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Belarus on the lookout for new export markets
In 2022, Belarus's GDP decreased by 4.7%. In Minsk and the Minsk region, the drop was
even greater - 6.2% and 9%, respectively'. The income of the population also decreased
by 3.7% in January-November 2022". The inflation rate was 12-13% per year. Deflation was
observed in the last months of 2023 due to administrative interference in the economy.
At a meeting with the government, Aliaksandar Lukashenka assessed the situation

ambivalently: “I won't say that you are great, but you could have done a little better™".

Nevertheless, the Belarusian authorities are acutely aware of the problem of finding a
replacement for the (partially or completely blocked) European and Ukrainian markets.
This can explain their interest in such exotic economic partners as Zimbabwe: the trade
turnover of the two countries in 2022 is estimated at USD 40 million". Lukashenka's visit
to Harare (from 30 January to 1 February) was full of anti-colonial pathos. In particular,
Lukashenka said: “We are not going as the colonialists once went, as they seized and
exploited the people. We bring technology here and train people here with it, train
specialists™. According to the official results of the visit, its “total economic effect” was
estimated by the Belarusian Foreign Ministry at USD 200 million. As far as it is possible
to judge, the USD 200 million refers to the sum of contracts, and not the profit that these
contracts will bring. An agreement was confirmed on the supply of 4,000 tractors to

ZimbabweV.

After visiting Harare, Lukashenka went to Abu Dhabi on 1 February 2023. The volume of
mutual trade between Belarus and Abu Dhabi in 2021 amounted to a modest USD 290
million¥’. The agreements made at that destination were rather vague, and it is difficult
to assess their economic effect. The official presidential website only states that
“agreements have been concluded in a dozen directions” without providing further
detailV. Taking into account the volume of Belarus’s foreign trade turnover, which
amounted to approximately USD 80 billion™ in January-November 2022, the results of
Lukashenka’s Asia and Africa tour cannot be called a breakthrough. Rather, it was a
probe. This probe proved that replacing the traditional partners of Belarus (the EU and

Russia) is practically impossible to make quickly.



Belarus receiving weapons from Russia
Belarus receives and will continue to receive new weapons systems from Russia,
representatives of the Belarusian armed forces report. The air force in 2023 will increase
its potential due to Mi-35M helicopters and Su-30SM aircraft, the exact number of which
Is not yet known. In January, the TOR-M2K battery was received for the needs of air
defense*. In December, the Belarusian army began the independent operation of the
Iskander tactical missile system, the range of which is 500 km. Previously, such systems
were serviced only by Russian crews*. From 16 January to 1 February* joint Belarusian-
Russian aviation exercises took place. According to the commander of the Belarusian
Air Force Andrei Lukyanovich, “due to the difficult military-political situation, we have
created a regional grouping of troops. The aviation component was also strengthened.
The tactical flight exercises that we conducted are one of the elements of coordination

between our and Russian crews” i,

The meaning of “strengthening the defense capability of Belarus” and the main threats
was explained by a representative of the military academy, head of the faculty of the
general staff Andrei Bogodel: “When we say ‘Poland is arming itself, it is difficult to
imagine that it will attack a nuclear power, which is Russia. But as for Belarus, the risk
Is very high. If Russia gets bogged down in Ukraine, it will be much easier to resolve the

issue with us™v,

According to the Belarusian military, about 400 sea- and air-based cruise missiles are
deployed along the country’s borders. In addition, 17,000 Ukrainian soldiers are
stationed near the southern border of Belarus. In this regard, the threat of an attack is
considered by the Belarusian side as quite real®. In particular, Minsk officially explains
the creation of a joint Belarusian-Russian group of troops by the need to resist these
threats. Lukashenka himself again categorically ruled out the possibility of the
Belarusian army participating in military operations abroad: “I am ready to fight together
with the Russians from the territory of Belarus only in one case so far: if at least one

soldier comes from there to the territory of Belarus to kill my people™.

