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Abstract: The purpose of this article is to discuss the trajectory of Belarusian-
Lithuanian relations with a particular focus on the period after the 2020 Belaru-
sian presidential election, which resulted in a change in international relations
in the region. This was the moment that redefined the Lithuanian-Belarusian
relations, which until 2020 were satisfactory for both sides (especially in the
economic aspect). However, Lithuania began to pursue a reactive policy of
promoting the democratisation of Belarus and provided multi-level support
to Belarusian opposition forces. The current problems in bilateral relations
(e.g, the future of Belarusian Nuclear Power Plant located in Astravyets) have
been put on the agenda for discussion at the EU level, while the instruments
of a hybrid conflict in the form of an influx of immigrants into Lithuania, con-
trolled by the Belarusian regime, have become a key issue for the future pros-
pects of relations between Belarus and Lithuania.
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Streszczenie: Celem ninigjszego artykutu jest omowienie kierunku relacji
biatorusko-litewskich ze szczegolnym uwzglednieniem okresu po wyborach
prezydenckich na Biatorusi w 2020 roku, ktére spowodowaty zmiane stosun-
kow miedzynarodowych w regionie. Byt to moment, ktéry przedefiniowat
stosunki litewsko-biatoruskie, ktore do 2020 roku byly satysfakcjonujace dla
obu stron (zwiaszcza w aspekcie ekonomicznym). Litwa zaczefa jednak pro-
wadzi¢ aktywng polityke promowania demokratyzacji Biatorusi i udzielata
wielopoziomowego wsparcia sitom biatoruskiej opozycji. Biezace problemy
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w stosunkach dwustronnych (m.in. przyszfos¢ biatoruskiej elektrowni jadro-
wej w Ostrowcu) weszty na agende dyskusji na szczeblu unijnym, a instru-
menty konfliktu hybrydowego w postaci naptywu imigrantow na Litwe, kon-
trolowanego przez biatoruski rezim, staty sie kwestig kluczowa dla przysztych
perspektyw w stosunkach Biaforusi i Litwy.

Stowa kluczowe: stosunki litewsko-biatoruskie, integracja Rosji i Biatorusi, Eu-
ropa Wschodnia, polityka zagraniczna Litwy

Introduction

Since 2020, following the social protests and escalation of violence
against the opposition after the presidential elections in Belarus, in-
ternational relations in Central and Eastern Europe changed. The
country which is vividly trying to position itself as the leader among
those declaring support for the Belarusian opposition is Lithuania,
resulting mainly from the refusal to recognise the official election re-
sults in Belarus and the swift, unequivocal declaration of support for
the anti-regime protests of Belarusian society’. Lithuania was also in
the vanguard of countries proposing sanctions against A. Lukashen-
ko and other representatives of the Belarusian power elite, calling on
the international community to support Belarusians persecuted by
the authorities.

Such a position of one of the Baltic states should not be surpris-
ing. Lithuanians remember the repression of the Soviet era perfectly.
They are full of empathy and compassion for their neighbours, with
whom they often have social relations. More and more Belarusians
are choosing to migrate to Lithuania for work, and the number of Be-
larusian students is also increasing®. Therefore, apart from the offi-
cial activity of Lithuanian state institutions, non-political factors also
contributed to Lithuania’s current position towards Minsk. The so-
cial memory of the Sajudis tradition and the “Baltic Way” is still alive.
Many Lithuanians at Euromaidan showed support for Ukrainians®. Fa-

1 The President of Lithuania, G. Nauséda, stressed that Lithuania does not recognise A. Lu-
kashenko as the legitimate leader of Belarus. Further, the head of the Lithuanian Foreign Minis-
try, L. Linkevicius, stated that Mr Lukashenko is, in a political and legal sense, the former President
of Belarus.

2 |. Zvinakyté, Expelled and persecuted Belarusian students find refuge at Lithuanian universities,
https://neweasterneurope.eu/2021/02/15/expelled-and-persecuted-belarusian-students-find-
refuge-at-lithuanian-universities/ [28.05.2021].

3 On 23 August 2020, up to 50 000 Lithuanians took part in forming a 32-kilometre-long human
chain stretching from Vilnius Cathedral Square to the border town of Medniki as a gesture of
solidarity with Belarus. Politicians such as the President of Lithuania Gitanas Nauseda, former
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mous representatives of the media, science, culture, and art in Lithu-
ania* promote initiatives to activate Belarusian civil society®. On the
other hand, at the level of interstate relations, Vilnius’ position was,
to some extent, unexpected. Its long-standing flexibility towards Bela-
rus (among the EU member states, Lithuania had for a long time been
distinguished by relatively good relations with Belarus) was motivated
primarily by fruitful economic cooperation. Another reason was that
Lithuania wished to play an increasingly important role in the region’s
politics by maintaining correct relations with all of its neighbours,
regardless of their political peculiarities or problems with respect to
human rights®. The systematic deepening of authoritarianism in the
Belarusian political system has therefore not been an impassable bar-
rier to building a common area of Belarusian-Lithuanian cooperation
for many years. Neither did the fact that the two countries belonged
to rival military-political blocs stand in the way of dialogue based on
the principles of good neighbourliness, nor did the failure of the East-
ern Partnership project, which was supposed to give Belarus access
to a wide range of instruments for cooperation with Europe in order
to build a common area of democracy, prosperity, stability, and dia-
logue. The Eastern Partnership undoubtedly helped put three coun-
tries (Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine) on the path to democratic and
economic transition. Still, in the case of Belarus, the concept did not
work. However, Lithuania undoubtedly supported Belarus (Vilnius
hosted the Eastern Partnership Summit in 2013) and opted not to use
sanctions as a tool to pressure it.

