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Introduction

As war rages in Ukraine and tensions between NATO and Russia remain high, Belarus finds
itself in a paradoxical position on the geopolitical map: seemingly peripheral, yet
extraordinarily central. Often dismissed as an extension of Russia’s strategic interests,
Belarus under the autocratic leadership of Aliaksandr Lukashenka plays a more complex
role than its geopolitical position might suggest. While the country is often regarded as a
satellite state of Moscow, it simultaneously holds significant leverage in the region. Yet it is
also the site of a growing democratic opposition, currently exiled, that holds a different kind
of influence - one that transcends traditional forms of power.

This article seeks to explore the various “cards” that both the Lukashenka regime and the
Belarusian democratic opposition hold in the current geopolitical landscape. Despite
Belarus’s heavy economic and political reliance on Russia, the country still has critical
leverage points - primarily strategic rather than economic - that it can use in shaping
regional outcomes. Furthermore, the democratic forces, while lacking traditional tools of
state control such as control over the armed forces or territory, have developed a set of
strategies to influence international policy and encourage Western assistance for their
cause. Belarus’s fate is inextricably linked to Europe’s broader security and democratic
stability, making it a key player in the current geopolitical context.

Lukashenka’s Leverage: Geography, Military Ties, and Authoritarian Tactics

While Belarus may seem to have limited power given its growing economic dependency and
political subjugation to Moscow', the Lukashenka regime continues to maintain several
important levers of influence. These leverage points are primarily strategic rather than
economic, and they reflect the multifaceted ways in which Belarus can affect both regional
stability and broader global security.

1. Geostrategic Location: A Key Player in European Security

Belarus occupies a unique and crucial geographical position between Russia, Ukraine and
member states of the European Union (EU) and NATO. The country forms a land bridge,
providing essential access for Russian military forces to transit towards NATQ'’s eastern
borders. This location gives Belarus significant leverage in the ongoing geopolitical standoff
between the West and Russia, particularly when military tensions are high along NATO’s
eastern frontier.

Belarus's territory serves as a critical conduit for Russian military personnel and equipment,
allowing the Kremlin to project power into Eastern Europe. In the event of escalating
tensions or a conflict with NATO, Belarus would act as a staging ground for Russian forces,
serving as a direct threat to the stability of countries like Poland, Latvia, and Lithuania.

Over the past few years, Belarus has increasingly leveraged its geographical location in ways
that utilise hybrid tactics, notably through the facilitation of irregular migration. In 2021 and
2022, significant numbers of migrants were directed toward the EU’s external borders,
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particularly affecting Poland and Lithuania®. This was seen as a deliberate tactic, designed
not only to destabilise the EU’s eastern border but to exert political pressure on European
governments, particularly in response to sanctions imposed on Lukashenka's regime
following the 2021 forced Ryanair flight landing.

In this sense, Belarus is much more than a passive actor in Russia’s strategy - it plays an
active role in creating instability at the EU’s periphery, thereby limiting the West’s ability to
project stability and security in the region.

2. Military Integration with Russia: A Dangerous Alliance

Belarus’s military alliance with Russia is another critical point of leverage. As a member of
the Union State - a political and military pact between the two countries — Belarus is heavily
integrated into Russia’s defence infrastructure. Lukashenka’s regime continues to host
Russian military personnel, equipment, and even nuclear weapons on its soil, making
Belarus a crucial partner for the Kremlin's strategic ambitions in Eastern Europe. The
alliance offers several key strategic advantages to Russia.

Firstly, by hosting Russian troops and weapons, Belarus serves as a staging ground for
Russian military operations, providing essential infrastructure for the deployment of
Russian troops and weaponry along NATO'’s eastern frontier. Russian forces are stationed in
Belarus under the guise of joint defence exercises, but their presence represents a tangible
threat to NATO members in the region.

Belarus also participates in large-scale joint military drills with Russia, such as the Zapad
exercises, which demonstrate the coordinated defence capabilities between the two
countries". These exercises are often positioned as routine military training, but in reality,
they showcase the growing military integration between the two nations, signalling to NATO
the potential for the rapid escalation of a military conflict should tensions increase.

And finally, Belarus functions as a physical and strategic buffer zone for Russia'. Should
NATO increase its presence along its eastern flank, Belarus could be used by Russia as a
launchpad or staging ground for operations, offering the Kremlin a significant strategic
advantage in the event of hostilities.

This military alliance makes Belarus not only an essential player in Russia’s defence strategy
but also a concern for NATO and the EU, which view the regime in Minsk as a destabilising
force in the region. For the Baltic and Nordic countries, this translates into heightened risks
of military provocations near their borders, hybrid operations such as disinformation
campaigns or cyberattacks originating from or coordinated through Belarus, and increased
pressure on regional airspace and maritime routes in the Baltic Sea. These states must also
be prepared for potential escalations involving the Suwatki Gap, a critical corridor
connecting the Baltic states to the rest of NATO and a potential flashpoint in any
confrontation involving Belarus and Russia.

