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Introduction

Sanctions are a key instrument of the EU’s Common Foreign and Security Policy 
(CFSP), enabling it to respond to global challenges and to the actions of foreign govern-
ments, that are contrary to the values and objectives set out in Article 21 of the Treaty 
on European Union (TEU, 2009).The examination of the EU’s sanctions policy takes 
on particular relevance in the context of ongoing geopolitical changes shaping the glob-
al balance of power2. Indecisive and ineffective sanction measures may undermine the 
EU’s credibility as an independent normative actor in the international arena, while pos-
ing a serious threat to democratisation processes.

The case of Belarus is an illustrative case study in the analysis of the EU’s sanc-
tions policy due to its long-term nature (spanning over two decades), its cyclical nature 
(sequential introduction, suspension and lifting of sanctions) and its wide range of 
restrictions such as travel bans, asset freezes, arms embargoes and targeted economic 
sanctions. The rigged presidential elections in Belarus in August 2020, the repression 
of civil society and the regime’s actions, which posed a threat to regional security, 
prompted the EU to review its sanctions policy towards Belarus.

The main objective of this article is to explain the EU sanctions policy towards 
Belarus from 2020 to 2022, taking into account the key factors that determine the de-
cision-making process and to identify the transformation of this policy. In addition, in 
the context of changing geopolitical conditions, the article seeks to identify potential 
directions for the development of the EU sanctions policy towards Belarus in the per-
spective of the next decade.

The article attempts to answer the following research question: what factors de-
termined the decision-making process of the EU’s sanctions policy towards Belarus 
after the 2020 presidential elections? Accordingly, the following research hypothesis 

1  This article is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommer-
cial-ShareAlike License (CC-BY-SA 4.0).

2  The redefinition of US foreign policy priorities under the Donald Trump administration, par-
ticularly the revision of its approach towards Russia and the EU, combined with further develop-
ments in Ukraine and Belarus’s support for Russia in its military aggression, poses serious challenges 
for the EU in terms of foreign policy, security and regional stability.
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has been formulated: the transformation of the EU sanctions policy, understood as an 
expansion of sanctions towards Belarus between 2020 and 2022, was the result of the 
regime’s post-election actions, that posed a threat to regional security.

The article is structured as follows. The first part will present the methodology and 
research framework of the article. This will be followed by an analysis of the EU sanc-
tions policy towards Belarus in 2020–2022, divided into two stages, and the identifi-
cation of the factors determining the decision-making process of this policy and their 
transformation. Subsequently, an attempt is made to verify the hypothesis and identify 
potential directions for the future of the EU’s sanctions policy towards Belarus, taking 
into account the possibility of the EU’s return to a transactional policy in the context 
of changing geopolitical conditions.

Conceptual and Methodological Framework

The study is based on the following research methods: content analysis, process 
tracing and comparative method.

A content analysis was conducted to critically assess EU documents on sanctions 
policy, including resolutions and recommendations of the European Parliament (EP), 
conclusions of the European Council (EUCO) and the Council of the European Union 
(Council), statements by the EU High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security 
Policy/Vice-President of the European Commission (HR/VP), communications from 
the European External Action Service (EEAS), as well as Council decisions and im-
plementing regulations concerning EU sanctions against Belarus. The process-tracing 
method was used to analyse the evolution of the sanctions policy and to identify the 
reasons for its transformation over a defined period.

The comparative method allows for an analysis of the distinct stages of the EU’s 
sanctions policy towards Belarus, taking into account the following factors:
	– normative: issues related to the protection of human rights, democratic principles 

and compliance with international legal standards;
	– pragmatic: geopolitical, economic and security issues;
	– institutional: the positions and reactions of various institutional and individual ac-

tors towards the application of sanctions.
The study conducted is based on the liberal-intergovernmental approach (Tosiek, 

2016, 2020), which takes into account the national preferences of EU Member States 
in areas such as economy, security and foreign policy, as well as the broad geopolitical 
context – with a particular focus on the EU’s relations with Russia. This approach 
also allows for an analysis of the functioning of the institutional mechanisms of the 
CFSP, especially in the context of negotiations in the Council aimed at achieving the 
consensus required by the principle of unanimity when taking decisions on sanctions. 
In practice, this leads to the need to work out compromises between the promotion of 
values and the pursuit of the EU’s strategic objectives, in the context of the differing 
interests of its Member States.

