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Post-soviet Transformations in Belarus

It is quite a difficult problem to speak about transformations in Belarus after it got Independence. Difficult to find constant trends, reliable statistics, prevalent identities. And that is the problem not of a lack of information or facts itself. It is more a problem of choice, of a need not to set up your own view and competence for the reality. That’s why I’ll try to make less comments and use more plain facts.

Political chronology

1990, July 27 - A Declaration of Sovereignty adopted by the newly-elected Supreme Soviet creates a "neutral, nuclear-free state". 

1991-August 25 - Declaration of Independence adopted hastily after the collapse of the hardline putsch in Moscow.

December 8 - Leaders of Russia, Ukraine and Belarus sign an agreement to form the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). Minsk becomes the administrative centre.

1992 May 20 - Belarus introduces its own coupons to replace the Soviet rouble. On June 1 Belarus definitely leaves the rouble zone.

1994

Mar 15 - The Supreme Soviet adopts a new Constitution .

June 23 - In the first free presidential elections Alexander Lukashenko is elected as President on an anti-corruption, pro-Russia platform (with an overwhelming majority of 81,7% of the vote).

December 22 - Four major Belarusian newspapers appear with blank space on their pages, following the presidential administration's ban on publishing a report on corruption in the presidential team. In the following weeks, two newspapers are banned from the state printing plant in Minsk and four editors fired by presidential decree.

1995

May 14 - First free parliamentary elections coupled with a national referendum: Over 75% of the electorate say 'yes' to Russian becoming an official state language alongside Belarusian; the return of old Belarusian Soviet insignia including the Soviet Republic flag (without the hammer and sickle); and the president being granted more power over the parliament. 

1996

March 24 - Some 30,000 Belarusians take to the streets to protest against President Lukashenko's proposed political union with Russia. Riot police are called in to break up the demonstration.

April 2 - In Moscow Lukashenko and his Russian counterpart, Boris Yeltsin formally sign the political union treaty on creation of the Commonwealth of Belarus and Russia. 

April 26 - 50,000 demonstrators call for Lukashenko's resignation during during further anti-government demonstrations organised to mark the 10th anniversary of Chernobyl disaster. 200 people are arrested and several hospitalised.

July 5 - Belarus loses its right to vote in the Council of Europe after failing to pay its dues.

August - Lukashenko proposes, in a new draft constitution to: extend his term of office from five to seven years; give himself the right to annul local council decisions; set election dates; dissolve parliament; appoint judges.

November 24 - Lukashenko declares himself referendum victor. Parliament, who had begun impeachment proceedings, complains of vote-rigging.

November 28 - The president signs his new constitution. No European diplomats attend. Deputies collect their belongings from parliament; the Constitutional Court is closed for "redecoration". Both are then terminated by a new, loyal, House of Representatives.

1997

February 25 - The World Bank, IMF and EU each make criticisms of the government, halting credits.

March 3 - The US cuts aid and trade activity to a minimum. It later pulls out $10 million in funds.

April 2 - An agreement on further Russian-Belarusian integration is signed.

May 24 - Russia and Belarus sign a new unification deal. Basic principles include ensuring press freedoms, guaranteeing free activities for political parties and opposition organizations and inviolability of private property. The treaty goes into effect on June 11, 1997.

September 4 - Soros Foundation closes operations in Belarus.

October 8 - Russian Public Television journalist Pavel Sheremet is released from the Hrodna (Grodno) detention centre where he has been held since August. Sheremet still faces trial on charges that he illegally crossed the Belarusian - Lithuanian border.

1998 - The Belarus rouble sees its value halved. Food rationing is imposed. Belarus signs an accord with Russia, which would see their currencies and tax systems merge. 

2000 October - Parliamentary elections are criticised by election observers who say they are not free and fair. Turnout in some constituencies is so low that a re-run will be necessary. 

2000 November - President Lukashenko and Russia's President Putin agree on the introduction of a single currency by 2008. 

2001 September - Lukashenko re-elected to serve second term. Opposition and Western observers say elections were unfair and undemocratic. 

2002 August - Lukashenko rejects Russian proposals for new form of union under Russian constitution with single government and single parliament. 

2002 November - US, 14 EU states impose travel ban on Lukashenko and several government ministers over poor human rights record and after OSCE officials are told to leave. But in April of 2003 this travel ban removed. But they remain critical of country's human rights record. 

In 2004 we are waiting for new parliamentary elections and referendum about unlimited presence of a person in the position of President. It solves the future of the country – how will it be changed, developed so far.

The belarusian development model (BDM).

The term, or better to say, concept of BDM appeared in the official discourse only in 2002 and was introduced by the President. Acctualy, the opposition started to speak of a so to say “specific” DM in RB already in 1996. It’s interesting, that in general both versions of this concept, official and oppositional, are almost equal and can be explained in 2 thesis:

· RB is transitive state that moves from prevalent state ownership to so called “multiform” economy. (Interesting, that this term was used before in 20-30s with reference to new economic politics in the beginnings of USSR.

· The key role in this transitive period plays the state.

Let’s speak about the concrete points of such BDM.

1. Such model implies fist of all the presence of state in the whole economy. That is made because of 1) during the process of transition the people extremely need protection; and 2) belarusians are not ready to live with market economy as long as they got used to socialism.

This demand has been realizing by 1)different taxes and payments; 2) subsidized payments; 3) debt amortization of state enterprises; 4) price-fixing for some basic goods and resources; 5)regulation of wholesale and consumer prices for enterprises of different ownership types; 6) redistribution of income of state enterprises; 7) state land ownership; 8) the right of “golden share”.

2. One of the greatest aims is the preservation of the agroindustrial complex for the sake of nourishment security. It should be achived by 1) bringing into a healthy state all the unprofitable collective farms; 2) reduction of the administrative staff; 3) regional specialization; 4) renewal of train of machines and transport in the system of leasing; 5) modernization of industry; 6) increase of wages at the expense of extending production volume and quality.

But in reality the whole sphere is in depression – the average salary in this branch is 38% lower then in Republic.

3. The process of privatization goes under strong control of the government. And the position of the government in this question is following: the cheque privatization is stopped; at work is a conception of “privatization by state approbation” for heavy buyer only, but with tight and long list of restrictions and special demands.

4. The most popular around people is the realization of wide-ranging social programs – about 60% of the budget is spent on it. Thus RB has been pretending to be a real social state, to make social protection the state priority. It should be said that the public assistance can be found in RB in general as funding of public transport, communal-general service, medical care, education etc but especially as achievements I should call the system of infant schools and the level and the level of house-building.

Let me briefly summarize the specifics of the BDM. At the moment we can say, that the current socio-economic situation, life level and visible side of life in general seem to be quite acceptable in comparison with other post-soviet countries. But the perspectives of such socio-economic politics are quite doubtful.

People

For its patience and suffering carried out through the centuries, Belarus was arrogantly called by the Soviet leaders "a tolerant republic." Even during perestroika Belarus was a stronghold of conservatism. Quite a typical anecdote can say much more than me about belarussian people. When a belarussian fellow sit down on a chair and feel a nail making him some, so to say, troubles, he go on sitting with such thoughts “Probably it should be so”. Of course it is just a joke, but it backs us to the point that I’ve made at the very beginning. To my mind, post-soviet transformations in Belarus are confronted with difficulties of uncertainty and distrust, as a result of encouragement to conservative way of being. But, nevertheless, such way can be and really is profitable so to say. It allows to use approved methods and practices and, that is of importance, it allows to reduce frustration of the long way of transformation.