3. Repression as a Bargaining Chip: Hostage Diplomacy

Another significant aspect of Lukashenka’s regime is its use of internal repression as a
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diplomatic tool. The regime is known for its heavy-handed tactics against political
opposition, including the imprisonment of journalists, activists, and opposition leaders.
However, this repression is not just aimed at quelling internal dissent; it also serves as a
tool for negotiating with the West.

Lukashenka has long used political prisoners as bargaining chips in his dealings with
Western powers". By offering to release political prisoners or introduce limited democratic
reforms in exchange for sanctions relief or diplomatic engagement", Lukashenka plays a
high-stakes game of hostage diplomacy. This tactic creates a diplomatic dilemma for
Western governments, which must balance their desire to hold the regime accountable for
human rights abuses with the pragmatic need to engage in dialogue to ensure stability in
the region. And there are indeed indications that some Western countries have, at times,
softened their stance in response to such overtures - particularly during periods of regional
crisis or heightened geopolitical tension. While the EU and the US have generally insisted
on principled conditionality, past instances of sanctions being eased following prisoner
releases or superficial reforms suggest that Lukashenka'’s strategy can at least temporarily
influence Western policy, especially when it is framed as a trade-off for regional de-
escalation or migration control.

While the regime has made minor concessions in the past, such as releasing selected
political prisoners or allowing small amounts of political space for opposition groups, these
gestures are typically short-lived and come with little substantive change in the overall
political environment. Lukashenka uses these actions to create the illusion of reform while
maintaining the underlying authoritarian structure of his regime. For instance, this can be
seen in the most recent amnesty law, signed by Lukashenka on 3 July 2024 to mark the 80th
anniversary of Belarus’s liberation from Nazi invaders'i. Although the law led to the
selective release of a limited number of political prisoners, it was widely interpreted as a
tactical move to ease international pressure rather than a genuine case of liberalisation™.
Most recently, in April 2025, an announcement of an amnesty in anticipation of Victory Day
on 9 May 2025 was made by the authorities in Minsk. According to the recently appointed
Head of the Presidential Administration in Belarus Dmitry Krutoi, this amnesty will apply to
8,000-9,000 people out of 20,000, and it is to be perceived as act of humanism*. However, it
will not apply to political prisoners®, who instead have the possibility to ask for a pardon.

This strategy allows Lukashenka to retain a degree of leverage over the West by trying to
use internal repression as a means of securing diplomatic and economic concessions from
Western governments.

4. Energy and Infrastructure: Key Economic Leverage

While Belarus’s importance as an energy transit hub has diminished in recent years due to
the EU’s diversification of energy supplies, it still remains a critical player in the energy
supply chain between Asia and Europe. The country is home to key oil and gas pipelines,
including the strategic “Druzhba” pipeline, which was previously used to transport Russian
oil to Europe. Germany and Poland ceased purchasing Russian oil in 2023, and Germany now
receives oil from Kazakhstan via the northern branch of the Druzhba pipeline*,

Additionally, Belarus plays a key role in facilitating trade between China and the West¥i via
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its rail and road infrastructure. Despite the challenges posed by Western sanctions, these
transit routes remain crucial for the flow of goods, especially under conditions of
heightened economic tension between Russia and the West.

While not as significant as it once was, Belarus’s energy and infrastructure still provide it
with important economic leverage, allowing the regime to retain a degree of influence over
Europe’s energy security. However, this leverage is increasingly being contested. In June
2024, Polish President Andrzej Duda visited Beijing and linked the issue of irregular
migration from Belarus to the European Union with the transit of Chinese freight through
Belarusian territory. He warned that Poland might restrict the Malaszewicze rail border
crossing, a critical point for Chinese exports to Europe, unless Belarus ceased orchestrating
migrant flows into Poland. This diplomatic pressure led to a significant decrease in irregular
border crossings from Belarus into Poland, highlighting the vulnerabilities in Belarus’s
position®”, Moreover, China’s Belt and Road Initiative, which relies on Belarus as a transit
route, has been impacted by Belarus’s actions, prompting Beijing to seek assurances from
Minsk regarding the security and efficiency of these logistics channels. These developments
underscore the limitations of Belarus’'s economic leverage and the complex interplay
between energy, infrastructure, and geopolitical relations.