Opposition activists under trial
On 16 February, the trial of Stiapan Putila, Jan Rudzik and Raman Pratasevich began. All
of them acted as editors of the NEXTA telegram channel and a number of other

information structures. The court sessions opened in the absence of two defendants -



only one of the former associates of the defendants, Raman Pratasevich, was present.
He was detained by the Belarusian authorities after a Ryanair plane made an emergency
landing in Minsk in May 2027, Pratasevich admitted his guilt in full™i. This trial has
become another one in a series of trials of iconic emigree opposition figures. Similar
absentee trials are being conducted in the cases of Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya and her

associates.

The trials of activists who have remained in Belarus are also continuing. The process of
the so-called “rail partisans” has ended. The Mogilev Regional Court found the accused
guilty of carrying out terrorist activities and sentenced two defendants to 22 years in
prison and the third defendant to 1.5 years. All three were classified as “political
prisoners” by human rights organizations*. Polish media correspondent and activist
Andrei Paczobut was sentenced to eight years in prison®. The verdict was also
announced in the case of the “Workers of the Rukh” organization, which positioned itself
as an independent trade union - 10 defendants received prison terms from 11 to 15
years®™. These convicts were also given fines (in addition to their detainment terms), and
Putila and Rudik may well expect the seizure of property. In accordance with the new
procedural practice, a sentence with confiscation of property can be passed in absentia
- a precedent has already been created by the case of Olympic champion Alexandra

Gerasimeniax i,

The Belarusian authorities are trying to divide emigrants into “sheep and goats”: the
first are waiting for absentee trials, the second will be given the opportunity to return
to their homeland.

For the purpose of selection, a special commission has been created, which determines
by voting whether a citizen’s offenses are insignificant and whether he/she can safely
return to Belarus®™i. The commission consists of, among others, “representatives of the
public” who are not related to the field of justice — for example, employees of state
media*". The verdict of the commission, which guarantees immunity upon return, is
valid for only three months: an emigrant who does not use the permit during this period
loses security guarantees. The authorities are confident that even under such
conditions, the return migration flow will become massive. The possibility of

unconditional refusal of persecution is not even considered - everyone who decides to



return must give a written commitment not to oppose “state symbols and legislation™.
Hundreds of thousands of citizens have left the country over the past three years®. The
authorities hope that the activities of “the return commission” will help to reverse the

situation.

At the same time, the formation of a new political and administrative system is being
completed, in which the All-Belarusian People’s Assembly (ABA) will play an important
role. Lukashenka signed a law that defines the functions and powers of this structure.
The ABA will be formed, as before, not by direct vote, but by co-opting delegates public,
industrial, and managerial structures. The president (or an ex-president) of the country
Is @ mandatory participant in the ABA: only this structure has the right to dismiss the
head of state from power, among other responsibilities®. Rapid geopolitical changes
apparently forced adjustments to the initial plans of the authorities: the All-Belarusian
Assembly is unable to find a place in the political system of the state, as the state is at
the epicenter of an armed conflict. The Assembly was supposed to become an
instrument of great domestic political intrigue and a backup control circuit - however,
not in the conditions of a major European war being actually underway. As a result, the
law has not escaped anachronisms: the ABA should be held at least once a year®ii but
the last one took place in February 2021, and the next one will be held in April 2024
Obviously, the Belarusian authorities do not have urgent tasks that the All-Belarusian
Assembly could solve. Nevertheless, the authorities are creating the tools necessary to
ensure full control over the process of forming the ABA. Lukashenka signed the law “On
the foundations of civil society”: this act establishes “special forms of interaction” only
with structures that have at least 100,000 members (trade unions, etc.). It is they who
will participate in the formation of the ABA. Another act, “On changing the laws on the
activities of political parties and other public associations”, requires the re-registration
of political parties: now they must consist of 5000 activists, not 1,000 - this condition

means that only structures hyper-loyal to the authorities are possible™.



