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The different responses to the first wave of COVID-19 
in Belarus, Russia, and Ukraine between March and June 2020 
largely reflected the political regime, economic structure and 
social conditions in each country. The personalist authoritarian 
regime in Belarus partly explains the state’s irresponsible 
policies, stemming from president Lukashenka’s personal 
views on COVID-19. The Russian and Ukrainian authorities 
took the pandemic more seriously and this met greater 
satisfaction among citizens. In dealing with the pandemic, 
they solicited the help of the oligarchs. While – volunteers, 
as well as initiatives by civil and private business, – played 
an important role in all three countries, their role was crucial 
in Belarus where there was a denial of the crisis at the state 
level. In both Russia and Belarus, where national votes were 
held during the first wave of the pandemic, the epidemiological 
situation was used as an excuse for political restrictions and 
fraudulent vote counting.
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I.
STATE  
RESPONSES

1            

Contrasting state  
responses and 
Belarus’s  
risky approach

During the first wave of the spread of the coronavirus, Rus-
sian and Ukrainian authorities limited international air travel 
and took measures similar to those in most EU member 
states. They mandated self-isolation of confirmed cases, 
encouraged social distancing, banned public events, either 
closed schools or encouraged them to move their activities 
online, and imposed lockdowns. Ukraine’s strictest meas-
ures, which included the suspension of public transport, 
closure of schools, daycares and businesses, began in early 
March and lasted for over two months.

In contrast, Belarus’s response was very weak. The state-
owned media did not run a visible and coherent campaign 
concerning self-isolation, nor did it encourage social dis-
tancing. There were occasional official statements and 
advertisements promoting social distancing among the el-
derly, but these were overshadowed by the dominant nar-
rative which  downplayed the risks of coronavirus infection. 

There was no nation-wide ban on public events in Belarus, 
and the top football and hockey leagues continued unin-
terrupted. School vacations were prolonged for two weeks 
in April, however the state authorities avoided mentioning 
the grave epidemiological situation as the actual reason. 
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In very rare cases local and regional autho-
rities adopted some social distancing measu-
res. On 30 March the Viciebsk city exe cutive 
committee published the most compre-
hensive set of measures which included 
a ban on exhibitions, fairs and presentations 
indoors, closing entertainment venues 
by 11pm, and mandating the introduction 
of distance learning in universities. Howe-
ver, even this decision was only belatedly 
adopted after carefully censored informa-
tion about the rapidly developing epidemic 
in Viciebsk became publicly available. 

The Belarusian authorities’ approach was 
to test suspected cases, trace their contacts 
and isolate the sick; a strategy which quickly 
proved unsuccessful compared to South 
Korea and Singapore’s application of similar 
measures. A WHO expert mission, which 
visited Belarus on 8–11 April, concluded that 
the number of COVID-19 cases in Belarus 
was “growing rapidly” and issued recom-
mendations to strengthen physical distan-
cing measures, including postponing large 
gatherings. However, the state-owned media 
selectively reported the mission’s findings 
and the state authorities largely ignored 
the recommendations. The website Covid-
monitor provided a more detailed chronolo-
gy of the statements, actions, and reactions 
by Belarusian state bodies and monthly 
reports for the period up to June 2020.

Minsk’s approach towards the 9 May military 
parade, on the occasion of the 75th anniver-
sary of the victory against Nazi Germany, 
was starkly different from that of Moscow 
and Kyiv. Despite calls by the WHO mission 
for a postponement of this event, as well 

as EU High Representative Joseph Bor-
rel’s statement that allocation of coronavi-
rus-related funds from Brussels will be linked 
to fulfilment of WHO recommendations, 
the parade was held as usual. Administra-
tions of public universities and management 
of state-owned enterprises reportedly forced 
students and workers to fill the stands. Howe-
ver, aside from the packed stands, far fewer 
people attended than in previous years. 
In Ukraine, in place of the cancelled parade, 
President Volodymyr Zelensky laid flowers 
by the Eternal Flame in Kyiv and the regional 
authorities congratulated veterans. Russia 
postponed its military parade to 24 June and 
limited the 9 May events to an airshow.