Naturally, Minsk also had a number of non-economic benefits re-
sulting from its cooperation with Vilnius. First and foremost, it was
used to strengthen Belarus’ position in relations with the Russian Fed-

Presidents Valdas Adamkus and Dalia Grybauskaite and the President of the Seimas Viktoras
Pranckietis also attended the event.

4 Including racing driver Benediktas Vanagas, director Dalia Ibelhauptaité, actor Marius Rep3ys,
poet Antanas A. Jonynas, leader of the rock band Antis Algirdas Kauspédas.

5 Anexample of such a projectis Go Belarus (https.//www.facebook.com/gobelarus2020/) campaign,
which, for example, raised funds for BY_Help (https://www.belarusg7.pro) campaign aimed at
supporting protesters and arrested Belarusians and treating victims of pacification.

6  Former President Valdas Adamkus even described Lithuania’s policy towards Belarus as a disas-
ter (V. Adamkus: Lietuvos politika Baltarusijos atzvilgiu istiko disaster, https://kauno.diena.lt/nau-
jienos/lietuva/salies-pulsas/vadamkus-lietuvos-politika-baltarusijos-atzvilgiu-istiko-katastrofa
[1.06.2021]).
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eration (especially during the Russian-Belarusian “gas wars”). It also
opened up new opportunities for the diversification of supplies and
transportation of energy resources, which was a matter of the utmost
political importance.

The dramatic change in Lithuania’s attitude towards the regime
of A. Lukashenko is an interesting research issue, and the aim of this
article is to answer the following questions: What factors induced the
modification of Lithuania’s strategy to date, which primarily involved
the pragmatism of bilateral relations with Belarus? Has the lack of re-
sults in the liberalisation of the political system in Belarus influenced
the change of Lithuania’s stance towards the actions of A. Lukashen-
ko’s regime?

The hypothesis of the paper is that due to the transformation of
foreign policy principles, there was a significant adjustment in Lithu-
ania’s policy towards Belarus. It abandoned its long-standing role as
amediator in Belarusian-EU relations, which will consequently result
in a loosening of economic ties between Minsk and Vilnius. This also
means that faced with the dilemma of choosing the constructional
axis of the policy towards Belarus, Lithuania opted for the sphere of
democratic values rather than tangible economic benefits generated
by the hitherto existing cooperation triangle: economy-trade-transit.
This position will certainly also translate into Lithuanian-Russian re-
lations, which will deteriorate significantly.

Dilemmas of Lithuanian policy towards Belarus

e -interests or values?

Lithuania’s policy towards Belarus has gone through different phases.
It began on December 20, 1991, when the Supreme Council of the Re-
public of Lithuania recognised the independence of the Republic of
Belarus, and seven days later, the Republic of Belarus acknowledged
the independence of the Republic of Lithuania. A year later, diplomatic
relations between the countries were established.

Even in the pre-Lukashenko era, the neighbouring states managed
to reach an agreement on several contentious issues, and the dialogue
involved both symbolic gestures (as in the case of the Belarusian par-
liament’s stance towards the 1991 events in Vilnius) and formal regula-
tions (the signing of the Declaration on principles of good neighbourly
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relations between Lithuania and Belarus by Stanislav Shushkevich
and Vytautas Landsbergis on October 24, 1991). On the other hand,
the economic rapprochement of the two countries was mainly influ-
enced by their location and the low dynamics of cooperation between
Belarus and Poland. This resulted in the signing of an Agreement in
1994 on the use of Lithuanian ports by Belarus and an improvement
in the trade balance of the parties. The port of Klaipeda, which gave
Belarus access to the sea and enabled Lithuania to reap economic ben-
efits, was of particular importance in this respect.

After Alexander Lukashenko seized power, Belarusian-Lithuanian
relations had broad prospects for multi-vector cooperation” despite
an apparent anti-democratic turn in Belarus’ domestic policy. They
were sealed by the President Lukashenko’s visit to Vilnius in 1995,
during which the Treaty on good neighbourly relations and coopera-
tion between the Republic of Belarus and the Republic of Lithuania
was signed.® The next visits took place in 1997 and 2009. In turn, the
President of Lithuania was in Belarus in 2010. According to the Pres-
ident of Belarus, the bilateral relations between Minsk and Vilnius at
the time could be regarded as exemplary.

At this point, it should be emphasised that diplomatic relations
between the European Union and Belarus have been very limited
and have deteriorated systematically since 1997. In 1998, the EU an-
nounced a ban on issuing entry visas to representatives of the Belaru-
sian authorities EU territory (cancelled in 1999), in 2000 the EU did
not send its observers to the parliamentary elections, and in 2004 and
2006 it imposed further sanctions on Belarus. In 2012, some ambassa-
dors were expelled from EU countries as retaliation for EU sanctions
(A. Lukashenko and 130 representatives of Belarusian power struc-
tures were banned from entering the European Union). However, Lith-
uania broke the EU solidarity at that time (as did Latvia) and did not
apply any personal sanctions against Belarus. To sum up, pragmatic
Lithuania, although officially respecting the position of Brussels, was

7 G.loffe, Reassessing Lukashenka. Belarus in Cultural and Geopolitical Context, Palgrave Macmillan
UK 2014, p. 301.

8 The development of bilateral contacts is described in detail, for example, by E. Mironowicz, Sto-
sunki polityczne i gospodarcze biatorusko-litewskie (1990-2015), “Studia z Dziejéw Rosji i Europy
Srodkowo-Wschodniej” 2017, vol. LI, no. 1, p. 239.
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not enthusiastic about the restrictions and international isolation of
Belarus and maintained diplomatic contacts with Minsk. It also cre-
ated new areas of dialogue, including military, cultural, and environ-
mental cooperation.