ENDNOTES

P Official website of the National Statistical Committee,

https:/ /www.belstat.gov.by/upload/iblock/ac5/ki7dkyeaikn8ba3jcOo6cel8xwh54um?2.pdf, p.7.

it Official website of the National statistical committee, “O6 ypoBHe [eHexHbIX J0X040B HAaceneHus B
aHBape Hoabpe 2022 rogy” [On the level of income of the population in January November 2022],
https://www.belstat.gov.by/o-belstate 2/novosti-i-

meropriyatiya/novosti/ob_urovne denezhnykh dokhodov naseleniya v_yanvare noyabre 2022 g/
iiBelarusian state-owned information agency BELTA, “/lykallaHKa oueHnn paboTy SKOHOMUKN B
npoLwaom rogy. Huyero He 06pyLWIMNOCh HO MOTIK 6bl HEMHOXKO Nyywe” [Lukashenka assessed the
performance of the economy last year.It did not collapse, but could be a little better],

https:/ /www.belta.by/president/view/Lukashenka-otsenil-rabotu-ekonomiki-v-proshlom-godu-
nichego-ne-obrushilos-no-mogli-by-nemnozhko-luchshe-549468-2023/ and “/lyKaLisHKa:
perynupoBaHue LeH No3BONNI0 CYLeCTBEHHO 3aMeannTb HMNALMOHHbIe npouecchl” [Lukashenka:
price regulation has significantly slowed down inflationary processes],
https://www.belta.by/president/view/lukashenka-regulirovanie-tsen-pozvolilo-suschestvenno-
zamedlit-infljatsionnye-protsessy-549464-2023/.

v Belarusian state-owned newspaper, “3kcnepT: TOoBapoo6opoT Mexay benapycbio v 3umbadse
HeyknoHHo pacteT” [Expert: trade turnover between Belarus and Zimbabwe is steadily growing],

https:/ /www.sb.by/articles/ekspert-tovarooborot-mezhdu-belarusyu-i-zimbabve-neuklonno-rastet-i-
po-itogam-2022-goda-sostavil-40-.html

v Belarusian state-owned information agency BELTA, “/lykaw3Hka: Adpvka 4aBHO NpocHynach, 6e3 Hee
Mup passueaTbca He moxeT” [Lukashenka: Africa woke up a long time ago, the world cannot develop
without it], https://www.belta.by/president/view/Lukashenka-afrika-davno-prosnulas-bez-nee-mir-
razvivatsja-ne-mozhet-547506-2023/

Vi Belarusian state-owned information agency BELTA, “CymMmMapHbliil 3KOHOMUYECKWU 3peKT oT
rocygapCTBEHHOMo BU3KTa B 3uMmbabee oueHnsaetca B 200 miH “ [The total economic effect of the state
visit to Zimbabwe is estimated at 200 million], https://www.belta.by/politics/view/summarnyj-
ekonomicheskij-effekt-ot-gosudarstvennogo-vizita-v-zimbabve-otsenivaetsja-v-200-mln-548250-2023/
Vit Official website of the Belarusian embassy in UAE, Bilateral relations, Economy,
https://uae.mfa.gov.by/ru/bilateral relations/UAE/economy/

Vil Belarusian state-owned information agency BELTA, “[loroBOpeHHOCTN Ha rofbl Bnepes. Utoru
BU3KUTOB JlykawaHka B OA3 1 3umbabse”[ Agreements for years to come. Results of Lukashenko's visits
to the UAE and Zimbabwe], https://www.belta.by/president/view/dogovorennosti-na-gody-vpered-itogi-
vizitov-Lukashenka-v-oae-i-zimbabve-548238-2023/

X Russian state-owned information agency Sputnik, “MpegsaputensHblie ntorn 2022", [Preliminary results
2022] https:/ /sputnik.by/20230111/ predvaritelnye-itogi-2022-eksport-import-prosel-v-belarusi-
1071057243.html

X Belarusian state-owned information agency BELTA, “/lykbsiHOBUWY: B 3TOM rofly benapycb nonyuut
BepToneTbl Mu-35m n camonetbl Cy-30cm’[Lukyanovich: this year Belarus will receive Mi-35m helicopters
and Su-30cm aircraft], https:/ /www.belta.by/society/view/lukjjanovich-v-etom-godu-belarus-poluchit-
vertolety-mi-35m-i-samolety-su-30sm-548485-2023/

i Belarusian state-owned information agency BELTA, “Benopycckue BOeHHbIe NPUCTYNun K
CamoCToATeNbHOW 3KCNNyaTauny Nckangepa” [Belarusian military has began the independent operation
of Iskander], https://www.belta.by/society/view/belorusskie-voennye-pristupili-k-samostojatelnoj-
ekspluatatsii-iskandera-547729-2023/