Belarus’s state policies largely stemmed 
from Lukashenka’s personal views 
on the coronavirus. In the early stage 
of the epidemic, the Ministry of Health 
favoured distance learning at schools 
and spoke about the monitoring of mass 
gatherings in its official Telegram channel. 
However, soon after Lukashenka’s contro-
versial statements on the virus the ministry 
changed its rhetoric. After Lukashenka 
publicly claimed that no one in Belarus had 
died from coronavirus, each ministry’s post 
speaking about coronavirus-related deaths 
consistently claimed that all the deceased 
had “a number of chronic diseases”. 
As a counter-argument to calls for a ban 
on mass public events, the mini stry pointedly 
asked, “Why are independent journalists 
and experts, who actively advocate cancel-
ling mass events numbering more than  
100 people, gathe ring at a reception 
of over 300 people organised by the em-
bassy of a European country?” 

https://vitebsk.gov.by/ru/aktual_info-ru/view/resheniem-vitebskogo-gorodskogo-ispolnitelnogo-komiteta-349-ot-27-marta-2020-goda-utverzhden-plan-21160/
https://vitebsk.gov.by/ru/aktual_info-ru/view/resheniem-vitebskogo-gorodskogo-ispolnitelnogo-komiteta-349-ot-27-marta-2020-goda-utverzhden-plan-21160/
https://east-center.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Belarus-covid-scenarios.pdf
https://east-center.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Belarus-covid-scenarios.pdf
https://www.euro.who.int/en/countries/belarus/news/news/2020/4/who-expert-mission-to-belarus-recommends-physical-distancing-measures-as-covid-19-virus-transmits-in-the-community
https://www.euro.who.int/en/countries/belarus/news/news/2020/4/who-expert-mission-to-belarus-recommends-physical-distancing-measures-as-covid-19-virus-transmits-in-the-community
https://covidmonitor.by/en/
https://covidmonitor.by/en/
https://belsat.eu/en/news/top-eu-diplomat-belarus-must-follow-who-advice-to-get-pandemic-aid/
https://belsat.eu/en/news/top-eu-diplomat-belarus-must-follow-who-advice-to-get-pandemic-aid/
https://www.bbc.com/russian/news-52586321
https://hromadske.ua/ru/posts/prezident-uzhe-uspel-vozlozhit-cvety-i-pochtit-zhertv-vtoroj-mirovoj-v-kieve-i-na-zakarpate
https://hromadske.ua/ru/posts/bez-parada-zato-s-dezinfekciej-kak-v-ukraine-otmetili-9-maya
https://t.me/minzdravbelarus/29
https://t.me/minzdravbelarus/110
https://t.me/minzdravbelarus/110
https://t.me/minzdravbelarus/119
https://t.me/minzdravbelarus/119
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Although the Belarusian Ministry of Health 
did not publish any mortality data for 2020 
as of October, the Ministry passed month-
ly mortality data for January–June 2020 
to the United National Organisations, which 
made them available at the UNdata por-
tal. It follows from the analysis of this data 
that the most likely total number of excess 
deaths in April–June 2020 made up around 

6,730. Hence, the death toll due to the 
COVID-19 outbreak must have been grossly 
minimised in Belarus’s official reports which 
estimated 398 deaths from coronavirus 
in April–June 2020. The COVID-19 epidemic 
trends in Belarus, Russia, and Ukraine differ, 
although questionable credibility of coro-
navirus-related official data, particularly for 
Belarus, should be borne in mind.

Source: Based on the European Center for Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC) data

Graph 1. New weekly confirmed COVID-19 cases  
in late March – mid-October 2020
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https://nashaniva.by/?c=ar&i=258542
https://nashaniva.by/?c=ar&i=258542
http://data.un.org/Data.aspx?q=deaths+by+month&d=POP&f=tableCode%3A65&fbclid=IwAR3DXVT1fLKLb8j0V4gldFaJXFQ_D4s-Fw_07VlWRGMwKInWOIZEfR099gk
http://data.un.org/Data.aspx?q=deaths+by+month&d=POP&f=tableCode%3A65&fbclid=IwAR3DXVT1fLKLb8j0V4gldFaJXFQ_D4s-Fw_07VlWRGMwKInWOIZEfR099gk
https://medium.com/@mastitsky/estimating-covid-19-excess-deaths-in-the-republic-of-belarus-316ca80481ed


I. State Responses7

Belarusian state-owned TV channels 
employed a range of propaganda tricks. 
They repeatedly ridiculed the coronavirus 
pandemic and countermeasures to it, 
portraying the former as a “special ope-
ration” by external forces. They asser-
ted that Belarus enjoys a world-beating 
health care system to combat epidem-
ics, alleging that the panic and psy-
chosis around the pandemic is worse 
than the coronavirus disease itself, and 
claimed that world leaders acknowledged 
their erroneous policies and started fol-
lowing Lukashenka’s example. An online 
survey conducted in late March and early 
April across 58 countries found that 86% 
of Belarusians considered the measures 
taken by the state authorities ineffective, 
second only to Turkey.