As Minsk became involved in further projects to integrate the
post-Soviet space and Vilnius focused on NATO and the EU?, the for-
eign policy vectors of Belarus and Lithuania naturally began to run in
separate directions. Lithuania was at the time regarded by Belarusian
authorities as an ally of Western countries, hostile to Belarus and fo-
menting Belarusian opposition, but this did not adversely affect the
intensification of economic relations between the two countries. On
the contrary, the balance of trade was growing. Both parties were in-
terested in maintaining cooperation in the area of transit and activities
aimed at energy diversification. In subsequent years, the shape of rela-
tions between Belarus and Lithuania was not a direct derivative of re-
lations between the European Union and Moscow or NATO-Moscow.
It was instead just another manifestation of the Belarusian policy of
multi-vectorism and economic pragmatism. At the same time, how-
ever, Lithuania refused to legitimise the political changes taking place
in Belarus. It did not recognise the results of the 1996 constitutional
referendum in Belarus or the results of the 2006 presidential elections.

This policy of double optics was particularly characteristic of the
initial period of Dalia Grybauskaité’s presidency. By 2010, relations be-
tween Minsk and Vilnius had warmed significantly, and both countries
benefited from such a turn of events. There were phases during which
the Lithuanian President criticised the Belarusian opposition'®. This
rotation enabled Lithuania to pursue its own interests, which did not
always coincide with the European Union’s plans for Belarus'. At that
time, diplomatic relations at the highest levels were usually improved
— the President of Belarus visited Lithuania; in turn, the President of

9 A broad description of the dynamics of international relations in the region includes the
text: R. Ginevicius, M. Tvaronaviciene, M. Tvaronaviciene, R. Korsakiene, K. Kaladinskaité, Lithu-
ania - Belarus economic relations: How the EU accession impacted bilateral trade, "Journal of Busi-
ness Economics and Management” 2007, vol. 8, no. 2, p. 140.

10 See analysis: T. Janelitnas, Grybauskaité zawiodta sie na Polsce, https://przegladbaltycki.
pl/9225,tomas-janeliunas-grybauskaite-zawiodla-sie-na-polsce.html [18.05.2021].

11 K. Buchowski, Polityka zagraniczna Litwy 1990-2012. Gtéwne kierunki i uwarunkowania, Biatystok
2013, pp. 90-91.
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Lithuania visited the Belarus Expo 2009 exhibition. As a result, eco-
nomic cooperation vividly intensified'>. However, Lithuania’s stance
towards Belarus was not unusual during this period. In 2009, Presi-
dent A. Lukashenko came on an official visit to Italy, and lower-rank-
ing officials of the Belarusian regime paid official visits to Poland and
Germany. At the same time, Belarus hosted, among others, the minis-
ters of foreign affairs of Lithuania, Poland, the Netherlands, the Czech
Republic, and Finland. There was, therefore, no question of the actual
isolation of the Belarusian dictatorship.

The illusion of future improvement in Belarus’s relations with the
European Union was shattered in 2010 when, once again, it became
apparent that Alexander Lukashenko’s regime was suppressing op-
position protests challenging the election results. At that time, the
position of President D. Grybauskaité also changed dramatically, and
Belarusian-Lithuanian relations were redefined. Even then, however,
there was no shortage of critics who believed that once again, after the
presidential elections in Belarus, Lithuania applied double standards
by taking a vague stance officially criticising the undemocratic conduct
and the non-transparent nature of the election campaign, while at the
same time continuing the successful Lithuanian-Belarusian economic
dialogue. Lithuania’s actions were criticised in the European forum.
Strong opposition voices also emerged in Vilnius’s internal politics.
Under their influence, among others, a whole series of measures were
initiated to support the Belarusian opposition. The leading measures
were relocating the European Humanities University” from Minsk, as
well as allocation of the Belarusian Institute for Strategic Studies, the
Belarusian House for Human Rights and the Independent Institute
for Social, Economic and Political Studies in Lithuania.

Despite these overtly anti-Lukashenko gestures, practically until
the start of open hostilities between Ukraine and Russia, bilateral rela-
tions between Lithuania and Belarus maintained a mutually conveni-
ent status quo, even as over the years, much changed at the level of

12 G.loffe, Belarus and Lithuania: The Estranged Brethren, “Eurasia Daily Monitor” 2012, vol. 9, issue
214, Jamestown Foundation, https://www.refworld.org/docid/50b348782.html [9.06.2021].

13 Transferred from Minsk to Vilnius in 2005, the European Humanities University is funded by EU
countries. Over 15 years, 2.500 people have graduated from the university, 95% of whom were
citizens of Belarus.
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dialogue between the societies of these countries. Critical towards the
regime of A. Lukashenko, young Belarusians who were willing to visit
Lithuania for tourist, educational, and social purposes were increas-
ingly feeling the difference that separated their homeland from dem-
ocratic Europe. However, this did not significantly affect the revision
of the Lithuanian authorities’ stance because after Gitanas Nauséda
became President, the option of softening Lithuania’s approach to Be-
larus returned once again'*. In 2019, Lithuanian Foreign Minister Li-
nas Linkevic¢ius met Vladimir Makei, head of the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs of Belarus. Also, Jaroslav Narkevic¢, Minister of Transport and
Communications of Lithuania, visited Minsk.