*i Belarusian state-owned information agency BELTA, “CTanu u3BecTHbl NOAPOOHOCTY COBMECTHOMO
NETHO TAKTUUYECKOrO YUYeHUA BOOPYXEHHbIX cnn benapycn n Poccun” [Details of the joint tactical flight
exercise of the armed forces of Belarus and Russia are made public],

https:/ /www.belta.by/society/view/stali-izvestny-podrobnosti-sovmestnogo-letno-takticheskogo-
uchenija-vooruzhennyh-sil-belarusi-i-rossii-544719-2023/

“il Belarusian state-owned information agency BELTA, “MWHOG0POHbI: NETHO TaKTUUECKME YYeHUs
Benapycu v Poccuu 6biin OTKPbLITbIMK M HOCUIW 060POHUTENbHbIN XapakTep” [Ministry of Defense:
tactical flight exercises of Belarus and Russia were open and defensive in nature],
https://www.belta.by/society/view/minoborony-letno-takticheskie-uchenija-belarusi-i-rossii-byli-
otkrytymi-i-nosili-oboronitelnyj-harakter-548484-2023/ A
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v Belarusian state-owned TV-channel STV, “lpoBokauuy YKpauHbl U 3anaga Ha rpaHnLe: Yem MOXeT
oTBeTuTb benapyco?” [Provocations of Ukraine and the West on the border: how can Belarus respond?]
(48:00), .https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ria]0JRu8Vw

* Belarusian state-owned information agency BELTA, “M1UHO60pPOHbI BAOMb HOXHOW rpaHuLbl benapycw
Haxo4ATCA 17 ThiC YKPAMHCKUX BoeHHocAyxawmx” [Ministry of Defense along the southern border of
Belarus there are 17 thousand Ukrainian servicemen], https://www.belta.by/society/view/minoborony-
vdol-juzhnoj-granitsy-belarusi-nahodjatsja-17-tys-ukrainskih-voennosluzhaschih-548487-2023/

“i Belarusian state-owned information agency BELTA, “/lyKali3HKa pacckasan KTo He XoueT Mupa B
YKpauHe 1 B Kakom cnydae benapycb 6yaeT rotoea 3agencrsosats”, [Lukashenka explains who does not
want peace in Ukraine and in which case Belarus will be ready for action]
https://www.belta.by/president/view/l ukashenka-rasskazal-kto-ne-hochet-mira-v-ukraine-i-v-kakom-
sluchae-belarus-budet-gotova-zadejstvovat-550592-2023/

wil Belarusian state-owned information agency BELTA, “CMKOPCKWIA: AaBNeHWUd Ha IKuNax PaHaup co
CTOPOHbI Benopycckux aucneTyepos He 6bin10” [Sikorsky: there was no pressure on the Ryanair crew
from Belarusian air traffic controllers], https://www.belta.by/society/view/sikorskij-davlenija-na-
ekipazh-ryanair-so-storony-belorusskih-dispetcherov-ne-bylo-442729-2021/ and “Mwug PO: gencreuns
6ef0pyCcCKMX aBUALIMOHHbIX BIACTEN COOTBETCTBOBAMN MEXJyHAapOoaHbIM HopMmam” [Russian Ministry of
Foreign Affairs: actions of the Belarusian aviation authorities were in line with international standards],
https://www.belta.by/society/view/mid-rf-dejstvija-belorusskih-aviatsionnyh-vlastej-sootvetstvovali-
mezhdunarodnym-normam-442783-2021/

wiiBelarusian state-owned information agency BELTA, “Cyn no geny MNytuno,Pyabika v MNpoTacesnya
Hauanca B Muncke” [The trial in the case of Putilo, Rudyk and Protasevich began in Minsk],

https:/ /www.belta.by/society/view/sud-po-delu-putilo-rudika-i-protasevicha-nachalsja-v-minske-
550582-2023/

