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Abstract

This article explores the history of relations between Ukraine and Belarus from 2014 to 2020, highlighting the
last period of improved ties between Aleksandr Lukashenko and both official Kyiv and the EU. Lukashenko
successfully leveraged the events of Euromaidan and the onset of Russian aggression against Ukraine to
portray himself as a “third party” acceptable to both sides of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict and to EU
countries. The establishment of Minsk as a negotiating post resulted in the lifting of EU sanctions, and
economic cooperation between Belarus and Ukraine grew during this time. Although Lukashenko accom-
plished his immediate objectives, this era ultimately failed to foster robust Belarusian-Ukrainian relations or to
liberalize the conditions within Belarus. Furthermore, on February 24, 2022, Belarus emerged as an aggressor
state against Ukraine, marking the end of the thaw in bilateral relations that had occurred from 2014 to 2020.
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Introduction
The year 2014 was significant for Ukraine, marked by the Revolution of Dignity, Yanu-
kovych’s escape, Russia’s annexation of Crimea, and the onset of aggression in the Donbas
region. This year not only represented a turning point for Ukraine but also ushered in a new
phase in bilateral relations with many neighboring countries, including Belarus.

The new geopolitical reality required both countries to explore new avenues for cooper-
ation and regional policy. For Belarus, the political landscape following the Ukrainian
revolutionwas burdened by commitments arising from itsUnionStateAgreementwithRussia.

Stosunki Międzynarodowe–International Relations 2025, Special Issue 117

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.12688/stomiedintrelat.17957.1
https://doi.org/10.12688/stomiedintrelat.17957.1


According to this agreement, Belarus must coordinate every step it takes in the
international arenawithRussia1. Despite this, bothUkraine andBelarusmanaged to quickly
achieve their own goals in bilateral relations within the new political reality.

Ukraine received legitimization of the new government from Belarus after the Revo-
lution of Dignity, along with assurances that Russian troops would not launch attacks on
Ukraine from Belarusian territory.

As a result, Belarus, due to its neutral stance regarding the conflict betweenUkraine and
Russia and its proposal to host international negotiations on its territory (includingmeetings
of the Normandy Format and the Trilateral Contact Group), achieved a relative normali-
zation of relations with European Union countries and saw the lifting of sanctions imposed
on the government following the repression of protesters and opposition in 20102.

The period of stability in Ukrainian-Belarusian relations and Belarus’s relations with
the EU lasted until August 2020, when mass anti-government protests erupted in Belarus
following the disputed presidential elections. Just before that, Ukraine initiated the estab-
lishment of the Lublin Triangle – a diplomatic regional format connecting Lithuania,
Poland, and Ukraine.

Despite the use of physical violence and repression against protesters in Belarus, a joint
appeal from the foreign ministers of the Lublin Triangle to the Belarusian authorities was
issued. However, Ukraine’s reaction to the events in Belarus following the start of the
protests was generally passive and delayed compared to that of Poland and Lithuania.

This article aims to clarify Ukraine’s response to the protests in Belarus through the lens
of Belarusian-Ukrainian relations since 2014. To fully grasp this context, it is essential to
examine the trends and political choices that shaped the relationship between Belarus and
Ukraine between 2014 and 2020. Consequently, a suitable periodization for this timeframe
is suggested.

Consequently, the starting date of this study is February 22, 2014. On this date, the
Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine issued a decree for the self-removal of President Viktor
Yanukovych from his responsibilities, leading to Oleksandr Turchynov’s assumption of
the role of acting President of Ukraine.

The first part of the article focuses on Belarus’s role in legitimizing Ukrainian power
after Euromaidan and will cover the period from February to May 2014.

The second part examines the period from May 2014 to May 2019 and considers
Belarus’s role as a venue for international negotiations regarding the Ukraine war, its votes
on Ukraine-related issues in the UN, the development of bilateral relations during this time,
and Alexandr Lukashenko’s response to Ukraine’s 2019 presidential elections.

1
“Договор о создании Союзного государства” [“Treaty on the establishment of the Union State”], 2025,

https://www.consultant.ru/document/cons_doc_LAW_25282/.
2
“ЕС снял санкции с Лукашенко и ещё 169 белорусских чиновников” [“EU lifted sanctions on

Lukashenko and 169 other Belarusian officials”], February 15, 2016, https://www.bbc.com/russian/
news/2016/02/160215_eu_lukashenko_sanctions.
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The third part of this work discusses the development of bilateral relations during the
early years of President Volodymyr Zelensky’s term.

Furthermore, the last section focuses on the events following August 9, 2020, and
Ukraine’s response to the widespread political repression in Belarus. The latest date
referenced in this article is September 4, 2020, when representatives from five parliamen-
tary parties of the Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine voiced their support for the Belarusian
people’s struggle for democratic rights and freedoms.

The research hypothesis will be formulated based on subsequent events, positing that
the strategy of maintaining close ties with the Lukashenko regime—intended to enable him
to balance relations between Russia, Ukraine, and the EU—did not achieve its objectives. It
failed to promote democratization in Belarus, did not protect Ukraine from potential
Russian aggression originating from Belarus, and did not result in peace, which was the
primary aim of the Minsk Format.

Starting from the stated goal and research hypothesis, we can highlight the fundamental
research questions:

- What changes occurred in Ukraine’s policy toward Belarus after 2014?

- What objectives did Ukraine aim to achieve with this policy?

- Why were these objectives not realized?

The observational method appears effective in addressing the questions mentioned above.
By observing the actions of the Ukrainian authorities toward Belarus from 2014 to 2020, we
will gain a deeper understanding of the logic behind the Ukrainian authorities’ actions in the
Belarusian context during that period, as well as the reasons why this policy failed to
achieve its intended goals.

The period from 2014 to 2020 inUkrainian-Belarusian relations, as well as Belarusian-EU
relations, appears to be a unique final opportunity for the development of genuine cooperation
between Aleksandr Lukashenko and democratic states. The failure of this attempt can
generally be viewed as evidence of the a priori impossibility of peaceful coexistence between
democracy and authoritarian regimes. Without endeavoring to prove or disprove this broad
assertion, this article will present an analysis of a specific example of establishing such close
contact, thus enriching the research area for future scholars of international relations theory.

Belarus and the Validation of Ukrainian Authority After
Euromaidan (February-May 2014)
The unusual and complex transfer of power to Oleksandr Turchynov, the Chairman of the
VerkhovnaRada, followed the escape ofYanukovych. This situationmade the international
recognition of the new government the most pressing issue for Ukraine at that time.

The day after Turchynov took office as acting president, the Prime Minister of the
Russian Federation, Dmitry Medvedev, expressed doubts about the legitimacy of the
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Ukrainian government3. On that same day, February 24, 2014, Viktor Yanukovych was
already in Russia4.