Additionally, this approach takes into account coordination mechanisms within the 
EU institutions, in particular the role of the HR/VP, who plays a key role in formulat-
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ing a unified EU position. The EUCO is also crucial, giving strategic direction to the 
Union’s foreign policy, which often proves necessary to achieve consensus. This anal-
ysis also considers the role of the EP, which, despite its limited treaty competences in 
the field of CFSP, as the only EU institution with democratic legitimacy, can influence 
other institutions by, inter alia, organising debates, adopting resolutions, recommen-
dations and reports (Staszczyk, 2013, p. 258).

In analysing the decision-making process of sanctions policy and its transforma-
tion, the following variables were considered: values (“human rights,” “democracy”), 
pragmatism (“economy,” “geopolitics/security”) and institutional aspects (the posi-
tions of collective institutional actors and individuals towards sanctions).

In order to carry out a coherent analysis of developments in the EU’s sanctions pol-
icy towards Belarus, it is necessary to divide the research framework into two chron-
ological stages:
	– 9 August 2020 – 23 May 2021: from the 2020 presidential election to the 2021 

incident with the Ryanair plane in Minsk;
	– 24 May 2021 – 24 February 2022: from the Ryanair plane incident to the start of 

the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine3.
The adopted time frame also allows for an analysis of the impact of the sanctions 

policy towards Belarus on Alexander Lukashenko’s decision to support the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine. Changes in the sanctions policy after 24 February 2022 constitute 
an important element in the formulation of scenarios for future policy development, 
taking into account normative, pragmatic and institutional factors.

EU Sanctions Policy Towards Belarus 2020–2021

The EU’s sanctions policy in the years leading up to the 2020 presidential elections 
was characterised by pragmatism and limited effectiveness in promoting democratic 
change. Faced with changing geopolitical circumstances, such as the 2008 Russian–
Georgian conflict, the annexation of Crimea and the Russian military intervention in 
eastern Ukraine in 2014, the EU decided to suspend sanctions or even lift them. These 
actions undermined the coherence and consistency of the sanctions policy, as its pri-
mary objective – to induce significant changes in terms of democracy and the function-
ing of the political system – was not achieved (Miadzvetskaya, Challet, 2022, p. 14).

The presidential elections held on 9 August 2020 were deemed undemocratic and 
rigged by Belarusian independent observers (Belarusian Helsinki Committee, Human 
Rights Centre “Viasna”, 2020).4 The official results indicated that the main opposition 
candidate, Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya, received only around 10 per cent support, which 

3  During the period under review, EU sanctions focused on the Belarusian regime, treated as 
a separate political entity responsible for violations of international law and internal repression. Fol-
lowing the launch of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022, the EU’s sanctions 
policy towards Belarus was integrated into the broader context of the EU’s strategy towards Russia.

4  The Belarusian authorities blocked the arrival of OSCE international observers by delaying the 
issuing of an invitation to prevent independent and objective observation of the elections (OSCE, 
2020).
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raised doubts about the integrity of the entire electoral process (Szabaciuk, 2020; 
Kłysiński, Chawryło, 2020). In addition, both the election campaign and the post-elec-
tion period were characterised by intense scrutiny by the authorities, restrictions on 
basic civil liberties, repression and mass arrests of those who criticised the regime, 
including independent candidates. Mass protests organised by civil society calling for 
re-elections in accordance with international standards were suppressed (Amnesty In-
ternational, 2021; Bosse, 2021, p. 203).

In response to the events in Belarus, a number of political declarations and calls 
were issued by key EU actors – both individual and collective institutional – regarding 
the non-recognition of the election results, the condemnation of the repression of pro-
tests, as well as the need to review the EU’s foreign policy towards Belarus up to that 
point. On 11 August 2020, HR/VP Josep Borrell, on behalf of the EU, issued a state-
ment noting that the elections were “neither free nor fair,” highlighting the possibility 
of imposing sanctions on those responsible for the events (Council, 2020a). Subse-
quently, the EU introduced three packages of sanctions, gradually extending them to 
individuals and entities (Council, 2020b, 2020d, 2020e). In order to illustrate the deci-
sion-making process of the sanctions policy and to indicate the factors determining the 
process – including the positions of key EU actors towards consensus building in the 
Council – the table below presents the policy in chronological order.

