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Note from the editor 

After the war that Russia unleashed on Ukraine 
the architecture of European and, in fact of transatlan-
tic security is changing. European countries, especially 
in its Eastern part are already seriously reviewing their 
security postures to adjust to the new or renewed chal-
lenges, including the war, to secure stable peace on 
the continent and in the world. 

Special role in this review and rethinking process 
belongs to “grey zones”.  

Belarus is one of them and a very important one. 
Being occupied by the dictatorial regime of 
Lukashenko who made the country completely de-
pendent on Russia, it provided a spring board for the 
Russian attack on Ukraine.  

At the same time the mass protests in 2020 
against the rule of Lukashenko demonstrated to the 
world that Belarus will not tolerate this regime and it’ 
only a matter of time before it collapses.  

It looks like the only security option for a free Bela-
rus after the war is joining NATO as soon as possible.  

The purpose of this project is to look not only into 
possibilities but also to into practical aspects of a future 
Belarus membership in NATO, to review the ad-
vantages and possible obstacles on this path. 
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Set of articles of distinguished authors who have 
unique experience and insight on the security issues in 
the region and on their respective countries, provides a 
view on the matter from different angles. 

Belarus is bordering Russia from one side and 
countries that are members of NATO and Ukraine that 
made it its Constitutional goal to become a member.  

As history shows there is no security that could 
come from the eastern neighbor of Belarus. On the 
contrary, for centuries Russia has been a source of 
insecurity and a threat for the independence and the 
mere existence of Belarus.  

Baltic neighbors of Belarus and Poland opted for 
NATO security and joined the Alliance as soon as it 
became possible.  

Their experience and their guidance is valuable for 
the discussion on the topic. 

The authors of the articles indicate difficulties that 
Belarus encounters today and that it will encounter 
when accessing NATO. At the same time the indisput-
able advantages for the security of Belarus and Euro-
pean security are stressed. 

A new security architecture based on the collec-
tive political and military capabilities of European coun-
tries is a condition sine qua non for prosperous and 
peaceful Europe and Belarus must be part of such Eu-
rope.

Andrei Sannikov 
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A VIEW FROM POLAND

Belarus in NATO? 

Janusz Onyszkiewicz

The new, democratic Belarus, which will undoubt-
edly emerge after the natural or imposed departure of 
Lukashenko, will have to decide what place it wants to 
occupy in the European political environment, as well 
as define its priorities and security policy. 

Belarus faced a similar challenge in the early 
1990s, when the Soviet Union, formed by this countries 
in 1922, was dissolved in December 1991 by the deci-
sion of leaders of Russia, Ukraine and Belarus. 

 
The first problem was then to determine 
the relationship of the newly established 
independent Belarusian state to other 
states that began to emerge on the territo-
ry of the former USSR. It was particularly 
important to define the attitude towards 
Russia, which declared itself as the legal 
successor of the USSR and clearly wanted 
to maintain its leadership or hegemonic 
status over the emerging states.
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The political situation in Belarus was quite special. 
As a prominent Belarusian analyst Valery Karbalevich 
put it 

The phenomenon of Belarus was that due to the 
low level of national self-awareness and national self-
identification, the issue of state sovereignty became a 
bone of contention and the subject of a sharp political 
struggle. 

This struggle took place between the part of the 
new political elite focused on the program of building 
and strengthening a national identity separate from the 
Soviet one and the vast part of the former political 
elites with a more conservative attitude. 

Thus, in Belarus, two tendencies clashed clearly. 
The first one was visible primarily in the activities of the 
Belarusian Popular Front (BNF). Their intention was to 
embark on a nation building program, based on a 
complete independence from Russia, considering Rus-
sian influence as a threat to building Belarusian distinc-
tiveness and genuine Belarusian national identity. 

However, there was a second, much more con-
servative tendency, visible in activities of growing part 
of the political elite, which did not see any threats from 
Russia. Using arguments based primarily on the real 
needs of the economy and the army as well as cultural 
proximity, it postulated maintaining close relations with 
Russia. 
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The results of the referendum held in May 1995 
(before Lukashenko managed to completely strength-
ened himself and before he took full control over the 
Belarusian society), could say a lot about the attitude 
of this majority of the contemporary Belarusian society 
to Russia. In this referendum, the vast majority alleged-
ly voted for restoring Russian as the official language, 
for further economic integration with Russia and for 
adopting Soviet-era style national symbols such as the 
flag and coat of arms. The problem is that nobody 
knows to what degree the results of the referendum 
were rigged by the authorities. 

One of the areas of struggle for the future of Bela-
rus has become the issue of treaty ties between Bela-
rus and Russia. 

 
The instrument that would enable Russia to play 

the role of hegemon was to be a military alliance 
known as the Tashkent Treaty of May 1992. It was to 
be a framework for further military cooperation be-
tween the signatories and a common security provider.

The treaty was signed by 6 countries: Armenia, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, Tajikistan and Uz-
bekistan. Belarus has not signed this treaty, but the 
pressure of conservative circles was quite strong, what 
led to the signing in Moscow in July 92 of an agree-
ment on close cooperation between the armed forces 
of both countries. 
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This agreement was strongly protested by the 
BNF, which based its arguments on the contradiction 
between close military cooperation with another coun-
try (Russia) and Belarus's postulated path to neutrality. 

The postulate of neutrality finally appeared in the 
Military Doctrine of the Republic of Belarus adopted a 
year later, where the following statement was found: 

The Republic of Belarus, taking into account its 
geopolitical position, will strive to achieve the status of 
a non-bloc, non-nuclear and neutral state in its inde-
pendent foreign policy.” 

 
The twisted and bizarre statement of the Belarus-

ian Ministry of Justice about the full compliance of the 
signed agreements on military cooperation and the 
Tashkent Treaty with the above neutrality provisions 
paved the way for the treaty ratification in April 1993. 
Therefore, Belarus has embarked on a path of increas-
ing military and political dependence on Russia. 

Today Belarus, with all appearances of independ-
ence, is a country completely politically and economi-
cally dependent on Russia. As for its military forces, 
they are practically fully integrated with the western 
grouping of Russian army. 

The new, democratic Belarus, wanting to regain 
full sovereignty, will therefore have to face huge prob-
lems of undoing what has been done under 
Lukashenka and, above all, it will have to make a stra-
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tegic choice of one of the three possible political direc-
tions. 

 
The choice of the first one would be the result of 

the recognition of Russia as a current or potential 
threat to the basic interests of Belarus, such as nation-
al sovereignty and border security, as well as the need 
of comprehensive development based on close ties 
with the West. 

This may result in seeking security based on 
NATO membership 

It's a very radical program. First of all, Belarus will 
have to rebuild completely the currently developed sys-
tem of political and military ties with Russia. And they 
are extremely strong, reducing Belarus to the status of 
a Russian satellite and paving the way of becoming a 
subject of the Russian Federation. 

Therefore, it would be necessary to start with 
withdrawing from the Union of Belarus and Russia and 
from all decisions and commitments adopted within this 
framework. Further, it will also be necessary to leave 
the Commonwealth of Independent States (SNG) and 
the Collective Security Treaty Organization (ODKB) - 
an alliance modeled on NATO, into which the Tashkent 
Treaty was transformed, and to free the Belarusian 
armed forces from all organizational, personal and doc-
trinal ties with the armed forces of the Russian Federa-
tion. 
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While the difference of the equipment of the Bela-
rusian army with the systems used in NATO will not be 
a major obstacle (although communication and identifi-
cation systems, air defense systems and organizations 
will have to be changed), it will be worth paying atten-
tion to the credibility of the secret services. In NATO, 
the protection of jointly shared secret information rests 
on the shoulders of national services, which must 
guarantee reliability and resistance to infiltrations and 
leaks.  

 
An additional problem is the necessary knowledge 

of English, the working language of the Alliance. 
 

NATO is joined not by the armed forces, 
but by the whole country. It must be a 
democratic country with strong and ac-
cepted democratic institutions, a country 
where effective barriers are put up against 
corruption, a country with a healthy market 
economy. And - last but not least - it must 
be a country in which the fundamental 
principle of civilian control over the armed 
forces is implemented, which makes the 
armed forces not a factor influencing state 
policy, but an important, admittedly, but 
only an instrument of democratically elect-
ed authorities. 
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The NATO membership program must be accept-
ed by the majority of significant political forces that will 
emerge in democratic Belarus and by the majority of 
Belarusian society. It won't be easy at all. In Ukraine, 
the majority of political elites were in favor of Ukraine's 
entry into NATO but the perception of NATO by Ukrain-
ian society was different. For many years an average 
Ukrainian perceived the Alliance, in accordance with 
the Soviet and then Russian narrative, as a hostile, 
aggressive pact and an important instrument of US 
domination. The change of this opinion was incremen-
tal and was finally completed after a brutal Russian in-
vasion.

A natural and logical complement to this program 
of bonding with the West should also be accession to 
the European Union, which will ultimately stabilize the 
international position of democratic Belarus. 

The main problem, however, will be how Russia 
will react to such a program. For Russia, Belarus does 
not have the same meaning as Ukraine, which is part 
of Russian national mythology and a determinant of 
Russia's superpower status. For Russia, Belarus is not 
only a window to Europe, but above all an area of fun-
damental strategic importance. In Russia, the memory 
is still cultivated that the armies of Poland, Napoleon 
and Hitler, who were marching on Moscow, passed 
through Belarus, although it is forgotten that the only 
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permanent threat to Russia's sovereignty came from 
the east, from the Mongol empire of Genghis Khan. 

Whether Russia will want to block Belarus' entry 
into NATO by resorting to armed force, as happened in 
the case of Ukraine, will remain an open question. 
However, if this happens, the question arises whether 
Belarus will be ready for such a response as the 
Ukrainians made in a similar situation? Belarus is a 
much smaller country than Ukraine, with a different 
state of national self-awareness and different historical 
Russian experience. And it is not clear whether the po-
litical West (mainly NATO countries and the European 
Union) will want to support Belarus in this unequal fight 
like it was in case of Ukraine. 

A lot will depend on how the war in Ukraine will 
end, or at least how the active phase of fighting will 
end, what Russia will be like then and how strong the 
West would be affected by the war fatigue. If in Russia, 
even after Putin, its imperial and aggressive policy will 
not change, another intervention in Belarus is highly 
likely, especially since the political West will probably 
not be ready to engage in another conflict.  

Individual countries, such as Poland, may be 
ready for this, but it certainly will not be enough. 

The most optimistic variant, that of Russia's return 
to the policy of establishing rational relations with the 
West is unlikely, but not excluded.  

In such a situation, Russia's inevitable resistance 
to Belarus' entry into NATO may be limited to purely 
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political or economic measures. However, the question 
remains whether in this situation, when fears of ag-
gression from Russia will diminish, the view will not 
prevail in many countries that it is not worth straining 
relations with politically changing Russia and not 
agreeing to Belarus' accession to the Alliance. 

  
The second possible option is to maintain ties with 

Russia, but clearly redefine them so as to preserve 
sovereignty, national identity and opportunities for eco-
nomic and civilizational development. This would 
mean, on the one hand a resignation from creating one 
common state entity with Russia, reestablishing politi-
cal contacts with the West, opening the economy to 
foreign investments, and finally, the autonomy of the 
defense sector. On the other hand, maintaining the 
customs union with Russia and accepting the treaty 
regulating the principles of cooperation and guarantee-
ing Russia its basic interests in the field of security. It is 
hard to believe, however, that even with such a formal 
weakening of ties with Russia, the danger of Russia 
gradually recreating the present state and continuing 
its policy of turning Belarus into another Russified enti-
ty of the Russian Federation will disappear. Let us re-
member that in "Voices from Russia" one of the most 
liberal and open minded Russian thinkers Herzen 
wrote in the middle of XIX century that  

“...instead of russyfying Belarusians and Lithuani-
ans by force it is more effective for the government to 
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leave these changes to time and the force of realities.. 
This is how the Finnish and other tribes became russi-
fied.” 

The third possibility is to copy, with possible modi-
fications, the relations that Finland had with Russia af-
ter the end of World War II. In this model, Belarus, like 
Finland, would provide Russia with the necessary se-
curity assurances and commitments, with full freedom 
in domestic policy and economic cooperation with the 
West in return. This is a solution that would probably 
be considered by many Western countries as the best 
possible, or rather, to put it bluntly, as the most con-
venient and least demanding of the West. However, 
this solution, like the previous one, may turn out not to 
be a permanent one. After all, Finland, for good rea-
sons, finally found itself in both the European Union 
and NATO...  

 
The choice that the new, democratic Bela-
rus will make, will be the resultant of the 
external political situation at the time of 
making this choice. It will also be the result 
of the political situation inside the country 
and how the national awareness and aspi-
rations of the Belarusian society will be 
shaped, as well as what will be a determi-
nation in their implementation.  
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In 2004 Valery Karbalevich (quoted already earlier 
on) wrote: 

In Belarus, there is one important phenomenon in 
the general consciousness. Paradoxically, there are 
two ideas that are difficult to reconcile at first glance: 
the lack of an alternative other than integration with 
Russia and the appreciation of the Belarusian state-
hood and sovereignty. (...) On the one hand, most Bel-
arusians have a permanent complex of incomplete na-
tional value, disbelief in the ability to preserve national 
identity and an instinctive desire to join a larger state. 
But on the other hand, they do not want the complete 
termination of their Belarusian statehood. The optimal 
variant, which could satisfy a significant part of the 
Belarusian electorate, would be an intermediate posi-
tion between full unification and full independence 

Belarus society to day is certainly not the same as 
in 2004. Nevertheless what options will be open and 
what options will be chosen remains to be seen. 

We in Poland can only keep our fingers crossed 
that Belarusians’ choices and aspirations will be Euro-
pean ones and that we shall be able to find ourselves, 
together with Belarus, in a common European and At-
lantic community of nations. 
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Janusz Onyszkiewicz, 
Polish politician with most 
distinguished career. He 
graduated in mathematics 
from Warsaw University. In 
the 1980s, Onyszkiewicz 
became the spokesman for 
the Solidarity movement. He 
was arrested and interned 
several times. After the fall 
of communism in 1989, 

Onyszkiewicz became a member of the Polish Sejm. He 
served all subsequent terms from May 1989 until 2001. In 
the spring of 1990, Onyszkiewicz became the first civilian 
vice-ministers of defence in the communist-dominated Minis-
try of Defence. Later Onyszkiewicz was Minister of Defence 
twice, 1992–1993 and 1997–2000. From 2004 until 2009, he 
served as a Member of the European Parliament and was 
elected as a Vice-President of the Parliament, a post he held 
from 2004 until 2007. Councillor to the Minister of National 
Defence 2010-2015. 