The issue was that Yanukovych never signed any resignation documents nor stated that
he was resigning from the presidency. Furthermore, on February 27, 2014, Yanukovych
acknowledged that he still considers himself the president of Ukraine5. By March 1, 2014,
Yanukovych, as the president of Ukraine, sent a letter to Vladimir Putin requesting the
introduction of troops into Ukrainian territory6.

As a result, the issue of international recognition of the new Ukrainian authorities
gained significant importance. The European Union acknowledged the legitimacy of acting
president Turchynov immediately after the vote in the Verkhovna Rada on February 277.
However, there remained a risk that a coalition of states could form around Russia, refusing
to recognize the new Ukrainian government.

This could lead to serious issues for Ukraine on the international stage, or even increase
the risk of a civil war. A similar situation of dual power was observed in Venezuela, where
from 2019 to 2023, there were two presidents who did not recognize each other.

In this matter, Belarus’s position on recognizing or not recognizing the new Ukrainian
authorities was particularly significant at the time. Given its cultural, economic, and
political ties, Belarus is the closest country to both Russia and Ukraine. This is why Belarus
could start forming a coalition of nations that refuse to recognize the new Ukrainian
authorities. If Belarus were to recognize the new authorities, it would suggest the absence
of such a coalition.

Russia’s stance on this issue would be overlooked. The initial signal that Russia would
be the only country not to recognize the new Ukrainian authorities emerged in mid-March
when Oleksandr Turchynov was listed on the CIS website as the acting president of
Ukraine. By the end ofMarch, Belarus’s position regarding the situation in Ukraine became
evident. On March 27, Belarus voted against United Nations (UN) resolution 68/262
concerning the territorial integrity of Ukraine and the annexation of Crimea8.

3
“Медведєв засумнівався у легітимності української влади” [“Medvedev questioned the legitimacy of

Ukrainian authorities”], February 24, 2014, https://www.pravda.com.ua/news/2014/02/24/7016075/.
4
“Янукович утверждает, что уехал из Украины «с ручной кладью»” [“Yanukovych claims he left

Ukraine "with hand luggage only"”], November 28, 2016, https://interfax.com.ua/news/general/386615.html.
5
“Янукович по-прежнему считает себя президентом Украины” [“Yanukovych still considers himself

president of Ukraine”], March 4, 2014, https://www.interfax.ru/world/361530.
6
“Янукович 1 березня звернувся до Путіна по військову допомогу” [“On March 1, Yanukovych asked

Putin for military assistance”], March 3, 2014, https://day.kyiv.ua/news/271221-yanukovych-1-bereznya-
zvernuvsya-do-putina-.

7
“ЄС визнає легітимність повноважень Турчинова” [“EU recognizes the legitimacy of Turchynov’s

powers”], February 23, 2014, https://www.5.ua/svit/yes-vyznaie-lehitymnist-povnovazhen-turchynova-15777.
html.

8 Betliy, Olena, Preiherman, Yauheni, “Аудит зовнішньої політики: Україна–Білорусь” [“Foreign policy
audit: Ukraine–Belarus”]. Institute of World Policy (2016): 10, https://iwp.org.ua/en/publication/audyt-
zovnishnoyi-polityky-ukrayina-bilorus/.
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The next day, during an interview on the Ukrainian political talk show “Shuster Live”,
Lukashenko openly recognized for the first time the legitimacy of the new Ukrainian
government. On March 29, Lukashenko took an even greater step in recognizing the
Ukrainian authorities by hosting the acting President of Ukraine, Turchynov, at his
residence.

Lukashenko realized the perspective of future events and the ongoing role of Belarus in
the negotiation process. The vote against the UN resolution can be explained by Belarus’s
obligations to Russia within the Union State()9. There was no strong position from Russia
regarding the recognition of the Ukrainian authorities, which allowed Belarus some
freedom of action. Even then, Lukashenko began pursuing a policy of neutrality regarding
the situation in Ukraine.

Later, it helped him smooth relations with the European Union and even achieve the
lifting of sanctions. Another significant gesture recognizing the new Ukrainian authorities
by President Lukashenko was his visit to Kyiv. He was present at the inauguration of the
new President, Petro Poroshenko, on May 7. However, so far, the issue of recognition has
not been as pressing; the day before the inauguration, Vladimir Putin met Poroshenko for
the first time as the president-elect. This meeting took place in France during the celebra-
tions of the anniversary of the Allied troop landings in Normandy. At this meeting, both
presidents, along with Angela Merkel and Francois Hollande, established the Normandy
Format together.

The Role of Belarus in the Negotiation Process Regarding the War
in the Donbas Region and Ukrainian-Belarusian Relations (May
2014 – May 2019)
The first meeting of the Tripartite Commission, which included representatives from
Ukraine, Russia, and the separatists, took place in June 2014 in the Donetsk region, which
had already been occupied by separatists. However, it was clear that in the long term,
meetings could not be held in Donetsk all the time, primarily for security reasons, and a
neutral venue for negotiations was needed.

On July 29, the President of Ukraine’s website published information that Petro
Poroshenko had requested Alexandr Lukashenko to facilitate further negotiations inMinsk.
Belarus appeared to be an ideal neutral venue due to its strong and close relations with both
Ukraine and Russia. There would be no issues or protests from the other side regarding the
visit toMinsk. The effectiveness ofMinsk as a negotiation venuewas similarly described by
Denis Melyantsov, an analyst at the Belarusian Institute of Strategic Studies.

He wrote: “Minsk looks like an optimal platform not only due to the continuity of the
process with Ukraine, but also due to the convenience for the representatives of Russia.
Moreover, Belarus has additional potential to facilitate the negotiation process as a state

9 Betliy, Olena, Preiherman, Yauheni, [“Foreign policy audit: Ukraine–Belarus”]: 9.

Ukrainian-Belarusian relations in 2014-2020 121



that understands Moscow’s strategic concerns, as well as the security situation in the
region and actively improves relations with the West10.”

The first meeting in Minsk occurred on August 1, 2014, during the Customs Union-
Ukraine summit. On August 26, the initial meeting between Poroshenko and Putin,
following the inauguration of the Ukrainian president, also took place in Minsk. Two
weeks later, the Minsk Protocol on a bilateral ceasefire was finalized.

Consequently, Belarus became a permanent negotiation hub for the conflicting parties
in Eastern Ukraine. This role enabled Belarus to gradually start emerging from the period of
international isolation that began after the imposition of sanctions in 2010 (though it
actually started even earlier).