Table 1
EU policy towards Belarus (2020–2021)

Date / Type  
of Sanctions

Number of Indi-
viduals/Entities

Triggering 
situation Developing consensus in the Council 

2 October 2020
Travel ban Freezing of 
assets
(1 package)

44 individuals Presidential 
elections and 
post-election 
repression

Council Decision of 14 August 2020.
Cyprus’ initial veto.
Opposition by France, Germany and Italy to 
sanctions on Lukashenko – attempt to settle 
the situation through diplomatic means.
Follow-up to the conclusions of the European 
Council, 1–2 October 2020

6 November 2020
Travel ban Freezing of 
assets
(2 packet)

15 individuals Follow-up to the Conclusions of the European 
Council, 1–2 October 2020

17 December 2020
Travel ban Freezing of 
assets
Financial sanctions
(3 packet)

29 individuals
7 entities

Failure to agree to sanctions on key Belaru-
sian businessmen as a result of lobbying ef-
forts.

Source: Author’s own analysis based on EU decisions and regulations, https://eur-lex.europa.eu/oj/di-
rect-access.html.

Faced with the need to maintain a balance between supporting the Belarusian dem-
ocratic opposition and remaining open to dialogue with the Minsk authorities, while 
taking into account Russia’s unequivocal support for the regime, the EU encountered 
a serious challenge in developing a coherent and effective policy response (Korostel-
eva, Petrova, 2021, p. 7). The cautious exertion of pressure, involving a limited range 
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of sanctions and their gradual introduction, stemmed from the difficulty in reaching 
a consensus among Member States, particularly on the issue of economic sanctions.

The delay in the implementation of the first sanctions package was the result of 
a veto by Cyprus, which made its support for sanctions conditional on the introduction 
of restrictions against Turkey, linked to Turkish drilling in the disputed waters of the 
Eastern Mediterranean. In addition, Cyprus was one of the largest EU investors in 
Belarus, acting as a key intermediary for Russian investment in the country, which fur-
ther influenced its approach to EU sanctions policy towards Belarus (Rettman, 2020). 
Hungary was also within the group of countries opposing the imposition of severe 
sanctions on Belarus. This position was reflected in the political rhetoric of Prime Min-
ister Viktor Orbán, who, despite ongoing mass protests against the regime, expressed 
support for lifting the existing restrictions during an official visit to Minsk a few weeks 
before the 2020 presidential elections.

Germany, France and Italy, on the other hand, initially opposed the imposition of 
restrictions on Alexander Lukashenko, seeking to resolve the situation through medi-
ation, including with the participation of Russia (DW, 2020). According to the Bela-
rusian democratic opposition, the EU’s reaction to the post-election events was moti-
vated by fear of confrontation with Russia, which, despite the tensions in EU-Russia 
relations at the time5, had a significant impact on individual Member States (Szoszyn, 
2021). This kind of approach reflects the broader context of EU Member States’ trans-
actional policy towards Russia and its “satellites” (Zheltovskyy, 2023, p. 33). In this 
context, Belarus was seen as Russia’s sphere of influence, which had important impli-
cations for the shaping of EU foreign policy towards that country.

The most decisive position was taken by the Member States directly bordering Be-
larus – Poland, Lithuania and Latvia – supported by Estonia and the Czech Republic. 
Despite the pro-sanctions stance of a group of countries seeking to play a key role in 
shaping the EU agenda – as demonstrated by the convening of an Extraordinary Euro-
pean Council Summit on 19 August 2020 on the initiative of Poland – and an intense 
political debate, sanctions against businesses and entities supporting or benefiting from 
the regime were not imposed until the third package (Council, 2020e). It should be 
noted that the decision-making process on sanctions was also shaped by lobbying ef-
forts undertaken by key Belarusian supporters of the regime, resulting in the exclusion 
of key Belarusian businessmen, Aliaksei Alexin and Alexander Moshensky from the 
original draft version of the third package of sanctions6 (Budzisz, 2020; Seljan, 2022).

Regarding the role of collective institutional actors, the EP and EUCO played a key 
role in the decision-making process on sanctions and in shaping the transformation of 
this policy.