2.          

Effect on leader  
approval ratings

Russia’s initial pandemic response was 
fairly mild and coincided with prepara-
tions for a referendum on constitutional 
amendments. The vote was expected 
to go ahead on 22 April and large-scale 
rehearsals of the 9 May military parade 
took place. Russia bolstered its response 
after Vladimir Putin, clad in an orange 
protective suit, visited a Moscow’s hos-
pital on 23 March. He addressed the na-
tion on the health situation the next 
day. Although Putin’s approval rating 
dropped slightly during the pandemic, 
this was largely due to the controversial 

vote on the constitutional amendments 
rather than dissatisfaction with the coun-
try’s management of the pandemic.

In Belarus, Lukashenka’s controversial 
and arrogant statements, which includ-
ed victim-shaming and irresponsible 
coronavirus-related policies, must have 
contributed to the erosion of his approv-
al rating. This was particularly painful 
in the run-up to the presidential elec-
tion. Although no precise assessment can 
be made given the absence of independent 
sociology in Belarus, live streams by inde-
pendent media showed many Belarusians 
voicing discontent about state corona-
virus policies as they signed in support 
of oppositional presidential candidates. 
A representative poll of Minsk residents 
conducted by the Institute of Sociology 
of the Belarusian Academy of Sciences 
throughout March and early April 2020 
showed that Lukashenka’s trust rating 
then amounted to 24%.

In Ukraine, Zelensky’s popularity started 
falling before the pandemic’s emergence 
following the introduction of a number 
of unpopular decisions. These included 
opening up the Ukrainian land market 
and partial removal of a moratorium 
on the disposal of agricultural land, and 
a prisoner exchange with Russian pro-
xies in eastern Ukraine. By the beginning 
of the COVID-19 crisis in March, Zelen-
sky’s approval rating fell below 50%; 
it had stood at 73% in September 2019. 

Many Ukrainians subsequently attributed 
the severe social and economic impact 

https://naviny.media/article/20200409/1586406412-kak-belorusskoe-tv-manipuliruet-novostyami-o-covid-19-opravdyvaya-liniyu
https://ex-press.by/rubrics/obshhestvo/2020/05/01/belorusskoe-obshhestvo-uzhe-zastavilo-vlasti-izmenit-politiku-po-epidemii-sociolog-andrej-vardomaczkij
https://ex-press.by/rubrics/obshhestvo/2020/05/01/belorusskoe-obshhestvo-uzhe-zastavilo-vlasti-izmenit-politiku-po-epidemii-sociolog-andrej-vardomaczkij
https://www.posoc19.org/restez-chez-vous-ou-allez-aux-urnes-le-pouvoir-russe-face-a-un-dilemme-par-temps-de-coronavirus/
https://www.rbc.ru/photoreport/24/03/2020/5e7a0d669a79475991a74eb6
https://www.rbc.ru/photoreport/24/03/2020/5e7a0d669a79475991a74eb6
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IN2q4wi4nv0&fbclid=IwAR19XeRov0R1Rj9udXVX6uqTxjWcV63QRGpKJg-rgHQHmAli-4pC-T7r8xs
https://news.tut.by/economics/689489.html
https://www.kyivpost.com/ukraine-politics/zelenskys-approval-rating-hovers-at-51.html
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of COVID-19 to reshuffles in the Minis-
try of Health and the unpreparedness 
of state institutions. People were espe-
cially unhappy with Ukraine’s long- 
serving Interior Minister Arsen Avakov 
whose public support rating dropped 
to just 12%. This drop in support oc-
curred despite the ministry’s increased 
budgetary support during the pandem-
ic, at a time when the state reduced 
the funding of several other ministries.  