Belarus could rely on regular visits from high-ranking European officials. On August
1, Nursultan Nazarbayev, along with Poroshenko and Putin, visited Minsk. More impor-
tantly, Catherine Ashton, the then EU representative for foreign affairs and security policy,
was present. This positioned Minsk as a hub for Eastern European policy, creating
significant opportunities for the Belarusian government in negotiations and diplomacy,
particularly with European Union countries.

During that period, there was an effort to involve Belarus in a trade conflict with
Ukraine. On May 1, Belarus implemented a licensing requirement for importing beer from
countries outside the Customs Union, and in June, it introduced a mandatory one-time
permit for the import of pasta, confectionery, cement, glass, and glass packaging. Licenses
were granted only if the final sales prices were agreed upon with the Belarusian authorities,
resulting in a substantial increase in product prices.

In reality, this ban wasminor and only impacted Ukrainian imports, due to the supply of
such products from other countries. Deliveries of beer, sweets, pasta, caramel, and other
confectionery items from Ukraine to Belarus were halted. In response to this unfriendly
action by the Belarusian side, Ukraine imposed a ban on the import of Belarusian tires,
trucks, refrigerators, mineral fertilizers, and dairy products.

Consequently, Belarusian economists acknowledged that the mutual boycott caused
more harm to Belarus than to Ukraine, leading to the abolition of licensing on August 19.
Ukrainian journalists reported that the imposition of licensing in Belarus stemmed from
pressure exerted by the Russian side11.

Another aspect of Belarusian-Ukrainian relations during that time was the involvement
of Belarusian volunteers in the war in the Donbas region on the side of Ukraine. Between
2014 and 2015, at least two Belarusian volunteer military units were formed: the “Pahonia”
detachment first, followed a year later by the tactical group "Belarus," which was initially

10
“Минский процесс: можно ли развить успех минской переговорной площадки?” [“Minsk process:

can the success of the Minsk negotiation platform be developed?”], June 12, 2017, https://minskdialogue.by/
research/analitycs-notes/minskii-protcess-mozhno-li-razvit-uspekh-minskoi-peregovornoi-ploshchadki.

11
“Лукашенко між двох вогнів” [“Lukashenko between two fires”], August 26, 2014, https://www.

eurointegration.com.ua/articles/2014/08/26/7025316/.
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commanded by the “Right Sector” volunteer corps and later became part of the Ukrainian
Volunteer Army12,13.

The reaction of the Belarusian authorities was decisive. In July 2014, the Ministry of
Internal Affairs of Belarus announced that Belarusians who went to fight in Ukraine would
be prosecuted according to Belarusian law. This warning was confirmed in the autumn by
the Belarusian KGB14. At the same time, it should be acknowledged that over the next five
years, there were both Belarusian members of volunteer groups fighting on the Ukrainian
side and fighters on the separatist side in Belarus15.

However, Ukraine not only remained quite passive in defending those who were
fighting on its side, but there were also many instances where Belarusian volunteers could
not obtain citizenship or even refugee status in Ukraine. Sometimes, this was absurdly
justified by the claim that “Belarus is a country where the law applies,” suggesting that its
citizens are not in danger. As a result, they had to either return to Belarus and face
persecution for participating in the war in the Donbas region or emigrate to other coun-
tries16.

The passive reaction of Ukraine to these individuals can be explained by the reluctance
to damage relations at a time when Belarus was already recognized by all as a negotiating
post regarding the conflict in the Donbas region. One can partially observe an analogy
between Ukraine’s passivity toward the repression against volunteers and Ukraine’s
delayed response to the repression against protesters following the presidential elections
on August 9, 2020. In February 2015, set against the backdrop of another escalation in the
Donbas region, a meeting in the Normandy Format was held in Minsk. Presidents Por-
oshenko, Putin, Hollande, and Chancellor Merkel engaged in 17-hour negotiations at
Lukashenko’s Presidential Palace in Minsk.

A few days after the negotiations in Minsk, information surfaced that Lukashenko
might participate in the Eastern Partnership summit in Riga17. Although Belarus was
ultimately represented at this summit by Prime Minister Andrei Kobyakov, the shift in

12
“У рядах ДУК “Правий сектор” створюють білоруський підрозділ” [“A Belarusian unit is being

formed in Right Sector ranks”], August 7, 2015, https://ua.korrespondent.net/ukraine/3548927-u-riadakh-duk-
pravyi-sektor-stvoruiuit-biloruskyi-pidrozdil.

13
“Наші хлопці воюють за Україну…” [“Our boys are fighting for Ukraine…”], March 29, 2016, https://

day.kyiv.ua/article/poshta-dnya/nashi-khloptsi-voyuyut-za-ukrayinu.
14

“КГБ Беларуси грозит тюрьмой воюющим в Украине согражданам” [“Belarus KGB threatens its
citizens fighting in Ukraine with imprisonment”], August 6, 2014, https://censor.net/ru/news/305288/
kgb_belarusi_grozit_tyurmoyi_voyuyuschim_v_ukraine_sograjdanam.

15
“У Білорусі десятьох людей хочуть судити за участь у бойових діях на Донбасі” [“Ten Belarusians to

be tried for fighting in Donbas”], December 14, 2016, https://www.unian.ua/world/1676776-u-bilorusi-desyat-
lyudey-hochut-suditi-za-uchast-u-boyovih-diyah-na-donbasi.html.

16
“Україна шість років воює з Росією на Донбасі. Більшість добровольців досі не можуть набути

громадянство” [“Ukraine has been fighting Russia in Donbas for six years. Most volunteers still can’t get
citizenship”], August 27, 2020, https://zaborona.com/hromadianstvo-dobrovoltsiam/.

17
“Лукашенка можуть запросити на саміт Східного партнерства в Латвії” [“Lukashenko may be invited

to the Eastern Partnership summit in Latvia”], February 20, 2015a, https://www.eurointegration.com.ua/
news/2015/02/20/7031104/.

Ukrainian-Belarusian relations in 2014-2020 123

https://ua.korrespondent.net/ukraine/3548927-u-riadakh-duk-pravyi-sektor-stvoruiuit-biloruskyi-pidrozdil
https://ua.korrespondent.net/ukraine/3548927-u-riadakh-duk-pravyi-sektor-stvoruiuit-biloruskyi-pidrozdil
https://day.kyiv.ua/article/poshta-dnya/nashi-khloptsi-voyuyut-za-ukrayinu
https://day.kyiv.ua/article/poshta-dnya/nashi-khloptsi-voyuyut-za-ukrayinu
https://censor.net/ru/news/305288/kgb_belarusi_grozit_tyurmoyi_voyuyuschim_v_ukraine_sograjdanam
https://censor.net/ru/news/305288/kgb_belarusi_grozit_tyurmoyi_voyuyuschim_v_ukraine_sograjdanam
https://www.unian.ua/world/1676776-u-bilorusi-desyat-lyudey-hochut-suditi-za-uchast-u-boyovih-diyah-na-donbasi.html
https://www.unian.ua/world/1676776-u-bilorusi-desyat-lyudey-hochut-suditi-za-uchast-u-boyovih-diyah-na-donbasi.html
https://zaborona.com/hromadianstvo-dobrovoltsiam/
https://www.eurointegration.com.ua/news/2015/02/20/7031104/
https://www.eurointegration.com.ua/news/2015/02/20/7031104/


rhetoric was clear, since after 2010, European diplomats had consistently stated that Belarus
would not be able to engage actively in European projects until the human rights situation
improved18. Belarus’ stance toward the European Union has also evolved.