5  Despite the tensions in relations with Russia, caused, among other things, by the attempted poi-
soning of Russian opposition figure Alexei Navalny in August 2020 and Russian support for the Be-
larusian authorities during the elections, Member States recognised that direct dialogue with Moscow 
remained a key route to resolving contentious issues and preserving regional stability. This decision 
was conditioned by long-standing, comprehensive relations at both the political and economic levels, 
particularly in the energy and investment sectors.

6  Iceland used its lobbying capabilities in EU institutions to prevent the imposition of sanctions 
on Alexander Moshensky, a Belarusian oligarch and Iceland’s Honorary Consul in Belarus, who 
benefited from close ties to the Belarusian authorities.
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Faced with the difficulty of forging a consensus on sanctions, the issue was placed 
on the EUCO agenda, which not only set a strategic direction for the Union, but also 
identified sanctions as a concrete tool for immediate implementation, while calling on 
other institutions to reach agreement on the issue. In doing so, it should be noted, the 
EUCO’s political discourse has evolved – from relatively balanced calls to the Bela-
rusian authorities “to find a solution to the crisis by ending the violence” (European 
Council, 2020a) to a more assertive position on the issue of taking decisive action, 
including the imposition of sanctions and calling on the Council to adopt a decision on 
the matter without delay (European Council, 2020b).

An analysis of the dynamics of the EP debates shows a significant intensification 
of political activity compared to the pre-election period, which was characterised by 
a relatively low level of engagement. What is also noticeable is the evolution of the 
political discourse, which shifted towards a stronger position, focusing on the demand 
for immediate implementation of EU sanctions in response to human rights violations, 
with a clear reference to the Magnitsky Act model. The EP also adopted a position in 
support of sectoral sanctions, which was in close correlation with the demands of the 
Belarusian democratic opposition (European Parliament, 2020).

Although Eastern policy, and the Belarus issue in particular, had not been at the 
top of HR/VP Josep Borrell’s agenda, it is important to note a marked increase in his 
activity compared to his predecessors, Catherine Ashton and Federica Mogherini. De-
spite Borrell’s numerous statements both in the run-up to and after the controversial 
2020 Belarusian presidential elections, and his insistence that the absence of sanctions 
undermined the EU’s credibility (Barigazzi, Herszenhorn, 2020), he failed to achieve 
consensus in the Council on broad economic sanctions. This situation highlights the 
structural difficulties involved in agreeing on a common position within the CFSP.

In summary, the EU’s sanctions policy after the 2020 elections revealed a discrep-
ancy between political declarations and actual actions taken. The sanctions, introduced 
late and with caution, did not pose an immediate threat to the Belarusian regime or 
contribute to the political transformation in the country. They also overlooked the de-
mands of the Belarusian democratic opposition, including its leader Sviatlana Tsikha-
nouskaya, who called for tougher measures, such as the imposition of severe econom-
ic sanctions or the exclusion of Belarus from the SWIFT international bank transfer 
system. Nevertheless, the sanctions policy laid the groundwork for further efforts to 
transform the policy, playing a key role in applying long-term pressure on the author-
ities in Minsk.

EU Sanctions Policy Towards Belarus 2021–2022

The transformation of the EU’s sanctions policy towards Belarus followed the events 
of 23 May 2021, when Belarusian authorities forced a Ryanair plane, operating a flight 
between two EU capitals, Athens and Vilnius, to land in Minsk in order to arrest Raman 
Pratasevich, co-founder of the opposition news channel NEXTA (Miadzvetskaya, 2022, 
p. 7). This incident, which posed a threat to regional security, provided the direct impetus 
for a fundamental shift in the EU’s sanctions approach towards Minsk.
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Despite initial opposition from Austria, which at the time was the second-largest 
investor in Belarus, particularly in the banking and investment sectors, the EU in-
troduced targeted economic sanctions7 (Noyan, 2021). In addition, a ban on flights 
through EU airspace and a ban on access to EU airports for all Belarusian carriers were 
introduced (Council, 2021).

Another key stage in the evolution of EU policy towards Belarus was the migration 
crisis, triggered by the Belarusian regime’s instrumental use of migrants from non-Eu-
ropean countries (including Iraq, Afghanistan and Syria) as a tool of pressure on the 
Union and a means to force political concessions, including the easing of sanctions. 
In the EU political discourse, this event has been unequivocally defined as a “hybrid 
attack by Belarus on the EU” (European Commission, 2021; Euronews, 2021).

