
1 

SCEEUS GUEST PLATFORM FOR EASTERN EUROPE POLICY NO.29

Supporting Belarusian 
Democracy: Five Priorities 
for the EU
Alesia Rudnik 
15 February 2023

 
GUEST COMMENTARY
NO. 10, 2023

In February 2022, Russia launched a full-scale military attack against Ukraine from Belarusian 
territory. The long-term economic and political ties between the two strongmen, Vladimir 
Putin and Aliaksandr Lukashenka, had created a regional threat that moved beyond internal 
repression in Belarus and Russia to military aggression against another country. At a time 
when Ukraine should remain the absolute priority for the EU, it is crucial to provide substantive 
support to and enhance the capacity of Belarusian democracy-oriented stakeholders. Financial 
assistance, legal advice and technical expertise to support the Belarusian political opposition 
in exile, NGOs and independent media will be a long-term investment that can help to promote 
a democratic and secure Belarus as a close neighbour of the European Union and NATO.

 
Emigration From Belarus: Political Refugees, Business Sector, NGOs

As a result of the political crisis in Belarus, which was triggered by the fraudulent 2020 
presidential election and the mass repression that followed, hundreds of thousands of 
Belarusians have left their country. Those under investigation or threat of criminal prosecution 
have often been assisted by the Belarus Solidarity Foundation (BYSOL). Thanks to its help, 
798 Belarusians were safely evacuated from Belarus in 2022. 

One of the most popular destinations for Belarusian emigrants had been Ukraine, where over 
3,000 possess Ukrainian residence permits and many others can reside without additional 
documents based on a special directive. Since the escalation of the Russian military 
aggression against Ukraine, however, many migrants from Belarus have had to relocate for a 
second time. The number of Belarusian immigrants is currently estimated at 150,000, most 
of whom are living in EU member states such as Poland, Lithuania and Germany. 

In exile, Belarusian political refugees face high rates of denial of their applications for asylum. 
For example, in Sweden only 2% of Belarusian applications receive a positive decision, 
compared to Poland where 99.5% of applicants are given protection. Poland is also the only 
EU member state to effectively address emigration from Belarus by introducing a specific 
procedure for legalization of Belarusians without the need to seek asylum. 

https://balticworlds.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/BW-2022.3.pdf
https://www.bysol.org/en/
https://www.dw.com/ru/begstvo-ot-lukashenko-kak-belorusy-ishhut-ubezhishhe-v-ukraine/a-58820105
https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2022/01/04/is-europe-turning-its-back-on-belarusians-fleeing-lukashenko-s-regime
https://t.me/cbs_help/2735
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Most Belarusian emigres in the EU face discrimination and challenges related to their individual 
and work status. One recent study found that 30% of Belarusians in Poland, Georgia and 
Lithuania face various forms of daily discrimination, such as inability to open a bank account, 
or refusal to rent an apartment to or employ a person with a Belarusian passport.  

Over 60% of businesses in Belarusia indicated their intention to move abroad in 2021. 
According to the Association of Belarusian Businesses Abroad, at least 2100 different 
businesses have relocated from Belarus as a result of the political crisis, of which 80% moved 
to Poland and 10% to Lithuania. Repression of the Belarusian business sector, which mostly 
targeted IT companies such as Wargaming, PandaDoc, EPAM and Flo, resulted in a significant 
exodus of young professionals as well as a flight of capital from Belarus. According to a survey 
of over 3,000 Belarusian IT specialists, the top relocation destinations for the Belarusian IT 
sector are Poland, Georgia and Lithuania.  

Repression of civil society in the aftermath of the 2020 Belarusian protests closed down about 
20% of NGOs, while others are currently undergoing a process of forceful dissolution. The non-
profit organizations still operating in Belarus encounter significant problems in their daily work and 
struggle to exist. Several women’s organizations in Belarus are continuing their activities, but only 
one-third of them use open channels to talk about their work while the others operate underground. 
Dozens of significant NGOs, such as Assambleja, the Office of European Communication and 
Expertise, and LawTrend, have moved their staff abroad and reprofiled their activities to work online 
or with groups of Belarusians abroad. Civil society activists struggle to register NGOs abroad and 
face numerous challenges related to obtaining and reporting on financial aid. 

