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Belarus has shifted from a balancing state between East 
and West to a highly dependent ally of Russia under 
Aliaksandr Lukashenka’s authoritarian rule. Following 
the 2020–21 protests and subsequent repression, the 
country has become deeply integrated into Russia’s 
military posture, including serving as a staging ground 
for the war against Ukraine. Belarus’ security role is 
shaped by its geography, regime structure, and societal 
dynamics. Across future scenarios, it is likely to remain 
a persistent challenge for European security, requiring 
a policy mix of containment, resilience-building, and 
support for democratic forces.  

BACKGROUND

After three decades of authoritarian rule, Belarus remains 
trapped between the regime survival policies of Aliaksandr 
Lukashenka and the strategic demands of Russia. The 
2020-21 mass protests shattered the image of stability 
and support for Lukashenka’s regime, exposing his lack of 
popular endorsement and domestic legitimacy. To stay in 
power, the regime unleashed a brutal domestic crackdown, 
imprisoning thousands of citizens on fabricated political 
charges. According to the Viasna human rights centre, 
there are approximately 900 recognized political prisoners 
as of June 2026. Human rights defenders emphasize that 
the real number of people imprisoned for political motives 
is likely to be much higher. This severe and continuous 
violence forced hundreds of thousands of Belarusians to 
flee the country to escape persecution. Yet leaving the 
country is no guarantee of safety, with many of those 
who left continuing to face threats, harassment and other 
forms of pressure. 

Repression is by no means new in Belarus. However, 
what distinguishes the current wave is that it is no longer 
targeted at individual political figures but is instead a 
massive campaign aimed at broad segments of society. 
The regime has institutionalised such policies by rewriting 
domestic laws and granting KGB and law enforcement 
structures unprecedented powers to act with total 
impunity. Since 2020, Belarus has further criminalised 
all forms of political dissent, labelling independent media 
outlets, human rights organisations, civil society, political 
opposition groups as “extremist” or “terrorist” formations 
to justify their liquidation and limit their outreach. 
Since 2021, more than 2,000 CSOs were liquidated or 
have dissolved under pressure, over 100 civil society 
representatives remain in prisons.

Mass domestic repression quickly evolved into a direct 
threat to security order in May 2021, when Belarusian 
authorities forcefully landed Ryanair Flight 4978 to arrest 
a dissident journalist. The resulting airspace isolation 
and sanctions imposed by the EU and the US severed 
its political ties with the West, forced Lukashenka to 
abandon his traditional strategic autonomy of balancing 
between East and West. In 2021, Belarus suspended its 
participation in the EU’s Eastern Partnership and began 
allowing a bigger Russian military presence in the country.

Recognising that Lukashenka’s political and economic 
survival depends largely on the Kremin’s will, Russia has 
been exploiting some vulnerabilities of the regime. In 
2022, Minsk became an active accomplice in Russia’s 
war against Ukraine, serving as a vital staging ground, 
and logistics and medical hub for the invading forces. 
Under the cover of the “Union Resolve” exercise, Russia 
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https://prisoners.spring96.org/en#list
https://www.icnl.org/resources/civic-freedom-monitor/belarus?do=pdf
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/news-events/news/belarus-statement-high-representative-josep-borrell-and-commissioner-adina-valean-forced-landing-2022-07-22_en
https://dgap.org/en/research/publications/becoming-military-district
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began moving substantial numbers of troops, equipment 
and aircraft into Belarus. Around 30,000 Russian troops 
marched from Belarus into Ukraine in an operation to 
capture Kyiv. 

Belarus’ growing involvement in Russia’s war fundamentally 
reshaped the EU’s approach towards the country. Since 
2020, the EU adhered to the policy on Belarus, articulated 
in the Council Conclusions of 12 October 2020. This 
includes non-recognition of Lukashenka, increased support 
for Belarusian society, and the progressive expansion of 
restrictive measures against the Belarus regime.  Against 
this backdrop, understanding Belarus’ role in European 
security requires examining not only the country’s 
geopolitical position, but also the nature of its regime 
and the aspirations of Belarusian society. 