Janusz Onyszkiewicz has been active in Belarus af-
fairs. For his position he was twice expelled from Belarus by 
the authorities. 

From 2004 he has served as the Chairman of the Euro-
Atlantic Association Council (Poland).
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A VIEW FROM LITHUANIA

Belarus in NATO: Myth or Reality? 

Andrius Kubilius

The question of future relations between Belarus 
and NATO may elicit an ironic smile from someone 
today, as it may seem disconnected from reality. 
However, in the midst of geopolitical tremors shaking 
the entire European continent, any inquiry into 
Belarus's future is neither naive nor untimely.

Of course, discussing the future relations between 
Belarus and NATO implies that we are talking about 
the future relations between democratic Belarus and 
NATO, as discussing Belarus's relations with NATO as 
long as Belarus is effectively controlled by the 
authoritarian ruler Lukashenko makes little or no 
sense.

Potential future leaders of democratic Belarus for 
a number of years have been formulating pro-
European geopolitical orientation, goals, and 
aspirations of Belarus after the fall of Lukashenko 
regime. This is crucial because it allows Belarusian 
people, who are still living under oppressive conditions, 
to understand the direction in which the democratic 
forces will guide Belarus when its people will regain the 
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right and freedom to determine their country's destiny 
after the regime will fall.

The choice awaiting Belarusians after they 
reclaim democratic freedoms will be 
straightforward: whether they want to live 
a normal and secure European life or reject 
such a prospect, opting to remain 
hostages to the political culture and 
lifestyle of the post-imperial Eastern 
sphere.

As the experience of Eastern European countries 
over the past few decades demonstrates, once these 
countries regained democratic rights, they sought to 
distance themselves from authoritarian Putin's Russia 
and aimed to integrate into Euro-Atlantic Western 
structures as quickly as possible. This was the case 
with Georgia, Ukraine, Moldova, and now Armenia is 
beginning to follow this path. There are no rational 
arguments to suggest that democratic Belarus will not 
follow the same path. Therefore, it can be confidently 
stated that democratic Belarus will also move in the 
direction of Western integration because it is the only 
way to ensure security and prosperity for its people on 
the European continent.

Quite recently Belarusian democratic forces 
confirmed that democratic Belarus will aim to become 
a member of the European Union. Certainly, the final 
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geopolitical choice will be made by the people of 
democratic Belarus when they regain the right and 
freedom to make such decisions. 

Belarusian democratic forces and 
European Union institutions can already 
begin preparations for future integration 
and to start drafting and announcing the 
project of a future Association Agreement 
because such an agreement will be the 
first step on the path to integration.

It also demands to define the future relationship 
between democratic Belarus and NATO. In this case, it 
is worth considering the definitions and arguments 
regarding such relations, differentiating them through 
the lens of two significantly different scenarios of 
geopolitical changes in the region: 

a) Russia, together with Belarus, embarks on a 
path of democratic transformation, or 

b) Russia continues to be governed by an 
authoritarian regime.

Why is it worth distinguishing these two different 
scenarios?

First and foremost, we need to discuss how the 
transformation towards democracy in Belarus itself 
could unfold. In theory, there are several possible 
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scenarios, with the distinguishing feature being 
whether such changes occur simultaneously in Belarus 
and Russia or whether they occur at different times.

Firstly, it is worth noting that the main trigger for 
such changes could be Ukraine's clear victory over 
Russia, which would force Russia to withdraw its 
military from all occupied Ukrainian territories. In this 
case, we could expect that the defeated Russia would 
witness the downfall of the Kremlin regime, while at the 
same time a transformation toward democracy would 
commence within Russia. Simultaneously, the regime 
of Lukashenko, who is a Kremlin protégé, would also 
collapse in Belarus.

Another possible scenario is that Ukraine's 
victory leads only to the fall of 
Lukashenko's regime, prompted by the 
Belarusian Kalinouski Regiment, which 
would return to Belarus after the victory in 
Ukraine.

Separately from developments in Russia, 
significant changes can also occur in Belarus in the 
event of Lukashenko, who has long had visible health 
problems, finally passing away or is becoming 
incapable to govern. This opens the door to significant 
changes driven by the current political and business 
elite in Belarus, which has freed itself from 
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Lukashenko’s dictatorship. This would mark the 
beginning of a ‘Belarusian perestroika,’ which, like the 
Soviet Union’s perestroika during Gorbachev’s time, 
eventually breaks free from the control of such a 
‘perestroika elite’ and evolves into a true democracy. 

Separately from Russia's transformation, Belarus
could also see scenarios similar to those in Ukraine or 
Armenia, where regimes close to the Kremlin, such as 
Yanukovych or Sargsyan regimes, were ousted by the 
massive rallies for democracy. 

Lukashenko brutally suppressed the first such 
attempt in 2020, but this does not negate the historical 
trend in the post-Soviet space, where democracy 
gradually but steadily spreads from the western 
borders to the eastern regions. In the case of such 
historical inevitability, democratic changes would 
primarily occur in Belarus and only then extend to the 
current Russian territories, where Belarus' example 
could serve as significant inspiration for the Russian 
people.

In any case, the future democratic Belarus' 
relations with NATO are worth considering in the 
context of those two possible scenarios for Russia's 
development: a) Belarus goes through democratic 
changes while Russia continues to be governed by an 
authoritarian regime, and b) Russia, along with 
Belarus, embarks on the path of democratic 
transformation.
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I. Authoritarian Russia in the Neighbourhood 
of Democratic Belarus

It is abundantly clear that authoritarian Russia will 
oppose democratic changes in Belarus and, once they 
occur, will attempt to undermine democratic Belarus by 
all means, including military ones, to threaten its 
security. For the authoritarian Kremlin regime, 
democratic Belarus poses a threat not because it 
would lean towards the European Union or NATO, 
which would endanger Russia's security, but because 
Belarus' Western integration would create the danger 
for the survival of the authoritarian Kremlin regime. The 
Kremlin knows very well that Belarus integration with 
the West is the only possibility of how conditions for 
normal European type of life can be successfully 
created in Belarus. Just as such conditions have been 
established in Central Europe and the Baltic States 
over the past decades, and as they are being 
developed in Ukraine, Moldova, Armenia or Georgia 
today. Evolution of the success of Belarus through 
integration with the European Union is dangerous to 
the Kremlin regime (not Russia itself), just as Ukraine's 
integration into the European Union is a threat to the 
Kremlin regime too. 

The success of both Belarus and Ukraine's 
democracies, becoming inspiring and 
followable examples for the Russian 



24 

people would undermine the foundations 
of the authoritarian Kremlin regime. 

There is no doubt that the Russian people, while 
witnessing the success of Ukraine and Belarus, would 
increasingly question why Russia could not undergo 
such democratic changes, which would mean the end 
of Putin's regime.

Certainly, Putin's regime began military 
aggression against Ukraine, fearing the prospects of its 
democratic success. It was also frightened by the 2020 
people's revolution in Belarus, which showed that the 
alleged loyalty of Belarusians to Lukashenko's regime, 
which Lukashenko had enjoyed until then, was a 
complete fiction, evaporating during the first mass 
demonstrations. Putin understood that the loyalty of 
ordinary Russians to his authoritarian Kremlin regime 
is also the same fiction, which could also quickly 
dissipate. Starting a war against Ukraine, Putin sought 
not only to stop the success trajectory of Ukraine, 
which was mortal to his regime, but also to send a 
frightening signal to the Belarusian society – look at 
what awaits you if, like Ukrainians, you strive for 
democracy and European integration. Putin's aim was 
twofold: firstly, to thwart any temptation for ordinary 
Russians to follow their neighbours' example of 
democratic success, primarily hoping to destroy the 
opportunities for such success militarily and, secondly, 
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to flood his citizens' minds with total propaganda and 
war hysteria.

Therefore, the prospects of democratic 
Belarus are crucially dependent on 
Ukraine's military victory in the near future. 
Because it would serve as a response to 
both Belarusian and Russian citizens that 
Putin is incapable of stopping the success 
of democratic Ukraine. Consequently, he 
would be incapable of halting the success 
of democratic Belarus when it follows the 
same path.

Russia's war against Ukraine is a painful lesson 
for the democratic West, whose long-standing 
mistaken geopolitical stance contributed to Putin 
ultimately deciding that he could initiate military 
aggression against Ukraine, and the West would not 
respond adequately. As the West failed to respond 
adequately to the war in Georgia or the occupation of 
Crimea. The West's major mistake was leaving Ukraine 
in a "grey" security zone, without real prospects of 
integrating into the EU or NATO, even after Ukraine 
definitively turned towards democracy and European 
integration in 2014. The West kept its attitude that 
Ukraine's integration should not "provoke Putin," but it 
was precisely this stance that provoked Putin's 
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aggression because the West did not open the doors 
to integration and left Ukraine precisely in the same 
"grey" zone.

It seems that the West has already recognised its 
mistake, which is why Ukraine and Moldova have 
become candidates for EU membership, and 
negotiations on their membership are likely to begin 
soon. Both countries are ambitiously expected to 
become EU members by 2030. It is also likely that 
NATO will extend an invitation to Ukraine in the near 
future. This way, Ukraine will finally be removed from 
the dangerous "grey" zone.

This lesson must be incorporated into a clear
concept for a new Western security on the European 
continent: democracies that emerge and establish 
themselves in Eastern EU neighbouring countries must 
not be left in a "grey" geopolitical security zone 
because doing so only creates temptation and 
provokes authoritarian Kremlin aggression against its 
neighbours who are transforming into democracies.

Therefore, once Belarus transforms into a 
democracy, and Russia remains under the occupation 
of its authoritarian kleptocratic regime, not only should 
democratic Belarus seek protection for its democracy 
by integrating into Euro-Atlantic organisations, 
including NATO and EU, but the West itself should also 
be interested in the integration of democratic Belarus 
and offer security guarantees to democratic Belarus.
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II. Democratic Russia in the Neighbourhood of 
Democratic Belarus

Russia's transformation from an authoritarian state 
into a democratic republic would be a fundamental 
change to the security architecture of the entire 
European continent. Democracies do not wage war 
against each other. This would mean the end of 
Russia's aggressive stance towards all its democratic 
neighbours. The success of democratic neighbours 
would no longer threaten the authority of democratic 
Russia but, on the contrary, would encourage healthy 
competition to achieve the same level of success in 
Russia.

Such a new geopolitical situation would also raise 
broader questions, such as the future goals of NATO. 
NATO was founded in 1949 to protect the West from 
the aggressive expansion of authoritarian Stalinist 
Russia (the Soviet Empire) into Western Europe. With 
the absence of authoritarian Russia, there would be no 
more threats of its aggression. It might seem that in 
such a case, not only would democratic Belarus no 
longer need to consider NATO membership, but the 
organisation itself would need to rethink the basis for 
its continued existence – if there is no longer an 
authoritarian threat, what then should NATO defend 
Europe against?

However, there is a serious strategic argument
why, even after Russia transforms into a democracy, 
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not only should NATO remain, but it should also 
enlarge to democratic Belarus, not to mention Ukraine. 
Moreover, this would be necessary for the democratic 
Russia itself.

Democratic Russia would very soon, after such a 
transformation occurs, face a phenomenon typical of 
all collapsing empires – societal nostalgia for the past 
and the former grandeur of the empire. For former 
empires, this has caused significant challenges to their 
democracies. During Yeltsin's era, democracy in 
Russia could not withstand such waves of nostalgia, 
and Putin, after he came to power, actively fueled this 
nostalgia. It is evident that democratic Russia, if it re-
emerges, will face a similar challenge. This time, the 
West can significantly assist Russian democracy in 
resisting the "post-imperial nostalgia" threat. For this, 
the West must demonstrate through its actions that 
Russia no longer has any chances to restore its 
empire, as both Ukraine and democratic Belarus are 
firmly integrated into the Western security (NATO) and 
economic organisations (EU). As Zbigniew Brzezinski 
said, "Russia, which has the possibility to control 
Ukraine (and Belarus), will always remain an empire, 
while Russia that loses these opportunities will have 
the possibility to become a democracy." NATO 
membership for Belarus and Ukraine would send a 
clear signal that Russia will never have the opportunity 
to control these countries again. This would be very 
healthy for the fledgling Russian democracy.
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Therefore, in any case, democratic Belarus 
will need to strive for NATO membership, 
not only for the security of democratic 
Belarus against authoritarian Kremlin but 
also for the sake of a democratic Europe 
and sustainable peace on the European 
continent. 

It would also be necessary for democratic 
Russia's sake, to strengthen its resistance against the 
wave of "post-imperial nostalgia."

In conclusion, the future relations between Belarus 
and NATO are not merely a fantasy but a possible and 
important consideration in the context of Belarus's 
democratic transformation and its impact on the 
geopolitical landscape of Eastern Europe. Regardless 
of the path Belarus takes to democracy, whether 
simultaneous with Russia or independent of it, NATO 
membership offer for democratic Belarus will be crucial 
for its security, fostering a more stable and peaceful 
Europe and for assisting Russia to overcome nostalgia 
to imperial past.
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A VIEW FROM LATVIA

Assessing Belarus in Regional 
Security 

(Perspective from Latvia)  

 
Luīze Līce-Tane  

Since the 24th of February 2022, the geopolitical 
landscape in Europe has witnessed significant 
changes as countries, in response to Russia’s war 
against Ukraine, have had to re-evaluate their defense
postures to address the changing security 
environment. As Belarus is situated between Russia 
and several North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s 
(NATO) member states, Russia’s role in the 
developments taking place in Belarus has further 
influenced regional security considerations. To 
understand the role of Belarus in regional security, it is
necessary to examine the point of view of Belarus’ 
neighboring countries, of which Latvia in this article will 
be analyzed more closely. Due to the geostrategic 
location of the Baltic States – Estonia, Latvia and 
Lithuania, these countries have historically been 
affected by the politics of their neighbors. 
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Nowadays, while geographically smaller, 
the Baltic States have great geopolitical 
significance and, as NATO member states, 
they have a vital role in safeguarding 
NATO’s eastern flank. Therefore, disputes 
between the countries of Eastern Europe
and Russia and more recently Belarus’ 
unpredictability, are of great concern to 
the Baltic States and has made Latvia 
more aware of its security vulnerabilities 
on multiple occasions.  