When it comes to sharing bad news 
concerning COVID-19, Putin has dele-
gated this role to other state officials 
such as Moscow’s mayor, Sergei So-
byanin, who was appointed the head 
of the coronavirus-related working 
group in the State Council. Lukashenka 
has shared the media space with Natallia 
Kachanava, the head of the upper cham-
ber of the Belarusian parliament, and  
Uladzimir Karanik, the Minister of Health. 
The Belarusian ruler has made no hospital 
visits, sending the mentioned deputies and 
other top officials instead. For the purpo-
ses of populist legitimisation, Lukashen-
ka staged meetings with bureaucrats 
in which he criticised them for the lack 
of medical equipment.

Ukraine’s president visited a number 
of hospitals treating COVID-19 patients 
located in different regions. In June, Zelen-
sky stated that he had considered infect-
ing himself with the coronavirus “to show 
Ukrainians how dangerous this disease is.” 
He has shared the spotlight with the chief 
sanitary doctor, Viktor Liashko, and 
the Minister of Health Maksym Stepanov. 

3.          

Regional response  
in Belarus and Russia  

The state authorities in Russia and Be-
larus gave regional and local authorities 
some discretion in handling the coro-
navirus situation. After 2 April in Russia 
the delegation of power to the regions 
was increasingly visible with each gover-
nor presenting a regional report to Putin 
in a series of online conferences. Howe-
ver, the distribution of financial resources 
remained centralised.  

In Belarus, a number of districts adopted 
extra measures to counter the spread 
of the COVID-19, usually when hospital 
capacity was overwhelmed. For instance, 
the Belarusian district of Dokshytsy tem-
porarily closed schools and the cities 
of Viciebsk and Hrodna restricted mass 
gatherings. Stricter measures, such 
as the obligatory wearing of masks in pub-
lic indoor spaces, were introduced at lat-
er stages (typically late May/early June) 
in Iuye district (Hrodna region), Kirausk 
district and the city of Babruysk (Mahileu 
region), and in Braslau district (Viciebsk 
region). These additional measures  
were not accompanied by a cohe rent in-
formation campaign and no one strictly 
enforced them.

A stay-at-home regime was implemented 
in sixteen Russian administrative enti-
ties. The strictest regime was introduced 
in Moscow and the Moscow region from 
late March to early June. On 7 April, 

https://east-center.org/health-of-democracy-in-the-cee-countries-amid-coronavirus/
https://east-center.org/health-of-democracy-in-the-cee-countries-amid-coronavirus/
https://east-center.org/health-of-democracy-in-the-cee-countries-amid-coronavirus/
https://youtu.be/mZAgGlg5ZMA
https://zpost.me/post/1835-volodymyr-zelenskyy-vidvidav-viyskovyy-gospital-na-donechchyni
https://www.pravda.com.ua/news/2020/06/9/7254926/
https://humanconstanta.by/koronavirus-v-belarusi-vozdejstvie-na-prava-cheloveka/
https://humanconstanta.by/koronavirus-v-belarusi-vozdejstvie-na-prava-cheloveka/
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the Minsk authorities adopted far softer 
countermeasures which included a re-
quirement for companies to hold online 
meetings and seminars, the closure 
of library reading rooms, the separation 
of clients in restaurants, and the suspen-
sion of visits to nursing homes. Corona-
virus-related information on city admin-
istration websites in Belarus was either 
absent or ill-presented.

Residents in Moscow and the Moscow 
region had to order permits online 
in order to leave home. These permits 
were linked to the electronic passes 
used on public transport: a resident 
without a valid permit would find that 
his/her usual electronic ticket did not 
work at the ticket barrier in Moscow 
Metro. All schools were closed and 
the only exams allowed were gradua-
tion exams. People older than 65 and 
other vulnerable groups were placed 
in obligatory isolation. The cafes and 
restaurants were closed except for 
home delivery orders. The few pub-
lic places that remained open, such 
as banks, food stores and pharma-
cies, installed plexiglass windows and 
the staff were obliged to wear masks 
and gloves. The organisations were 
supposed to take regular temperature 
checks of employees and clients. 

In Moscow the authorities allowed 
dog-walking but prohibited adults from 
outdoor walks with children. Permis-
sion to take outdoor walks was not 
restored until 1 June, but certain rules 
applied until 9 June. The public wide-

ly mocked these rules. For instance, 
apartment houses were divided into 
sections and the inhabitants had as-
signed days for walking, while sport  
activities were permitted before 9am 
and required the wearing of a mask. 
People who did not respect these 
measures received hefty fines. Mos-
cow’s lockdown rules were therefore 
similar to those implemented in France 
and Spain. In Russia, the relaxation 
of lockdown measures, as in EU coun-
tries, consisted of multiple phases.