*x Official website of the human rights’ organization Viasna-96, “[1Byx "penbcoBbix napTu3aH"
NPUroBOPUNY K 22 FOAaM KONOHWY, elle 0AHOro ocsoboannm no amuuctumn” [Two "rail partisans" were
sentenced to 22 years in prison, another was released under an amnesty],

https:/ /spring96.org/ru/news/110734

* Belarusian state-owned information agency BELTA, “B F'pogHeHCKOW 061acTu BblHECEH NPUroBop Mo
neny Angpes Modvo6yta” [An objection was raised in the Grodno region in the case of Andrei Pochobut],
https://www.belta.by/society/view/v-grodnenskom-oblsude-vynesen-prigovor-po-delu-andreja-
pochobuta-549033-2023/

»i Belarusian state-owned information agency BELTA, “Cyz B Tomene BbIHeC MPUroBop yYacTHUKAM
IKCTPEMUCTCKOTo hopmMmnpoBaHmua padoubl pyx” [The court in Gomel sentenced the members of the
extremist formation of the Workers' Movement], https://www.belta.by/society/view/sud-v-gomele-
vynes-prigovor-uchastnikam-ekstremistskogo-formirovanija-rabochy-ruh-550826-2023/

»i Belarusian state-owned information agency BELTA, “Tepacumens n OnenknH npurosopeHbl K 12
rogam konoHun” [Gerasimenya and Opeikin sentenced to 12 years in prison],
https://www.belta.by/incident/view/gerasimenja-i-opejkin-prigovoreny-k-12-godam-kolonii-541969-
2022/

i Official website of the Prosecutor General's Office, https://prokuratura.gov.by/ru/media/sobytiva-i-
meropriyativa/ukazom-glavy-gosudar0702/

»v Belarusian state-owned information agency BELTA, “Ony6/11KOBaH COCTAB KOMUCCHM MO
PACCMOTPEHMIO 0BpaLLeHNA HaxoaaWwmnxcs 3a pybexom rpaxgan” [Composition of the Commission for
Consideration of Appeals of Citizens Living Abroad Published],

https:/ /www.belta.by/president/view/opublikovan-sostav-komissii-po-rassmotreniju-obraschenij-
nahodjaschihsja-za-rubezhom-grazhdan-548893-2023/

v Official website of the Prosecutor General's Office, https://prokuratura.gov.by/ru/media/sobytiva-i-
meropriyativa/ukazom-glavy-gosudar0702/

»vi Official website of The National statistical committee, https://www.belstat.gov.by/ofitsialnaya-
statistika/publications/izdania/public_bulletin/index 28097 and
https://www.belstat.gov.by/ofitsialnaya-statistika/ssrd-mvf 2/natsionalnaya-stranitsa-svodnyh-
dannyh/naselenie 6/chislennost-naselenival van poobl/index.php

il Balarusian state-owned information agency BELTA, “/lyKaliaHKa NOANMUCAN 3aKOH 0 BCe6eNOpPyCCKOM
HapoaHom cobpaHun” [Lukashenka signed the law on the All-Belarusian People's Assembly],
https://www.belta.by/president/view/Lukashenka-podpisal-zakon-o-vsebelorusskom-narodnom-
sobranii-548890-2023/

il Official website of Aliaksandr Lukashenka, “Bcebenopycckoe HapofHoe cobpaHue”,
https://president.gov.by/ru/statebodies/vsebelorusskoe-narodnoe-sobranie
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i Belarusian state-owned information agency BELTA, “Uynpuc: Bceb6enopycckoe HapogHoe cobpaHune
nponget B KoHLUe anpene 2024 roga” [Chupris: All-Belarusian people's assembly will be held at the end
of April 2024], https://www.belta.by/society/view/chupris-vsebelorusskoe-narodnoe-sobranie-projdet-
v-kontse-aprelja-2024-goda-549172-2023/

»x Belarusian state-owned information agency BELTA, “/lykalu3Hka noanuncan 3akoH 06 ocHoBax
rPaJaHCKOro o6LecTBa M NONPaBKY B 3aKOHbI 0 geaTtenbHocTn naptuin” [Lukashenka signed the law
on the foundations of civil society and amendments to the laws on the activities of parties],
ttps://www.belta.by/president/view/Lukashenka-podpisal-zakon-ob-osnovah-grazhdanskogo-
obschestva-i-popravki-v-zakony-o-dejatelnosti-partij-550259-2023/
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