At the end of February 2015, Lukashenko acknowledged that he was hopeful for the
“start of a positive dialogue” between Belarus and the EU19. In March 2015, Vatican
Secretary of State Pietro Parolin visited Belarus on a state visit, where he met with the
president, prime minister, and other high-level officials. This marked the first high-level
meetings between Vatican and Belarusian representatives since the freezing of bilateral
relations in 2010, due to the repression of the Belarusian opposition20.) In April 2015, the
EUCommissioner for Enlargement andNeighborhood Policymade a visit to Belarus for the
first time in 5 years.

An indication that clearly showed the EU’s mood toward the Belarusian authorities at
that time was the publication of the decision to lift EU sanctions at the end of October 2015,
just a few weeks after the presidential elections. Although the opposition did not recognize
the election results and the OSCE deemed the vote count to be non-transparent, on October
29, the official EU journal published the EUCouncil’s decision to lift sanctions21. In fact, it
legitimized another five years of Lukashenko’s rule. This was one reasonwhy there were no
significant opposition protests following the 2015 elections, even though protests occurred
after the 2006 and 2010 elections. Initially, the sanctions were suspended for four months,
and at the beginning of 2016, they were lifted entirely.

The improvement of relations between Belarus and the European Union was also quite
beneficial for Ukraine. In the “Foreign Policy Audit: Ukraine-Belarus,” published in 2016
by the Ukrainian Institute of World Policy, we read: “[Minsk’s role as a negotiating post]
increases the chances that Belarus will not participate in anti-Ukrainian or anti-Western
initiatives, which means that it strengthens Ukraine’s security. Namely, Kyiv should look
for ways to eliminate the flaws of the Minsk format, but at the same time not cast doubt on
Belarus’ neutral position towards this conflict22.” (Бетлій О & Прейгерман Є, (2016:13)

A notable increase in Belarus’s role in Ukraine’s foreign policy and Lukashenko’s
supportive rhetoric towards Ukraine facilitated deeper engagement in bilateral relations and
the signing of agreements at the local level, enhancing mutual integration and cooperation

18
“Лукашенко розраховує на “початок доброго діалогу” між Білоруссю та ЄС” [“Lukashenko hopes for

the “beginning of a good dialogue” between Belarus and the EU”], February 24, 2015b, https://www.
eurointegration.com.ua/news/2015/02/24/7031211/.

19
“Ватикан готовий стати посередником між Мінськом та Заходом” [“The Vatican is ready to mediate

between Minsk and the West”] , March 14, 2015c, https:/ /www.eurointegration.com.ua/
news/2015/03/14/7031837/.

20
“Єврокомісар з розширення вперше за 5 років здійснить візит до Білорусі” [“EU Commissioner for

Enlargement to visit Belarus for the first time in 5 years”], April 14, 2015d, https://www.eurointegration.com.ua/
news/2015/04/14/7032889/.

21
“Council Regulation (EU) 2015/1948 of 29 October 2015 amending Regulation (EC) No 765/2006

concerning restrictive measures in respect of Belarus”, 2015, https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?
uri=uriserv:OJ.L_.2015.284.01.0062.01.ENG.

22 Betliy, Olena, Preiherman, Yauheni, [“Foreign policy audit: Ukraine–Belarus”]: 13.
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between Ukraine and Belarus. In July 2017, Alexandr Lukashenko visited Kyiv, during
which a cultural cooperation program for 2017–2021 was established between the minis-
tries of culture of both countries. An agreement on collaboration between the academies of
sciences of the two nations was also finalized.

To enhance bilateral cooperation, a new forum was initiated in 2018 – the Ukrainian-
Belarusian Forum of Regions. The inaugural forum took place in October 2018 in Gomel,
attended by Presidents Lukashenko and Poroshenko23.The second forum occurred a year
later in October 2019 in Zhytomyr and held special political significance, as it marked the
first meeting between Presidents Zelensky and Lukashenko24.The third forum of the
regions of Ukraine and Belarus was scheduled for October 2020 and was set to be held
in Grodno.

While Ukrainian experts deemed the key success of Ukraine’s foreign policy towards
Belarus during this time to be securing the Ukrainian-Belarusian border against military
threats, this assertion appears contradictory25. In 2017, Belarus conducted large-scale
military drills named “West-2017,” despite the friendly rhetoric and the growing bilateral
cooperation. This marked the third instance of such military exercises, with the earlier ones
taking place in 2009 and 2013.

However, after the annexation of Crimea and the onset of Russian aggression in the
Donbas region, the agreements reflecting the new geopolitical reality imbued such exercises
with a completely new context. Ukraine regarded these exercises as a threat, as articulated
by the former Speaker of the Verkhovna Rada, Andrei Parubiy, who warned that, in the
worst-case scenario, the exercises could serve as a pretext for direct aggression or sabotage
activities against Ukraine26.

Despite Lukashenko’s assurances that the exercises were purely defensive in nature,
and the agreement to allow NATO observers to attend them, the decision to conduct such
exercises during this period clearly indicated that Belarusian-Ukrainian relations were
secondary to Lukashenko’s commitments to Russia. This is further evidenced by Belarus’s
consistent voting against UN resolutions concerning the human rights situation in Crimea.
Belarus also opposed the UN resolution on Russian aggression against Ukrainian sailors in
the Kerch Strait at the end of 201827.

23
“У Гомелі стартував перший форум регіонів України та Білорусі” [“First regional forum between

Ukraine and Belarus started in Homel”], October 25, 2018, https://www.ukrinform.ua/rubric-regions/2565807-
u-gomeli-startuvav-persij-forum-regioniv-ukraini-ta-bilorusi.html.

24
“Volodymyr Zelenskyy met with Alexander Lukashenko at the Second Forum of the Regions of Ukraine

and Belarus in Zhytomyr”, October 9, 2019, https://www.president.gov.ua/en/news/volodimir-zelenskij-
zustrivsya-z-oleksandrom-lukashenkom-u-r-57601.