4.          

Regional disobedience  
in Ukraine

In Ukraine, the quarantine measures dur-
ing the first four months of the epidemic 
were taken solely on the national level, 
which is unusual for Ukraine. It was only 
at the end of June that the government 
handed over responsibility for supple-
mentary measures to local authorities. 

The situation spiralled out of control 
when certain local authorities openly 
disobeyed quarantine measures im-
posed by Kyiv. With the number of cases 
growing in Ukraine throughout March 
and April, regional leaders in Odesa, 
Cherkasy and Kharkiv decided not to fol-
low nationwide measures hoping to gain 
in popularity among the local popula-
tion. In early May, Odesa mayor Hen-
nadiy Trukhanov, despite national provi-
sions, ordered preparations to begin for 
the tourist season. 

https://humanconstanta.by/koronavirus-v-belarusi-vozdejstvie-na-prava-cheloveka/
https://www.kmu.gov.ua/npas/pro-zapobigannya-poshim110320rennyu-na-teritoriyi-ukrayini-koronavirusu-covid-19?fbclid=IwAR2m3seQ5RqSw0IgBagrKD7HAgrUtDBQvWfWTDO_sHgrfMqTEHT3kRCgpwk
https://www.unn.com.ua/uk/news/1876338-koronavirus-v-ukrayini-vidsogodni-rishennya-pro-posilennya-karantinu-na-mistsyakh-priymatime-mistseva-vlada
https://www.pravda.com.ua/news/2020/04/21/7248774/
https://www.pravda.com.ua/news/2020/04/21/7248774/
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Kharkiv’s mayor, Hennadiy Kernes, 
disobeyed the Ukrainian government 
decree “On preventing the spread 
of COVID-19 coronavirus in Ukraine.” This 
decree, adopted on 11 March, required 
all educational institutions and day-
care centres to close. He also ignored 
the government’s decision to shut 
down public transport “in the interest 
of Kharkiv’s inhabitants”. 

Cherkasy mayor Anatolii Bondarenko, 
in turn, decided to reopen the local 
economy before the rest of the coun-
try. He eased quarantine restrictions for 
some entrepreneurs and, when the po-
lice initiated criminal proceedings against 
him for his actions, claimed that he was 
not afraid of law enforcement agencies. 
Zelensky reacted by calling Bondarenko 
a “criminal” and a “populist”.  Ukraine’s in-
terior minister, Arsen Avakov, promised 
serious consequences for Bondaren-
ko’s actions, however criminal investi-
gation had not brought concrete results 
as of late September 2020.

The national government struggled 
to discipline these instances of blatant 
disobedience because the lockdown 
measures violated citizens’ constitution-
al rights. Unless the government were 
to declare a nationwide state of emergen-
cy, which would override many of those 
constitutional rights, it had a weak case 
against the city mayors. the imminent 
local elections (October 2020) are widely  
believed to be an additional factor moti-
vating some mayors’ criticism of the un-
popular lockdown measures.

5.          

COVID-19 and  
the authoritarian agenda

In each of the three countries national 
votes took place during the pandemic. 
In Belarus the most active part of the poli-
tical campaign leading to the 9 August 
presidential election took place during 
the first wave of COVID-19’s spread. Irre-
sponsible health policies at this time con-
tributed to the erosion of Lukashenka’s ap-
proval rating. The Ukrainian local elections 
took place on 25 October amid a quickly 
spreading second wave.

Russia scheduled its vote on constitution-
al amendments, including the proposed 
removal of term limits which would allow 
Putin to run again for two more six-year 
presidential terms, for 22 April. the ballot 
was deferred because of the pandemic, 
finally being held from 25 June to 1 July. 
Later on, from 11 to 13 September, that 
is in between the two waves of COVID-19, 
Russia held regional elections in 28 of its 
85 federal subjects, as well as local elec-
tions in many Russian cities. 

