Moscow Times

30 YEARS INDEPENDENT NEWS FROM RUSSIA

Can an Ambassador's Sacking Save
Russia-Belarus Relations?

Replacing the Russian ambassador in Minsk might not be enough to
speed up the integration of the two countries.
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On April 30, Vladimir Putin relieved Russian ambassador to Belarus Mikhail Babich of his
duties and replaced him with Dmitry Mezentsev, a former senator and secretary general of the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO).

Sacking the Russian ambassador to Belarus implies that Moscow has sacrificed a figure that
has irritated Minsk in order to pursue closer integration of the two countries. However, one
should not count on such a prompt development, for Belarussian President Alexander
Lukashenko has considerable experience in resisting attempts to force him into something
that he considers unprofitable.
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Grigory Karasin, Russia’s deputy minister of Foreign Affairs, explained this rotation of office
as an ordinary diplomatic practice, dismissing the idea that it reflected strained relations
between Moscow and Minsk.

Babich, the former head of government in postwar Chechnya and onetime presidential envoy,
was appointed in Minsk in August 2018, when Moscow was promoting the need to tighten the
two countries’ integration.

However, he did not behave like a skillful diplomat, acting in a style reminiscent of a Soviet
diplomat — when ambassadors in the satellite states of the socialist bloc patronized their
hosts and interfered in domestic affairs.

Babich frequently violated diplomatic protocols, sharply commented on the actions taken by
Minsk and Lukashenko himself, and provoked the Belarus authorities by meeting with
representatives of the opposition and traveling through the country.

Less than one year after his appointment in Minsk, Babich managed to make an enemy of the
country’s elite and of Lukashenko himself. He became one of the root sources of deteriorating
relations between the two countries, as the Belarussian Foreign Affairs minister himself
stated.

Belarus could only perceive Babich’s actions as a manifestation of the Kremlin’s policy aimed
at limiting Belarus’ independence.

However, Minsk hasn’t been irritated by Babich’s actions alone. The country was also
displeased when Russia introduced a new oil tax, which impacted the Belarussian budget, as
well as by the recent Russian oil quality scandal. The constant chatter surrounding a scenario
which allows Putin to stay in power after 2024 as head of a unified Russian-Belarussian state
also increased Minsk’s anxiety; Babich’s behavior has only exacerbated such concerns.

Related article: Belarus In the Dark About When Clean Russian Oil Flows Will Resume

As Kommersant reported, during a recent meeting with Putin, Lukashenko demanded
Babich’s resignation in exchange for an increase in integration.

But a single resignation can hardly solve this issue.

Although the newly appointed ambassador does not have the reputation of being a liability,
his ability to force further integration is uncertain.

For now, Minsk is open to strengthening its cooperation with Moscow and is willing to create
a global economic, military and political union in which both countries would be equal, but
Belarus is not ready to give up on its sovereignty.

Lukashenko, in turn, will use the fears surrounding a potential takeover in the upcoming
parliamentary and presidential elections to his own advantage.

A version of this article was originally published in Vedomosti
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