The 2020 Belarusian presidential election that
witnessed widespread civilian protests and state 
violence, and the events that followed, added to the 
unease felt by Belarus’ neighboring countries. 
Particular examples of this were on the 23rd of May 
2021 with the forced landing of a Lithuania bound civil 
airline instigated by Belarus, the 2021 migrant crisis 
and the 2022 Russia’s war against Ukraine 
exacerbated by the fact that Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine was partly launched from Belarus’ territory. As 
such, in the spring and summer of 2021 Poland, Latvia 
and Lithuania experienced an ongoing flow of migrants 
coming from the Middle East via Belarus who were
pushed towards the countries’ borders by Belarus’ 
regime. The humanitarian crisis was quickly 
recognized as manufactured by Belarus’ regime and as 
an act of hybrid warfare. These efforts have illustrated 
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the weaponization of migrants as a tool in a broader 
effort to put forward Belarus’ political agenda and 
destabilize the target country and the European Union 
(EU) as a whole. While Latvia’s border with Russia has 
been an important factor in its threat assessment, the 
crisis revealed the necessity to further improve
resilience to hybrid threats and border protection with 
Belarus. The described events marked a sudden 
decline in Latvia’s and Belarus’ relations which until 
2020 could be described as pragmatic.I To illustrate, in 
2021 the replacement of the official flag of Belarus with 
the Belarusian opposition’s white-red-white flag by the 
Riga city mayor during the Ice Hockey World
Championship led to both Latvia and Belarus expelling 
each other’s diplomats,II thus suspending the countries’ 
diplomatic relations.III 

Furthermore, in the summer of 2023, against the 
backdrop of the ongoing Russia’s war against Ukraine, 
a new security threat emerged in Poland, Latvia, and 
Lithuania due to the presence of the Wagner Group in 
Belarus, the private military organization with close ties 
to Russia.IV While the threat did not materialize, it 
reflected the unpredictability of Belarus’ regime. 
Consequently, the unfolding events in Belarus and 
Russia’s and Belarus’ military and political cooperation
challenges future regional stability and security. 
Furthermore, the cooperation between Russia and 
Belarus has added to the complexity of constructing a 
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credible deterrent for the Baltic States and other 
neighboring NATO member countries.  

Thus, if until 2020 relations between Latvia 
and Belarus were based on practical 
cooperation, then after 2020 Belarus
threatened the national and regional 
security of Latvia as well as other 
neighboring countries.  

Furthermore, Russia’s war against Ukraine has 
highlighted the importance and contemporary 
relevance of NATO and has reminded of the reasons
why the Alliance was founded in the first place. Since 
NATO’s establishment in 1949, the Alliance has had a 
significant role in shaping Europe’s security landscape. 
Importantly, NATO’s deterrence and assurance 
measures in its eastern flank have maintained stability 
and have also greatly alleviated Latvia’s security 
concerns especially after the 2014 illegal annexation of 
Crimea.V While Belarus has carried out dialogue and 
practical cooperation with NATO until 2021, when 
member states suspended cooperation between NATO 
and Belarus,VI it has not expressed a clear intention to 
pursue NATO membership. Moreover, the discussion
of Belarus’ NATO membership at present is 
hypothetical. However, in the probability of a 
democratic transition in Belarus, it may be implied that 
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the country’s long-term security could be ensured if 
Belarus becomes a NATO member state.  

While Belarus’ possible NATO membership 
has complex and far-reaching implications, 
as a neighboring country of member states
of NATO and the EU, Belarus’ NATO 
membership may bring positive 
contributions to Euro-Atlantic security and 
promote sustainable peace in Europe.  

Therefore, in the context of this article, it is useful 
to consider the possible opportunities and challenges
of Belarus’ potential NATO membership according to 
Latvia’s security perspective.  

It may be proposed that Belarus’ potential NATO 
membership could contribute to regional stability and 
lead to increased cooperation with neighboring 
countries by establishing a relationship based on 
common values of democracy, human rights, and rule 
of law. Its membership may also encourage 
cooperation to counter hybrid threats. Additionally, the 
membership may directly strengthen the security of 
Latvia by securing the so-called Suwalki Gap. The 
Suwalki Gap that connects Lithuania and Poland and is
located between Russia (Kaliningrad) and Belarus, has 
been a strategic vulnerability for the Baltic States 
security.VII The takeover of the Suwalki Gap could cut 
off the only land route for potential NATO 
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reinforcements and isolate the Baltic States from the 
rest of NATO’s territory.  

Therefore, the prospect of Belarus joining 
NATO would potentially increase the 
security of the Suwalki Gap by uniting the
region. As such, its membership in NATO 
may strengthen the security of Belarus’ 
neighboring countries by creating an 
additional buffer against countries 
challenging regional security.  

Crucially, Belarus' NATO membership would
strengthen deterrence by increasing the credibility of 
deterrence to a potential aggressor as NATO 
membership offers access to collective defense 
mechanisms outlined in Article 5 of the NATO treaty, 
stating that an attack on one member state is 
considered an attack on all. It may suggest that Russia 
has not attacked the territory of a NATO member state 
due to the risk of triggering collective action. As such, 
NATO membership would provide Belarus with 
collective defense guarantees and consequently create 
a more stable relationship between Belarus and 
Russia. In the event of an armed attack, Belarus’
membership could also further contribute to Latvia’s 
security and vice versa due to the countries’ proximity 
to one another. Therefore, the Baltic States as well as 
other neighboring countries would benefit from a 
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stronger collective defense mechanism and increased 
deterrence measures in the region.  

On the other hand, when considering the strategic 
relationship between Belarus and Russia and the 
countries close historic and cultural ties, potential 
membership may escalate tensions between the two
countries. The tensions may also have potential 
spillover effects in Russia’s relations with NATO and 
lead to an escalation of tensions in the region. 
Moreover, as Russia may perceive Belarus’ move 
towards NATO as a threat to its national security and 
security interests, Russia may respond with 
countermeasures to destabilize regional security.
Given Latvia’s geographical proximity to Russia and 
Belarus, such a development would directly affect its 
national security. Consequently, it can be argued that 
the most substantial challenge to a neighboring country 
of Russia aspiring NATO membership is Russia’s 
enduring opposition to NATO’s enlargement near its 
borders.  

Considering the Baltic States path to 
independence and democracy, Belarus can 
draw valuable lessons from the Baltic 
States who joined NATO in 2004, even
though the countries membership in the 
Alliance at the time seemed unlikely.  
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After the Baltic States regained their 
independence in 1991, the path towards NATO 
membership presented challenges mainly due to the 
necessary political, military, and institutional reforms to 
meet NATO’s membership criteria. However, while 
Russia at the time communicated its opposition to
NATO’s expansion near its borders, Russia was 
divided and preoccupied with domestic concerns to 
present a real challenge to the Baltic States joining 
NATO. Therefore, considering the current geopolitical 
environment, Belarus’ NATO membership is unlikely 
until Belarus and Russia changes course.  

Importantly, the assistance received by the 
northern neighbors of the Baltic States, the 
Nordic countries, after the Baltic States 
regained independence and the resulting 
partnership between the countries paved 
the way for the Baltic States membership 
in NATO and the EU.  

Likewise, considering the Baltic States unwavering 
support for the Belarusian society in its efforts for 
freedom and democracy, Belarus in its democratic 
transition may consider seeking out the support of its
immediate neighbors, the Baltic States. For the 
moment, the future of a democratic Belarus depends 
on the Belarusian society’s persistence in its efforts to 
further a democratic transition. Furthermore, 



39 

preparatory steps towards integration with NATO 
should be carried out within the limits of possibilities.  
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A VIEW FROM ESTONIA

Tyrants Are Not Afraid of 
Your Neutrality 

(The Estonian Experience) 

Silver Loit 

The ongoing war of Russia against Ukraine has 
changed the security situation around the Baltic Sea 
dramatically. Finland’s membership in NATO and 
Sweden’s application for NATO membership that will 
be accepted sooner or later have strengthened the se-
curity of the Baltic Sea region, developing its resilience 
against the single dangerous and potentially damaging 
local power – Russia. It all has happened in spite of 
Russia’s blatant ultimatum to NATO, the US and the 
OSCE on 17 December 2021 that attempted to impose 
Russia’s rules of the game on the West, again. Rus-
sia’s brutal war against Ukraine has had the opposite 
effect, as it was confirmed by the President of Finland 
Sauli Niinistö who addressed Vladimir Putin by saying, 
’You caused this. Look at the mirror’. Symbolically and 
dramatically, it marked the end of the long-time Finnish 
neutrality, and it finally closed the chapter on two cen-
turies of the policy of neutrality in the region.  
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For Estonia, the policy of neutrality had proven its 
weakness already a long time ago. The strong support 
for NATO in Estonia has been built on the foundation 
of Estonia’s tragic past. 

At the beginning of Estonia’s independ-
ence, the concept of a policy of neutrality 
seemed quite appropriate for a new-born 
country that had felt the burden of the First 
World War. 

The Manifesto to the Peoples of Estonia, the 
founding declaration of the independent Republic of 
Estonia, proclaimed on 24 February 1918 in Tallinn, 
clearly stated that ’the Republic of Estonia wishes to 
maintain absolute political neutrality towards all neigh-
bouring states and peoples and expects that they will 
equally respond with complete neutrality’. The quest for 
neutrality was very practical: tens of thousands of Es-
tonians had fought in the battlefields of the First World 
War in the ranks of the Russian Army, and the found-
ers of independent Estonia did not want to take sides 
in the hostilities between collapsing empires. 

Estonia was forced to move away from the idea of 
total neutrality already in the first days of its independ-
ence. On the second day of Estonia’s independence, 
Tallinn was occupied by the troops of imperial Germa-
ny. After the defeat in the World War of the latter, Es-
tonia was attacked by Soviet Russia and the Baltic 
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Landeswehr. The Estonian War of Independence 
(1918 – 1920) resulted in a victory for Estonia, sup-
ported by its allies – the United Kingdom, Finland, Lat-
via, Swedish and Danish volunteers, Baltic German 
units and the Russian White movement. Thus, Esto-
nia’s experience in its War of Independence clearly 
showed the need for reliable allies, and this need 
only increased when Estonia started to apply for full 
diplomatic recognition from the International communi-
ty, especially from the members of the Entente. Soviet 
Russia was the first state that recognized Estonia de 
jure according to the Tartu Peace Treaty signed by the 
representatives of the two governments on 2 February 
1920. Russia unreservedly recognized ’the independ-
ence and autonomy of the State of Estonia’, and re-
nounced ’voluntarily and for ever all rights of sover-
eignty formerly held by Russia over the Estonian peo-
ple and territory by virtue of the former legal situation, 
and by virtue of International treaties, which, in respect 
of such rights, shall henceforth lose their force’ (Article 
2). The Soviet side promised that ’should the perpetual 
neutrality of Estonia be internationally recognised, 
Russia undertakes to respect such neutrality and to 
join in guaranteeing it’ (Article 5). From the perspective 
of the wider security of the Baltic Sea, the parties 
agreed that ’in case of the neutralisation of the Gulf of 
Finland, the two contracting Parties undertake to ac-
cede to such neutralisation of the conditions drawn up 
by common agreement of the States concerned and 
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established by international declarations relating hither-
to; in case of the conclusion of any such international 
agreement, they also undertake to bring their naval 
forces, or a portion thereof, into conformity with the 
provisions of such International agreement’ (Article 6). 
The parties agreed to forbid all kind of recruiting and 
mobilisation of official and unofficial forces that could 
be directed against the other contracting party (Article 
6).I The following Peace treaties between the Soviets 
and Lithuania (Moscow, 12 July 1920), Latvia (Riga, 11 
August 1920), Finland (Tartu, 14 October 1920) and 
Poland (Riga, 18 March 1921) gave some hope for 
peace and regional stability. But not for long: soon after 
the first years of civil war, Soviet Russia managed to 
stabilize its domestic situation by making false promis-
es and applying terror against its population, as well as 
against the population of annexed countries. Com-
munist Russia revealed its revanchist goals by occupy-
ing and annexing other new-born states like Belarus, 
Ukraine, Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia, and initiat-
ed a Communist hybrid war and disinformation cam-
paigns against its neighbours, including Estonia. On 1 
December 1924 the Soviet Union tried to topple Esto-
nia’s democratically elected government by initiating an 
armed coup d’état in Tallinn. This attempt ended in 
vain, but it once again demonstrated the need for a 
credible alliance or at least a more enhanced secu-
rity cooperation between like-minded states. 
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At the beginning of the 1920s, Estonia tried to se-
cure the guarantees of support from the United King-
dom that had helped during its most critical days in the 
Estonian War of Independence at the end of 1918. It 
was clear by 1925 that the United Kingdom would ra-
ther distance itself from the Baltic affairs. The Anglo-
German Naval Agreement signed on 18 June 1935 
limited British presence even more and increased 
German detrimental influence in the Baltic Sea. But the 
United Kingdom and France as cornerstones of the 
Versailles system remained both politically and cultur-
ally important factors in Estonia’s foreign policy. 

It seemed to be very natural to invest in the 
cooperation of like-minded neighbours. In 
the first half of the 1920s, Estonia initiated 
and actively supported regional security 
cooperation initiatives between Finland, 
Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and Poland.  

The Baltic Conferences tried to bring about a 
closer coordination of the foreign policy of the states 
that shared the common threat coming from the Soviet 
Union and that were afraid of the growing influence of 
revanchist powers, the gathering storm in the demo-
cratic Weimar Republic. Regrettably, the war and ter-
mination of diplomatic relations between Poland and 
Lithuania undermined the prospect of closer Baltic co-
operation. Finland was generally treated as a Baltic 
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country but it started to distance itself from the Baltic 
matters and made (initially quite fruitless) efforts to-
ward joining the cooperation of traditionally neutral 
Nordic countries. The idea of a broad Baltic defence 
league failed and materialised only partly in a bilat-
eral defence agreement between Latvia and Esto-
nia on 1 November 1923. The alliance engaged the 
two states immediately to lend assistance to the other 
state in the event of unprovoked aggression. The alli-
ance was never put into effect, but it does not change 
the fact that the only real military ally of Estonia be-
tween the two World Wars was Latvia, a close 
neighbour that had experienced an almost identical 
fate in the past: three centuries of medieval Livonian 
statehood, followed by Polish, Swedish and Russian 
rule. Eleven years later, on 12 September 1934 Esto-
nia, Latvia and Lithuania signed the Treaty of Good-
Understanding and Co-operation in Geneva in order to 
take joint action in foreign policy. The framework be-
came known as ’the Baltic Entente’, but its practical 
value was very limited, as the threat perception of the 
parties was somewhat different – Estonia and Latvia 
saw the Soviet Union as the main threat to their inde-
pendence, and they supported cordial relations with 
Poland, but Lithuania considered Poland and Germany 
to be the key threats to its existence. Nevertheless, 
even the symbolic ’Baltic unity’ between Estonia, Latvia 
and Lithuania laid a firm groundwork for close coopera-
tion between their diplomats and common actions of 
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their communities in the West during the Soviet occu-
pation. 