Belarus’s authorities used the pandemic 
to justify their authoritarian practices. First, 
Belarus limited the presence of interna-
tional election observers under the pre-
text of risks associated with COVID-19. 
In reality the lack of a timely invitation 
to ODIHR OSCE more than two months 
after the announcement of the election was 
unrelated to coronavirus, but the Central 
Election Commission (CEC) nonetheless 

https://www.pravda.com.ua/articles/2020/03/23/7244778/
https://www.dw.com/ru/%D0%BA%D0%BE%D1%80%D0%BE%D0%BD%D0%B0%D0%B2%D0%B8%D1%80%D1%83%D1%81-%D0%B2-%D1%83%D0%BA%D1%80%D0%B0%D0%B8%D0%BD%D0%B5-%D0%BF%D0%BE%D1%87%D0%B5%D0%BC%D1%83-%D0%BC%D1%8D%D1%80%D1%8B-%D0%BF%D0%BE%D1%88%D0%BB%D0%B8-%D0%BD%D0%B0-%D0%BA%D0%BE%D0%BD%D1%84%D0%BB%D0%B8%D0%BA%D1%82-%D1%81-%D1%86%D0%B5%D0%BD%D1%82%D1%80%D0%BE%D0%BC/a-53355002
https://www.osce.org/odihr/elections/457309
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asserted that invitations to foreign election 
monitoring missions were not extended 
due to the inability to provide for every-
one’s safety in the pandemic situation. 

Second, the CEC made domestic election 
observation all-but-impossible by limiting 
the number of observers at a polling station 
to five people on the main election day and 
just three people during the early voting 
period. Government-controlled observers 
normally had priority over independent 
observers, thereby making genuine election 
observation almost totally non-existent. 
Local and precinct election commissions, 
formed by local and regional authorities, 
included only a negligible number of oppo-
sition members: two of the 1,989 members 
of precinct election commissions were 
opposition party members.

Third, polling stations tried to prevent 
voters from photographing their ballots 
by installing curtain-free polling booths. 
This violated the secrecy of the voting. 
the formal explanation for this invoked 
epidemiological reasons, suggesting that 
removing curtains around ballot boxes 
minimised virus transmission risks. This 
way the authorities attempted to under-
mine the Holas (The voice) civic initiative 
which asked voters to upload photographs 
of ballots online. Instead, the authorities’ 
measures facilitated a massive election 
fraud. Lukashenka was officially declared 
a winner with 80% of the votes, whereas 
an analysis by the Novaya Gazeta news-
paper shows that excluding “anomalous” 
voting districts from the official tally would 
see Lukashenka’s vote share drop to 43%. 

Furthermore, the authorities restricted 
lawyers from access to political prison-
ers and banned or impeded relatives 
from sending parcels to those detained, 
nominally due to rules introduced 
to combat COVID-19. 

The above mentioned restrictive measu-
res went hand-in-hand with frequent 
disregard of epidemiological rules by elec-
tion commission members as reported 
by independent observers and particu-
larly so by law-enforcement agencies and 
penitentiary bodies – the latter placed 
over a hundred post-election protesters 
in a single prison cell.

In Russia many criticised the early lifting 
of restrictions. They argued that the pur-
pose was to push ahead with the ref-
erendum on controversial constitutional 
amendments. By extending the vote over 
seven days, and regional elections over 
three days, the voting procedure became 
more susceptible to a fraudulent count. 
the early voting and the wide use of mobile 
ballot boxes made ballot stuffing easier 
and contributed to unprecedented election 
fraud. the authorities insist these measures 
aimed at preventing overcrowding and 
reduced the risk of spreading COVID-19.

It is noteworthy that Belarus and Russia, 
despite invoking COVID-19 in the ways 
described, provided approving observers 
to each other’s elections. the CIS election 
mission chaired by Russian Sergey Lebe-
dev praised Belarus’s election, whereas 
Belarusian observers voiced no criticism 
of the national vote in Russia. 