In response to the “continuing human rights violations and instrumental treatment of 
migrants,” the Council first expanded the criteria for inclusion on the sanctions list, to 
include “persons organising or supporting the regime’s activities that facilitate the illegal 
crossing of EU borders,” and then introduced a fifth package of sanctions, adding 17 in-
dividuals and 11 entities to the list (Council, 2021d). The explanatory memorandum em-
phasised the regime’s full responsibility for creating and escalating the migration crisis 
on the EU-Belarus border, declaring Minsk’s actions a “hybrid attack.” Although the EU 
did not introduce targeted economic sanctions covered by the fourth package, the new 
restrictions extended to key companies and entire sectors, including Belavia airlines, tour 
operators and hotels, passport and visa service providers and the petrochemical sector.

The table below provides a chronological overview of the evolution of the EU 
sanctions policy from 2021 to 2022 and the factors influencing it, including the posi-
tions of key EU actors in relation to the consensus in the Council, and illustrates its 
transformation.

Table 2
EU policy towards Belarus (2021–2022)

Date/Type  
of Sanctions Number of Individuals/Entities Triggering  

situation 
Developing consen-
sus in the Council

1 2 3 4
4 June 2021 Transport 
sanctions

Ban on Belarusian carriers using EU 
airspace and airports

Further human 
rights violations 
in Belarus

Forced landing 
of a Ryanair 
plane in Minsk 
on 23 May 2021

21 June 2021
Travel ban, Freezing of 
assets (4 packet)

78 individuals, 8 entities Follow-up to the con-
clusions of the Euro-
pean Council, 24–25 
May 2021

Targeted economic 
sanctions:
Export restrictions

Ban on the export of Internet and 
electronic communications surveil-
lance software

Initial opposition 
from Austria defend-
ing the interests of

7   The sanctions targeted key Belarusian producers, such as Belshina (a tyre manufacturer), 
Grodno Azot (nitrogen fertilisers), Grodno Chimvolokno (man-made fibres) and Belorusneft (oil 
extraction). In addition, sanctions were imposed on a joint-stock company, the airline Belavia, tourist 
companies, hotel operators and other entities supporting the regime’s activities, including those 
facilitating the illegal crossing of the EU’s external borders. However, the sanctions did not apply 
to contracts in place at the time or to potassium chloride containing 40 to 62% potassium, which 
accounted for approximately 80% of potassium fertilisers (Żochowski, 2021).
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1 2 3 4
Ban on exports of tobacco goods
Ban on imports of oil and potash 
products from Belarus

Priorbank (Raiffeisen 
Group)

Financial sanctions Restriction of access of Belarusian 
financial institutions to EU capital 
markets (Belarusbank,Belagriprom-
bank, Belinvestbank)

15 November 2021
Broadening the criteria 
for inclusion of per-
sons and entities on the 
sanctions list

Persons organising or supporting re-
gime activities that facilitate illegal 
border crossings into the EU.

Hybrid attacks 
and instrumental 
treatment of mi-
grants 

2 December 2021
Travel ban Freezing of 
assets

17 individuals, 11 entities Follow-up to the con-
clusions of the Euro-
pean Council, 21–22 
October 2021

24 February 2022
Extension of the sani-
tation list for one year

Total: 183 individuals, 26 entities Annual review of sanctions

Source: Author’s own analysis based on EU decisions and regulations, https://eur-lex.europa.eu/oj/di-
rect-access.html.

The EP and EUCO played a key role in the decision-making process leading to the 
transformation of sanctions policy, as they did after the elections.

In response to threats created by the Belarusian regime, such as the forced landing 
of the Ryanair plane and the triggering of the migration crisis at the Belarus–Poland 
and Belarus–Lithuania borders, the political discourse of the EUCO sharpened, fo-
cusing on the need for sectoral sanctions. On the basis of the EUCO conclusions, 
a consensus was reached in the Council and all its demands were fully implemented 
(European Council, 2021a; 2021b; 2021c).