The early years after the First World War gave 
some hope for the effectiveness of the peace initiatives 
of the League of Nations. This hope ended in vain, as 
some of the great powers did not join the league, and 
totalitarian regimes in the Soviet Union, Italy, Germany 
and Japan publicly ignored the principles of its collec-
tive security and disarmament. As a result of internal 
crisis caused by the Great Depression, Estonia took an 
authoritarian pathway in 1934 that alienated some of 
Estonia’s friends among the Nordic democracies. Even 
under the relatively mild authoritarian rule of Konstantin 
Päts (1934–1940), during the so-called Silent Era, Es-
tonia remained a safe haven for its ethnic and religious 
minorities, which enjoyed a wide-ranging cultural au-
tonomy. Fascist, Nazi and Communist organizations 
were completely banned in Estonia. In 1934, one year 
after the Nazis came to power in Germany, a faculty of 
Jewish studies was opened at the University of Tartu. 
In 1936 an influential London weekly ’The Jewish 
Chronicle’ described Estonia as an ’oasis of tolerance’. 

After the Nazi takeover of Austria and Czechoslo-
vakia, the only way to preserve this ’oasis’ seemed to 
be bilateral non-aggression treaties (with the Soviet 
Union on 4 May 1932 and with Nazi Germany on 7 
June 1939), and neutrality. Estonia, Latvia and Lithua-
nia agreed on their common neutrality law at the Con-
ference of Baltic Foreign Ministers on 18 November 
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1938 in Riga, and the Parliament of Estonia ratified it 
on 1 December 1938. The neutrality law of Estonia 
was modelled on Sweden’s declaration of neutrality (29 
May 1938). Together with other Nordic and Baltic 
countries, Estonia declared its strict neutrality on the 
first day of the Second World War. In practical terms, 
Estonian leadership hoped that cautious balancing be-
tween the Soviet Union and Germany would secure 
Estonia’s independence. 

But Estonia’s fate, together with Finland, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Poland and Romania, had been decided al-
ready by the Nazi-Soviet Pact from 23 August 1939 
and its secret additional protocols. The Soviet Union, 
formally still a neutral country, invaded Poland and 
forced Estonia (28 September 1939), Latvia (5 October 
1939) and Lithuania (10 October 1939) to sign agree-
ments on Soviet military bases on their soil. After the 
Nazi-Soviet joint attack and destruction of Poland as 
one of the key powers in the region, the possibilities for 
successful military resistance seemed to be hopeless. 
The Estonian government, together with its Baltic 
neighbours, continued to underline its neutrality in the 
ongoing war, bending under growing Soviet demands. 
Finland resisted Soviet demands and during the 
Winter War (30 November 1939-13 March 1940) the 
Soviet air force used its bases in neutral Estonia to 
bomb Helsinki and other Finnish territories. Soviet 
bombers heading from their airfields in occupied Esto-
nia to Finnish airspace were visible for everyone, but 
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Estonian authorities officially denied the fact, as well as 
the Soviet violation of Estonia’s neutrality. At the same 
time, Estonia’s military intelligence informed the Finns 
about the attacking Soviet bombers, and helped Fin-
land to prepare itself. The Estonian population firmly 
supported Finland in the ongoing war against the Sovi-
et invaders and Estonian volunteers joined the Finnish 
Army. 

History repeats itself – Russia attacked 
Ukraine through its neighbour Belarus in 
February, 2022. But unlike in Estonia in 
1939-1940, Belarusian authorities eagerly 
supported their Russian allies, for example 
by providing logistical support. No one 
asked the opinion of the population in Es-
tonia in 1939-1940, as no one did in Bela-
rus in 2022. Nevertheless, one of the goals 
of the Kremlin seemed to be the same: to 
then alienate Estonians and Finns, now 
Belarusians and Ukrainians, divide et im-
pera. 

Continuation of clandestine intelligence coopera-
tion between Estonia and Finland during the Winter 
War against the Soviet Union did not change the fact 
that Estonia’s neutrality and independence had be-
come a mere illusion. In wider context, Estonia was no 
exception – in April 1940 Germany invaded neutral 
Denmark and neutral Norway. Only Sweden was able 
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to avoid direct violations of its long-standing neutrality 
in the Second World War, at the cost of numerous limi-
tations. 

At the time when Germany occupied France in 
June 1940, the Soviet Union overthrew the govern-
ments of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania and annexed 
the countries in August 1940. Among other things, the 
Kremlin accused very cautious, neutral and loyal Esto-
nian, Latvian and Lithuanian governments of not hav-
ing been neutral enough. The Kremlin has never had 
problems in finding an ’evidence’ for false accusations 
– one of the key accusations of the Soviet Union 
against the neutral Baltic states was the existence of 
the above mentioned hapless ’Baltic Entente’, that had 
never had any military substance, and that had never 
drawn the Kremlin’s serious attention. In reality, the 
’Baltic Entente’ had only been a platform for discus-
sions of the three neutral states, and it had never con-
spired against anyone. 

The decision of the Baltic countries to cancel all 
frameworks of mutual cooperation and their decision 
not to defend their independence militarily did not avoid 
further accusations from the Kremlin’s side and terror 
against their population. In 1941 the German occupa-
tion followed until 1944, and it was replaced by the So-
viet occupation (1944-1991). The democratic countries 
of the West condemned the occupation of the three 
Baltic countries, refused to recognize their annexation, 
and continued to recognize Baltic diplomatic represen-
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tations and passports. But they could not avoid Nazi 
and Soviet atrocities in the occupied states: mass kill-
ings and deportations, Holocaust, confiscation of prop-
erties, purges of intellectual and political elites, mas-
sive damage to the environment, aggressive Sovietiza-
tion and Russification campaigns.

The failure of the neutrality policy and the loss of 
independence was the reason why the foundation of 
NATO on 4 April 1949 was immediately welcomed by 
Baltic representatives in the free world. On the same 
day, Acting Consul General of Estonia Johannes Kaiv 
wrote to the Secretary of State of the United States 
Dean Acheson that Estonia, illegally occupied and 
dominated by the Soviet Union, was ’prevented from 
manifesting its keen interest in this pact’.II Similar 
statements were issued by Latvian and Lithuanian dip-
lomats. The importance of Trans-Atlantic military coop-
eration and security guarantees in the aftermath of the 
Second World War was clearly understood by Den-
mark and Norway, whose neutrality had been violated 
during the war and became founding members of 
NATO. 

The understanding that NATO would be the 
only powerful and trustworthy guarantee 
against Soviet/Russian tyranny was shared 
by many in occupied Estonia, including a 
young generation of Estonian students 
who even wrote a song devoted to NATO 
during the Brezhnev era. One of the stu-
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dents – Mart Laar – became Prime Minister 
after the restoration of Estonia’s inde-
pendence, and he laid the ground for Esto-
nia’s accession in the EU and NATO.  
 

Debates on the security policy of Baltic countries 
after their restoration did not leave much space for the 
issue of neutrality – the sad historical experience was 
visible enough. After the departure of ex-Soviet troops 
from the Baltic states in 1994, Estonia, Latvia and Lith-
uania were able to strengthen their existing consensus 
on NATO. Their skillful diplomacy and support from 
like-minded countries gave good results, and their ac-
cession in NATO and the EU was finalized ten years 
later. This decade was needed for structural changes 
and democratization of the society. No one could pre-
sent serious arguments in favour of the neutrality 
of the Baltic states, and Russia started to renew its 
imperialistic agenda. 

On 29 March 2024 Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, 
together with Bulgaria, Romania, Slovakia and Slove-
nia, will be celebrating their 20th anniversaries as 
NATO member states. The history of the Soviet-Nazi 
collaboration, the Cold War and its continuation after 
the fall of Berlin Wall has proven that neutrality in Eu-
rope is an illusion that can exist only in the neighbour-
hood of prosperous and predictable NATO member 
states, and at their expense. If one wants to remain 
free in Russia’s dangerous neighbourhood and 
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stay away from its corruptive influence, there can 
be no alternative to a resilient society, a strong ar-
my, and an active membership in NATO.  
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signed at Tartu, February 2, 1920. League of Nations Treaty 
Series. http://www.worldlii.org/int/other/LNTSer/1922/92.html  
 
II. https://estonianworld.com/security/the-74-year-old-letter-
that-indicates-estonia-wanted-to-be-a-nato-founding-
member/  
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A VIEW FROM FINLAND

Finland’s road to NATO 

Kari Liuhto

As Finland’s road to NATO is considerably longer 
than our country’s actual NATO integration process, a 
brief summary of the history behind it is in order.  

The Soviet Union failed to occupy Finland in World 
War II, and after the war, Finland was not part of the 
Soviet Union, unlike the Baltic States. Even though 
Finland was not occupied, it remained in the Soviet 
sphere of interest, which is why our country had to re-
fuse, among other things, the Marshall Plan provided 
by the USA, due to pressure from the USSR.  

The basis of relations between Finland and 
the Soviet Union was the Agreement of 
Friendship, Cooperation, and Mutual As-
sistance, or the YYA Treaty as we Finns 
call it. It also had a security policy dimen-
sion: the Soviet Union’s opportunity for 
military consultations if Finland had tried 
to break away from the Soviet sphere of in-
terest. Particularly during the Hungarian 
Uprising in 1956 and the Prague Spring in 
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1968, Finland was concerned that social 
commotion in the Soviet Union’s Eastern 
European satellite states could trigger the 
Kremlin’s desire to start military consulta-
tions with Finland.  

In addition to the YYA Treaty, the USSR sought to 
increase Finland’s dependence on the Soviet Union by, 
for instance, supporting the career development of pro-
Soviet politicians in Finland and increasing Finland’s 
economic dependence on the Soviet Union. Since Fin-
land was not a member of the socialist states’ Council 
for Mutual Economic Assistance (COMECON), the So-
viet Union sought to increase Finland’s dependence by 
creating a clearing payment system five years after the 
Second World War. The clearing trade between Fin-
land and the Soviet Union was based on the exchange 
of goods, with no need for convertible currencies, of 
which there was a chronic shortage in the USSR 

The Soviet share in Finland’s foreign trade was at 
its highest at the time of the second international oil 
crisis in 1983, when the USSR accounted for a quarter 
of Finland’s foreign trade. The Soviet Union sought to 
increase Finland’s dependence, especially through its 
energy supply. Indeed, the Soviet Union accounted for 
a lion’s share of Finland’s energy imports. 

For its part, Finland worked to prevent the Soviet 
goals from being achieved and Finland from falling un-
der the control of the Kremlin. In 1956–1982, the Pres-
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ident of Finland was Urho Kekkonen. He was a former 
employee of Etsivä keskuspoliisi, Finland’s secret po-
lice, and as the President, he took the management of 
the relations with the Soviet Union under his own con-
trol as well as defined that one of the main tasks of the 
secret police was to monitor and limit the spread of 
communism in Finland.  

From the outside, it may have seemed that Fin-
land underwent so-called Finlandisation and that Kek-
konen could be steered by the Kremlin, but in reality, 
with close relations with the Kremlin, Kekkonen sought 
to edge Finland towards the West with the help of Nor-
dic and European co-operation (a membership in the 
Nordic Council in 1955, an associate membership in 
the European Free Trade Association in 1960 and a 
full membership in 1985, and a free trade agreement 
with the European Economic Community in 1973) and 
by increasing Finland’s weight in the international are-
na, through the CSCE (Conference on Security and 
Cooperation in Europe) process in the 1970s, for in-
stance. Similarly, in order to prevent energy depend-
ence from becoming too significant, Finland restricted 
the spread of natural gas as a household energy 
source and exported a significant part of Soviet crude 
oil after having refined it. Although Finland sought to 
curb the growth of the Soviet Union’s power to influ-
ence the country’s affairs, the USSR gained a fairly 
strong grip on Finland’s political and economic elite. 
However, the Soviet Union did not succeed in signifi-
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cantly influencing appointments in the Finnish Defence 
Forces and the secret police. An exception to the 
above is the Communist-led era in the secret police in 
1945–1948. This so-called Red Valpo (Red State Po-
lice) was decommissioned at the beginning of 1949, 
and its successor was the current secret police, the 
Finnish Security and Intelligence Service (Suopo and 
later Supo).I  

The situation changed dramatically in the early 
1990s. The clearing trade between Finland and the 
Soviet Union ended unexpectedly at the end of 1990, 
and a year later, the USSR was dissolved. Without the 
dissolution, the Soviet Union would probably have con-
tinued to integrate Finland politically and economically 
into itself, and, for its part, Finland would have done its 
best to protect itself from the Kremlin’s embrace, which 
would have narrowed our independence. However, the 
dissolution of the USSR changed the situation. Rus-
sia’s watchful gaze waned and Finland moved to the 
West, where it has always belonged culturally and his-
torically.  

In 1992, the YYA Treaty was terminated in con-
sensus by Finland and Russia. In the same year, Fin-
land joined the newly established North Atlantic Coop-
eration Council (NACC). Another significant step was 
the purchase of equipment from the West by the Finn-
ish Defence Forces, such as the decision in 1992 to 
buy F-18 Hornet fighter jets. Two years later, Finland 
signed a Partnership for Peace agreement with NATO. 
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Finland joined the European Union in January 1995, at 
the same time as Austria and Sweden.  

 
NATO co-operation was included in Fin-
land’s foreign and security policy for the 
first time in the 1999 Government Pro-
gramme. Several forms of NATO co-
operation emerged: the Partnership for 
Peace, military exercise co-operation, cri-
sis management operations, and the NATO 
compatibility of the Finnish Defence Forc-
es. 

 
In 2007, Finland’s option to apply for NATO mem-

bership was included in the Government Programme 
for the first time. This NATO option was also included 
in subsequent Government Programmes. Finland 
joined NATO’s rapid reaction force (the NATO Re-
sponse Force) in 2008, and in 2014, Finland signed a 
host country agreement with NATO, the purpose of 
which is to facilitate practical co-operation between 
Finland and NATO.  

Since 2015, Finland has participated in the NATO-
led operation in Afghanistan, for instance. Even more 
importantly, the Finnish Defence Forces began to ad-
just its equipment and operating methods to be NATO-
compatible. Without exaggeration, it can be said that 
even before Finland’s accession to NATO, the Finnish 
Defence Forces were more NATO-compatible than the 
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armed forces of some countries that already were 
members of the alliance. 