Difficult topics in Lithuanian-Belarusian relations

® Despite their successful long-term economic cooperation, these
neighbouring countries still have many complex topics that reappeared
in the public debate. One of them was a shared history, documented by
the existence of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, to which the emblem
of Belarus, adopted in 1991, referred. Historical subjects were essen-
tial in the 1990s when newly established independent states sought
sources of their identity, even in negative identification instruments®.
A common past could therefore divide instead of connect, especial-
ly since Belarus during the presidency of A. Lukashenko returned to
the Soviet historiographic concept, in which Belarusians in the Grand
Duchy of Lithuania were part of a second-class society, exploited and
suppressed in their political and national aspirations'®.

The date of the chance for a symbolic new opening could have been
November 22, 2019, when the state funeral of the remains, discov-
ered in 2017, of Konstanty ‘Kastus’ Kalinowski, Zygmunt Sierakowski
and 18 other participants of the 1863-1864 uprising was held. A. Lu-

14 In December 2019, during a speech at the conference of Eastern Europe Studies Centre, the
President of Lithuania called for new ties with Belarus and questioned the effectiveness of the
EU’s policy of isolating the country.

15 D. Potjomkina, D. Sukyté, Belarus and the Baltics: Did Crisis Really Become an Opportunity? [in:]
Belarusian Foreign Policy: 360°, A. Kudors (ed.), Centre for East European Policy Studies, 2017, pp.
140-146.

16 G. loffe, Understanding Belarus and How Western Foreign Policy Misses the Mark, Rowman & Lit-
tlefield Publishers 2014, p. 200.
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kashenko’s absence at the ceremony was significant, as were the words
of Minister G. Landsbergis emphasising the validity of the slogan “For
our freedom and yours’, which sounded like a strong expression of
solidarity with the Belarusian opposition. They highlighted not only
the common history but also the universality and timelessness of pro-
democracy activities. In response, the Belarusian authorities deplored,
in official statements, the instrumentalization of historical memory by
Poland and Lithuania, saying that such action is evidence of attempts
by neighbouring countries to destabilise the situation in Belarus.
Undoubtedly, however, one of the most critical barriers to Lithua-
nian-Belarusian relations became not the past, but the issue of the fu-
ture of the Astravets NPP, built thanks to Russian loans by Rosatom".
Belarus accused Vilnius of politicising nuclear security because of Lith-
uania’s negative attitude towards this investment. For Lithuania, the
Belarusian power plant poses a potential threat, and this position was
extended to other countries involved in the work of the Baltic Coun-
cil of Ministers, which plan to boycott electricity from Belarus®. As
initially the position of Estonia and Latvia was not identical to that of
Lithuania, this is a diplomatic success for Lithuania. Latvia had not
ruled out the possibility of purchasing energy from a Belarusian power
plant, but thanks to the fact that the Baltic states unanimously did not
recognise the electoral legitimacy of A. Lukashenko, it was also possi-
ble to politicise the problem of energy purchases from Astravets. Pre-
viously, despite appeals from the Lithuanian Parliament” condemning
the Belarusian investment and expressing concern over the region’s
energy?’ and ecological security, and despite President Nauséda’s po-
sition urging the implementation of requirements and recommenda-
tions for tests prior to the nuclear power plant’s commissioning, or

17 Z. Krisciané, Astravets Nuclear Power Plant, https://cepa.org/astravets-nuclear-power-plant/
[10.05.2021].

18 R. Astapenia, Belarus-Lithuania Relations: Common Interests and the Nuclear Dispute, "Analytical
paper 12" 2018, https://belarusdigest.com/belarus-lithuania-relations-en.pdf [20.05.2021].

19 In2017,a statement by the Lithuanian Ministry of Foreign Affairs on the construction of the As-
travets Nuclear Power Plant (the Astravets NPP) in Belarus was published (Ministry of Foreign
Affairs of Lithuania, https://www.urm.It/default/en/news/statement-by-the-ministry-of-foreign-
affairs-on-astravets-nuclear-power-plant-under-construction-in-belarus [15.05.2021]), and sub-
sequently the Lithuanian government adopted a law prohibiting the purchase of energy from
power plants that do not meet international safety standards.

20 It was due to the probability of contamination of water flowing through Vilnius.
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Lithuania sending protest notes to the Belarusian Ministry of Foreign
Affairs regarding the start of electricity production in Astravets, no
progress had actually been made.

Due to the importance of the matter and the memory of the Cher-
nobyl disaster?, but also due to unofficial reports that the Belarusian
side hid information about incidents related to the commissioning of
the power plant (which the Belarusian side has consistently denied)*,
the problem of the Astravets Power Plant became a socially important
issue and an element of the internal political game in Lithuania. Two-
thirds of Lithuanians are afraid of the consequences of the power plant
in Astravets, which is only 40 kilometres from Vilnius*. In the event
of a disaster at the power plant, evacuation drills are being held to
simulate the coordination of government structures in a crisis caused
by a nuclear power plant accident®®. Lithuania also increased stocks
of potassium iodide (the main component of Lugol’s solution). In ad-
dition, simulated rescue operations are planned on an international
level. The lack of clear decisions by the Belarusian side on where waste
from the power plant will be stored is not conducive to lowering the
temperature of the dispute. Therefore, it is not surprising that in June
of this year, Litgrid® reported that after the first unit of the Astravets
Power Plant started operating, Lithuania began the process of imple-

21 Tension was further heightened on 25 April 2021, when, on the eve of the 35th anniversary of
the Chernobyl nuclear disaster, a message was posted on the Belarusian Nuclear Power Plant’s
website in which plant workers reported on the haste and pressure from the authorities ac-
companying the reactor start-up. According to the Belarusian authorities, it was a cyber-attack
(statement by the Ministry of Energy on the subject, https://t.me/Minenergo_by/264[1.05.2021]).