25 Betliy, Preiherman, [“Foreign policy audit: Ukraine–Belarus”]: 15.
26

“Парубій: РФ може використати навчання “Захід-2017” для агресії і диверсій” [“Parubiy: Russia may
use “Zapad-2017” drills for aggression and sabotage”], March 28, 2017, https://www.pravda.com.ua/
news/2017/03/28/7139471/.

27
“General assembly: 56th plenary meeting vote name: Item 34 (a) draft resolution A/73/L.47”, December

17, 2018, https://docs.un.org/en/A/73/PV.56.
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The 2019 presidential elections in Ukraine have posed another challenge for
Belarusian-Ukrainian relations. Many journalists and analysts suggest that one factor that
improved these relations from 2014 to 2019 was the warm personal bond between
Lukashenko and Poroshenko. Furthermore, Lukashenko has often emphasized his excellent
relationship with the Ukrainian president.

On April 8, 2019, eleven days before the second round of elections in Ukraine,
Lukashenko’s interview with the Turkish news agency Anadolu was published. In it, the
Belarusian president expressed his belief that Poroshenko would win the elections. Fur-
thermore, by stating that many votes for Zelensky were cast as a protest, Lukashenko
remarked:

“Let Ukrainians forgive me, but I want to tell them: if you don’t have anyone to vote
for, then you don’t have to vote. Why vote for someone you’re not sure about? After
all, Ukrainians have been through such a difficult political path in recent years.
They have already hadmany incomprehensible promises. Many times, taking risks,
they have believed and supported politicians. And it’s always been the other way
around. The experience of the Ukrainian people in recent years shows that you
shouldn’t take risks. If it doesn’t work out, if there’s no one to vote for, then
re-election. It seems to me that this is better than taking another risk, voting, and
then bitter remorse for ten or more years.”

Certainly, the Belarusian president’s words could be seen as an unwelcoming gesture
towards presidential candidate Zelensky. However, during the pre-election campaigns,
Lukashenko’s remarks went largely unnoticed in the Ukrainian media. Immediately
following the announcement of the exit poll results after the second round, Zelensky spoke
to the post-Soviet countries: “Look at us. Everything is possible28.”

Of course, this also signaled to the Belarusian people that, in principle, every opposition
politician would be considered extra-systemic. Lukashenko welcomed Zelensky, but on
May 20, 2019, during the inauguration of Ukraine’s new president, Belarus was represented
by a deputy prime minister. This was the first time Lukashenko did not attend the
inauguration of a Ukrainian president since 2005.

The Development of Belarusian-Ukrainian Relations during
President Zelensky’s Tenure (May 2019 – August 2020)
Despite these concerning signals during the election campaign in Ukraine, there was no
significant crisis in Belarusian-Ukrainian relations at the onset of Volodymyr Zelensky’s
presidential term. A few months after his inauguration, during the subsequent election
campaign ahead of the parliamentary elections, journalists observed that Zelensky
was mimicking the style of Alexandr Lukashenko in his public discussions with officials.
Vitaly Portnikov notably discussed this in a commentary for the Polish newspaper
“Rzeczpospolita”:

28
“Зеленський звернувся до всіх країн к. СРСР…” [“Zelensky addressed all former USSR countries: look

at us – everything is possible”], April 21, 2019, https://ua.interfax.com.ua/news/election/582675.html.
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“This [the scandalous conversation between Zelensky and the secretary of the
Boryspil city council in the summer of 2019 - O.S.] was not even similar to the
“Servant of the People”, but to the President of Belarus Alexandr Lukashenko. This
is his style. However, Lukashenko completely controls the situation in the country,
not only exiles people, but also dismisses them. Zelensky does not have such power,
he only took on his role29.”

Neither Zelensky nor Lukashenko officially commented on these assumptions.
Zelensky’s behavior and similar comparisons did not signal a deterioration in
Ukrainian-Belarusian relations or indicate any hostility from the Ukrainian president
toward Alexandr Lukashenko. As mentioned earlier, President Zelensky’s first meeting
with Lukashenko occurred in October 2019 in Zhytomyr during the second forum of
Ukrainian regions and Belarus.

The meeting occurred in a friendly atmosphere, with the presidents joking with each
other, and there was no indication of tension in the relations between the presidents or the
countries. “You have never had problems with the territory of Belarus and with Belarus and
you never will. We will always be the nicest and most reliable of your supporters and
partners,” Aleksandr Lukashenko assured Volodymyr Zelensky after a face-to-face meet-
ing30.

The forum proved effective not only due to the pleasant atmosphere but also because of
the productive collaboration between representatives from the two countries. During the
forum, two intergovernmental agreements and 15 agreements on interregional cooperation
between Ukraine and Belarus were signed31. In April 2020, Ukrainian Foreign Minister
Dmytro Kuleba reached an agreement with Belarusian ForeignMinister Vladimir Makei to
hold the Third Forum in October in Grodno32.

During this period, there was a notable improvement in Belarusian-American relations.
In February 2020, U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo visited Belarus. During their
conversation, Alexandr Lukashenko assured him that “the cold period in Belarus-U.S.
relations is over”33). Prior to that, in September 2019, Alexandr Lukashenko agreed with

29
“Zełeński wciela się w Łukaszenkę” [“Zelensky plays the role of Lukashenko”], July 19, 2019, https://

www.rp.pl/Konflikt-na-Ukrainie/190719853-Zelenski-wciela-sie-w-Lukaszenke.html.
30

“Volodymyr Zelenskyy met with Alexander Lukashenko at the Second Forum of the Regions of Ukraine
and Belarus in Zhytomy”, October 9, 2019, https://www.president.gov.ua/en/news/volodimir-zelenskij-
zustrivsya-z-oleksandrom-lukashenkom-u-r-57601.

31
“На форумі регіонів Україна та Білорусь підписали 17 угод” [“Ukraine and Belarus signed

17 agreements at regions forum”], October 4, 2019, https://www.ukrinform.ua/rubric-economy/2793350-
na-forumi-regioniv-ukraina-ta-bilorus-pidpisali-17-ugod.html.

32
“Ukraine and Belarus to summon Third Regions Forum in October 2020”, April 22, 2020, https://www.

kmu.gov.ua/en/news/ukrayina-ta-respublika-bilorus-provedut-tretij-forum-regioniv-u-zhovtni-2020-roku.
33

“Лукашенко: “Період холоду у відносинах Білорусі і США закінчився”” [“Lukashenko: “The cold
period in Belarus–US relations is over””], September 17, 2020, https://mind.ua/news/20207342-
lukashenko-period-holodu-u-vidnosinah-bilorusi-i-ssha-zakinchivsya.
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U.S. Deputy Secretary of State David Hayle that, for the first time in 11 years, the countries
would exchange ambassadors, rather than Charge d’Affaires34.