THREE DIMENSIONS OF BELARUS’ SECURITY PROFILE  

Belarus occupies a pivotal position in the European 
security architecture. This has only increased since 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. The country’s strategic 
choices and internal dynamics influence not only the 
regional balance of power, but also the security of crucial 
energy and trade corridors, migration management, and 
the security of the EU’s Eastern border. Belarus’ position 
in this regional security landscape is shaped by three key 
dimensions: its geographical position (Space Dimension), 
the nature of its regime (Regime Dimension), and the 
position of Belarusian society (Human dimension). 

Belarus as a geopolitical actor (Space Dimension)

Belarus occupies a crucial geostrategic position due its 
location between EU/NATO countries and Russia.

First, from a military perspective, the country serves 
simultaneously as a defensive buffer for Moscow and 
a launchpad for Russia’s and Lukashenka’s regime 
aggression   against the EU and NATO.  Since the 
suppression of the 2020 anti-authoritarian protests, 
Belarus has become increasingly dependent on Russia 
politically, economically, militarily, energetically, and in 
the information sphere. A report by the US intelligence to 

the US Congress concludes that “Belarus has become an 
integrated military space within Russia’s force posture in 
Eastern Europe”. According to these assessments, Russia 
has access to Belarusian military bases, airspace, and 
logistical corridors. Furthermore, it has provided support 
to Russia’s anti-access/area denial (A2/AD) system through 
joint intelligence and air defence networks. Belarus has 
also reportedly initiated the deployment of Oreshnik, a 
nuclear-capable missile system in the forests of Belarus. 

Second, from a geostrategic viewpoint, Belarus’ western 
border is home to the Suwalki Gap - one of the most 
sensitive flashpoints on NATO’s Eastern flank. It is a narrow 
corridor that serves as the only overland link connecting 
the Baltic states with the rest of NATO. The position of the 
Suwalki Gap between Russia’s Kaliningrad and Belarus gives 
Russian and Belarusian forces an opportunity to cut off the 
Baltic states in a situation of major escalation or a crisis.

Lastly, from an economic and logistical standpoint, Belarus 
has been playing the role of a critical bridge connecting 
Russian and East Asian markets with Western and Central 
Europe. Major rail networks, European highways, and 
energy infrastructure such as part of the Druzhba pipeline 
system or The Yamal-Europe Gas Pipeline, cross the 
territory of Belarus, which make it an integral part but 
also a possible disruptor of European connectivity and 
energy security.

Regime as an actor and regional provocateur (Regime 
dimension)

The survival of Lukashenka’s authoritarian regime has 
been the main catalyst for Belarus’ growing dependence 
on Russia. This trend has only accelerated following 
the 2020 mass protests. Facing Western sanctions and 
political isolation, the regime has been heavily relying on 
Russia for financial subsidies, security guarantees, and 
political support. This has pushed Belarus to align its 
foreign and security policy more closely with the Kremlin’s 
strategic goals. Despite its heavy reliance on Moscow, 
Lukashenka’s regime has the autonomous capacity to 
develop and launch information operations, and hybrid 
warfare tactics tailored to its own survival goal.