https://vybory.ej.by/observers/2020/08/05/ermoshina-rasskazala-pochemu-ne-priglasili-nablyudateley-tsik-rossii.html
https://www.dw.com/ru/%D0%B2-%D0%B1%D0%B5%D0%BB%D0%B0%D1%80%D1%83%D1%81%D0%B8-%D1%86%D0%B8%D0%BA-%D1%81%D0%BE%D0%BA%D1%80%D0%B0%D1%89%D0%B0%D0%B5%D1%82-%D1%87%D0%B8%D1%81%D0%BB%D0%BE-%D0%BD%D0%B0%D0%B1%D0%BB%D1%8E%D0%B4%D0%B0%D1%82%D0%B5%D0%BB%D0%B5%D0%B9-%D0%BD%D0%B0-%D0%B2%D1%8B%D0%B1%D0%BE%D1%80%D0%B0%D1%85-%D0%BF%D1%80%D0%B5%D0%B7%D0%B8%D0%B4%D0%B5%D0%BD%D1%82%D0%B0/a-54264379
https://www.dw.com/ru/%D0%B2-%D0%B1%D0%B5%D0%BB%D0%B0%D1%80%D1%83%D1%81%D0%B8-%D1%86%D0%B8%D0%BA-%D1%81%D0%BE%D0%BA%D1%80%D0%B0%D1%89%D0%B0%D0%B5%D1%82-%D1%87%D0%B8%D1%81%D0%BB%D0%BE-%D0%BD%D0%B0%D0%B1%D0%BB%D1%8E%D0%B4%D0%B0%D1%82%D0%B5%D0%BB%D0%B5%D0%B9-%D0%BD%D0%B0-%D0%B2%D1%8B%D0%B1%D0%BE%D1%80%D0%B0%D1%85-%D0%BF%D1%80%D0%B5%D0%B7%D0%B8%D0%B4%D0%B5%D0%BD%D1%82%D0%B0/a-54264379
https://news.tut.by/society/695338.html
https://novayagazeta.ru/articles/2020/08/13/86651-vbroshennyy-prezident
https://news.tut.by/elections/689807.html
https://www.bbc.com/russian/features-53773443
https://www.bbc.com/russian/features-53773443
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HXMisgL1_lM
https://www.rferl.org/a/election-monitors-find-unprecedented-levels-of-fraud-in-russian-vote-on-extending-putin-s-rule/30704791.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/election-monitors-find-unprecedented-levels-of-fraud-in-russian-vote-on-extending-putin-s-rule/30704791.html
https://www.belta.by/politics/view/missija-sng-ne-obnaruzhila-faktov-stavivshih-pod-somnenie-ligitimnost-vyborov-prezidenta-belarusi-402256-2020/
http://russkie.org/news/nablyudatel-ot-belorussii-o-golosovanii-v-rossii-narod-doveryaet-svoey-vlasti/
http://russkie.org/news/nablyudatel-ot-belorussii-o-golosovanii-v-rossii-narod-doveryaet-svoey-vlasti/


II.
BUSINESS   
RESPONSES

1            

Belarusian 
businesses  
initiating almost 
300 projects

According to information collected by the Covid Eco-
nomics in Belarus project, by mid-July at least 220 Be-
la  rusian companies had gathered assistance of over 
US$2 million. The majority of support initiatives were 
concentrated in the Minsk region (170), followed 
by the Viciebsk region (44) which has been the most 
affected region outside the capital. Roughly an equal 
number of initiatives were registered in the remaining 
four regions of the country. 

This is not complete information on the financial as-
sistance provided by businesses. For example, it was 
separately reported that by late May a charity account 
belonging to the Belarusian Ministry of Health received 
around US$2.4 million from businesses and citizens; 
a quarter of donors were individuals. Additionally, Belaru-
sian businesses transferred over US$1.7 million to doctors 
either directly or through the #BYCOVID-19 project and 
other civic initiatives.

Around 150 projects initiated by companies rep-
resenting the hospitality industry, retail and other 
economic sectors provided various pro bono services. 
These included the delivery of hot meals and beverages 

https://covideconomy.by/csr-mapping
https://covideconomy.by/csr-mapping
https://news.tut.by/economics/688506.html
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to medical workers and the provision 
of washing machines and other goods 
to hospitals. 

Over 100 projects concerned financial 
donations of various sizes. Whereas 
some donated through specialised 
NGOs, others coordinated via messen-
ger services and provided assistance 
to medical institutions directly. Both 
large businesses (e.g. banks, telecom-
munication companies or petrol station 
chains) and smaller ones (e.g. amuse-
ment arcades) provided hospitals with 
medical and protective equipment. 

The IT, industrial and banking sectors 
were particularly generous. As of late 
July, EPAM made the largest contri-
bution of financial aid, amounting 
to US$275,000. Other major donors 
included the Coca-Cola Company 
($200,000), BPS Sberbank ($150,000), 
SK hynix ($150,000) and Belagroprom-
bank ($120,000). Vizor Games pledged 
US$103,000, while Melsoft Games, 
Itransition, Easybrain and Currency.com 
each provided US$100,000 in the fight 
against COVID-19. 

