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The Kremlin likely sent a senior intelligence director to Belarus to disrupt self-proclaimed President
Alexander Lukashenko’s planned announcement of steps to defuse the protest crisis. Russia’s Foreign
Intelligence Service (SVR) Director Sergey Naryshkin flew to Minsk on October 22. Naryshkin’s visit is the latest
in an observed pattern of senior Russian intelligence officials’ visits to Minsk." Each of these visits has coincided
with key developments in the Kremlin’s hybrid war in Belarus, usually also marking changes in Lukashenko’s
behavior.?

Lukashenko was likely preparing to announce a suite of putative concessions aimed at placating anti-
government demonstrators without fully ceding Moscow’s demands. Lukashenko likely seeks to use a
constitutional amendment process to broker a compromise with protesters to end the crisis.® New reporting from
October 20 revealed Lukashenko told jailed opposition leaders in an October 10 meeting that he would not seek
another presidential term and that he is considering introducing a constitutional amendment on presidential
term limits.* A promise from Lukashenko to retire would be a significant development in his efforts to offer
protesters concessions to end the crisis. Lukashenko set October 25 as the deadline for submissions “from the
people” of Belarusian constitutional amendments on October 3.

The Kremlin sent SVR Director Sergei Naryshkin to meet Lukashenko in Minsk on October 22 ostensibly
to discuss Union State “security issues.”® The Kremlin likely anticipated a risk that Lukashenko may successfully
defuse the protests without consolidating Russian suzerainty over Belarus via the Union State.

Naryshkin’s statements after meeting Lukashenko suggest Kremlin dissatisfaction with Lukashenko’s
constitutional amendments. Naryshkin said Lukashenko’s amendments are only “one of the answers” to the
protest movement that poses “many questions” to Lukashenko’s regime, indicating the amendments are
insufficient for Russian President Vladimir Putin’s desired end state. Putin said Belarusian constitutional
amendments could be a “way out of the current situation” at the annual Valdai Discussion Club meeting on
October 22.°

Lukashenko cancelled a large pro-regime rally planned for October 25 after meeting with Naryshkin.
Lukashenko reversed his support for the pro-government rally that he claims would have brought in 250,000-
300,000 demonstrators.” Lukashenko likely intended to use this rally as a culmination point to announce his
concessions to protesters. He had reportedly begun planning pro-government rallies for October 18-25 on
October 18.2 Naryshkin may have pressured Lukashenko not to make his planned announcement, depriving the
rally of its purpose. He may also have pressed Lukashenko to cancel the rally itself, stripping the announcement of
concessions of the trappings of popular support and success. ISW has no evidence that Naryshkin spoke to
Lukashenko along these lines, but the pattern of events suggests that the concessions and the rally were discussed.
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Naryshkin’s visit coincided with the announcement of plans to create a new openly pro-Union State party
that could pressure Lukashenko to make concessions to Moscow he has been resisting. A previously unknown
pro-Union State integration Belarusian NGO called “Union” announced plans to create a political party at an
unspecified future time on October 19.° Union seeks to deeply integrate Belarus into Russia via the Union State,
Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), and Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU).™ Several of Union’s
presidium members are linked to the Kremlin and most openly expose views that closely aligned with the Kremlin
on a myriad of foreign policy issues.” Union explicitly supports Belarusian constitutional reform and early
presidential elections as “a way out the crisis.”"® ISW has no evidence that the Kremlin created Union, but the
timing of Union’s announcement to create a party on October 19 in relation to Naryshkin’s visit on October 22 to

Minsk suggests some sort of coordination.™

Lukashenko is likely preparing to crack down on NEXTA and its users, if necessary. A Belarusian court
expanded the Belarusian Ministry of internal Affairs’ (MVD) ability to target protesters by designating NEXTA
material as “extremist” on October 20." The MVD promptly threatened to arrest anyone who subscribes to or
reposts content from NEXTA on October 20 and claimed the protest movement is developing into a terrorist
threat on October 22."° Al Telekom — an Austrian mobile network operator with services in Belarus — briefly
blocked access to Telegram in Belarus on October 22.% AT Telekom unblocked access to Telegram the same day
following online backlash."” Lukashenko may anticipate a need to intensify crackdowns against NEXTA users,

possibly in regards to intensified protests following the October 25 ultimatum."

The Kremlin may have used a Rosgvardia deployment — framed as participation in a preplanned sporting
tournament — to pressure Lukashenko in September. Elements of two Russian National Guard units deployed
to Minsk, Belarus, on September 28 — October 3 for a small arms military sports tournament that was effectively a
series tactical exercises with Belarusian special forces.” The Belarusian Ministry of Defense framed the
tournament as a regular annual event.*® Both Rosgvardia units that deployed to Belarus have experience operating
in Ukraine.*

This deployment may have been part of Putin’s military pressure campaign against Lukashenko given it occurred
between two Russian conventional military deployments for the Slavic Brotherhood and Unbreakable
Brotherhood exercises and during a period of unprecedented Russian Western Military District exercises near
Belarus.** The branding of this deployment as a regular preplanned activity is consistent with Russian hybrid

warfare informational tactics used to obscure Russian conventional military deployments to Belarus.*

ISW will continue monitoring the situation and providing updates.
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