22 OnyMarch, Belarusian users reported on Telegram about the failure of the cooling system at the
Astravets NPP. According to Julius Ziliukas, head of the Lithuanian Centre for Radiological Safety,
it is impossible to determine unequivocally whether such an accident occurred (B. Gerdziiinas,
Belarus’ radiation monitoring goes dark after the alleged incident, 25 March 2021, https://www.Irt.It/
en/news-in-english/19/1372826/belarus-radiation-monitoring-goes-dark-after-alleged-incident
[11.05.2021]).

23 According to the Baltijos Tyrimai survey, 65.5% of Lithuanians believe that the power plant in
Astravets poses a threat. Similar conclusions can be drawn from the results of research conduct-
ed by scientists from the Kaunas University of Technology (Kauno technologijos universitetas,
Tyrimas: Lietuvos gyventojams Astravo atominés elektrinés kaimynysté — nepriimtina ir grésminga,
29 April 2019, https://ktu.edu/news/tyrimas-lietuvos-gyventojams-astravo-atomines-elektrines-
kaimynyste-nepriimtina-ir-gresminga/ [10.05.2021].

24 ). Juozaitis, Astravo atominé elektriné Lietuvos uZsienio politikoje: tikslai, priemonés ir ateities pers-
pektyvos, “Lietuvos Metine Strayegine Apzvalga”2019, vol. 17, p. 297.

25 Lithuania takes steps to control power links with Belarus, https://www.baltictimes.com/lithuania_
takes_steps_to_control_power_links_with_belarus/ [6.06.2021].
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menting the so-called Anti-Contamination Law, which prohibits the
import of electricity from countries in which nuclear power plants
are considered unsafe.

Lithuania in the face of the political crisis in Belarus

® Despite the contentious historical issues and the lack of agree-
ment on the power plant in Astravets, it was only the events of August
2020 that radically changed the optics of the future of Belarusian-Lith-
uanian relations. Lithuania’s position on the results of the presidential
elections in Belarus was clear and immediate. The Lithuanian authori-
ties did not recognise A. Lukashenko as President and resolutely en-
gaged in dialogue with the Belarusian opposition. The pro-Belarusian
measures taken by Vilnius were bi-vector. On the one hand, support
was provided to those affected by political repression (including sim-
plifying asylum procedures), financial support was increased for Bela-
rusian students at the European Humanities University, and relocation
of highly qualified professionals to Lithuania were facilitated.

On the other hand, Lithuania recognised Svetlana Tikhanovskaya
as the only legitimately elected President, and Lithuanian politicians
supported the Belarusian opposition in the struggle to hold new presi-
dential elections®® and lobbied for financial support from the Europe-
an Union?. It is significant that today President G. Nauséda, who was
originally one of the greatest optimists for the past normalisation of
relations with A. Lukashenko’s Belarus, can be considered one of the
most active advocates of the Belarusian opposition’s cause.

Lithuania also announced five-year personal sanctions against A. Lu-
kashenko and the people associated with his regime (with the possibil-
ity of extending the list and the period of application of the sanctions)*.
Another undoubted diplomatic success of Lithuania is its regional ac-
tivity: working out a unified position with Latvia and Estonia on Be-

26 Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya and her children were given shelter in Lithuania.

27 Lithuania proposed the European Commission to establish an EU support fund for the opposi-
tion, and on August 19, 2020, on the Polish-Lithuanian initiative, an extraordinary meeting of
the European Council was held, devoted to the events in Belarus.

28 Thesanctions list published on 31 August included 32 names alongside Lukashenko, his son Vik-
tar and people from the dictator’s administration and power ministries. They shall not be enti-
tled to enter Lithuania for a period of five years.
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larus®’, providing an active presence in the Lublin Triangle initiatives,
and consolidating the political perspective of Lithuania and Ukraine
on the future of Belarus.

Vytis Jurkonis, director of Freedom House’s Lithuanian branch,
described the current state of bilateral relations as a “dystopian
relationship™, which is evidence of the wasted potential of shared
history and good neighbourly relations. According to the current mes-
sage of A. Lukashenko, the relationship between the countries has
changed from a state maintaining good neighbourly relations to Lithu-
ania becoming an enemy (on a par with Poland or other Baltic states).
According to the Belarusian leader, Poland’s and Lithuania’s position
towards Belarus may negate much, if not all, of what was achieved®.
In the meantime, Lithuanian Interior Minister Agne Bilataité said that
the regime of Alexander Lukashenko was conducting hybrid warfare
actions against Lithuania®>. To confirm these words, the Lithuanian
authorities gave the example of Belarus deliberately allowing illegal
immigrants from Asia and the Middle East to pass through its ter-
ritory. According to A. Bilotaité, the Belarusian authorities do it on
purpose (the Belarusian Foreign Minister Vladimir Makey even threat-
ened that Minsk would break off cooperation with the EU in fighting
illegal migration®)3*.

29 Alist of Belarusian officials banned from entering the Baltic states was jointly elaborated. In to-
tal, there are currently 274 Belarusian officials and representatives of the armed forces on the
sanctions lists.

30 Quote forV. Jurkonis, Atsitiktinumai- Baltarusijos ir Lietuvos tarpusavio santykiy distopija, https://
www.tspmi.vu.lt/komentarai/vytis-jurkonis-atsitiktinumai-baltarusijos-ir-lietuvos-tarpusavio-
santykiu-distopija/[1.06.2021].