 
It may sound ironic, but it is an undeniable 
fact that Finland was ultimately taken into 
NATO not by our country’s political elite, 
but by the Russian President Vladimir 
Putin and the invasion he started in 
Ukraine in February 2022.  

 
As a result of the invasion, the Finnish people be-

came supporters of NATO membership “overnight”, 
and the Finnish Parliament turned almost unanimously 
to favour NATO membership. Before the invasion – 
more specifically in January 2022 – support for NATO 
among Finns was less than 30 percent, despite the war 
in Georgia in 2008 and the start of the war in Ukraine 
in spring 2014. The speed of the change is aptly il-
lustrated by the fact that already in May 2022, three 
out of four Finns were in favour of NATO member-
ship. In line with the principles of a functioning democ-
racy, the Finnish President Sauli Niinistö took public 
opinion into account and started Finland’s NATO ac-
cession process (Table 1).  
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Table 1. Finland’s NATO accession process 

17 May 2022: The President of the Republic of Finland 
decides, on the proposal of the Government, to notify the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) of Finland’s 
interest in engaging in talks on accession to NATO. 
 
18 May 2022: Finland’s declaration of interest in acceding to 
NATO is delivered to the NATO Secretary General in a letter 
signed by the Minister for Foreign Affairs. 

29 June 2022: NATO invites Finland to become a member 
in connection with the Madrid Summit. 

4 July 2022: The President of the Republic decides to 
submit Finland’s letter of intent to NATO concerning its 
accession to the North Atlantic Treaty and its commitment to 
the obligations of NATO membership.
 
5 July 2022: All NATO member countries sign Finland’s Ac-
cession Protocol, and Finland becomes an observer mem-
ber of NATO (invitee). 
 
5 December 2022: The Finnish Government submitted a 
proposal on Finland’s accession to NATO to Parliament. 
 
1 March 2023: Parliament approved the government pro-
posal on Finland's accession to NATO.
 
23 March 2023: President of the Republic of Finland ap-
proved the accession and the bill for the Act to bring into
force the NATO Accession Agreement. 
 
30 March 2023: All NATO member countries have ratified
the Accesion Protocol of Finland. 
 
4 April 2023: Finland became a full member of NATO. 

Source: Finnish Government. 
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In March 2023, the Finnish Parliament voted on 
NATO membership. Only seven of the 200 members of 
the Finnish parliament did not support NATO 
membership. The only ones to vote against Finland’s 
NATO membership were the MPs of the Communist 
Party of Finland’s successor, the Left Alliance, and a
one-man party’s MP.  

At the beginning of April 2023, a 
geopolitically significant moment in 
Finland’s history took place. Finland 
acceded to NATO, and thus Finland finally 
succeeded in detaching from the leash that
Stalin had placed around the neck of the 
Maiden of Finland.  

Finland’s NATO membership and the sanctions 
related to Russia’s invasion in Ukraine have had vari-
ous consequences for Finland and its economy. First-
ly, Russia’s share in Finland’s foreign trade col-
lapsed. In May 2023, Russia accounted for only one 
percent of Finland’s foreign trade. Before the start of 
the war in Ukraine, the situation was different: in 2013, 
Russia accounted for just under 15 percent of our for-
eign trade (Table 2).II
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Table 2. Russia’s share in the Finnish foreign trade 

 2013 2021 May 2023 

Russia’s share in Finnish 
exports (value-based) 10 % 5 % 1.2 %

Russia’s share in Finnish 
imports (value-based) 18 % 12 % 0.7 % 

Russia’s share in Finnish 
crude oil imports (volume-
based) 

86 % 81 % 0.0 % 

Russia’s share in Finnish 
petroleum product imports 
(volume-based) 

35 % 34 % 0.0 % 

Russia’s share in Finnish
coal imports (volume-
based)

68 % 45 % 0.0 %

Russia’s share in Finnish 
electricity imports (vol-
ume-based) 

26 % 37 % 0.0 % 

Russia’s share in Finnish 
pipe gas imports (value-
based) 

100 % 76 % 0.0 % 

Russia’s share in Finnish 
liquefied natural gas im-
ports (volume-based) 

- 72 % 0.0 % 

 

* Finland, among some eastern EU member states, still im-
ports uranium from Russia to be used in the nuclear reac-
tors. A quarter of Finland’s current nuclear power capacity 
was built in the Soviet era, and thus these reactors still use 
Russian uranium. 

Source: Customs Finland. 
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Secondly, the Russian government took Fortum’s 
power assets in Russia under its control in the same 
month that Finland joined NATO. Before this nationali-
sation, the company accounted for at least three quar-
ters of the total investment value of Finnish companies 
in Russia. At that time, the value of Fortum’s assets in 
Russia was EUR 5–10 billion, depending on the calcu-
lation method.  

Thirdly, Russia has closed down the Finnish con-
sulates in Petrozavodsk and Murmansk as well as its 
own consulate in Lappeenranta and has already de-
cided to close down the Finnish Consulate General in 
St. Petersburg in October 2023. 

In response, Finland plans to close down the Rus-
sian Consulate General in Turku in October 2023. It is 
also possible that Finland closes down the Russian 
Consulate in Mariehamn, Åland Islands, and perhaps 
even withdraws from the convention on Åland’s demili-
tarisation. It is also possible that in the future, foreign 
NATO troops will be permanently stationed on Finnish 
soil.  

If Russia uses a nuclear weapon in Ukraine, either 
directly or via Belarus, Finland should acquire a nucle-
ar weapon together with the other Nordic countries and 
the Baltic States or even alone. It should not be forgot-
ten that NATO’s nuclear deterrent is largely based on 
US nuclear weapons. In addition to the United States, 
only France and the United Kingdom have their own 
nuclear weapons. When contemplating NATO’s nucle-
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ar deterrent, it should not be forgotten that there will be 
presidential elections in the United States in November 
2024 and the former US President Donald Trump’s atti-
tude towards NATO has been reluctant, at least in pub-
lic. Another Republican politician, Ron DeSantis, has 
also stressed in his statements that the European 
NATO countries must take responsibility for Europe’s 
security. In his opinion, the United States should focus 
on curbing the growth of China’s influence.  

Finland’s NATO membership undoubtedly in-
creases the security of our country as our neighbour 
Russia is pursuing an aggressive foreign policy, and 
after Putin, Russia’s foreign policy may become even 
more intense. NATO’s common defence enhances Fin-
land’s security but does not guarantee it. For this rea-
son, Finland must continue to make additional invest-
ments in its military. In my opinion, NATO’s recom-
mendation of using 2 percent of the country GDP for 
defence spending is not enough for Finland; instead, 
Finland should invest at least 3 percent of its GDP in 
defence.III In addition to additional financial contribu-
tions, general conscription, the comprehensive security 
concept and additional investments in internal security 
are essential for Finland’s defence and security.  

I have worked researching Russia for more than
30 years, and I am delighted to say that Finland’s ac-
cession to the EU in 1995 and to NATO in 2023 are the 
most significant events during my career. Finland has 
finally fully joined the community of Western countries. 



65 

However, this does not mean that the Russian threat is 
over, but we are now better prepared for the future. 
The eastern threat will only be over when the Kremlin 
realises how destructive its empire nostalgia is, both 
for itself and for its neighbours.  

Lessons from Finland's NATO membership pro-
cess for other countries aspiring to NATO: NATO 
membership was never an intrinsic value for Finland, 
but part of Finland’s separation from Russia’s sphere 
of influence and the completion of Finland’s western 
integration. This process has lasted throughout Fin-
land’s independence, starting with the disarmament of 
the Russian troops on Finnish soil in 1918, continuing 
with the gradual joining of Western organizations that 
strengthen Finland’s status in international politics, and 
ending with Finland’s NATO membership in April 2023. 
Some valuable observations in Finland’s NATO mem-
bership process are the Western arms purchases, 
which ensured the compatibility of the Finnish Defense 
Forces with NATO even before the actual membership 
was realized. Another noteworthy point is that Finland 
advanced its NATO membership cautiously without 
causing a conflict with Russia. In my opinion, however, 
Finland should have joined NATO as early as 1999 
with the countries of Eastern Central Europe, or at the 
latest in 2004, when the Baltic States joined NATO. 
Unfortunately, Finland’s then-leadership did not yet 
comprehend that Russia was on its way to an empire-
nostalgic dictatorship. 
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The prerequisite for the security of Finland 
and the whole of Europe is democratic de-
velopment in the neighborhood of the Eu-
ropean Union. I hope the leaders of North 
Africa, the Middle East, Belarus and Russia 
understand the importance of democracy, 
because dictatorships are only quasi-
sustainable states. All dictatorships fall 
sooner or later, causing instability and 
possibly even endangering the existence 
of these states. 

I hope that I will still see someone at the head of 
Russia who values democracy and respects funda-
mental human rights, both in Russia and elsewhere. 
My hope may be futile but it is also necessary so that 
we Finns, too, do not see, and possibly also experi-
ence, turbulence caused by Russia in the future.  
__________________________________________ 
I. With the 2019 intelligence legislation, Supo became the 
security and intelligence service responsible for Finnish civil-
ian intelligence. The Finnish Defence Forces have their own 
military intelligence unit. 
 
II. By comparison, in 2022, Russia accounted for more than 
60 percent of Belarus’s foreign trade, and the country’s en-
ergy supply relied almost entirely on energy coming from or 
through Russia.
 
III. In 2022, Russia officially spent more than 4 percent of its 
GDP on its military. In reality, the proportion is higher. 
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RUSSIA / USA

Belarus as a geopolitical key 
to the security of Europe 

Yuri Felshtinsky 

The Eastern European state of Belarus, bordering 
Russia, Poland, Ukraine, Lithuania, and Latvia, and 
being a kind of buffer between Russia and Europe and 
having no ports of its own -- in the modern world is in-
tended to be a convenient transit zone connecting East 
and West, Russia and Europe. This has been the case 
since late 1991 when Belarus gained its independence. 
By 2022, this transit zone had become a springboard 
for the attack on Ukraine and Russian troops' potential 
invasion of Eastern Europe.  

The transformation of Belarus from an in-
dependent democratic country to a Rus-
sian protectorate led by a Kremlin-
controlled dictator took 25 years. Alexan-
der Lukashenko, elected president in 1994, 
believed neither in democracy nor in the 
independence of his country.  

His election was the result of the Belarusian peo-
ple's fatigue from the severe economic turmoil of the 



69 

early 1990s caused by the collapse of the USSR and 
the disappearance of the planned state economy (fa-
miliar to Soviet citizens), which had not yet been re-
placed by the market economy. It came into operation 
a little later. These economic shocks were easily 
played on by the cunning Lukashenko, who promised 
his voters stability and prosperity. The price of this sta-
bility was not yet clear in 1994.  

On December 8, 1999, shortly before his resigna-
tion from the presidency, the decrepit Boris Yeltsin 
(who on December 31 would place Russia under the 
control of state security – namely Putin) signed a de-
cree “On the creation of the Union State of Russia and 
Belarus.” By then Lukashenko was already an authori-
tarian dictator. Putin was only starting this path. Both of 
them refused to release their power. Both remain in 
charge of their countries for life.  

More and more, Belarus was drawn into the orbit 
of the Russian Federation, gradually becoming a 
springboard for the Russian aggression against its 
neighbors. First of all, Ukraine, Poland, and Lithuania 
were in the risk zone. The appearance of Russian air 
bases in Belarus, constant joint exercises, and Rus-
sia's formal commitment to protect the external border 
of Belarus became real indications that in the upcom-
ing military conflict, Belarus would be on Russia's side 
and would provide its territory for the attack.  

Russia's first military campaign against Ukraine, 
launched in March 2014, was only partially successful. 



70 

Russia seized Crimea and launched Operation No-
vorossiya to seize eastern and southern Ukrainian ter-
ritories and break through to Moldova's Transnistrian 
region, where Russian troops, numbering 3,500 at the 
time, had been concentrated since 1995. However, 
Operation Novorossiya failed. Russian troops were un-
able to make their way to Transnistria. Apart from Cri-
mea, Russia's only success in the 2014 campaign 
could be considered the unleashed war in Donbas and 
the formal formation of the unrecognized "Donetsk" 
and "Lugansk" People's Republics. 

Belarus avoided direct participation in that armed 
conflict on the side of Russia, but in the political and 
diplomatic sphere, it openly supported Russian ag-
gression. It is not by chance that the bondage terms of 
the "peace agreements" imposed on Ukraine were 
formalized in Minsk and were called “Minsk agree-
ments.”  

 
In Belarus itself, the situation changed 
dramatically after Lukashenko lost the 
2020 presidential election. Lukashenko re-
fused to admit defeat and leave office. The 
protest movement was brutally sup-
pressed, including with the help of Russian 
troops who were secretly transferred from 
Russia and dressed in Belarusian uni-
forms. Lukashen-ko managed to stay in 
power, now as a dictator. But he lost any 



71 

autonomy in his relations with Russia and 
Putin.  
 

Belarus was gradually being flooded by the Rus-
sian army. The year 2022 was approaching, and Rus-
sia was scheduled to invade Ukraine. Belarus was to 
play a vital role in this military campaign: the target of 
the main strike of the Russian army this time was Kyiv, 
and they would attack from Belarus. Starting the 2022 
campaign with strikes from the South and East, as was 
done in 2014, would mean turning the war into trench 
warfare from the first weeks of advance. The offensive 
from the North against Kyiv was supposed to provide 
Russia with a victorious blitzkrieg, comparable to the 
Crimean operation of March 2014. 

 
Lukashenko provided the territory of Bela-
rus to concentrate Russian troops and at-
tack Kyiv. Shortly after the war began, at 
Putin's direction, he called Ukrainian Pres-
ident Vladimir Zelensky on Putin's behalf 
and offered for Ukraine to capitulate. 
Zelensky refused.  
 

The war has been going on for a year and a half 
and has claimed the lives of hundreds of thousands of 
people. It can end under three conditions: if Ukraine's 
Western allies decide to provide Ukraine with the nec-
essary number of offensive weapons, including long-
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range missiles; if they allow Ukraine to use these 
weapons to strike the territory of the enemy - the Rus-
sian Federation, including Moscow; and if they, togeth-
er with Ukraine, eliminate the threat to Ukraine, Po-
land, Lithuania, and Latvia coming from Belarus, be-
cause today, after a year and a half, Belarus continues 
to be the most important geopolitical threat to those 
nations. This is indicated by numerous aggressive 
statements of the Belarusian dictator Lukashenko and 
his propagandists, the withdrawal of Belarus from the 
status of a nuclear-weapon-free state at the end of 
February 2022, and, finally, the beginning of transfers 
to Belarus of Russian tactical nuclear weapons and 
military formations of the Wagner Group threatening to 
invade Ukraine, Poland, and Lithuania from the Bela-
rusian territory.  