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/12/belarus-eu-adopts-conclusions/
https://www.armyrecognition.com/news/army-news/2025/u-s-intel-warns-belarus-has-become-a-forward-russian-military-base-on-natos-eastern-flank
https://www.armyrecognition.com/news/army-news/2025/u-s-intel-warns-belarus-has-become-a-forward-russian-military-base-on-natos-eastern-flank
https://nashaniva.com/en/386955#google_vignette
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/ukrainealert/belarus-hosts-nuclear-capable-russian-missiles-despite-talk-of-us-thaw/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/ukrainealert/belarus-hosts-nuclear-capable-russian-missiles-despite-talk-of-us-thaw/
https://www.crisisgroup.org/qna/europe/russia-europe/kaliningrad-and-suwalki-gap-conflicting-threat-perceptions-baltic-sea-region
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Domestically, the regime uses its state apparatus to 
continue brutal repression through internet crackdowns, 
political arrests, and aggressive propaganda. The highly 
centralised nature of the regime, along with its control 
over domestic narrative allows Lukashenka to give Russia 
access to Belarusian territory with a low   risk of public 
backlash or political friction. To silence dissent abroad, 
the regime has launched a campaign of transnational 
repression, including the misuse of Interpol Red Notices, 
as well as the intimidation, blackmail and harassment of 
activists in exile and their relatives in Belarus.

Internationally, Lukashenka’s regime has been acting as 
a proxy and an active participant of Moscow’s broader 
efforts to destabilise European security architecture 
including via hybrid methods. This role was demonstrated 
during the politically engineered migration crisis along the 
borders with Poland, Latvia, and Lithuania, showing the 
regime’s willingness to instrumentalize migration flows 
for geopolitical purposes, along with aggressive rhetoric 
regards to hosting nuclear weapons. Both contributed to 
heightened tensions between Belarus and the EU.

Belarus as a socio-demographic place (Human 
dimension)

The relentless domestic crackdown has had a devastating 
toll on ordinary Belarusian citizens, making everyday life 
a space of fear and (forced) conformity. The pervasive 
atmosphere of intimidation silences the broader 
population, with social media, workplaces, and some 
public spaces becoming the remaining sites of resistance.

For those who fled the regime, crossing the border did 
not give total relief from the grip of the state. Many 
face transnational persecution, harassment, and many 
bureaucratic hurdles. The decrees on banning passport 
renewals and civil registrations abroad left many in-
between the fear of arrest and the legal limbo of staying 
abroad. This uncertainty and anxiety leaves many – 
abroad and in Belarus – atomized and vulnerable.
Yet, Belarusian people and the organised opposition-
in-exile led by Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya, remain active 
stakeholders who can shape the country’s future 

trajectory. Public sentiments in Belarus reveal some 
divisions between the direction taken by the regime 
and preferences of the society. While opinion polls 
consistently show that the vast majority of Belarusians 
strongly oppose any involvement in Russia’s war in 
Ukraine (with over 85% against any form of participation), 
general opinion on the war is rather divided. However, 
to a large extent, this can be attributed to a media space 
shaped by state propaganda and disinformation Similarly, 
while Lukashenka’s regime further drags Belarus into 
closer union with Russia, particularly via the Union State, 
many Belarusians view such links positively, mainly on 
economic grounds. Still, the percentage of those who 
would support integration into Russia remains negligible. 
These domestic sentiments are likely to play a key role in 
shaping the country’s future trajectory.

In addition, the opposition-in-exile led by Tsikhanouskaya 
remains an important political actor benefiting from 
international recognition as representative of Belarusian 
people and able to articulate its position to international 
stakeholders. 

FUTURE SCENARIOS AND POLICY 
RECOMMENDATIONS  

The three dimensions – Belarus’ geographical position, 
policies carried out by the Lukashenka regime, as well as 
response by Belarusian society – will shape the country’s 
position in the European security architecture, whether 
as a disruptor and threat or as a contributor. Crucially, 
developments in Russia’s war on Ukraine remain the key 
catalyst shaping the interplay between these dimensions 
and potentially strengthening or weakening each of them.
 
