
larus, opened Finstore.by investment platform in November.

poseschenie-gosudarstvennogo-uchrezhdenija-administratsija-parka-
vysokix-texnologij-20868 /.
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It hosts ICOs of Belarusian companies, the Minsk Automo-
bile Plant (MAZ) and Belvest among them. Finstore registered
1,278 investors in just four months, and the amount of funds
raised reached USD 4.1 million. The platform seeks the status of
a regional financial hub, inviting non-resident investors to con-
tribute to high-tech and real sector projects.

The national financial market remains underdeveloped. Be-
larus was ranked 59th out of 65 countries in the Global Fintech
Index 2020 (for example, Lithuania was ranked 4th).> The favo-
rable legal environment can help Belarus finally make a break-
through and offer domestic and foreign investors financial tools
they want.

The archaic law on measures to prevent legalization of pro-
ceeds from crime, financing of terrorist activities or prolifera-
tion of weapons of mass destruction is an obstacle to Fintech
development in Belarus. At the same time, amendments to the
law make it possible to open bank accounts online.

Conclusion

Hard times began for outsourcers as COVID-19 broke out. Fea-
ring the approaching crisis, customers cut spending, including
on contractors. The pandemic will accelerate the reorientation
of the country from outsourcing to production. What was ex-
pected to happen in the next five years will happen in 2020.
The increase in the share of production companies in the
HTP gives reason to believe that the entire industry will conti-
nue to grow even in the face of a global economic recession,
given that it was the production companies that proved to be

5 “The Global Fintech Index 2020 Findexable, https://findexable.com/wp-
content/uploads/2019/12 /Findexable_ Global-Fintech-Rankings-2020ex-
SFA.pdf.
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the most viable. Many products that originate from Belarus have
shown growth: games, crypto exchanges, health apps, online
education, etc. Regardless of the duration of the pandemic, ac-
celerated digitalization of all sectors of the economy, including
healthcare, education, and trade, will be strongly required.

Against the backdrop of permanent problems in other in-
dustries, the state will probably begin to take the IT industry
seriously, and will speed up the adoption of the HTP 3.0 decree,
which has been discussed for almost a year now, primarily in the
field of IT education.
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