 
One can consider many theoretically pos-
sible scenarios for the end of the Russian-
Ukrainian war. But none of these scenarios 
will guarantee peace for Ukraine and East-
ern Europe unless it provides for the sim-
ultaneous liberation of Belarus from Rus-
sian occupation, the fall of the Lukashenko 
regime, and the restoration of democracy 
in Belarus. In fact, without the liberation of 
Belarus, it is impossible to end the Rus-
sian-Ukrainian war.  
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Russia's loss of control over Belarus would make 
it impossible for Russia to conduct military operations 
against Ukraine from the north, condemning it to trench 
warfare against the Ukrainian army in the south and 
east -- two directions, that from the military and strate-
gic points of view are absolutely hopeless. Russia can 
neither win the war against Ukraine nor make any sig-
nificant progress in this war deep into Ukraine from the 
East and South if it loses Belarus, while Eastern Eu-
rope, with the liberation of Belarus, would acquire the 
most important security buffer separating Eastern Eu-
rope and Russia. 

 
Belarus has all the necessary conditions to 
restore its independence. The population 
of this country already demonstrated its 
commitment to democracy in 2020, when it 
tried to force Lukashenko to resign 
through a peaceful protest movement. 
Hundreds of opposition politicians ended 
up behind bars. A number of opposition 
leaders have been forced to leave the 
country. They are abroad and are ready to 
return to their homeland to continue their 
activities as soon as circumstances allow. 

Tens of thousands of Belarusians left the state, 
where it was now impossible to live and work freely. 
But they will return to Belarus with the return of democ-
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racy. The armed forces of free Belarus today already 
fight together with the Ukrainian army against Russian 
aggression in Ukraine. These people are ready to initi-
ate and lead the national liberation movement of Bela-
rus, for its liberation from Lukashenko's regime and 
Russian occupation. The natural allies of Belarus in 
this struggle will be Ukraine and NATO countries, in-
terested in eliminating the threat to Europe from the 
Lukashenko regime controlled by Putin.  

At the legislative level, a democratic Belarus will 
have to revise and disavow all of the agreements that 
were reached by the old government to the detriment 
of the country's interests and independence. Belarus 
must regain its nuclear-free status, renounce the de-
ployment of Russian nuclear weapons on its territory, 
withdraw from numerous political agreements with 
Russia, including the Union Treaty of December 8, 
1999, and various military agreements, and refuse to 
cooperate with Russia through the CIS, CSTO, and 
EAEU. Withdrawal from these interstate structures is a 
prerequisite for Belarus' independence. 

To ensure the military-political and economic se-
curity of its country in the future, the new government 
of Belarus will have to consider joining NATO, on the 
one hand, and the European Union, on the other. 
Bringing Belarus as well as Ukraine into NATO and the 
EU will finally allow Europe to create a single bloc of 
allied states along Russia's borders, capable of coun-
tering any potential military threat coming from Russia, 
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guaranteeing the European continent the peace that 
Russia has broken in this century at least four times: in 
August 2008 (in Georgia), in March 2014 (in Ukraine), 
in January 2022 (in Belarus), and in February 2022 
(again in Ukraine). 

 
Belarus will not be able to preserve its in-
dependence if it remains outside NATO 
and the EU and instead declares neutrality 
or joins some regional associations like 
the Baltic-Black Sea Union.  

The question of another Russian attempt to seize 
it will only be a matter of time, just as it was a matter of 
time for Ukraine in the period 2014-2022. 
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A VIEW FROM HUNGARY

Belarus’ road to NATO 

Dr. István Gyarmati

Belarus in NATO? What a stupid idea! That’s what 
most would react to such a proposal. But “stupid ideas” 
might turn out no less than vision that might happen 
and might happen sooner than most could imagine. Let 
me elaborate briefly why I think this is not a “stupid 
idea”, but even more than a vision: an unavoidable ne-
cessity. 

There are big differences in how people – even 
experts – see the current security situation in Europe. 
This is not surprising: what we see today is an im-
mensely complicated situation that resembles the Cold 
War, but in many respects it is different. The origins 
are different, the main players are different compared 
to what they were in the second half of the Twentieth 
century, the solutions – if any – are different and the 
perspectives are different, too. 

 
Belarus’ NATO membership must be 
looked at from two perspectives.  
First: is it what the Belarus people want?
Second: what is the strategic context with-
in which such an analysis makes sense? 
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Let’s start with the first. It is very clear – 
and the last elections, especially its after-
math showed it unambiguously – that the 
Belarus people want democracy, freedom 
and a normal life.  

 
Just like other people in Europe (and worldwide). 

They see a shining example in Central and Eastern 
Europe, where former Soviet colonies became normal 
democracies. And, surprise surprise – they are all (cur-
rent or upcoming) members of NATO (and the Europe-
an Union). That alone is a strong argument in their 
(and our) eyes to join these countries as democratic, 
free, independent states (by implication also members 
of NATO and the European Union). But that is not the 
whole picture. There is no doubt that the people of 
Belarus want democracy and independence. But I 
don’t want to suggest that they all see and accept that 
in the geostrategic situation of Belarus – and drawing 
the consequences from the Russian aggression 
against Ukraine – they understand that NATO mem-
bership is the only way to unquestionably secure the 
country’s independence thus also make sure there is 
no interference from outside (Russia) to undermine 
democracy.

Why is that? It is easily understandable if we look 
at history and the current situation. First, the people of 
Belarus were socialized in a Soviet-type regime. A dic-
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tatorship that constantly suggested them that this form 
of Government is the best and, by implication, the only 
way to guarantee stability in and security of the country 
is through cooperation with Russia.  

This argument cannot be easily dismissed. For 
sure, good neighbourly relations with a much stronger 
power can be very beneficial. Provided this neighbour 
is democratic, has no aspirations to interfere with the 
internal affairs of the country concerned, does not have 
the tendency and the desire to dominate others, espe-
cially its neighbours and, ultimately, does not want to 
annex them, one way or the other. 

That all sounds – and can be – good, but Russia 
is not such a country. Russian history is the history of 
Russian expansionism – be it in the good old form of 
conquering territories or under the disguise of “interna-
tionalism”. Current day Russia is no exception: on the 
contrary: Putin’s Russia is more aggressive than most 
of its predecessors – including even the post-Stalinist 
Soviet Union.

For Putin Ukraine is only the first step. His goal is 
– not the restoration of the Soviet Union. He goes far 
beyond that. His vision is „русский мир” – Russian 
world. What does it mean? In short – and admittably 
little simplified – it means that wherever Russians líve, 
lawfully Russian territory. Even more: wherever 
Russians have ever lived, is lawfully Russian territory. 
This is not a new concept: remember, what was tűé
title of the Tsar? He/she was the „Tsar of all Russians”. 
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Not”of Russia”, but”of all Russians”. i.e. wherever 
Russians live the Tsar is their ruler. And with it comes, 
of course,the territory, where they live. 

Iljin ad Dugin – the ideologists of Putin’s court – 
have made it very clear. So did Putin himself – 
admittedly, not very recently, as in the current situation 
it would sound just a little ridiculous, but many times in 
the course of the past years. And he never gave it up. 
Ukraine is only the first step – he and his lieutenants 
said it frequently and very clearly The „draft treaty” 
presented in December 2021 clearly reflected that the 
next step would be to restore the Russian domination 
over Central and Eastern Europe thus de facto killing 
NATO. Which clearly shows that his next goal would 
be conquering those countries, after they have lost the 
NATO umbrella.

So, the Belarus people need democracy to 
understand what it takes to be safe and 
secure with the Russian neighbor. This will 
be part of the education people always and 
everywhere need after the transition from 
dictatorship to democracy (one of the mis-
takes we, in several Central and Eastern 
European new democracies made was that 
we did not explain what democracy really 
means, what it takes to promote democra-
cy in our own country and how security is 
an important part of democracy). 
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That being said, it will be a difficult, but not impos-
sible task. It must be part of Belarus’ preparation for 
NATO. I don’t want to go into details of what it takes to 
become eligible and prepared for NATO membership. 
The above-mentioned task will be one of them. Al-
ready here I want to state: we must not envisage a 
decade long process. Democracy must be sta-
bilzed quickly. And together with that the country’s 
security must be secured. I would suggest, it should 
take a few years, not more, after democracy will have 
been established in Belarus. 

Just one word about the present. I am convinced 
those who want (democratic) change in Belarus should 
already now start to explain what it takes for Belarus to 
become safe and secure. It must start to enlighten 
people about the dangers Russia is posing to the coun-
try. And when the question arises, how to deal with that 
danger, the NATO option becomes obvious. 

One of the biggest challenges (is) and will be how 
to deal with Russian propaganda. Have no doubt, even 
after democracy will have been established in Belarus, 
Russia will not stop its subversive propaganda. On the 
contrary: it will become stronger and even more ag-
gressive. And they will find allies and supporters within 
the newly democratic Belarus, too. It is a bit challenge 
– for the democratic countries in Europe at present, as 
well - how to resist Russia propaganda. It will be a 
daunting task for Belarus, too. 
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Let’s move to the second issue, the strategic con-
text. 

NATO enlargement has been a controversial issue 
all the time. Part of the controversies was Russian op-
position, which – while grossly exaggerated, can be 
seen as understandable, though not acceptable. Part 
of it, that has been even more difficult to understand 
and overcome, was (is) opposition from within: quite a 
few politicians, and even more experts, thus also part 
of the public opinion has opposed NATO enlargement 
all the time. We do not want to go into the reasons of it, 
just concentrate on one “reason”: Russia’s legitimate 
security interests must be taken into account and satis-
fied.  

In itself, this is a legitimate and acceptable reason-
ing. There is, however, one little problem: what is legit-
imate?  

Those mentioned above suggested, it is Russia 
and Russia alone that can define what legitimate secu-
rity interests are. Even in the case of a democratic 
country it is not entirely true: security is a complicated 
issue. One country’s security affects the security of 
others. The closer the other country is, the more. Con-
sequently, neighbors are, as a rule, more affected. To-
day, in the era of globalization – and warfare is being 
globalized, too this is less significant, but still basically 
true. Accordingly, only those security interests can be 
recognized as legitimate that take into account and 
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honor the security interests of others, especially those 
of neighbors. 

The issue is even more complicated if the country 
in question is not a democracy. In the case of Russia, 
nobody in her/his right mid has ever claimed that Rus-
sia was a democracy – with the exception of Putin, but 
that does not deserve serious consideration (sure, Ke-
rensky and Yeltsin could be seen as intending to cre-
ate democracy, but they failed). Accordingly, what the 
leadership of those countries, in our case Russia, does 
not necessarily reflect the real interests of the people, 
of the country, and this is increasingly true, when it 
comes to security. And when we speak of Russia, 
whose history has been the history of expansion, who 
never hesitated to use force to underline and imple-
ment its expansionist policy, it must be clear: that the 
security interest as defined by the Russian leadership, 
could not be seen as “legitimate”.  

What are then the legitimate security interests of 
Russia? It is an extremely complicated issue as it is 
very difficult to find the credible source of it. Is it the 
Russian internal opposition? Not really, as they are 
many times also under the influence of some Russian 
ideology (see Solzhenitsyn or even Navalny). 

Or is the foreign politicians and/or experts? It is, in
principle, incorrect to suggest that foreigners are the 
holders of truth in relation to a country. But in practice, 
it is even more difficult as experts widely differ when 
they try to define what Russia’s security interests are. 
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The conclusion is that -as it has been in the past – 
it will be also in the future to find a credible definition of 
Russian security interests that would be universally or 
even majority acceptable – even if it does not include 
the Russian leadership. A pragmatic solution – or ra-
ther modus vivendi – could be to try to agree on what 
are NOT legitimate, thus not acceptable security inter-
ests of Russia. In such an effort even most of the Rus-
sia-appeasers could agree. And ultimately: every coun-
try, and also NATO and the European Union will offer a 
definition that will serve as theirs and will serve as the 
basis of their strategy towards Russia. 

Let’s look at what cannot be accepted as legiti-
mate security interest of Russia – all of them have 
been declared as legitimate by Putin. 

The right to influence, or even determine the type 
and composition of the Government of another country. 
Yes, I know: what about the United States and other 
democratic countries interference by “democracy build-
ing”? Again, this deserves and other, or more, similar 
essays, let it limit to saying that it is different, if some-
body wants to support the efforts of the people to get 
rid of dictatorship and create some kind of democracy 
and the opposite: to support or create internal forces to 
establish a dictatorship. Yes, in some cases, the Unit-
ed States and others have doe similar things, too, it 
might be seen as a mistake, but for sure, does not give 
the right to do it again and again. And one more differ-
ence: the last time the United States was conquering 
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and annexing territory, happened in the 19th century, 
while Russia is in the process of just doing it and has 
done it all the time. 

And one more remark: we, who cherish 
values of democracy, the rule of law and 
human rights should not feel ashamed to 
admit: yes, we think sometimes it is legiti-
mate, moreover: our obligation “to inter-
fere” with the internal affairs of another 
country. In some cases it is legitimate and 
in accordance with international rules in 
the case of “humanitarian interventionI” or 
in the case of “gross violations of human 
rightsII”.

But it is time to be bold and go further: in some 
cases, exceptionally, we should do it, even if it is not 
necessarily in accordance with international rules: de-
mocracy promotion – if it is done as an exception and if 
it is done right – if different from imperialist dictator-
ships invading other countries. Let’s have the courage 
to say: two similar things are not always similar. Our 
principles are superior to those of dictators as they 
serve the common good of the people - accordingly 
they can justify certain steps that are not necessarily 
legal – but the right thing to do. 

Let’s come back to NATO. The most fre-
quently used argument against NATO ex-
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pansion is that it would provoke Russia 
and would trigger Russian reaction that 
would lead to large-scale conflict, World 
War III, etc. Before arguing, let’s have a 
look, why has NATO been enlarged in the 
past decades? And the answer is: for the 
same reason why it was established in 
1949. The Russian threat and the fear of a 
Russian invasion. Now, if it was legitimate 
to “provoke the Russians” in 1949, and it 
was legitimate “to risk a large-scale con-
flict” in 1949 for the reason that countries 
and peoples were afraid of Russian expan-
sion, why is it not legitimate to do it now? 

