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Belarussian President Alexander Lukashenko told his annual news conference on Thursday
that his country was a sovereign, independent nation that could not be handed over
to anybody.

At the same news conference, Lukashenko also raised the specter of the Ukrainian conflict
spreading to Belarus, re-asserted Belarus's independence and sought to reassure Belarussians
that he would continue to bring them stability without upheaval.

"As for conversations that Belarus is some kind of a part of the Russian world ... Belarus is
a sovereign, independent state ... There are hundreds of thousands of armed people lined up
behind me," he said.

Referring to the conflict in neighboring Ukraine, which has cost more than 5,000 lives, he
spoke of the need for greater border protection. He said he could not imagine "that a Russian
man could come to Belarus to fight."



Mishandling of the economy by, say, introducing "shock therapy" could lead to pitched
battles in the streets of Belarus, he said. "There could be 'Maidans'," he said, referring to the
street protests that ousted a Moscow-backed president in Ukraine almost a year ago.

Lukashenko has ruled the country of 9.5 millions since 1994. The United States once referred
to as Europe's 'last dictator' and he remains shunned by the West because of his autocratic
style at home.

On Thursday, he said that if he was "alive and healthy" he would run again for president
at the end of this year in what will be his fifth term of office.

During his long rule, Lukashenko has frequently sought to play off Russia against the West.
He was quick to contradict those who saw Belarus as "some sort of part of the Russian world."
But analysts say, despite occasional swipes at Moscow, he rarely strays far enough in policy
to anger the Kremlin.
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