31 See the audio-visual material: /lykawerko: nosuyus Monmewu u Jlumasl Moxem nepedepkHyme
MHo2ue 00CMUXeHUs 8 Hawux omHoweHusx, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V_xE8hay-
mOw [15.05.2021].

32 The minister's statement is available at: Delfi.lt, Bilotaité: pries Lietuvq pradétas hibridi-
nis karas, bet situacija valdoma, 4 June 2021, https://www.delfi.It/news/daily/lithuania/
bilotaite-pries-lietuva-pradetas-hibridinis-karas-bet-situacija-valdoma.d?id=87389401,
https://www.delfi.lt/news/daily/lithuania/bilotaite-pries-lietuva-pradetas-hibridinis-karas-bet-
situacija-valdoma.d?id=87389401 [4.06.2021].

33 The entire statement of the minister is available at: Belta.by, benapyce moxem npuocmarosume
e3aumodeticmaue c ECno 6opube c Here2asbHoU Muzpayueli upaccmampusdem yesnecoobpasHoCMb
yyacmus 8 BI1, 26 May 2021, https://www.belta.by/politics/view/belarus-mozhet-priostanovit-
vzaimodejstvie-s-es-po-borbe-s-nelegalnoj-migratsiej-i-rassmatrivaet-443059-2021/ [1.05.2021].

34 Agne Bilataité’s position is presented in the text: G. Jarusevicitté, A. Bilotaité: lyginant su visais
2020 m. nelegaliy migranty srautai i$ Baltarusijos Siemet padvigubéjo, 2 June 2021, https://www.
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According to the officers of the Lithuanian border guards, the Bela-
rusian side is not only pushing out illegal immigrants who are brought
to Lithuania within the framework of the ,,Sluice” operation to Belarus,
but it is also recording videos with false testimonies by immigrants in
which they accuse the Lithuanian border guards of beating them and
the Belarusian border guards of violating the Lithuanian state border.
This is one of the manifestations of disinformation used by Belarus to
discredit Lithuania’s actions in retaliation for the Lithuanian support
for the Belarusian opposition.

The Lithuanian side has undertaken a number of actions aimed at
curbing the illegal migration procedure stimulated by Belarus. It has
decided to build about 500 km of fence on the Lithuanian-Belarusian
border, reinforce border controls and the number of border patrols,
and introduce a state of emergency. Belarus, on the other hand, in re-
sponse to another package of EU sanctions, has suspended the imple-
mentation of its agreement with the EU on readmission, which means
that the migrants whom Lithuania plans to send back to Belarus will
not be accepted by them.

The escalating problem of illegal migration has also motivated
Ukraine to act, which has supported Lithuania with 38 tons of human-
itarian aid materials and pledged to donate barbed wire. Meanwhile,
the President of the European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen,
declared support for Lithuania (the most likely dimensions of assis-
tance are access to special funds and support for Lithuanian services
in patrolling the borders).

Lithuania is strengthening its contacts with Western countries by
building its position as an advocate of the democratic interest of Be-
larus. In this situation, the chances of maintaining economic cooper-
ation with Belarus at the current level are diminishing, especially as
the successive actions of the Belarusian authorities are becoming less
and less pragmatic. The Belarusian Oil Company has terminated its
cooperation with Klaipédos Nafta, and consequently, the transporta-
tion and shipment of Belarusian petroleum products will be carried
out to a greater extent through Russian ports and become 2-3 times

respublika.lt/It/naujienos/lietuva/lietuvos_politika/a_bilotaite_lyginant_su_visais_2020_m_nel-
egaliu_migrantu_srautai_is_baltarusijos_siemet_padvigubejo [1.05.2021].
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more expensive. This is not only more costly but also in the long term
significantly weakens the position of Belarus vis-a-vis Russia. Lithu-
ania’s attitude will undoubtedly accelerate the process of Belarusian-
Russian integration into the economic sphere and end a period of
attempts to diversify Belarusian exports.

In addition, Lithuanian-Belarusian relations complicate Russia’s po-
sition, which is not indifferent to Lithuania’s commitment to defending
the rights of the Belarusian opposition and maintains the narrative that
Lithuania interferes with Belarus’ internal affairs. The Russian-Bela-
rusian integration project (including in terms of the armed forces) is
seen by Vilnius as a threat to the security, stability, and independence
of the Belarusian state, as expressed by the adoption by the Seimas on
September 10, 2020, of a resolution on the “illegal and imposed Bela-
rus” union with Russia. It defines the process of deeper integration as
a crime against the Belarusian people and the annexation of Belarus®.

This is another demonstration of the unequivocal position of Lithu-
anian parliamentarians on the events in Belarus after the resolution of
August 18 2020%. Almost immediately, a delegation for Belarus headed
by Gediminas Kirkilas was also created, and Lithuanian parliamentar-
ians repeatedly appealed to the institutions of the European Union and
its Member States, the Council of Europe, and the NATO countries
not to recognise A. Lukashenko as a legitimately elected leader. They
also called for a repeat of the presidential elections in Belarus and pat-
ronised the “Parliamentarians for Freedom (MP4Freedom)” campaign.

Lithuania unequivocally responded negatively to the request of
the Investigative Committee of Belarus for the extradition of Svetla-
na Tikhanovskaya. The Deputy Foreign Minister of Lithuania, Mantas
Adomenas, insisted that Lithuania “does not betray people”, and dip-
lomatic relations between Lithuania and Belarus after the summon-

35 Full text of the resolution: Seimo rezoliucijos ,Dél neteisétos ir primetamos Rusijos sgjungos Bal-
tarusijai” projektas, https://e-seimas.lrs.Ilt/portal/legal Act/It/TAP/7d1do7b1f28811eab72ddb4atog
da1bs [1.05.2021].

