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BEND NOTE

WLL LWKASHENKA SIRAVE AS PUTNTN LGEES | NTEREST IN UINON WTH
BHARLB?

By Taras Kuzio

Bel arusi an President A yaksandr Lukashenka has becone
increasingly isolated and out of step wth international devel opnents
since his re-election and the 11 Septenier terrorist attacks agai nst
the Lhited Sates -- a trend best evidenced by the country's tepid
relations wth its closest ally, Russia

Russian President Madimr Putin has not shown the sane |evel
of interest in the nuch-touted Russia-Bel arus Lhion, which is based
on an interstate treaty that cane into force in January 2000, as dd
his predecessor Boris Yeltsin. As "lzvestiya' recently wote,
Lukashenka's problemis that he no longer has an ally in the Krenhin.
"The chill in Russian-Belarusian relations appeared as soon as Rutin
replaced Yeltsin," "lzvestiya" added. Mreover, the presidential
elections held in Belarus on 9 Septenier, in which Lukashenka won in
the first round wth 75.62 percent of the vote, "nmarked a dranatic
decline in relations between Mscow and Mnsk” because it was
remniscent of a "farce,” "lzvestiya' commented.

Four issues plague the union, which have caused RPutin to |ose
interest inthe union. FHrst, Putin has openly poured cold water on
the idea of equality between Russia and Bel arus, upon which
Lukashenka has always insisted. Pavel Borodin, the state secretary o
the Russia-Belarus Lhion, told Russia' s NIV tel evision that
Lukashenka' s proposed nodel for the union, which he presented to
Putin last nonth, is "nonsense” and "sinply foolish."

Second, the Belarusian econony is only 3 percent as large as
Russia's, as Rutin pointed out, but Belarus is demanding the right o
veto while maintaining its sovereignty and territorial integrity.
Lukashenka di sagrees wth the common perception in Russia that
Belarus is using the union to obtain subsidies. Gonplaining about
this view of Belarus as a freel oader, Lukashenka said, "Nobody has
allowed hinself to voice such an insult during the 10 years o
Bel arus' s independence and sovereignty.”

Third, a naor stunbling block is how the union should be
organized. Onh this question, Lukashenka increasingly sounds like his
national i st opponents when defending Bel arusian sovereignty in the
face of Russian efforts to define the union as the incorporation o
Bel arus. Lukashenka rules out Belarus becoming the 90t h subject o
the Russian Federation. This is totally out of the question for



Lukashenka because, "No president of Belarus would take that step. In
the Soviet Lhion, Belarus had nore sovereignty.” He went onto
conplain, "Bven Sain did not plan to deprive Belarus of its

soverei gnty."

Syarhey Kastsyan, a deputy of the Bel arusian Chanber o
Representatives, rejected Putin's proposals for "a single state" wth
one governnent and parlianent. The Bel arusian understanding o
"union" is akin to a new confederation of equal, sovereign states
conparabl e to what the UBSR was noving toward in late 1991

Fourth, Lukashenka' s hostility to economic reform incl udes
opposition to the Russian takeover of the still snall nunber o
privatized conpani es. Lukashenka warned Russia that he woul d never
"betray" Belarusian state interests and "give up Belarus to anybody, "
adding that he does not "need to sell enterprises to sone Russian
oligarchs.”

Fundanental |y, Putin's waning interest in the union amd
these four disagreenents is because the Russia-Belarus ULhion was
always understood differently by Russia and Belarus. Both Yeltsin and
Putin saw it in non-ideological terns, as a useful attribute to their
foreign-policy arsenal and geopolitical designs. Rutin prefers to
view the union as building on the experience of the European Uhion.

But Lukashenka has always seen it very differently. As a
Sovietophile pan-Javist, he is ideologically conmtted to the union
as a stepping-stone to a revived USSR however unlikely that is a
decade after it disintegrated.

In the late 1990s, a union wth Belarus was a neans for
Russia to assert itself as a "great power” vis-a-vis the VWést and
NATO expansi on. Unfortunately for Lukashenka, Putin has tenpered his
opposi tion to NATO expansion, which has resulted in the devel opnent
of a new "19+1" rel ationship between the alliance and Russia. Uhlike
Belarus, Russia is no longer engaging in the sort of anti-Véstern and
anti-US diatribes that it earlier unleashed during NATOs bonbi ng
canpai gn in Kosova and Serbia. Lukashenka s continued
"anti-Veésternism” as exenplified by his hostility to the CBE
presence in Mnsk and to NATO expansi on, seens increasi ngly anonal ous
inthe aftermath of 11 Septentoer.

After the creation of the NATORussia Qouncil and Wkraine's
announcenent that it intends to seek NATO nentershi p, Lukashenka is
unsure where to turn. Anare that he is being increasingly isolated,
Lukashenka has now invited NATO to take part in annual nilitary
exer ci ses.

Lukashenka's calls for a "300,000-strong joint
Bel arusi an-Russian mlitary group” have also not been supported by
Putin -- presunably because it is not clear who such a force would be
directed against. Athough Belarus is a nenfber of the AS llective
Security Treaty (now Qrganization) its useful ness to that structure
is not evident, as Lukashenka has al ways opposed the use o
Bel arusian troops outside Russia and Belarus. A new |aw adopted this
nonth allowng Belarusian troops to undertake mlitary nmissions
abroad rules out sending themto "hot spots.™

To Rutin, the advancenent of Russia' s "strategic partnership"
wth Wkraine is now nore inportant than a union wth Belarus. The
decision to create a Russian-lkrainian gas consortium which neans an



end to the idea of building a pipeline through Belarus, reflects
Mbscow s greater interest in kraine as a strategic asset. In
addition, kraine under Kuchna, unlike Belarus under Lukashenka, is
allowng Russian capital to take part in privatization. By 2005 70
percent of comodities nade in Wkraine will be produced wth the
participation of Russian capital.

As Russia increasingly cold-shoulders himand his regine,
opportunities wll arise for the Bel arusian opposition and
disgruntled elites to nove against him The Lukashenka regine no
longer looks stable, and his popularity ratings are at an all tine
| owof 25-30 percent.

"The Véshington Post™ recently called upon Russia to prove
its coomitnent to integration wth the Vést by wthdrawng its
support for Lukashenka. If Myscow accepts this advice, Lukashenka is
fi ni shed.
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