In practice, however, the Belarusian ambassador to the United States was appointed on
July 20, 2020. However, due to the U.S. not recognizing the results of the presidential
election on August 9, he will most likely be unable to present his credentials. Nevertheless,
the trend from 2019 to the first half of 2020 suggests that the policies of Ukraine, the
European Union, and the United States toward Belarus during this period were consistent
and not contradictory. Democratic countries sought to improve relations with Belarus,
possibly hoping for progressive democratization and a reduction in Russian influence over
the country.

Regarding Ukraine’s relations with Belarus, in addition to the many positive political
developments mentioned earlier, it is important to note that from 2015 to 2019, trade
turnover between the two countries consistently increased. It only declined in the first half
of 2020, and this was more related to the coronavirus pandemic than to political issues.
Belarus maximized its role as a negotiating post, gaining substantial advantages from this
position. Nevertheless, in a geopolitical context, Belarus remained firmly under the
influence of the Russian Federation, as consistently reflected in its votes in the UN and
its joint military exercises with Russia. Belarus enhanced its relationships with the

The Lublin Triangle and Ukrainian Passivity
On July 28, 2020, the foreign ministers of Ukraine, Poland, and Lithuania announced the
establishment of a new diplomatic format known as the Lublin Triangle. “The Lublin
Triangle emphasizes the important role that Ukraine, Poland, and Lithuania play in Central
Europe and the world. Our unity can not only strengthen our countries, but also effectively
counteract common threats, guarantee the security and prosperity of our region,”we read in
the joint declaration of the Ministers of Foreign Affairs35.)

At the same time, Ukraine’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, Dmytro Kuleba, emphasized
that the establishment of this format indicates that Ukraine can not only participate in
regional initiatives but also take on the role of an initiator. (Ibidem) Just a few days later, on
July 31, Kuleba invited Belarus’sMinister of ForeignAffairs, VladimirMakey, to Kyiv as a
guest for the upcoming meeting in the Lublin Triangle format36.

The start of the new initiative led us to believe that the interests of the Lublin Triangle, as
a diplomatic format, encompass the entire Central European region, including Belarus,

34
“США та Білорусь вперше за 11 років обміняються послами. Чому це важливо?” [“The US and

Belarus to exchange ambassadors for the first time in 11 years: why is it important?”], September 18, 2019,
https://www.bbc.com/ukrainian/features-49738965.

35
“Kuleba, Czaputowicz and Linkevičius launched the Lublin Triangle - a new format of Ukraine, Poland

and Lithuania”, July 28, 2020a, https://mfa.gov.ua/en/news/kuleba-czaputowicz-and-linkevicius-launched-lublin-
triangle-new-format-ukraine-poland-and-lithuania.

36
“Дмитро Кулеба запросив главу МЗС Білорусі на зустріч міністрів Люблінського трикутника”

[“Dmytro Kuleba invited the Belarusian Foreign Minister to the Lublin Triangle meeting”], August 12, 2020b,
https://mfa.gov.ua/news/dmitro-kuleba-zaprosiv-glavu-mzs-bilorusi-na-zustrich-ministriv-lyublinskogo-
trikutnika.
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which was the first country outside this format to receive an invitation to another meeting.
This allowed us to anticipate an active response from this format regarding the events
surrounding the presidential elections in Belarus on August 9. It can be said that these
elections represented the first real test for the Lublin Triangle. However, the reactions of the
member states of the Lublin Triangle were not always consistent and did not always occur
simultaneously.

On the evening of August 9, followingmass arrests and repressions against protesters in
the streets of Minsk, a joint statement from the presidents of Poland and Lithuania was
issued, addressing the Belarusian authorities to fully recognize and adhere to basic dem-
ocratic standards. Andrzej Duda and Gitanas Nauseda urged the Belarusian authorities to
refrain from violence and respect fundamental freedoms, human rights, and civil rights,
including the rights of national minorities and freedom of speech37.

The President ofUkraine’s statement did not emerge until the following day,August 10.
More significantly, it was vague. Unlike Duda and Nauseda, Zelensky called for respect for
human rights but only urged “the greatest possible tolerance, patience, and the abandonment
of street violence methods38.” That evening, the foreign ministers of the Lublin Triangle
issued a brief joint statement regarding the situation in Belarus.

The next day, Belarusian presidential candidate Svetlana Tsikhanouskayawas deported
to Lithuania, after which Gitanas Nauseda stated that “Lithuania will always provide
asylum to those fighting for freedom and democracy39.” Nauseda also considered the
possibility of imposing sanctions against the Belarusian authorities. On that same day,
Polish Foreign Minister Jacek Czaputowicz discussed the possibility of implementing
sanctions40.

On the same day, August 11, theMinister of Economic Development of Ukraine met in
Kyiv with the Minister of Agriculture of Belarus to discuss cooperation between the two
countries in the agricultural sector41. On August 12, the Foreign Policy Committee of the
Lithuanian Parliament proposed not to recognize the official results of the elections in
Belarus and not to acknowledge Alexandr Lukashenko as the legitimate president of

37
“Statement by Presidents Andrzej Duda and Gitanas Nausėda”, August 9, 2020, https://www.president.pl/

news/statement-by-presidents-andrzej-duda-and-gitanas-nausda, 37140.
38

“Ukraine calls on Belarus to be as tolerant as possible and hold open dialogue – President”, August
10, 2020, https://www.president.gov.ua/en/news/ukrayina-zaklikaye-bilorus-do-maksimalnoyi-terpimosti-ta-vid-
62633.

39
“Białoruś. Prezydent Litwy komentuje nagranie Cichanouskiej, na którym wzywa do zaprzestania

protestów” [“Belarus: Lithuanian president comments on Tsikhanouskaya’s video calling to stop the protests”],
August 11, 2020, https://www.onet.pl/informacje/onetwiadomosci/bialorus-prezydent-litwy-komentuje-nagranie-
swiatlany-cichanouskiej/69c4mrz,79cfc278.

40
“Глава МЗС Польщі: Якщо ситуація у Білорусі погіршиться, санкцій не уникнути” [“Polish Foreign

Minister: sanctions inevitable if Belarus situation worsens”], August 11, 2020a, https://www.eurointegration.com.
ua/news/2020/08/11/7113078/.