It is noteworthy that the role of the EUCO in the decision-making process on 
sanctions has clearly been strengthened, especially in the context of the need for 
a rapid response and consensus-building. EU Heads of State and Government have 
gained significant influence in shaping foreign policy directions, with conclusions 
adopted identifying sanctions as a tool for external action and expecting the EC and 
the Council to prepare specific legislation in this regard (Eggermont, 2012; Szép, 
2021, pp. 90–91). The above reflects the evolution of the EU’s internal institutional 
dynamics and the increasing dominance of the EUCO in the decision-making pro-
cess, especially compared to earlier stages of the development of the CFSP (Lehne, 
2015).

The EP’s political discourse also became more assertive. In a resolution of 10 June 
2021, the incident of the forced landing of the Ryanair plane was described as “a hor-
rendous act, a violation of international law, constituting an act of international terror-
ism” (European Parliament, 2021). Additionally, the EP called for sectoral sanctions 
to be introduced “as soon as possible,” which was consistent with the demands of the 
Belarusian democratic opposition, including its leader Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya, who 
called for stronger action against the Lukashenko regime.
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Just as after the 2020 presidential election in Belarus, when the leaders of Germany, 
France and Italy advocated a mediated solution to the crisis involving Russia, Germa-
ny and France continued the same strategy during the migration crisis. As a result, in 
an attempt to resolve the situation on the Belarusian-EU border, there were two tele-
phone conversations between the then German Chancellor Angela Merkel and Alexan-
der Lukashenko, which preceded two of her conversations with Vladimir Putin, as well 
as one conversation between French President Emmanuel Macron and Putin (“Gazeta 
Prawna”, 2021; Szabaciuk, 2021).

In conclusion, the analysis carried out indicates that, in response to growing threats 
to regional security, the EU’s sanctions policy towards Belarus during the period un-
der review has undergone a significant transformation. It focused on expanding the 
scope of sanctions, taking into account both the moral dimension of the actions and 
the long-term objectives of political change in Belarus. This process also highlighted 
an evolution of the role of the European Council in shaping the EU sanctions policy, 
manifested by a clear increase in the influence of Member State leaders, which was 
a key step towards a more coherent and decisive EU policy.

Conclusions

The analysis of the EU’s sanctions policy towards Belarus from 2020 to 2022 con-
firms the author’s hypothesis that the transformation of the sanctions policy, particular-
ly its significant expansion, was a direct response to the regime’s post-election actions, 
which were considered a serious threat to regional security.

Despite the intense political debate and sharpening of its discourse – both within 
key EU institutions (EP, EUCO, HR/VP) and Member State governments, especially 
those neighbouring Belarus – on the need to revise EU foreign policy towards Bela-
rus, the transformation of the sanctions policy did not take place immediately after 
the elections. The main reason was the lack of unanimity among the Member States, 
which maintained a pragmatic approach that took into account economic ties and the 
strategic role of Belarus as a transit country, especially in the energy sector. Further-
more, the perception of Belarus as a country within Russia’s sphere of influence limit-
ed the EU’s ability to take stronger action.

Following the regime’s post-election actions, such as the forced landing of the Ry-
anair plane and the triggering of the migration crisis, there has been a transformation 
of the sanctions policy. Despite this transformation, which included a broadening of 
the scope of restrictions and a sharpening of political discourse, the effectiveness of 
these actions remained limited in terms of triggering real changes in regime behaviour.

The slow dynamics of the decision-making process, due to difficulties in reaching 
consensus in the Council and mediation by individual Member States (France and 
Germany) with Russia’s participation, led to a situation where the regime was taking 
steps to prevent losses from sanctions, and EU sanction pressure was perceived by the 
Belarusian authorities as moderate and predictable. Moreover, analysing the cyclical 
nature of sanctions and the transactional dependencies involved in their suspension or 
lifting in the years leading up to the 2020 elections, Lukashenko continued to strength-
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en cooperation with Russia, viewing it as the only source of political and economic 
stability. This tactic has ultimately contributed to his decision to support the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine.

Following Belarus’ support for Russia in its military aggression against Ukraine, 
including by making its territory available, the EU extended sectoral sanctions against 
the country between 24 February 2022 and 2025. These sanctions began to be seen 
as an integral part of the EU’s broader policy towards Russia. Sanctions coordinated 
with those against Russia were also introduced to prevent circumvention of previously 
imposed restrictions, taking into account the strong economic and political integration 
between Belarus and Russia.

