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Key Takeaway: The Kremlin’s ongoing campaign to increase Russian control over Belarus poses a larger risk to self-declared Belarusian president
Alexander Lukashenko than the diminishing Belarusian protest movement in 2021. Lukashenko presented a new strategy to end the crisis in Belarus
on February 11-12; he announced plans for a referendum on a new constitution in 2022 and promised economic incentives to placate protesters.
Lukashenko seeks to both balance against Kremlin pressure to integrate Belarus into Russian-dominated structures and defuse protester sentiment over
the next several years. Lukashenko will likely avoid police crackdowns and instead seek to deescalate protests through the promise of minor concessions
without fundamentally relinquishing his dictatorship. The Kremlin will likely intensify pressure against Lukashenko in 2021 to formalize Belarus’
integration into the Union State before Lukashenko can defuse the protests with his promised concessions.

Self-declared Belarusian president Alexander Lukashenko outlined his strategy to defuse protests and stabilize
his rule in 2021 in a speech on February 11. Lukashenko delivered a keynote speech outlining his strategy for
202T at the Sixth All-Belarusian National Assembly (BNA) on February 11-12." The Belarusian government holds
the BNA every five years to coordinate Belarus’ strategic planning.

Lukashenko claimed NATO’s “blitzkrieg” color revolution against Belarus failed but acknowledged that the
protest movement is not over yet. Lukashenko said 202TI is as decisive a moment for Belarus as was the Soviet
Union’s fall. Lukashenko is framing the current situation as a deep generational turning point for the country.
Lukashenko admitted opposition to his rule is more widespread than he previously recognized, claiming
approximately 55 percent of Belarusians support his government.® Lukashenko had previously framed opposition
protesters as marginal, claiming 80 percent of Belarusians voted for him in August 2020.3 Lukashenko continued
to frame his opposition as agents of a NATO-backed hybrid war.

Lukashenko pledged to hold a national referendum on a new constitution in 2022 and promised several
economic and political incentives in a likely attempt to defuse protests. Lukashenko promised that a new
constitution will be ready by the end of 2021. Lukashenko will likely include a promised referendum on the
constitution in Belarus’ January 2022 local elections. He promised to strengthen self-governance, provide free
COVID-19 vaccines, expand pensions, and offer other economic incentives.

These concessions are unlikely to meaningfully reduce Lukashenko’s centralized control of Belarus. Lukashenko
did not provide details on how the constitution would change, other than stating Belarus should remain a
presidential republic, rendering serious institutional reform unlikely.* Lukashenko did not reiterate his previous
promise to not seek reelection when his current term expires in 2025.° Lukashenko rejected the opposition’s
proposals to reform the security services.® Lukashenko likely seeks to placate most protesters and degrade protest
strength through the promise of minor political concessions and economic incentives.

Lukashenko’s efforts to defuse the protests will likely overcome the opposition’s push to renew protests and
force negotiations with Lukashenko in spring 2021. Lithuania-based Belarusian opposition leader Svitlana
Tikhanouskaya seeks to renew protests in spring 202I and regain momentum through an ambitious timeline to
force negotiations with Lukashenko. Tikhanouskaya released a “new strategy” on February 9 that maintains the
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opposition’s existing objectives but defines new timelines for further action in spring 2021.7 Tikhanouskaya called
on the opposition to resume street protests in March 2021 to force Lukashenko to negotiate with the opposition in
May 2021.

Lukashenko’s strategy to defuse the protests will likely impair Tikhanouskaya’s efforts to force negotiations.
Lukashenko does not need to pacify every protester, as Tikhanouskaya claims, to overcome the opposition.
Lukashenko will likely ignore demands for negotiations in May 2021 and the opposition is unlikely to force him
into negotiations before that date. Tikhanouskaya has previously set deadlines to force negotiations with
Lukashenko, all of which failed.® Protests will likely intensify slightly as the weather improves in spring 2021, but
they will likely not achieve the same scale they did in fall 2020. Lukashenko likely assesses he can outlast the protests
by eroding protester will through the promise of changes in early 2022, avoiding the need for a violent crackdown.