First, long-term projects have had to adapt to the new conditions, leading to the shutdown 
of activities in Belarus which has affected the financial stability of NGO sector employees. 
Second, reporting on activities often involves security risks for participants in NGO events 
and new reporting routines that are not compliant with donors’ requirements. Finally, obtaining 
donors’ support for activities has become more complicated due to the problems with opening 
bank accounts since the start of the war. 

The situation is further aggravated by recently adopted repressive laws in Belarus, one of 
which allows the Belarusian courts to conduct trials or hearings or charge political activists in 
absentia. Another gives the authorities the right to deprive those living abroad and prosecuted 
in Belarus of their Belarusian citizenship. It is estimated that a significant number of exiled 
Belarusians could lose their passports in this way in 2023.

 
Independent Media

The Lukashenka regime started to limit media freedoms in Belarus in the mid-1990s. The 
2020 political crisis led to a total cleansing of the independent media sector in the country. 
Anti-extremism laws and the blocking or restricting of access to the independent media’s 
web pages and social media accounts have significantly reduced audiences. Nonetheless, 
independent media continue to maintain a significant influence on Belarusian society. For 
example, one major outlet – Zerkalo.io, formerly known as Tut.by – regularly has up to 40 
million monthly views, with 55% of its readership in Belarus. Pro-democracy Belarusians 
remain the key audience for independent media, and consume news only through messenger 
and YouTube. Only 1% watch the state-controlled traditional media. At the same time, 
worrying trends measured by independent opinion polls show that other Belarusians inside 
the country have begun to consume more Russian media, as well as the Belarusian state 
media. As a result, Belarusian independent media face a new challenge of producing new 

https://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/belarus/19480.pdf
https://bel.biz/how-%20%20to-2/rezultaty-issledovaniya-o-vliyanii-krizisa-na-belorusskij-biznes/
https://uezxoyzibm.link/go/eyJhbGciOiJIUzI1NiIsInR5cCI6IkpXVCJ9.eyJ1cmwiOiJodHRwczovL2V1cm9yYWRpby5mbS84MC1iZWxhcnVza2lraC1rYW1wYW5peS15YWtpeWEtcGVyYWVraGFsaS11LWVzLXZ5YnJhbGktcG9sc2hjaHUiLCJyb290IjoiaHR0cHM6Ly9ldXJvcmFkaW8uZm0iLCJ0eXBlIjoidGV4dC9odG1sIiwiaWF0IjoxNjY4NTM0MjgyLCJleHAiOjE2NzcxNzQyODJ9.KoVMloO7yAdjdCs6mFJxBF1tz0HLcfr2AqsmHI8XLVs?height=722&width=1536
https://devby.io/news/relokeit-aitishniki
https://sympa-by.eu/sites/default/files/library/cso_needs_2022-12-02_final-ed-for_print.pdf
https://sympa-by.eu/sites/default/files/library/cso_needs_2022-12-02_final-ed-for_print.pdf
https://baj.by/be/analytics/elektronny-byuleten-smi-u-belarusi-no-4-70
https://telegra.ph/Nezavisimye-SMI-stolknulis-s-problemoj-bezopasnosti-auditorii-nastupleniem-propagandy-12-27
https://newbelarus.vision/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/%D0%BC%D0%B5%D0%B4%D0%B8%D0%B0%D0%BF%D0%BE%D1%82%D1%80%D0%B5%D0%B1%D0%BB%D0%B5%D0%BD%D0%B8%D0%B5-11.03..pdf
https://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/belarus/19770-20221206.pdf?fbclid=IwAR1pWJzAVBsq4l7PIORQZAIC43GUowKhoLpy6714L-o5poAtdB6iEer55kc
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narratives to compete with Russian and state media narratives, and to seek secure channels 
to disseminate their material. Fundraising and donor support are becoming a new challenge 
for many independent media as former major sources such as advertising and crowdfunding 
in Belarus are now prone to security risks. 