The reason for the creation and the expansion of 
NATO is the same: Russian expansionism and ag-
gressiveness, and frequently direct threat to other 
countries.  

The reaction to it should not be to suggest – or 
demand – to take Russia’s” legitimate security interests 
“ into account, accept them and base our policy o that 
assumption, but to make it impossible for Russia to re-
alize those “legitimate interests” as they are NOT LE-
GITIMATE. Strange as it might sound it is also in the 
interest of Russia, the Russian people to contain Rus-
sian expansionism. First, it saves them from a devas-
tating war that would destroy much of their country and 
kill millions of Russians. I don’t think it would be a real 
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consolation to those people that millions of others will 
be killed, too. I also believe that if and when the centu-
ries long Russian imperialistic policy will come to an 
end, Russia’s internal situation will also slowly change 
for the better. Nationalism and incitement to war will 
give place to real problems: democracy, good neigh-
borly relations, cooperation. The money wasted for 
preparations for war will be spent for the good of the 
people. It is my strong conviction that democracy will 
not be able to progress in Russia as long as this impe-
rialistic warmongering remains in the center of Russian 
policy. 

While we hardly can influence the internal situa-
tion in Russia (but try to help emerging forces of de-
mocracy), we might be very well able to create the ex-
ternal circumstances that will slowly undermine and 
weaken this Russian foreign policy thus slowly opening 
the way for a more realistic and cooperative one thus 
also weakening the internal dictatorship of Russia. 

In addition to the strategic reasons that Russia 
expansionism, revisionism and aggressiveness, thus 
the Russian threat must be opposed for the sake of our 
own security, it is clear to me that it is also in the inter-
est of the Russian people. 

NATO is the only structure that can effec-
tively withstand the Russian threat. If we 
want to make NATO more capable, we 
need to do everything possible to make it 
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happen. New members make NATO 
stronger. New members bordering Russia 
even more so. Accordingly, we must finish 
building real European security by accept-
ing the remaining three states, Ukraine, 
Georgia and Belarus in NATO. 

Yes, the conditions are not yet ripe to do it imme-
diately. Not because of the war in Ukraine as the Vilni-
us decisions not to accept Ukraine in NATO are coun-
terproductive, since they give Russia the right of veto – 
which never happened before and it is ridiculous that 
this happened when Russia is weaker than ever before 
-, but also for other reasons, both internal in the three 
countries and also external ones. But we must be 
clear: NATO must expand to fill the still existing gaps. It 
will not only strengthen the Alliance thus the security of 
its members (including the new ones), but also help 
Russians reform their own country, make progress to-
wards democracy. 

 
____________________________________________ 
I. The reference to the "right" of humanitarian intervention 
was, in the post Cold-War context, for the first time invoked 
in 1990 by the UK delegation after Russia and China had 
failed to support a no-fly zone over Iraq.
 
II. As defined by the OSCE 
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A VIEW FROM BELARUS

Belarus in NATO is Indispensable 
for European Security 

 
Andrei Sannikov 

The security void of the 90s 

Post-war security architecture was shaken and af-
fected by two geopolitical events: the fall of Berlin wall 
in 1989 that meant the unification of Germany, and the 
collapse of the totalitarian Soviet Empire.  

After the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 and 
the re-emergence of independent states, the issue of 
changing security architecture in Europe was recog-
nized as a crucial one but no reliable solution was 
found. 

The complexity of the challenges that the newly 
independent states were facing were not realized ei-
ther by these states themselves, nor by the outside 
democratic world and their institutions.  

The end of “The Cold War” was perceived as the 
overall victory of the West, of its “soft power’, and the 
mission was to be completed with resolving the prob-
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lem of “hard power”, left after the confrontation of the 
two political systems.  

In other words, it was deemed sufficient to deal 
with huge arsenals of conventional weapons in Europe 
with the help of The Conventional Forces in Europe 
(CFE) Treaty and confidence building measures and to 
ensure control over Soviet nuclear weapons by adapt-
ing the nuclear disarmaments treaties concluded be-
tween the USSR and USA.  

International security and nuclear and convention-
al disarmament were not at the top of the list of the pri-
orities of the newly independent states. State building 
challenges, pressing economic issues, the necessity to 
introduce reforms and the lack of resources dictated 
the real hierarchy of priorities.  

 
Past Mistakes that Lead to Today’s 
Catastrophe 
 
The independent states, that re-emerged after the 

collapse of the USSR, had to conduct difficult security 
negotiations with the West and between themselves 
under pressing and more burning problems. No won-
der under the pressure of the circumstances, many 
mistakes were made, and many strategic decisions 
were taken in a hurry.  

 
One of the gravest mistakes was the ap-
proval of Russia’s succession of the USSR 
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in the UN Security Council and other inter-
national organizations. The approval was 
the result of Russia cheating during the 
negotiations and literally faking the docu-
ment that other CIS (Commonwealth of In-
dependent States) states signed without 
knowing exactly what they were signing.i 

Other permanent members of the UN Security 
Council supported Russia’s foul play and recognized 
its status as the successor of the totalitarian state thus 
giving a lot of international leverage to the unpredicta-
ble entity still heavily intoxicated with imperialism. (Im-
agine there is no Russia as a permanent member in 
the UN Security Council today! International peace and 
security would be in much better shape).  

The democratic world and world leaders in the 
early 90s were viewing Russia as an emerging democ-
racy and giving it much more leeway in international 
affairs than was reasonably acceptable. Besides, the 
free-market world was interested in the huge Russian 
market and was willing to bend the rules a little bit to 
have that market. 

Thus, when Russia invented the term “blizhneye 
zarubezhye”, the West promptly translated it as “near 
abroad” and recognized it as a political reality thus 
helping to preserve Russia’s domination in the post-
Soviet area. 
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The attempts to start meaningful discussion on the 
future European security, let alone broader internation-
al security, were not serious despite the new possibili-
ties that were created after the changed geopolitical 
situation and the new, more open channels of commu-
nication between former rivals. 

The relations between the remaining superpower, 
USA, and what remained of the other superpower, 
Russia, became more transparent but still with a sub-
stantial degree of suspicion on both sides.  

Despite all proper declarations about commitment 
to democracy, rule of law and respect for sovereignty 
of its neighbors, Russia never wished to let them go 
and considered all newly independent states as its 
“sphere of influence”.  

 
New Possibilities and New Divisions 
 
The collapse of the Soviet Union meant inevitable 

dissolution of the Warsaw Pact ii. 
In fact, the formal dissolution of the Warsaw Pact 

in July 1991 preceded the formal denunciation of the 
USSR in December that same year.  

The geopolitical changes at the end of the 20th 
century, that were supposed to eradicate dividing lines 
between East and West, didn’t produce the desired 
result and in some cases created new divisions be-
tween countries of the former Eastern bloc and the 
countries of the former Soviet Union. The countries of 
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the former Warsaw Pact and the three Baltic states 
knew that they wanted to be integrated in the West and 
were moving in this direction at different speeds but 
with determination.  

Former parts of the USSR couldn’t afford them-
selves such a luxury as a free geopolitical choice. They 
had to deal with their common interdependence and 
dependence on Russia first. To some extent European 
republics of the former USSR, by agreeing to establish 
CIS and to subordinate themselves to Russian domina-
tion, made a decisive contribution to a relatively safe 
passage of Central European countries from the politi-
cal East to the political West. 

In the 90s those dividing lines didn’t seem to be 
dangerous but gradually they were becoming more dis-
tinct again, separating part of Europe from the whole. 
The search for new security arrangements eventually 
resulted in two tendencies that roughly shaped the sit-
uation in the region in the 21st century. 

These tendencies had opposite vectors: 
- one was voluntary accession to the North Alli-

ance of the former Warsaw Pact members supported 
by the population of those countries. 

- another was the new military pact hastily created 
and controlled by Russia where several CIS countries 
were coerced into signing the Collective Security Trea-
ty (CST)iii 
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It is worth noting that the CST was signed much 
earlier than the first enlargement of NATO that oc-
curred in 1998.  

NATO in early 1994 established the Partnership 
For Peace (PfP) program by which, according to US 
President Clinton, NATO would give way for countries 
in Eastern Europe, including those that were part of the 
Soviet Union and even Russia itself, to work together 
"for the best possible future for Europe".iv That was an 
attempt from the side of NATO that was trying to find 
some ground for cooperation in the area of security 
with Russia and the other newly independent states. It 
was reluctantly accepted by Russia. However Central 
European states were not happy with the program, 
fearing that it could become an obstacle to their full 
membership. 

These countries also were very cautious with 
Russia, fearing retaliation, and didn’t openly declare 
outright their NATO ambitions. At one moment Poland 
even put on the table an idea of a "NATO-bis," or a 
shadow NATO, for East Central Europe.  

The hesitancy and cautiousness of former War-
saw Pact members was understandable: firstly they 
needed to get rid of Soviet troops on their territories, 
which was not an easy exercise, fraught with chaos 
and risks. When that was eventually achieved, the road 
to NATO was cleared and Central European countries 
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led by the Visegrad Group started their accession to 
the Alliance. 

What About Belarus?  

Similar to all the other independent states that 
emerged after the collapse of the USSR (except Baltic 
states, of course), Belarus was not able to claim its 
NATO aspiration even if it would have wanted to do so. 
In the early 90s, Belarus became independent but was 
not free. The democrats had never been in power in 
Belarus. The politics were affected by the retrograde 
communist majority in the parliament and the govern-
ment, and the rise of Lukashenko. That’s why Belarus 
was not able to formulate any free and independent 
security concept. 

However, Belarus was a net contributor to the Eu-
ropean and international security by playing a con-
structive role in security and disarmament negotiations 
on conventional forces and on nuclear arsenals of the 
former USSR.  

Russian armed expansion in Georgia in 2008 and 
Ukraine in 2014, that went practically unpunished, was 
understood by Putin as a weakness of the West and 
served as a basis for his decision for a full-fledged war 
against Ukraine that started in February 2022.  

There were other factors that paved the way for 
the unprecedented bloody war in Europe. 
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One of these factors was the dictatorship of 
Lukashenko in Belarus, which in many ways served as 
a model for the Putin regime and that provided all the 
necessary conditions including logistics, for Russian 
aggression.  

Dictatorship always means war, be it the 
war of dictators against their own people 
or, as in the case of Russian attack on 
Ukraine, monstrous war against the neigh-
bors. The most efficient way to prevent war 
is to get rid of the dictatorships.  

 
Despite a horrendous record of human rights 

abuses, even political killings, Lukashenko was al-
lowed to live quite comfortably for almost 30 years, 
easily surviving short periods of “sanctions” that were 
so mild until 2020. Even in 2020, when there was a 
revolution in Belarus, the reaction of the West was very 
slow and not effective. Surviving the revolution and 
brutally cracking down on the protesters, Lukashenko 
eagerly provided the territory of Belarus to his fellow 
dictator Putin to attack Ukraine. The war against 
Ukraine had been prepared quite openly during large 
scale Russian-Belarusian military exercises on the ter-
ritory of Belarus. The West preferred not to see the 
dangers of future war in these drills.  
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There is no alternative to NATO 

The barbaric Russian war unleashed on Ukraine 
made it crystal clear what kind of security Europe 
needed. 

Europe is threatened by Russia and pro-
tected by the North Atlantic Treaty Organi-
zation. As simple as that.  

 
All the efforts to engage Russia on common secu-

rity, all attempts “not to alienate” Russia, were nothing 
else but appeasement of a belligerent dictatorship.  

Fearing Russia, Ukraine has tried for many years 
to get a positive and definite decision on its member-
ship in NATO. The Bucharest Summit of the Alliance in 
2008 is often blamed for not meeting the expectations 
of Georgia and Ukraine. This prompted Russia to in-
vade Georgia that same year and Ukraine in 2014. 
However, it was not the denial of MAP (membership 
action plan) per se that was the failure of Bucharest, 
but the yielding to Putin who put up an ultimatum to 
stop future NATO expansion, and after it was met, he 
was allowed to speak at the Summit to further humili-
ate Georgia and Ukraine. 

It was a hard lesson for NATO that mishandled the 
whole situation in 2008. It was even harder, tragic, and 
lethal for Ukraine where people are today sacrificing 
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their lives to save their country and the whole of Eu-
rope from the ruthless murderers from the East. 

Ukraine has a legitimate right to demand an ur-
gent decision on its membership in NATO and such a 
decision should follow promptly after Ukraine wins its 
war against Russia.  

At the same time, it must be said that lasting 
peace is possible in the region and in Europe only with 
a free and democratic Ukraine and a free and demo-
cratic Belarus. 

Geopolitical significance of Belarus 

Belarus holds an extremely important place in Eu-
rope in many respects. Its geostrategic importance is 
due to two geographical regions adjacent to Belarus in 
the east and the west. These are the Smolensk Gate 
and the Suwalki Gap. 

The Smolensk Gate, the area between the West-
ern Dvina and Dnieper rivers, is one of the main stra-
tegic corridors important for cross-border trade be-
tween East and West, and it is important not only for 
Russia, but also for the second economy in the world, 
China. 

At the same time, the Belarusian Smolensk Gate 
is the route through which the Russian Empire repeat-
edly invaded Europe and through which the Russian 
Federation today invaded Ukraine with the goal of tak-
ing Kyiv.  



99 

It is known from history that when Russia 
begins its invasion of Europe through the 
Smolensk Gate, it reaches the Vistula River 
and goes further - to the Elbe and Danube. 

 
The second geostrategic area, the Suwalki Gap, 

acquired special significance after the collapse of the 
USSR and the Warsaw Pact. The Gap is extremely 
important for the security of the Baltic region since it 
separates Belarus and the Russian exclave Kalinin-
grad. This Gap is the only road and rail link between 
Poland, Central Europe and the Baltic states. In the 
event of an invasion, the Gap would cut off the three 
countries from the mainland of Europe. For these rea-
sons some experts call the Suwalki Gap “NATO’s 
Achilles heel.” 

During periods of tension between Russia and the 
West, Belarus becomes a key geopolitical factor. It de-
pends on its policy whether the situation will escalate 
(if Belarus sides with Russia), or whether a detente is 
possible (if Belarus becomes democratic and rejoins 
Europe). 

 
Inevitable Security Choice for Belarus 
 
Since the renewed independence of Belarus, dif-

ferent security options were discussed to find a worka-
ble solution before the time comes for a free and quali-
fied choice on security issues.  
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For quite a long time many democratic opposition 
politicians and groups were contemplating the idea of a 
Baltic-Black Sea Union, put forward in 1992 by the 
Belarusian Popular Front, as a buffer to international 
formation without NATO and Russia’s military bases.  

