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Prosecutors in Belarus on Tuesday requested 15 years in jail for a leading opposition figure,
who was arrested last year ahead of presidential elections that sparked historic anti-
government protests.

The demonstrations swept the former Soviet country after strongman leader Alexander
Lukashenko claimed a landslide victory in August polls that the opposition and many Western
countries said were rigged. 

Related article: Lukashenko Rival in Court as Belarus Sees New Crackdown

Former banker and leading opposition member Viktor Babaryko was arrested in June ahead of
the election after he announced he would run against Lukashenko, who has ruled Belarus with
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an iron fist since 1994.

On Tuesday, prosecutors requested that Babaryko be jailed for 15 years, an independent
journalist said from court.

Babaryko was accused by the KGB security services of receiving bribes and "laundering funds
obtained by criminal means" when he was head of Belgazprombank, the Belarusian branch of
a bank belonging to Russian energy giant Gazprom. 

Seven other defendants in the case, including several Belgazprombank executives, are being
prosecuted on the charges. 

All of them pleaded guilty and have given evidence against Babaryko. They are facing more
lenient sentences of between three and six-and-a-half years.

Babaryko was among the several leading opposition figures who were arrested or fled the
country ahead of the presidential vote. 

Lukashenko's main opponent in the polls was Svetlana Tikhanovskaya, who took the place of
her jailed husband on the ballot and quickly gained popularity. 

She was forced into exile in EU member Lithuania several days after the protests engulfed the
country. Thousands were detained in the crackdown that left several people dead. 

The European Union has imposed several rounds of sanctions on Lukashenko and his allies —
including travel bans and asset freezes — over the brutal treatment of protesters.

On Monday, the EU, U.S., Britain and Canada announced fresh sanctions on Belarus over the
forced landing of a Ryanair flight last month to arrest a regime critic and his girlfriend
onboard.

The new sanctions target major sources of state revenue including potash fertiliser and
petroleum products.

Lukashenko, however, has so far shrugged off the Western pressure with backing from key
ally Russia.
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