Scenario 1: Russia’s war stagnates, Belarus as the 
Kremlin’s strategic asset

A prolonged stagnation of Russia’s war on Ukraine solidifies 
Belarus’ position as a strategic asset for the Kremlin’s plans. 
A protracted war continues to erode Belarus’ sovereignty. 
Growing dependence on Russia ensures that Belarus 
remains a source of constant threat on NATO’s Eastern 
Flank.

https://en.belaruspolls.org/narratives-1
https://www.clingendael.org/pub/2021/an-ever-closer-union/2-historical-and-legal-context/
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For Lukashenka’s regime, a stagnant war provides 
profitable but ambiguous conditions for his survival. The 
regime can continue providing logistical, material, and 
intelligence support to the Kremlin without committing 
troops. This allows Lukashenka to present Belarus as an 
indispensable shield protecting Russia’s Western flank, 
thus securing the flow of economic subsidies. Even 
though the regime continues to extract financial support, 
this ultimately makes it even more vulnerable and limits 
its room for manoeuvre in the future. Simultaneously, 
Lukashenka tries to use the recent breakthrough in 
relations with the US, namely the release of political 
prisoners by Belarus in exchange for steps toward easing 
certain US sanctions and reopening diplomatic contacts, 
to kickstart diplomatic re-engagement with the EU. While 
individual countries, such as Hungary or Slovakia, follow 
this path, the EU shows no signs of a policy change and 
maintains a normative framework.

The regime continues repression against the population, 
which targets broad parts of society. As it continues to 
struggle to recover from the 2020-21 protests, a policy 
of mass persecution and detentions persists. One of the 
key priorities remains silencing the diaspora as it is seen 
as an obstacle to full re-engagement with the West. New 
cases and provocations against activists in exile appear, 
including with the use of new technologies and AI.

A paralyzing atmosphere of fear dominates within the 
Belarusian society, as the regime turns to collective 
punishment and systematically detains relatives and 
friends of those abroad too. Resistance remains but is less 
visible to ensure survival in the context of terror. Formally, 
the EU continues to distinguish between the Lukashenka 
regime and the Belarusian people, also thanks to the 
efforts of the opposition-in-exile. However, it remains 
challenging to operationalise this policy and implement 
a series of measures that would benefit the society (such 
as visa regime, border checks) due to the political climate 
in Belarus.

Scenario 2: Negotiated peace deal, Belarus’s attempts 
to mavouevre

While a sustained ceasefire or peace deal on Ukraine 
would end Belarus’ active role as a staging ground for 
Russia’s military campaign, the country would remain 
deeply embedded in Moscow’s sphere of influence 
Belarus would remain a threat to European security due 
to its dependence on Russia. If a negotiated settlement 
secures the withdrawal of Russian troops and tactical 
conventional nuclear weapons from Belarusian territory, 
Belarus might transition from the role of a Russian military 
asset to a “buffer state”.

In case of a ceasefire or a peace deal, Lukashenka’s 
regime would likely attempt to return to its “multi-vector 
balancing act”. By attempting to act as a backchannel for 
talks, Lukashenka would see such developments as an 
opportunity to gain more breathing room from Western 
sanctions and to restore its international legitimacy, 
undermined after the 2020 election fraud. The regime 
might further use tactical concessions such as another 
release of political prisoners, as a bargaining chip.

If Belarus becomes part of the negotiated deal, the West 
might opt for direct, pragmatic security arrangements 
with Lukashenka’s regime, creating risks of sidelining the 
Belarusian opposition-in-exile. Furthermore, long-term 
exile and lack of tangible political breakthroughs would 
further accelerate fractures within the opposition forces.

Belarusian society would remain in a state of a prolonged 
domestic stagnations and repression. While the war 
settlement would end the threat of military mobilization, 
it would leave the apparatus of the Belarusian state in 
place and unpunished. 