Lukashenko announced plans for a new national security concept, which he likely seeks to use to position
himself as Russian President Vladimir Putin’s equal partner in defense of Russia and Belarus by explicitly
orienting Belarus as the target of a Western hybrid war. Lukashenko said Belarus will update its national security
concept to defend against potential NATO information operations and cyberattacks.” He also drew parallels
between protests in Belarus and recent anti-Putin protests in Russia.”® Lukashenko likely seeks to appeal to Putin
to pursue their joint interests and halt Kremlin pressure on Belarus by linking the protests against both leaders
under the rubric of Western hybrid wars. Lukashenko’s embrace of this false Kremlin framing will likely increase
opportunities for Putin to pressure Lukashenko for integration concessions, however.

Lukashenko likely seeks to limit the Kremlin’s ability to pressure Belarus into Russian-dominated structures
by framing Belarus and Russia as equal partners in the Union State. Lukashenko seeks to prevent Belarus’
further integration into the Union State—a Kremlin-dominated supranational organization between Russia and
Belarus with the stated goal of federally integrating both states under a joint structure."” The Kremlin has exploited
Lukashenko’s vulnerability to expand Belarus’ integration with Russia and gained leverage over Belarus since
protests began in August 2020.

Lukashenko stated that Union State integration “presupposes the full preservation of the sovereignty of both Russia
and Belarus without the formation of any new supranational bodies.”* Lukashenko additionally framed integration
as already complete and stated that the Russian and Belarusian peoples would have to agree to pursue further
measures.'® Lukashenko likely seeks to slow Kremlin pressure by framing additional integration as dependent on
additional political consultations.

Lukashenko will likely increase his outreach to China to hedge against Russian integration pressure, although
the prospects of success in this effort are unclear. Lukashenko expressed support to expand China’s economic
presence in Belarus, claimed Beijing would provide Belarus with COVID-19 vaccines, and expressed support for
coordinating Eurasian Economic Union activities in Central Asia with the Chinese Belt and Road initiative—a
Chinese economic initiative that undermines Russian influence in Central Asia.” Lukashenko has supported
developing the Belt and Road initiative since at least 2016." Although China delivered 100,000 COVID-19
vaccines to Belarus on February 19, Beijing has not publicly reciprocated Lukashenko’s recent calls for intensified
economic cooperation.” Chinese investment in Belarus decreased by 77 percent in 2020 and China’s ambassador
to Belarus reportedly did not attend the BNA.”7 China’s ambassador to Belarus gave a speech at the fifth BNA in
2016."® Lukashenko is unlikely to succeed in replacing Russian patronage with Chinese support; however,
Lukashenko’s turn to China could give him additional leverage with Moscow—if Beijing reciprocates it.

The Kremlin will likely intensify pressure against Lukashenko to formalize Belarus’ integration in the Union
State before Lukashenko can defuse the protests, which have granted Putin leverage over Lukashenko. Putin
will likely pressure Lukashenko for more political and military integration concessions during their upcoming
meeting on February 22, 2021—their first meeting since September 2020." Putin will likely pressure Lukashenko
to expand Russia’s military basing in Belarus when they renew existing basing agreements this year. The 25-year
basing agreement for Russia’s two existing radar/radio bases in Belarus expires on June 6, 2021, and Moscow and
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Minsk are negotiating an extension.?® The Kremlin will likely reject Lukashenko’s framing of Belarus and Russia as
equal partners and frame even deeper integration as necessary for Lukashenko to overcome the crisis.

Belarus’ forced integration with Russia will remain Lukashenko’s greatest threat in 2021. Belarus’ protests are
unlikely to escalate. Lukashenko will likely avoid police crackdowns and instead attempt a long-term approach to
deescalate protests and reduce Russian leverage. However, the Kremlin’s interests are served by maintaining
pressure against Lukashenko through a prolonged crisis. Kremlin pressure will likely lead to further protests if only
by provoking renewed public opposition to Russian influence. The Kremlin’s previous involvement in the crisis
briefly shifted the protests’ central focus away from Lukashenko and toward the Kremlin, for example.* Putin may
attempt to prolong the protests and prevent Lukashenko’s efforts to defuse the protests.
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