36 On18 August, at an extraordinary session, the Seimas of Lithuania adopted a resolution,On the
situation in the Republic of Belarus after the rigged presidential elections”. The resolution states
that the election results were falsified and also draws attention to violations of human and civil
rights in Belarus. Full text of the act: Seimo rezoliucijos “Dél padéties Baltarusijos Respublikoje
po suklastoty Prezidento rinkimy” projektas, https://e-seimas.Irs.It/portal/legal Act/It/TAP/34f7
df8oddf411easf4ce1816a470b26 [1.05.2021].
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ing of the Lithuanian ambassador for consultations are so bad that
they could not be worse®. It turned out, however, that they could be.
Tensions between Minsk and Vilnius escalated after provocative ac-
tions by the Belarusian side involving the forced landing in Minsk of
a Ryanair flight from Athens to Vilnius®® and the arrest of journalist
and blogger Roman Protasiewicz. In response to this hostile gesture,
Lithuanian Prime Minister Ingrida Simonyté demanded the imme-
diate release of the passengers and crew detained in Minsk, and the
Lithuanian prosecutor’s office initiated an investigation into the matter.
Another provocation by the Belarusian side was the request by
the General Prosecutor’s Office of Belarus to question former Lithu-
anian President Valdas Adamkus as a witness. The former President
would be interrogated about the genocide of the Belarusian people
during World War II (in the territory of the Byelorussian Soviet So-
cialist Republic), committed by the German occupiers and their aides,
the Lithuanian Auxiliary Police Battalions (Adamkus was a soldier in
one of these formations, which is a well-known fact in Lithuania)®.
The next step in violating the standards of international coexist-
ence was the illegal detention by Belarus of a Lithuanian diplomatic
vehicle at the border crossing in Miedniki and its return to Lithuania
after Lithuanian couriers refused to open the car and break democratic
seals®. In the face of this act, which, according to the Lithuanian side,
violates “all civilised principles” and violates the Vienna Convention

37 The entire statement of Minister M. Adomenas on: Lrt.lt, Viceministras Adoménas: Lietuva
neisduos Cichanouskajos Baltarusijos rezimui, 3 March 2020, https://www.Irt.lt/naujienos/pa-
saulyje/6/1358468/landsbergis-apie-minsko-prasyma-isduoti-cichanouskaja-greiciau-pragaras-
uzsals-nei-mes-svarstysime-jusu-prasymus [1.05.2021].

38 President G.Nauseda described it as an act of state terrorism, called on NATO and European Un-
ion allies to react, and assessed that the Belarusian regime posed a threat to international civil
aviation, T.Vaitelé, Nauséda Baltarusijos veiksmus vadina valstybinio terorizmo aktu: “Sj jvykj reikia
vertinti kaip Zmogaus pagrobimq”, 23 May 2021, https://www.tv3.lt/naujiena/lietuva/nauseda-
baltarusijos-veiksmus-vadina-valstybinio-terorizmo-aktu-si-ivyki-reikia-vertinti-kaip-zmogaus-
pagrobima-n1097338 [5.06.2021].

39 Lrytas, Nejtikétiny Baltarusijos rezimo jtarimy sulaukes V. Adamkus ir pats negaléjo patikéti:
,Nesgmoné’, 2 June 2021, https://www.Irytas.t/lietuvosdiena/aktualijos/2021/06/02/news/bal-
tarusijos-rezimas-nusitaike-i-v-adamku-praso-apklausti-del-baltarusiu-genocido-karo-me-
tais-19595971 [12.07.2021].

40 Z. Abromaitis, E. Spokas, M. Vilikanskyté, Buves ambasadorius Vaitiekinas apie Baltarusijos
akibrokstq pasienyje: tokio masto neadekvataus veikimo dar nebuvo, https://www.Irt.It/naujien-
os/pasaulyje/6/1425544/buves-ambasadorius-vaitiekunas-apie-baltarusijos-akibroksta-pasienyje-
tokio-masto-neadekvataus-veikimo-dar-nebuvo [4.06.2021].
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on Diplomatic Relations, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Lithuania
expressed strong opposition, and Minister Gabrielius Landsbergis
stated that “there is a raging dictator in the centre of Europe”. As
a matter of urgency, the Lithuanian Ministry of Foreign Affairs sum-
moned a representative of the Belarusian embassy, who was handed
a protest note on this matter.

Was the lack of results in the area of liberalisation of the political
system of Belarus the only factor influencing the change in Lithuania’s
posture towards the actions of the Lukashenko regime? The issue of the
integration of Russia and Belarus, especially in economic and military
spheres, became an equally important problem. Lithuania’s security
is also seen as regional security, and this is guaranteed by safeguard-
ing the sovereignty of individual states of the area®’. The outbreak of
the Russian-Ukrainian conflict was also not without significance, as
it built a new geopolitical situation in the region and became another
signal for Lithuania that Russia did not give up its neo-imperial ambi-
tions. This translated into a revision of the security philosophy of the
Lithuanian state, as did the plans to allocate a Russian military base
in Belarus. Integration of Russia and Belarus may be dangerous for
Lithuania for another reason as well: Belarus will cease to be a kind
of buffer zone that used to separate the Russian Federation from the
West and, to some extent, protect Lithuania from Moscow’s hybrid
actions, the effectiveness of which can be observed today in Ukraine.