For EU-Belarus relations, this would mean a dual 
approach of strict containment and sceptical transactional 
diplomacy. Even in the absence of military warfare, the 
Belarusian territory would still function as a base for its 
own and Russian hybrid operations, cyber sabotage aimed 
at destabilising EU countries.

https://theconversation.com/the-us-and-europe-are-diverging-on-how-to-deal-with-belarus-and-that-could-benefit-putins-loyal-ally-284127
https://theconversation.com/the-us-and-europe-are-diverging-on-how-to-deal-with-belarus-and-that-could-benefit-putins-loyal-ally-284127


5

EGMONT POLICY BRIEF 413 | SECURING THE EASTERN FLANK: UNDERSTANDING BELARUS’ ROLE IN EUROPEAN SECURITY AND FUTURE PROSPECTS

Scenario 3: Russian retreat, crisis of Lukashenka’s regime

Such a development would seriously weaken the external 
security umbrella that underpins Lukashenka’s regime, 
potentially leading to a period of increased political 
uncertainty. If Moscow is unable to act as a guarantor, 
the regime would face increased pressure to handle its 
own security structures, which risks straining internal 
cohesion. A weakening Russia might create some 
structural vulnerabilities, although an imminent collapse 
or divisions among political and security structures would 
remain unlikely.

Minsk may try to achieve some sort of diplomatic 
rebalancing. However, its options would be very limited. 
At the same time, NATO countries and Ukraine would view 
the situation as both an opportunity and a risk, focusing 
on preventing instability along Belarus’s borders. It could 
potentially end the Lukashenka regime.

These developments could present an opportunity for EU-
Belarus relations as Belarus might change its future foreign 
policy course and seek closer ties with the West. However, 
actual progress will depend on domestic developments 
as breaking free from would prove challenging due to 
heavy economic, political, and military alignment and 
dependence on Russia.

Scenario 4: Russian breakthrough, Belarus as a military 
launchpad

A Russian breakthrough significantly reshapes the regional 
security environment, with Belarus becoming a key 
element of Moscow’s military posture. As coordination 
between Minsk and Moscow deepens, Belarus would 
effectively function act as a forward military launchpad, 
providing territory for staging forces, storing equipment, 
and supporting logistics for operations directed toward the 
broader region. It would result in a gradual tightening of 
military and strategic dependence that expands Russia’s 
operational depth and flexibility.

This would allow Russian forces to have better reach 
and responsiveness, while Belarus’s geographic location 
becomes a key asset in sustaining pressure on neighbouring 

areas. The country’s infrastructure and airspace are 
integrated more closely into joint planning, enabling faster 
mobilisation and deployment cycles. The response to this 
from neighbours would likely be deterrence measures 
along NATO’s eastern flank are further reinforced, with a 
boosted layered defensive posture including potentially 
more troop rotation from other units, expanded air and 
drone surveillance, and increased systems to protect key 
infrastructure.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS  

Under its current regime, Belarus will likely continue being a 
source of instability and threat along the EU’s Eastern Flank, 
whether as a staging ground for Kremlin’s provocations or 
as a collapsing unpredictable authoritarian regime. 

To better respond to this volatile security environment, 
EU policymakers and Belarusian pro-democracy forces 
should develop a policy that addresses all three above-
mentioned dimensions:
•	 Space dimension: Any peace deal or settlement 

on Ukraine should seek the demilitarization and 
verification clause for Belarus to prevent turning the 
country into a launching pad for another attack on 
Ukraine or on the NATO’s Eastern Flank. 

•	 Regime dimension: The EU should also treat Belarus as 
an independent security actor, rather than a Russian 
ally only. This policy of differentiation should be kept 
both in relations with Lukashenka’s regime and in 
engaging with the pro-democracy civil actors. Policy-
wise, the EU should demand any bilateral security 
verification mechanisms – such as withdrawal of 
Russian troops etc. - directly with Minsk.

•	 Society dimension: The EU should continue its active 
engagement with Belarusian pro-democracy actors 
to reinforce an alternative to the regime. Ultimately, 
the democratic aspirations and potential of Belarusian 
society should be kept at the forefront when designing 
mid- to long-term policies. In this context, the EU 
and Belarus’ pro-democracy forces should seek to 
counter the escalating campaign of transnational 
repressions by closing legal loopholes and improving 
the protection of exiled citizens residing in the EU. 
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