41
“Ігор Петрашко зустрівся з Міністром сільського господарства та продовольства Республіки

Білорусь” [“Ihor Petrashko met with the Minister of Agriculture and Food of the Republic of Belarus”], October
14, 2020, https://www.me.gov.ua/News/Detail?lang=uk-UA&id=5dbc2124-f251-49fe-a05c-052cd4333def.
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Belarus42. On the same day, Krzysztof Szczerski, the Head of the Office of the President of
the Republic of Poland, announced that Andrzej Dudawould send a letter to themembers of
the UN Human Rights Council regarding the situation in Belarus43.

On August 13, a joint statement by Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia called for the
de-escalation of the conflict in Belarus, the release of political prisoners, and the organi-
zation of a round table to initiate dialoguewith the protesters. Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, and
Estonia also offered to serve as intermediaries44. Ukraine did not support these demands and
did not endorse this statement in any way. It was not until August 14 that a significant
moment in Ukraine’s response to the events in Belarus occurred. Despite Lukashenko’s
earlier assurances, Belarus extradited previously detained mercenaries of the private
military company “Wagner” to Russia.

Among the mercenaries were individuals who had previously fought in Donbas on the
side of the separatists. President Zelensky held a telephone conversation with Lukashenko
regarding the extradition of these individuals to Ukraine. The Security Service of Ukraine
also initiated the process to extradite the mercenaries. Therefore, the extradition of the
“Wagner” group to Russia surprised the Ukrainian side.

On August 14, a statement from the European Union was issued concerning the non-
recognition of the elections in Belarus. Following this, the Ukrainian Ministry of Foreign
Affairs released a statement asserting that “the results of the elections for the President of the
Republic of Belarus do not inspire confidence among the Belarusian people,” and that
Ukraine “generally shares the position expressed by the European Union regarding the
elections in Belarus45.”

The next day, the President of Ukraine responded. Volodymyr Zelensky denied any
intervention by Ukraine in the internal affairs of Belarus, stating that “referring to one or
another neighboring country cannot silence the voice of thousands of protests from one’s
own fellow citizens. If there is no trust—and the world sees that there is no trust—then this
deficit cannot be filled with unjust accusations against the leadership of another country.
Rather, it can lead to even greater distrust.” Zelensky also remarked that “unfortunately,
official Minsk has already demonstrated, by irresponsibly releasing the “Wagnerites,” that

42
“Комитет по иностранным делам Сейма Литвы…” [“Lithuanian Seimas Foreign Affairs Committee:

elections in Belarus falsified; Lukashenko illegitimate”], August 12, 2020, https://ru.delfi.lt/news/politics/komitet-
parlamenta-litvy-predlozhil-ne-priznavat-lukashenko-legitimnym-prezidentom-belarusi.d?id=84982053.

43
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the historical closeness of our two nations and the principle of mutual assistance between
neighbors hold no value for him personally46.”

On August 15, Lithuanian Foreign Minister Linas Linkevicius referred to Lukashenko
for the first time as the “former president47.”On February 16, a member of parliament from
the ruling Ukrainian party, “Servant of the People,” submitted a declaration regarding the
situation in Belarus to the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe, condemning
the violence used against protesters48.

However, the issue with this declaration was that it did not include a direct non-
recognition of the election results (though it does indicate that the official election results
do not reflect the free expression of society’s will). Additionally, Belarus is not amember of
the PACE, and the decisions of this Assembly have no practical impact on the Belarusian
authorities.Moreover, the next session of the PACE is not scheduled until mid-October, and
until then, this declaration will remain merely a proposal.

Although theVerkhovna Rada ofUkraine appears to be themost active branch of power
in Ukraine in condemning human rights violations in Belarus, on August 25, the represen-
tative of the “Voice” party, Solomiya Bobrovska, speaking from the podium of the
Ukrainian parliament, called on the Verkhovna Rada to adopt a declaration condemning
human rights violations in Belarus and not recognizing the election results49.

On September 4, representatives from five parliamentary groups of the Verkhovna
Rada of Ukraine—“European Solidarity,” “Servant of the People,” “Voice,” “Motherland,”
and “For the Sake of the Future”—expressed their support for the Belarusian people in their
struggle for democratic rights and freedoms. The white-red-white flags of Belarus were
displayed on the parliament tribune, and some deputies spoke in Belarusian50.

However, the Ukrainian parliament has not yet adopted any official declaration con-
cerning Belarus.Meanwhile, on September 10, the Lithuanian Seimas recognized Sviatlana

46
“Referring to one or another neighboring state cannot drown out voice of thousands of protests of own

citizens – Office of President on situation in Belarus”, August 16, 2020a, https://www.president.gov.ua/en/news/
posilannyam-na-tu-chi-inshu-susidnyu-derzhavu-ne-mozhna-zagl-62753.

47
“Офіційна Литва вже вважає Лукашенка “колишнім президентом Білорусі”” [“Official Lithuania

already considers Lukashenko the “former president of Belarus””], August 15, 2020d, https://www.
eurointegration.com.ua/news/2020/08/15/7113244/.

48
“Українська делегація в ПАРЄ ініціювала декларацію щодо Білорусі” “[Ukrainian delegation in

PACE initiated a declaration on Belarus”], August 16, 2020e, https://www.eurointegration.com.ua/
news/2020/08/16/7113258/.

49 Bobrovska, S, [@solomiia.bobrovska]: [Facebook status update], Facebook, August 10, 2020, https://
www.facebook.com/solomiia.bobrovska/posts/3031226380323591.
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“Протести у Білорусі. Нардепи розгорнули біло-червоно-білі прапори в Раді на підтримку

мітингувальників” [“Protests in Belarus: MPs unfolded white-red-white flags in Parliament in support of
demonstrators”], August 25, 2020, https://www.5.ua/svit/protesty-u-bilorusi-nardepy-rozhornuly-bilo-chervoni-
bili-prapory-v-radi-na-pidtrymku-mitynhuvalnykiv-223261.html.
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Tsikhanouskaya and the Coordination Council as the sole legitimate representatives of the
Belarusian people51

The reception of Tsikhanouskaya in Warsaw on September 9 and her meeting with
Morawiecki represented a step toward her recognition as a representative of the Belarusian
people. In light of these gestures from the partners in the Lublin Triangle, Ukraine’s actions
in defending human rights and democracy in Belarus appear quite timid, as if done under
duress. Another example of Ukraine’s indecisive stance is that Foreign Minister Dmytro
Kuleba merely mentioned the suspension of bilateral relations with Belarus during a
television talk show52

Kuleba’s comments regarding this suspension also seemed odd because the Ukrainian
minister addressed the losses only in terms of repercussions for Kyiv, neglecting to mention
the violations of human rights and democratic principles in Belarus. “Wehave suspended all
processes and communications with Belarus. We are monitoring the situation. Once we
confirm that the contacts do not incur reputational, political, or moral losses for Ukraine,
they will be restored,” stated Dmytro Kuleba53.