 
Challenges Facing the Belarusian Political Opposition in Exile

The leadership of the Belarusian political opposition in exile, as represented by the Office of 
Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya, the Transition Cabinet and the Coordination Council, has set a goal 
to promote democratic change in Belarus. However, the structures of the Belarusian democratic 
opposition could soon face obstacles to their capacity to carry out sustainable, long-term work. 

One test for the opposition will be to maintain strong horizontal structures that can remain 
united around a common goal and immune to attempts at infiltration by the Lukashenka 
regime. Another challenge concerns the process of finding the financial resources to 
strengthen the team with professionals. In addition, Lukashenka’s decision to support Russia 
in the war against Ukraine means that the Belarusian opposition faces further challenges in 
promoting a non-aggressive and pro-democratic image of Belarus in the international arena 
and trying to reduce different types of discrimination against Belarusians abroad. 

Finally, one of the fundamental criticisms of the Belarusian opposition concerns its lack 
of significant progress on the release of the political prisoners. There are currently 1443 
Belarusians recognized as political prisoners, although many human rights activists put the 
actual number at about 4,000. Among those imprisoned are the Nobel Peace Prize laureate, 
Ales Bialiatski, well known opposition politicians, journalists and thousands of those who 
took part in the 2020–2021 protests.

The Belarusian political opposition in exile currently has only limited opportunity for dialogue with 
the Lukashenka regime. The EU, by contrast, has more opportunities to influence Lukashenka’s 
decisions on the release of political prisoners, primarily through diplomacy and closed negotiations. 
The experience of negotiations on the release of political prisoners after the presidential election 
in 2010 has shown that EU sanctions alongside diplomatic negotiations can be effective. 

 
Conclusions and Policy Recommendations

The Belarusian political opposition in exile, NGOs, independent media and the 
diaspora all require support from the West, primarily the EU. Since 2020, the EU 
has invested over €100 million in assistance to civil society, media, youth, business and 
culture. An additional €30 million support package was announced at the end of 2022. In 
addition to this existing support, the EU should focus on the process of Belarusian emigres’ 
legalization and the release of political prisoners. Continuing support for Belarus is an 
investment in the region’s stability. Belarusian activists, politicians and businesses in exile 
are the stakeholders who will promote the development of a secure and democratic Belarus 
in the future. Technical and financial support targeted at these groups should therefore be a 
priority for the EU. 

 � The EU should support the Belarusian opposition by providing financial and 
expert assistance and with building a resilient and sustainable democratic 
community abroad. When the time comes for regime transition in Belarus, a strong 
political opposition will have a better chance of implementing democratic policies.  

https://prisoners.spring96.org/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_22_7376
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 � The EU should focus on supporting an independent media, including social 
media, and invest in the training and education of media professionals. 
Independent outlets remain the only alternative sources of news for Belarusians inside 
the country and act as a link with the Belarusian diaspora.  

 � The EU should develop an overarching approach to the legalization of 
Belarusians in EU member states, focused on those likely to be deprived of 
Belarusian citizenship based on recently introduced laws, while also creating assistance 
programmes for the relocated. This should include creating policies on humanitarian 
residence permits, replacing Belarusian passports with alternative documents, and 
simplified procedures for asylum applications for Belarusians repressed by the regime.  

 � The EU should continue to support Belarusian NGOs, including those in exile. 
Assistance with relocation and legalization abroad would strengthen the organizational 
capacity of NGOs to conduct educational and development activities for Belarusians. 
Foreign aid donors should also review their long-term strategies for Belarus and replace 
these with short-term programmes to secure effective implementation of projects.  

 � The EU should take a leading role in negotiations on the release of political 
prisoners, even though foreign relations with the Belarusian regime are likely to remain 
strained. As Chair of the European Council, Sweden could initiate a work stream on 
promoting such negotiations. 

https://sceeus.se/en/publications/the-impressive-eu-ukraine-summits-alongside-the-inadequate-enlargement-methodology/
https://sceeus.se/en/publications/the-impressive-eu-ukraine-summits-alongside-the-inadequate-enlargement-methodology/
https://sceeus.se/en/publications/candidate-status-georgia-at-the-crossroads/

