
https://www.shutterstock.com/image-photo/minsk-belarus-august-23-2020-thousands-1801363528


temporary cease-fire; and regime retaliation. A 
fourth phase, power transition, will likely happen 
after a referendum scheduled for February 27, 2022 
(see Figure 1).

Phase 1: Violent Repressions
The two days following the election witnessed an 
initial wave of mass protests, and an initial brutal 
suppression inflicted by Lukashenka’s government. 
Over 6,000 people were detained, 450 were brutally 
beaten and tortured, and several were killed.1 

During this phase, Russia was one of the first 
countries to signal its political support for 
the Belarusian regime. Vladimir Putin publicly 
congratulated Lukashenka on his re-election and 
said: “I hope that your state activity will help 
enhance mutually beneficial Russian-Belarusian 
relations across the board, advance cooperation in 
the Union State, promote integration processes in 

the Eurasian Economic Space and the CIS as well 
as the military and political ties in the Collective 
Security Treaty Organization.”2 Russia clearly had no 
interest in seeing a prolonged escalation of the pro-
democracy struggle in Belarus and the possibility 
of a scenario akin to the 2014 Maidan revolution in 
Ukraine. The Kremlin also saw the opportunity to 
use the unfolding crisis in Belarus as a bargaining 
advantage to pressure the weakened Lukashenka 
regime into deeper political, economic, and military 
integration within the Union State of Russia and 
Belarus created in 1999.3 

In contrast, the EU’s response to the crisis in 
Belarus during this phase was slow and weak.4 
It hesitated to send a clear message to the 
Belarusian authorities from the start of the 
electoral campaign regarding the red lines that the 
regime should not have crossed. The subsequent 
actions undertaken by the EU, consisting of 
diplomatic instruments and sanctions, were limited 

FIGURE 1: PHASES OF THE BELARUSIAN CRISIS FROM AUGUST 2020–DECEMBER 2021 







entered its second sub-phase: declining protests 
(January 1–May 23, 2021). The Lukashenka 
regime tightened the screws, detaining those 
who continued to protest through performative 
politics, such as displaying the white-red-white flag 
or engaging in criticisms of the authorities online. 
During this phase, the regime passed three new 
laws: “Countering Extremism,” “Rehabilitation of 
Nazism,” and “Mass Events.” These hastily enacted 
laws further drastically restricted freedoms of 
expression, association, and assembly in Belarus.13 

Russia continued to provide comprehensive support 
to the Lukashenka regime. Putin and Lukashenka 
met twice during this period (in February and 
April 2021), to demonstrate the strength of 
intergovernmental ties between the two states. In 
addition, Russia assisted the Belarusian regime with 
a strategic operation: on April 12, 2021, Belarusian 
and Russian counterintelligence defeated an alleged 
coup attempt. According to official statements from 
both Russia and Belarus, the coup was allegedly 
staged by the U.S. As a result of the joint operation, 

financial assistance. In December 2020, it adopted 
a €24 million assistance package, to be dispersed 
directly to Belarusian civil society, youth groups, 
and certain small and medium-sized enterprises. 
The program, the “EU4Belarus: Solidarity with 
the People of Belarus,” is part of an overall €53 
million support package announced in August by 
the European Commission President, Ursula von 
der Leyen, which also includes €3.7 million EU 
emergency support for victims of oppression and 
for the independent media.12

After Joe Biden was elected president in 
November 2020, the U.S. started to increase its 
attention toward Belarus. The Belarus Democracy, 
Human Rights, and Sovereignty Act was signed 
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Alexander Feduta (a journalist and literary critic), 
Yury Zenkovich (an attorney and a dual citizen 
of Belarus and the U.S.), and Grigory Kostusev 
(chairperson of the Belarusian Popular Front 
opposition party) were arrested during their meeting 
in Moscow, extradited to Belarus, and imprisoned 
in the KGB detention center in Minsk.
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