Given the long-term and cyclical nature of the EU’s sanctions policy towards Be-
larus, the shaping of which has largely depended on the changing geopolitical context, 
it is advisable to take into account current developments in the international envi-
ronment. The changes in the Donald Trump administration’s foreign policy towards 
Russia and the EU, developments in Ukraine, and the growing divergence between US 
and EU positions on conflict resolution are of particular importance. In this context, 
it becomes crucial to strengthen the EU’s credibility as an independent geopolitical 
actor, promoting values and seeking to maintain coherence in action.

In view of the above, two main directions of further EU policy towards Belarus 
can be distinguished. The first one assumes continuation of the transformation policy 
aimed at supporting democratisation in Belarus with probable maintenance and possi-
ble extension of sanctions. With the maintenance of a tough US policy towards Belarus 
and Russia, the EU could synchronise its actions with the US policy, which could lead 
to a tougher course towards the Lukashenko regime. In the long term, this policy could 
evolve into a comprehensive transformation strategy.

In the event of a review of US foreign policy, seen as part of a broader reset of 
US-Russian relations, the EU could adopt a more transactional approach to sanctions 
policy, involving their gradual suspension or lifting, provided the Belarusian regime 
demonstrates a willingness to make progress on human rights, release political prison-
ers or take steps towards policy liberalisation, as it did in 2008 and 2015.

The EU’s ability to act as an independent actor on the international stage, combined 
with the long-standing transformative nature of its policy towards third countries, in-
cluding Belarus, is a key factor influencing the Union’s credibility as a significant 
player and the future of democratisation processes in the region. However, ensuring 
a consistent position among Member States on continuing the transformative approach 
remains a serious challenge. This is particularly the case for countries with a Euros-
ceptic orientation and a preference for a transactional model of relations with Russia, 
such as Hungary under Viktor Orbán or Slovakia under Robert Fico, whose stances 
may significantly hinder reaching consensus on sanctions.

In the context of contemporary geopolitical challenges, it seems reasonable to re-
consider the reform of the EU decision-making mechanism – in particular the intro-
duction of qualified majority voting in sanctions policy matters – a demand repeatedly 
articulated by supranational institutions. In addition, it would be advisable to improve 
cooperation between key EU institutional actors, such as the HR/VP, the EEAS and 
the EUCO President, as well as to clarify the division of their competences under the 
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Lisbon Treaty, which would enable better coordination of activities and increase the 
efficiency and coherence of EU foreign policy.
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Summary

This article analyses the sanctions policy as a key instrument of the European Union’s Com-
mon Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) towards Belarus between 2020 and 2022. The case 
of Belarus represents a particularly illustrative study in the field of EU sanctions policy due to 
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its longevity, complexity and cyclical nature. The study focuses on identifying the main fac-
tors shaping the decision-making process concerning the transformation of the EU’s sanctions 
policy, both in response to changes in the political situation in Belarus and within a broader 
geopolitical context. The article also outlines potential directions for the future development of 
the EU’s sanctions policy towards Belarus, considering the potential return to a transactional 
approach in light of evolving geopolitical condition
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Ewolucja polityki sankcji UE wobec Białorusi w latach 2020–2022 
 

Streszczenie

Niniejszy artykuł analizuje politykę sankcji jako kluczowy instrument Wspólnej Polityki 
Zagranicznej i Bezpieczeństwa (WPZiB) Unii Europejskiej wobec Białorusi w latach 2020–
2022. Przypadek Białorusi stanowi szczególnie istotne studium w zakresie polityki sankcyjnej 
UE ze względu na jej długotrwały, złożony i cykliczny charakter. Analiza koncentruje się na 
identyfikacji głównych czynników determinujących proces decyzyjny w zakresie transformacji 
polityki sankcyjnej UE zarówno w reakcji na sytuację polityczną w tym kraju, jak i w szerszym 
kontekście geopolitycznym. Artykuł wskazuje również potencjalne kierunki dalszego rozwoju 
polityki sankcyjnej, uwzględniając możliwość powrotu Unii Europejskiej do podejścia transak-
cyjnego w obliczu zmieniających się uwarunkowań geopolitycznych.
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