5. Hybrid Threats™ and Disinformation: Shaping European Narratives

While there is currently no conclusive evidence that Belarus is actively participating in Russian
disinformation campaigns in Europe, the potential exists for Belarus to be utilised as a
platform or conduit for these activities. According to investigations conducted by
Debunk.org, Russian outlets actively engage in disinformation campaigns aimed at
manipulating public opinion and influencing political outcomes across the EU™. It is
important to note that Belarus itself has at times been a target of such efforts originating
from Russia.

In this broader strategic landscape, Belarus might be seen not merely as a passive ally of
Russia, but as a country whose actions - deliberate or otherwise - can influence regional
stability and democratic resilience in Europe.

Democratic Forces in Exile: Soft Power and Strategic Symbolism

While the Lukashenka regime wields significant strategic leverage, the democratic
opposition, led by figures such as Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya and other exiled leaders, also
holds important cards. Although the opposition lacks territorial control or a military force,
it has developed an impressive capacity for influencing international policy and engaging
with global democratic institutions.

1. Moral Legitimacy: A Beacon of Hope

The Belarusian opposition enjoys broad recognition as the legitimate representative of the
Belarusian people, particularly among Western governments®i, The 2020 protests, sparked
by allegations of electoral fraud in the presidential election, showcased a deep and
widespread desire for change. Despite the regime’s violent crackdown on protesters, the
opposition remains a powerful symbol of the people’s aspirations for democracy, freedom,
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and European integration.

This moral legitimacy grants the democratic forces significant soft power, allowing them to
engage with international actors and mobilise international support. The opposition is
regularly consulted by Western governments, international organisations, and human rights
bodies, positioning it as a key player in any future transition in Belarus. Western
governments, especially the EU, the US, and the Baltic states, continue to recognise the
opposition as a potential partner for the eventual democratisation of Belarus¥i. This
support is vital in maintaining pressure on Lukashenka’s regime and ensuring that Belarus
remains on the international agenda.

2. Strategic Framing: The Struggle for Democracy in Belarus

The Belarusian opposition has framed its struggle as part of a broader global contest
between democracy and autocracy. By positioning Belarus's future as intrinsically linked to
regional security and the larger European project, the opposition has successfully made its
cause a matter of geopolitical importance. This framing resonates particularly strongly in
the context of Russia’s ongoing aggression in Ukraine, with many Western officials seeing
Belarus as a potential linchpin in the struggle against Russian expansionism.

The opposition has managed to align itself with the European project and gain international
attention. By emphasising its desire to integrate Belarus into the European Union, the
opposition positions Belarus as an essential part of the European democratic family,
countering Russia’s efforts to pull the country into its sphere of influence. Through
coordinated diplomatic efforts and grassroots campaigns, the opposition has succeeded in
keeping Belarus on the radar of Western policymakers. The narrative that Belarus’s
democratic future is integral to regional security helps justify continued sanctions on the
Lukashenka regime and ensures that the country’s democratic movement remains a priority
for Western governments.

3. Counterweight to Russia: Belarus as a Strategic Asset

A free and democratic Belarus would significantly weaken Russia’s strategic position in
Europe. By ending Belarus’s role as a Russian vassal state, the West would effectively sever
a crucial military corridor that allows Russia to project power into Eastern Europe. In doing
so, Belarus would become an important ally in the broader effort to contain Russian
expansionism.

In this context, the Belarusian opposition not only represents the democratic aspirations of
its people but also serves as a potential counterweight to Russia’s aggressive ambitions. A
democratic Belarus would not only support Ukraine’s territorial integrity but also help
stabilise Europe’s eastern flank.

4. Diaspora Advocacy: A Vital International Network

The Belarusian diaspora, which has grown significantly in the aftermath of the 2020 protests,
plays an increasingly vital role in supporting the democratic movement. The diaspora is
active in lobbying Western governments, organising events, and raising awareness about
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the human rights violations taking place in Belarus. Through coordinated advocacy efforts,
the Belarusian diaspora has been instrumental in ensuring that the plight of the Belarusian
people remains visible on the international stage*.

In the aftermath of the 2020 protests, Belarusian opposition leaders in exile established the
Coordination Council to facilitate a peaceful transition of power. This body has been
instrumental in representing the democratic aspirations of the Belarusian people on the
international stage. In May 2024, the Coordination Council held its first direct digital
elections, with over 6,700 Belarusian citizens participating, underscoring the diaspora’s
active engagement in the democratic process®.

The “people’s embassies of Belarus”, which were established by the diaspora in 2020, serve
as informal diplomatic missions advocating for Belarusian democracy™. These embassies
operate in over 20 countries, engaging with foreign governments and international
organisations to raise awareness about human rights violations in Belarus. Their efforts
have been recognised in resolutions by the European Parliament and the Parliamentary
Assembly of the Council of Europe*i,

In addition, the diaspora provides critical financial and logistical support to opposition
leaders, helping to sustain the movement despite the repression it faces. The solidarity of
the Belarusian diaspora helps amplify the opposition’s message and ensures that their
struggle continues to resonate beyond the borders of Belarus.