As part of the suspension of bilateral relations, preparations for the Third Forum of
Regions, originally scheduled for October in Grodno, were also put on hold54. Despite this,
the concept of suspending relations essentially allowed for the possibility of their renewal,
irrespective of whether free and democratic elections were conducted in Belarus. This
marked a fundamental difference between Ukraine’s stance and that of its partners in the
Lublin Triangle - Poland andLithuania. Kuleba has repeatedly asserted that Ukraine “shares
the position of the European Union”, yet he has not explicitly outlined Ukraine’s stance on
the repression occurring in Belarus55,56.

In a speech during the presentation of the Lublin Triangle format in July 2020, Kuleba
stated that Ukraine can take the lead in regional initiatives. However, being an initiator also
requires taking responsibility and facing difficult decisions head-on. The Lublin Triangle
could serve as an excellent format for coordinated actions among Ukraine, Lithuania, and
Poland regarding the situation in their immediate neighbor, Belarus. Yet, in practice, during

51
“Litwa uznała Łukaszenkę za uzurpatora. I ostrzega przed aneksję Białorusi przez Rosję” [“Lithuania

recognizes Lukashenko as a usurper and warns against Belarus’ annexation by Russia”], August 25, 2020, https://
wyborcza.pl/7,75399,26288515,litwa-uznala-lukaszenke-za-uzurpatora-i-ostrzega-przed-aneksja.html.
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“Право на владу. Білоруський Майдан: відкритий фінал” [“Right to power. Belarusian Maidan: open-

ended finale”] [Video], YouTube, August 13, 2020, https://youtu.be/kSHkftt937k.
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“Right to power. Belarusian Maidan: open-ended finale”, YouTube, August 13, 2020.
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“Украина приостановила подготовку к Третьему Форуму регионов Украины и Беларуси” [“Ukraine
suspended preparations for the Third Forum of Regions of Ukraine and Belarus”], August 20, 2020, https://www.
belnovosti.by/politika/ukraina-priostanovila-podgotovku-k-tretemu-forumu-regionov-belarusi-i-ukrainy.
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“Україна підтвердила, що приєдналася до заяви ЄС про нечесність виборів в Білорусі” [“Ukraine

confirmed it joined the EU statement on unfair elections in Belarus”], August 27, 2020f, https://www.
eurointegration.com.ua/news/2020/08/27/7113671/.
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“Україна в оцінці подій у Білорусі поділяє позицію ЄС” [“Ukraine shares EU’s position on events in

Belarus”], August 17, 2020, https://www.ukrinform.ua/rubric-polytics/3097213-ukraina-v-ocinci-podij-u-
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the first month of protests in Belarus, only one brief statement from the Lublin Triangle was
issued, and Ukraine, which had positioned itself as the leader of this format, became passive
in its response to the events in Belarus, especially in contrast to the reactions of Poland and
Lithuania.

This passivity of Ukraine during this period can be explained by the reluctance to
jeopardize the established and positively developing relations with the Lukashenko regime
in previous years, as well as the uncertainty regarding the reactions of Ukrainian society,
since polls in 2019 indicated that Lukashenko was the most popular foreign politician in
Ukraine57. It could also simply reflect excessive caution on the part of Ukrainian diplomats
and politicians. However, such behavior suggested that, despite the declarations of
Ukrainian officials, Ukraine was still not prepared to be a true regional leader.

Conclusion
After the events of Euromaidan and the election of a new government in Ukraine, as well as
changes in the country’s foreign policy in 2014, the nature of Ukrainian-Belarusian
relations was expected to shift as well. During Viktor Yanukovych’s presidency, despite
the declared policy of European integration, there was a gradual convergence with Russia
and an intensification of cooperation with Belarus. This appeared to be a natural conse-
quence of the overarching policy. However, following the events of Euromaidan, when
Ukraine’s foreign policy changed drastically, the primary focus was announced as integra-
tionwith the EU andNATO.Consequently, Ukraine’s interests diverged sharply from those
of Belarus.

Despite this, the pro-European Ukrainian authorities not only maintained strong
relations with Alexandr Lukashenko, but also made Minsk a venue for negotiations on
the Russian-Ukrainian conflict. This helped Lukashenko emerge from international isola-
tion and fostered improved relations not only with Ukraine and the EU but also with the
broaderWest, including the USA. The logic and goals of official Kyiv in these actions were
that, firstly, Minsk was acceptable to all parties, making it an ideal location for negotiations,
and secondly, by strengthening cooperation with Lukashenko.

The Ukrainian side aimed to closely align itself economically with Belarus to secure
long-term interests in cooperation between Minsk and Kyiv, thereby preventing Luka-
shenko from taking aggressive actions against Ukraine. Another objective was to preserve
economic benefits for Ukraine stemming from collaboration with Belarus, as indicated by
Kyiv’s hesitance to sever sectoral cooperation with the country after 2020 and to participate
in the relevant series of EU sanctions. However, the approach ultimately failed, and none of
the established goals were met.

On February 24, 2022, Belarus became an aggressor state toward Ukraine, allowing its
own territory to be used for an attack by the Russian Federation’s troops. The outbreak of

57
“Лукашенко стал самым популярным зарубежным политиком по итогам соцопроса в Украине”

[“Lukashenko became the most popular foreign politician according to a poll in Ukraine”], August 28, 2019,
https://www.belta.by/president/view/lukashenko-stal-samym-populjarnym-zarubezhnym-politikom-po-itogam-
sotsoprosa-v-ukraine-336977-2019/.
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war and Belarus’s role in it ultimately demonstrated the ineffectiveness of Ukraine’s policy
toward Lukashenko since 2014. Even after the protests in 2020, Ukraine attempted to
maintain this approach (albeit in a diminished form) and continued economic cooperation.

However, a systemic error in this policy has existed since the very beginning: the
Ukrainian side overestimated Lukashenko`s real independence from Russia. Treating
Lukashenko as an independent actor on the international stage, seeking to balance between
Russia and the West, proved to be inconsistent with reality. Belarus had already been
integrated into all of Russia’s initiatives (Commonwealth of Independent States, Customs
Union, Collective Security Treaty Organization, Union State of Russia and Belarus, etc.) by
2014, and in fact, much earlier. It was economically andmilitarily dependent onRussia. The
involvement of Russian officials in the crackdown on protests in 2020 demonstrated that
cooperation with Putin is a key factor in maintaining Alexander Lukashenko’s grip on
power.

From the start, Ukraine should not have viewed Belarus as a clearly neutral country
aiming for balance. Instead, it should have regardedBelarus as, at aminimum, an allied state
to Russia and adjusted its relations withMinsk considering the ongoing Russian aggression
in Donbas and Crimea.
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