Something similar was offered by Ukraine. In April 
1993, Kyiv prepared the project of the creation of the 
Central and East European Space of Stability and Se-
curity (CEESSS)v  

Clearly those were attempts to find a security ar-
rangement that would protect Eastern Europe from 
Russia. They didn’t work, even in Ukraine although the 
country was much more independent from Russia. 

That geopolitical concept in the form of Intermari-
um exists today within the EU (alas without Ukraine 
and Belarus), more as an economic project. It is clear 
that for the European countries outside the European 
Union it cannot be a security solution. 

The war that Russia unleashed against Ukraine 
and the reaction of the world, has illustrated that all 
regional arrangements are shaky and unreliable con-
structions in the face of the aggressiveness of Russia. 
Russia being a country that can easily break all its in-
ternational obligations and denounce all security and 
disarmament treaties and agreements. 

NATO was the only security entity that 
came to help Ukraine and has been rescu-
ing the country ever since.  
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Ukraine today, rightfully has started to negotiate 
security guarantees aimed at protecting the country 
from the repetition of Russian aggression in the future. 
Such guarantees are impossible if they do not include 
a free and democratic Belarus.  

The recent history demonstrates that Belarus, un-
der the dictatorship, is used by the perpetual aggressor 
of the Kremlin as a springboard for war against Eu-
rope, and will continue to be used until the country is 
free and democratic.  

Free Belarus will need to become a NATO mem-
ber as soon as possible to protect its independence 
and prosperity. 

At the same time, NATO needs Belarus in order to 
prevent future Russian aggression from this “balcony” 
and to seal the obvious gap in the European security. 

Such is the hard-won conclusion of more than 
three decades of the developments in the region after 
the end of “the cold war”. 
____________________________________________ 
I. https://www.un.org/en/about-us/member-states/russian-
federation 
 
II. Warsaw Pact- a collective defense treaty established by 
the Soviet Union and seven other Soviet satellite states in 
Central and Eastern Europe: Albania, Bulgaria, Czechoslo-
vakia, East Germany, Hungary, Poland and Romania (Alba-
nia withdrew in 1968).  
 
III. The Treaty was signed on May 15, 1992 in Tashkent by
the Heads of six countries: Armenia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz-
stan, Russia, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. In December 1993 



102 

after a lot of pressure from Russia and from communist forc-
es inside the country Belarus had signed the Treaty as well. 
Despite the similar pressure and even blackmail from the 
side of Russia, Ukraine managed to stay away from this 
trap. 

IV. https://heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein. 
journals/dsptch13&div=20&id=&page 
 
V. CEESSS had to include the Baltic States, Ukraine, Bela-
rus, Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Austria, 
Bulgaria and Romania.  
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A VIEW FROM UKRAINE

NATO - the most efficient security 
model for Belarus in future 

Pavlo Klimkin 

The current security of Belarus is at an all-time low 
since its independence. Its sharp deterioration is de-
termined by a variety of factors that begin to add up to 
a single mosaic. A systematic analysis of these factors 
is impossible within the framework of a short review 
and requires considering more than just open sources, 
especially to model their mutual influence and possible 
“resonance” or even explosive effect. However, the 
main elements affecting the security of Belarus are 
quite clear for general analysis of the situation. 

Firstly, the critical level of coordination of foreign 
and domestic policies with the Russian Federation.

This does not mean that the Belarusian leadership 
is not capable of making its own decisions in domestic 
politics, but its field is limited by financial and economic 
dependence on the Russian Federation. “Harmoniza-
tion” of the economic space will make this independ-
ence rather formal. There is virtually no room for ma-
neuver under the current conditions in matters of for-
eign policy. 
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Secondly, Belarus is a member state of the Col-
lective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), but at the 
same time, it is the only state within the organization 
that has provided its territory and infrastructure for 
Russian aggression against Ukraine. This made Bela-
rus not only a formal legal ally, according to CSTO 
documents, but also a de facto ally of the Russian 
Federation, which must bear political and legal respon-
sibility for the consequences of the aggression. The 
imposed sanctions are a part of this responsibility. The 
sanctions cannot be lifted or weakened until the end of 
the war and, accordingly, until the responsibility is de-
fined and consequences are faced. Other CSTO mem-
ber states are taking a formally neutral position and 
going on with “balancing”. Return to the status quo is 
already impossible for Belarus as the point of no return 
has passed. At the same time, Belarus bears legal re-
sponsibility for providing its territory as a base for the 
deployment of Russian forces and also shares respon-
sibility for all the criminal actions of the Russian Feder-
ation. 

Additionally, Russian Armed forces are still using 
the infrastructure of Belarus not only for the deploy-
ment but also for the attacks on the territory of Ukraine. 
This means that the leadership of Belarus has agreed 
to participate in the continued aggression and thus its 
responsibility keeps growing. This raises the question 
of the necessity and legitimacy of actions to prevent 
such developments on the territory of Belarus. Within 
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the framework of international law and, in particular, 
the UN Charter, Ukraine has the right to self-defence, 
which is not limited to the territory of Ukraine.

Accordingly, further escalation of sanctions 
and other pressure also makes sense and meets 
the key principles of international law. 

Furthermore, Russian tactical nuclear weapons 
are placed in the territory of Belarus. This makes Bela-
rus a target for special monitoring by NATO and its 
member states and also incorporating planning a re-
sponse to threats of a nuclear strike from the territory 
of Belarus, including the re-targeting of some means of 
deterrents. There are carriers of these tactical nuclear 
weapons on the territory of Belarus, which in terms of 
strategic deterrence puts it on the same level as the 
Russian Federation. Accordingly this changes the na-
ture of the necessary response measures, taking into 
account the proximity of the location of nuclear weap-
ons and the carriers to NATO member states and 
Ukraine. 

Also, the level of infiltration by Russian security 
forces and other structures has reached a critical level, 
and it is no longer possible to determine to what extent 
the Belarusian leadership controls them. It can be as-
sumed that the Russian Federation can already now 
exercise effective control over the elements of these 
structures, and probably over the structures as a 
whole.
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Following this, Lukashenka’s alleged “participa-
tion” in negotiations around the pacification of 
Prigozhin’s coup extended Russian domestic politics to 
Belarus, and the deployment of the remnants of Wag-
ner’s troops on its territory clearly confirms this. More-
over, Belarus is affected by Wagner's activities abroad, 
which also makes it a legitimate target in terms of 
countering the Wagner Group.

Finally, the Russian Federation uses the territory 
of Belarus for provocations against Poland and Lithua-
nia, deliberately and artificially creating “tension” on the 
border by establishing supply chains for the so-called 
“refugees”. Belarus's neighbours have to spend signifi-
cant resources to reduce these threats, including me-
dia efforts. 

It's obvious that all the developments associated 
with the Russian Federation will, directly and indirectly, 
affect the security of Belarus even without going into all 
the details. Moreover, Belarus, under current condi-
tions, is vulnerable to any changes or even moves in 
Russian domestic politics. 

The Russian Federation believes that Belarus be-
longs to the so-called “Russian world”. Both the Rus-
sian leadership and the Russian people agree with 
this. Accordingly, Belarus has "conditional" independ-
ence, since it is in the real sphere of influence of the 
Russian Federation. Russia considers the so-called 
“Union State” project temporary. The goal of this pro-
ject is the actual absorption of Belarus. 
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Belarus took an advantageous position and sup-
ported its economy through its jurisdiction over its terri-
tory to circumvent the sanctions imposed on Russia. 
However, this advantage was negated on February 24, 
2022. The Belarusian economy is critically dependent 
on the Russian one under the sanctions, even when 
trying to balance it out with the help of China. Russian 
business is inextricably linked with the Russian power 
clans and it's obviously using this situation to strength-
en its position in Belarusian economic affairs. 

Belarus can retain the formal attributes of inde-
pendence only on the condition that all elements of the 
country’s state structure are subordinate to Russia, but 
even such an option is a risk for the Kremlin. Changes 
in the consciousness of Belarusians, the strengthening 
of national identity and the change of generations - all 
these will gradually separate Belarus away from Rus-
sia. The current leadership of Belarus relies heavily on 
the generation that still remembers the USSR, yearns 
for it and sees its reincarnation in modern Russia. 
However, it is obvious that Belarusian society is capa-
ble of independent thinking and the analysis of the sit-
uation even in the conditions of total propaganda and 
the dominance of official rhetoric. Russia's dominance 
will obviously cause resistance and protest. Russia will 
lose its position even if the situation develops moder-
ately and gradually. This means that time is working 
against the Kremlin and the current level of control 
over Belarus does not provide future guarantees, 
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which means that the status quo can only be short-
term and cannot suit the Russian Federation for the 
future.  

 
The authorities managed to overcome the 
protest surge after the last rigged presi-
dential elections but it also gave many a 
hitherto unprecedented feeling of the abil-
ity to influence events in the country. Even 
in a latent state, this feeling constitutes a 
fundamental challenge to both current 
Belarusian and Russian leadership. 

 
Russian aggression against Ukraine temporarily 

protects Belarus, since launching one of the Russian 
plans to reset Belarus in these conditions will create 
new, unpredictable, risks. Nevertheless, the Kremlin 
will launch these plans if it feels that time is working 
against it and that the risks can be minimized. This 
creates an extremely dangerous situation for Belarus 
and raises the question of a permanent and long-term 
vision of security for Belarus. 

Russian aggression against Ukraine has 
completely destroyed the existing security 
system in Europe. It's impossible to return 
to the previous situation even with all its 
shortcomings. The security model for 
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Ukraine should become part of the Euro-
pean model.  
 

There are three sets of solutions in general terms. 
The first involves the creation of a stable Ukraini-

an state with a strong and combat-ready security and 
defence sector, the provision of the necessary types 
and quantities of weapons, as well as sufficient finan-
cial support that is, turning Ukraine into a kind of “por-
cupine”. The operational implementation of this model 
is possible through a number of agreements or ar-
rangements with certain states and/or international or-
ganizations. This model is often called the “Israeli” 
model, although this is not entirely true. Israel has nu-
clear weapons, albeit unofficially, while Ukraine does 
not, and this is a critical difference. Also, Israel's 
agreements with the United States provide the concept 
of “qualitative military superiority”, which Israel must 
maintain. In the case of Ukraine, a similar concept with 
the code name “quality deterrence capability” is need-
ed, which should be integrated into the overall NATO 
concept of deterrence of the Russian Federation even 
before Ukraine joins NATO.

The second option provides for a system of secu-
rity guarantees for Ukraine - unilateral or multilateral. 
These must be legally enforceable and credible guar-
antees, similar to those the United States provides to 
Japan or South Korea based on the concept of “ex-
tended deterrence”. It is obvious that the United States 
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must be part of the system of these guarantees, which, 
in turn, raises the question of Ukraine’s immediate en-
try into NATO. There are risks of a European fragmen-
tation in NATO's strategy as the solidarity of the NATO 
members is the decisive factor. 

And finally, the third option provides for Ukraine's
membership in NATO. This is the only permanent and 
clear option in terms of obligations and deterrence, it 
leaves no “grey zones” and uncertainty - legally and 
politically. 

Obviously, these options are not mutually exclu-
sive and may overlap. It is also obvious that successful 
integration of Ukraine into the EU is impossible without 
a stable and reliable security element. Membership in 
the North Atlantic Alliance is the only way to achieve 
this in the future.  

In this regard, the question arises about the secu-
rity model for Belarus and its place in the European 
security system, since the current situation can only 
lead to the establishment of Russian control over Bela-
rus, with or without the formal statehood attributes. At-
tempts to annex Belarus will cause long-term protests 
in Belarusian society, which the Russian Federation 
will not be able to minimize. Belarus can't exist as an 
independent state, as being Russia's ally it entails the 
risks described above. At the same time, the future Eu-
ropean security system excludes “grey zones”, be-
cause this enables uncertainty and therefore creates 
additional danger. Belarus will likely be tempted to 
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maintain a “neutral” position, judging by its history, 
mentality and existing sentiments. Moldova is not very 
successful, but still is an example of this. However, 
“grey zones” create even more unpredictable risks.  

 
One of the key features of the future Euro-
pean security system should be the ab-
sence of such zones. 

 
Although this looks like “non-scientific fiction,” the 

best option for Belarus is to join the European security 
system with subsequent membership in NATO. Only 
this option minimizes and almost eliminates the poten-
tial risks that exist today. It is difficult to imagine this 
option in the current realities, but it is quite possible in 
the future. Most Belarusians may be unable and unwill-
ing to imagine themselves as part of NATO today, but 
just a few years ago – before 2014 – the majority of 
Ukrainians had a positive attitude towards the Russian 
Federation. Moreover, the current de facto ruler of Bel-
arus, Lukashenko, was the most popular foreign leader 
among Ukrainians. 

For a very long time, it seemed to many that 
Ukraine’s place in the “grey zone” suited everyone and 
even provided an opportunity to make a balance be-
tween the West and Russia. There were ideas about 
“cities as connecting links” between them. The fallacy 
of this approach is that such links should be subjective 
and self-sufficient, which in the current conditions is, 
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firstly, unattainable, and secondly, does not allow 
Ukraine, and also Belarus in the future, to realize its 
European identity.  

 
Ukraine and Belarus both belong to Cen-
tral Europe. 

 
The use of quasi-Soviet paraphernalia cannot hide 

the fundamental differences in the mentality of Rus-
sians and Belarusians. Belarusians will be able to re-
store their identity only by confirming their belonging to 
Western civilization, which involves accepting and us-
ing the Western security model, which means NATO. 
Only such a development can eliminate some level of 
hostility between Ukraine and Belarus. Moreover, such 
processes will give grounds for the creation of a new, 
properly balanced Central European identity as part of 
a pan-European self-identification. After all, the other 
neighbours - Poland and Lithuania - are also wary of 
Belarus. 

Belarus can join NATO and the EU only when key 
requirements are fulfilled: sustainable democracy and 
the rule of law. Only a new Belarus can become part of 
European bodies. However, recent events related to 
the falsification of the presidential elections have 
shown that there is a potential for civil consciousness 
in Belarus, as well as the desire to be heard and exer-
cise their rights. This is exactly what guarantees the 



113 

future of Belarus. Any other path is the path of turning 
Belarus into a province of Russia.  

 
Joining European bodies can happen 
much faster than many people believe. 
Ukraine can and should become a driver 
for Belarus, just as it became a driver for 
Moldova, and this will happen in the fore-
seeable future. 
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