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In just one month, Belarus and Russia have gone from a three-day amicable meeting between
their presidents in Sochi to a new flare-up in tensions. The Belarussian Foreign Ministry has
accused the Russian ambassador in Minsk, Mikhail Babich, of manufacturing artificial figures
in his interviews, and of being unable to distinguish an independent state from a Russian
federal district, prompting a similarly outraged response from the Russian Foreign Ministry.

Right from the start of the current dispute between Belarus and Russia, there was no obvious
compromise, and this set it apart from previous arguments between the two countries, in
which it was always possible to agree on a figure somewhere in between Belarussian
requirements and Russian resources for friendship. 
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Belarus is losing billions of dollars in budget revenue as a result of Russia’s new energy tax
system, which shifts the tax burden on oil products from their export to extraction. Minsk,
which previously bought duty-free crude oil from Russia under their customs union and then
re-exported it at a profit, claims that the new system violates the terms of the Eurasian
Economic Union. Moscow, for its part, has adopted a fundamentally new position and has
proposed deeper integration via the union state that the two countries entered into in the
1990s. 

Related article: Belarus Ready to 'Unite' With Russia, Lukashenko Says

Given the difference in size and political weight of the two countries, this could only really
mean the seamless engulfment of Belarus by Russia. But Belarussian, including the ruling
elite, are used to their independence, and Belarussian President Alexander Lukashenko
equates sovereignty with authority. Accordingly, this idea has not been greeted with
enthusiasm in Minsk.

Lukashenko spent three days with Russian President Vladimir Putin in Sochi in the middle of
February, and the Belarussian leader’s position is that the two countries are destined to be
friends as well as neighbors, and that they will come to an agreement in the end. 

But for the last six months, there has been a new Russian ambassador in Minsk, and he never
misses an opportunity to take a shot in the rhetorical ping-pong.

When Babich, then a presidential plenipotentiary to Russia’s Volga federal district, was
appointed ambassador to Belarus last year, Minsk was instantly wary of the former security
services operative. Babich, who was Chechnya’s head of government during the second
Chechen war, was previously made Russia’s ambassador to Ukraine in 2016, but Kiev rejected
his appointment. 

Putin also named the ambassador his plenipotentiary, while those in Belarus who see Russia
as a threat dubbed Babich a governor general. Indeed, his regular trips around the Belarussian
regions and visits to major factories are somewhat reminiscent of a landowner (or their
steward) taking stock of their domain.

Related article: A Brotherly Takeover: Could Russia Annex Belarus?

Babich is the first Russian ambassador in a decade to openly meet with representatives of the
Belarussian opposition, which, given the tension in relations, looked a little backhanded. He
has also given a series of extensive interviews to Russian media in which he has
systematically rejected all of Minsk’s most recent complaints about Russia, and instead
voiced his own discontent with Belarus.

In his most recent interview with Russia’s state-run news outlet RIA Novosti — the one that
prompted the Belarussian Foreign Ministry’s comments — Babich made several statements
that teetered on the brink of diplomatic etiquette. He found six different ways to say that
Russia was propping up Belarus economically, and even took a shot at Lukashenko, accusing
him of using “laughable examples” when making his own points, and of attempting to
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mobilize his electorate by painting Russia as an enemy. 

Emotions are a hallmark of Belarus-Russia relations. It is nearly always Lukashenko who
raises their pitch, and Moscow is at times only too happy to answer back in kind. But in
diplomacy, the accepted standard is that it is the capitals that exchange sharp words, while
the ambassadors play the role of good cop, striving not to damage relations with the country
to which they have been posted. 

Now irritation inside the Belarussian Foreign Ministry, which was reportedly dead against
Babich’s appointment, has reached boiling point. The ambassador’s criticism of Lukashenko
was a convenient excuse for the ministry’s furious response. After all, even if they went a little
overboard in their reaction, who’s going to rebuke them for an overly zealous defense of their
president from an attack?

Minsk and Moscow’s dispute over oil and integration is very real and will not go away any
time soon, but it was certainly not inevitable that it would lead to a diplomatic spat. The
nonchalance with which the Russian ambassador and his sparring partners in Minsk are
raising the stakes in their rhetoric is a symptom of deeper forces at work in Belarussian-
Russian relations. Both sides are starting to sense that they have reached some kind of
historic threshold. But the old format of friendship is so worn out that there is little to lose. 

Minsk can see that Moscow has resolved once and for all to reduce its spending on Belarus, as
well as replace Belarussian imports with Russian products, from food items to trucks and
ballistic missile transporters. This decreased loyalty on the Russian side raises the permissible
level of tough talk on the Belarussian side. 

"Babich isn’t afraid of damaging relations with Belarus, because Moscow has little to lose
from upsetting Minsk."

Babich isn’t afraid of damaging relations with Belarus, because Moscow has little to lose from
upsetting Minsk. No one truly believes in Lukashenko’s apparent pivot toward the West. On
the contrary, the thrust of the Russian position in the last few months has been: “if you don’t
want to integrate with us, then pay your own way, look for cheap oil elsewhere, and let’s see
how you get on.”

In another situation, we would be able to say unequivocally that the countries are headed at
full steam for divorce, or at least toward a serious contraction in their alliance. Russia is tired
of the old system, but what it has offered instead does not suit Belarus. 

But for Lukashenko and his economic and political system, there really is no easy way out.
Europe won’t welcome into its ranks an autocrat, and the economic shocks that would result
from a sudden rupture with Russia are too terrible for the Belarussian leader to even
contemplate.

For this reason, Minsk will strive with all its might to slow down this process, and hedge its
bets along the way, while not giving up its sovereignty. Babich will obviously find it harder to



work in Belarus in the foreseeable future, especially in his dealings with state bodies. But as
far as everything else is concerned, the two sides are unlikely to exacerbate either the conflict
surrounding the ambassador or the broader dispute over oil and integration. 

In the intermediate term, the Belarussian economy will be forced to adapt to life without the
previous volume of Russian support. And the further this process goes under Lukashenko, the
fewer obstacles there will be in the way of the country’s next authorities if they want to be
more active in shedding the vestiges of their country’s post-Soviet ties to Russia. 

This piece was originally published for The Carnegie Moscow Center.

The views expressed in opinion pieces do not necessarily reflect the position of The Moscow
Times.

Original url:
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2019/03/26/war-of-words-pushes-belarus-russia-relations-to-the-bri
nk-a64963

https://carnegie.ru/commentary/78682