Limitations of the Opposition’s Influence

Despite these strengths, the Belarusian opposition faces several challenges that limit its
ability to effect immediate change within the country. First and foremost, the opposition
lacks control over territory or armed forces, which severely limits its ability to challenge
Lukashenka’s regime directly. Without military backing or the ability to mobilise large-scale
protests, the opposition’s efforts have been largely confined to diplomatic channels and
soft power.

Second, there is a growing risk of international fatigue, particularly as the war in Ukraine
continues to dominate the attention of Western governments. While the situation in Belarus
remains an important issue for the EU and the US, it risks being overshadowed by other
global crises, particularly as the ongoing conflict with Russia shows no signs of abating.

Finally, the opposition lacks a clear and unified vision for the future of Belarus. While it has
succeeded in framing the struggle for democracy in Belarus as part of the broader European
project, there is still uncertainty about the exact mechanisms through which the country
can transition to a functioning democracy. This ambiguity makes it difficult for policymakers
to develop a comprehensive strategy for engaging with the opposition and supporting its
efforts. To address this, Western governments and institutions could improve coordination
with exiled democratic forces to invest in long-term political capacity-building, not just
short-term support. This includes helping opposition actors develop detailed blueprints for
transitional justice, constitutional reform, and economic restructuring. Moreover, the West
should promote platforms for dialogue among fragmented opposition groups to encourage
building a consensus on a shared democratic roadmap. Expanding funding for Belarusian
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civil society - including independent media, youth networks, and human rights
organisations — could also help to cultivate a bottom-up democratic culture, which is
essential for a sustainable transition. Finally, and most importantly, clearer conditionality
and a more strategic use of diplomatic incentives could reinforce accountability while still
encouraging constructive engagement.

A Strategic Path Forward: From Values to Security

To regain momentum, the Belarusian democratic forces and their Western allies must frame the
situation not just as a moral cause but as a strategic necessity for the future of Europe. By
articulating a clear roadmap for the future of Belarus - one that ties the country’s democratisation
to regional stability and security - the opposition could increase its influence in international
discussions and attract further support.

1. Tying Belarus to Regional Security

Lukashenka’s continued rule serves as a direct enabler of Russian aggression in Ukraine.
Ending Belarus's role as a Russian ally would significantly weaken Russia’s ability to sustain
its military operations in Ukraine and, by extension, its broader geopolitical ambitions in
Europe. By positioning Belarus as part of the European security architecture, the opposition
can argue that Belarus’s future stability is essential for the long-term security of Europe.

2. Exposing Hostage Diplomacy

The international community must recognise Belarus’s systematic repression as a form of
hostage-taking carried out by the state. Coordinated pressure campaigns targeting those
responsible for the detention of political prisoners can help delegitimise the Lukashenka
regime on the global stage. Moreover, countries that continue to engage with Belarus
diplomatically must be held accountable for their role in sustaining the authoritarian
regime.

3. Smarter Sanctions

Sanctions remain one of the most effective tools available to the international community
to put pressure on the Lukashenka regime. However, sanctions can be made even more
effective by enforcing secondary sanctions on countries and entities that continue to
engage economically with Belarus and targeting dual-use technologies, including
surveillance equipment, that aid in the repression of the Belarusian people.

4. A Vision for Transition

The democratic opposition must articulate a clear and achievable roadmap for the
transition to a post-Lukashenka Belarus. This should include a plan for a peaceful political
transformation, the establishment of free elections, and the gradual integration of Belarus
into European institutions. While this process will be difficult, a clear vision is essential to
attracting international support.
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5. Coordinated Advocacy

Finally, Belarusian opposition leaders should strengthen ties with Ukraine, which shares
many of the same security concerns regarding Russia. By presenting a united front in their
diplomatic efforts, Belarus and Ukraine can bolster each other’s causes, making the case for
a democratic Belarus as integral to the broader effort to defend European sovereignty.

Conclusion: Minsk as the Missing Piece

The future of Belarus is inextricably linked to European security and democracy®i. A
Lukashenka-led Belarus will continue to enable Russia’s aggressive foreign policy and acts
as a destabilising force in the region. However, a democratic Belarus — one aligned with
European values and institutions — would help secure Europe’s eastern frontier and provide
a crucial counterbalance to Russian expansionism.

The choice facing Western policymakers is clear: Belarus’s fate must be treated as a strategic
priority. It is no longer a question of whether Belarus will transition to democracy, but of
how quickly the international community can support that transition and ensure the
country’s future stability and integration into the broader European project.
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