Summary

Lithuania, which long held an extraordinarily flexible and often ide-
alistic stance with the non-democratic regime of A. Lukashenko, is
trying to redefine its position towards Belarus. It boldly corrects the
hitherto priorities of bilateral policy and, thanks to the intensity and
range of assistance provided to the Belarusian opposition, opens up an
entirely new area of regional cooperation, building a broad coalition of

41 The radical position of Minister Gabrielius Landsbergis is described in the text: Delfi.lt, Lands-
bergis: yra Europos patikinimas, kad nebusime paliktivieni akivaizdoje su siautéjanciu diktatoriumi,
https://www.delfi.lt/news/daily/lithuania/landsbergis-yra-europos-patikinimas-kad-nebusime-
palikti-vieni-akivaizdoje-su-siautejanciu-diktatoriumi.d?id=87337065 [4.06.2021].

42 A.Wilson, Belarus: The Last European Dictatorship, Yale University Press, 2021, pp. 300-322.
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support for the initiatives of Belarusian civil society. The geographi-
cal proximity of Lithuania and the experience of Soviet times, which
caused Lithuanian society to suffer severely, do not allow indifference
to the events in Belarus. The demands for democratisation and the
need to defend human rights in Belarus promoted by Vilnius are in line
with Lithuania’s broader international activities, which have included
providing humanitarian support to the Palestinians and speaking out
at the 45th session of the Human Rights Council (HRC) as part of an
interactive dialogue with the Deputy High Commissioner for Human
Rights on the human rights situation in Ukraine.

Vilnius also used the problematic international situation to reo-
pen the topic of the energy and ecological future of the region, which
is threatened by the launch of the Astravets NPP, portrayed as a geo-
political project of the Kremlin*®. The change of policy in Vilnius is
undoubtedly influenced by the rapprochement between Moscow and
Minsk, which is an essential factor affecting the security of Lithuania,
the European Union, and NATO*. This could lead to a strengthening
of NATO’s eastern flank and an intensification of Lithuania’s cooper-
ation with the United States in the future®. In an interview with the
Financial Times, Prime Minister Ingrida Simonyté even emphasised
that in relations with the regime of A. Lukashenko, “nothing can be
excluded” and “one must be prepared for everything”*.

A rational answer to the question of whether relations between
Lithuania and Belarus has currently reached a deadlock is difficult be-
cause successive weeks provide evidence of increasingly irrational ac-
tions taken by A. Lukashenko not only towards Belarusian society but
also towards neighbouring states. The narrowing potential for dialogue
between Lithuania and Belarus is therefore also a reaction to the in-

43 The subject of threats to state security is discussed in the report Grésmiy Nacionaliniam saugu-
mui vertinimas 2021, Vilnius 2021, https://www.vsd.It/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/2021-LT-el_.
pdf [1.06.2021].

44 L.Kojala, W. Jakdbik, Russia’s Influence and Presence in Lithuania, https://newdirection.online/2018-
publications-pdf/ND-RussianInfluencelnLithuania-preview%28low-res%29.pdf [1.06.2021].

45 Forexample, the visit of Lithuanian Foreign Minister Linas Linkevicius to Washington in Septem-
ber 2020.

46 Based on the article: Lrytas, . Simonytés interviu ,Financial Times": Lietuvai svarbiausia, kad
nereikéty spresti, kieno argumentai geresni, 10 June 2021, https://www.Irytas.It/lietuvosdiena/ak-
tualijos/2021/06/10/news/i-simonytes-interviu-financial-times-lietuvai-svarbiausia-kad-nereike-
tu-spresti-kieno-argumentai-geresni-es-ar-jav-19689074/ [6.10.2021].
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creasing unpredictability of the Belarusian dictator, who in his foreign
policy has departed both from pragmatism, which favours economic
interests, and even common sense. It is certain that in the long term,
this redefinition of Lithuanian-Belarusian relations may bring many
changes to Lithuania, both in its domestic and foreign policy. First of
all, the position of the pro-Belarusian economic lobby, which period-
ically influenced the directions of Lithuania’s foreign policy mainly
due to the prospects of the development of Lithuanian investments
in Belarus, will be weakened. This may also have an impact (at least
in the short term) on the inhibition of the transit of Belarusian goods
through Lithuania and the overall balance of bilateral trade.

On the other hand, we are indeed facing a new opening in Lithu-
ania’s security policy, which should not come as a surprise since fur-
ther steps by the Belarusian regime prove that many of the previous
potential threats may change into actual ones. From Lithuania’s point
of view, a democratic, predictable, and separated-from-Russia Belarus
increases the security of Lithuania and the entire region. Lithuania’s
diplomatic success undoubtedly was the publicising of the Belarusian
issue in the Euro-Atlantic forum and the return to the international
debate of all the Baltic states, whose importance in NATO defence
policy automatically grows with the Russian-Belarusian rapproche-
ment. Lithuania discounts these circumstances very skilfully and, in
the long term, may become a key player for the entire region due to
its strategic location. Although NATO is steadily strengthening its
eastern flank so that, according to Prime Minister Ingrida Simonyte,
“Lithuania has never been safer than it is now’, the challenges Lithu-
ania faces as a result of the complicated situation in Belarus have never
been more significant”. If Lithuania rises to this challenge, it has the
chance to become a significant Euro-Atlantic political player and, at
the same time, secure its economic interests.

47 Compare the diagnosis of Lithuania’s security condition on: Lietuva isitikinusi saugumu nepaisant
regioninio nestabilumo, 30 May 2021, https://kriptovaliutos.org [1.06.2021].
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