A significant part of financial and pro 
bono support by Belarusian businesses 
was coordinated through authoritative 
NGOs, particularly Imena foundation 
and BYCOVID19 initiative. As the results 
of one poll among Belarusian NGOs (April 
2020) showed, such partnership contribu-
ted to higher trust in business towards 
the civil society, which was traditionally 
low in Belarus prior to the epidemic.

2.          

Russian SMEs reinforce 
support by large public and  
private companies

Russian companies donated funds to com-
bat COVID-19 as well. RUSAL, Russian larg-
est manufacturer of low-carbon aluminium, 
financed the construction of seven medical 
centres for EUR €36 million. Metalloinvest 
also donated around EUR €22 million for 
the construction of hospitals in a number 
of Russian regions. Russian oligarch and 
billionaire businessman Gennady Timchen-
ko donated EUR €31.5 million in the form 
of medical goods for hospitals. Other large 
Russian public and private businesses such 
as Norilsk Nickel, Sberbank, USM Holdings 
and others, as well as a number of oligarchs 
including Vladimir Potanin, Mikhail Freed-
man, Oleg Deripaska and Alisher Usmanov 
also made donations for fighting COVID-19. 

The Moscow-located Kommunarka hospital 
treating Covid-19 patients received twenty 
cars and a minibus from a car manufacturer. 
This and other hospitals also received free 
food deliveries and fuel. In addition to direct 
financial assistance, large, medium, and 
small businesses provided pro bono goods 
and services such as free lodging, transport, 
shoes, clothes and care products for doctors. 

According to the Social Media Index pro-
duced by Russian company Medialogiya for 
the period between 16 March and 7 June, 
the National Media Group launched the most 
visible online initiative. The initiative was 
focused on supporting Russian SMEs during 

https://news.tut.by/society/684915.html
https://news.tut.by/society/686758.html
https://news.tut.by/society/686758.html
https://imenamag.by/posts/covid19-belarus
https://www.facebook.com/newbelarus.vision/videos/1185209501832451
https://russian.rt.com/russia/article/733977-koronavirus-pomosch-biznes
https://rg.ru/2020/04/10/kak-vlasti-i-biznes-pomogaiut-vracham-v-borbe-s-koronavirusom.html
https://www.forbes.ru/forbes-woman/399575-eda-zhile-antiseptiki-kak-biznes-pomogaet-vracham-kotorye-boryutsya-s
https://www.mlg.ru/blog/viral_smm/7474/?iniciativy-rossiyskih-kompaniy-okazyvayushchih-pomoshch-i-podderzhku-biznesu-v-usloviyah-pandemii-itogovyy-reyting
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the COVID-19 pandemic. Other significant 
initiatives included Sberbank’s project con-
structing a mathematical model of COVID- 
19’s spread and Mail.ru Group, Yandex and 
Tochka’s assistance funds for SMEs. The same 
index showed that in the category of pro bono 
services to medics, the three most visible 
initiatives on the internet were organised 
by Burger King, Yandex and McDonalds.

3.          

Ukrainian president  
Zelensky’s reliance on large 
industrial groups

Instead of focusing on cooperation with 
civil society organisations and volunteer 
initiatives in combatting the coronavirus 
epidemic, Zelensky continued to rely heavily 
on the large financial and industrial groups 
as his predecessors did. The pandemic conse-
quently increased his dependency on them. 
Since Ukraine’s independence, these groups 
have been filling in the gaps in Ukraine’s in-
stitutional capacities, providing financial and 
technical assistance in exchange for preferen-
tial treatment by the authorities. In this way 
they have also secured popular support for 
the political parties they sponsor.  

When Ukraine introduced quarantine 
measu res in March, President Zelensky sum-
moned the wealthiest businessmen, trying 
to coordinate with them on the state’s re-
sponse to the pandemic. Those business 
leaders included the industrialist Rinat 
Akhmetov, former Privatbank owner Ihor 
Kolomoyskyi, pipeline business owner Viktor 

Pinchuk and the owner of Ukraine’s largest 
construction company Oleksandr Yaro-
slavskyi. Zelensky asked the oligarchs for fi-
nancial aid worth US$440-470 million. More-
over, he assigned them geographical areas 
of responsibility and asked them to organise 
anti-crisis centres in their allocated regions. 

Political consequences aside, the strategy 
was relatively successful. Most of the busi-
nessmen responded with alacrity, delive-
ring around US$25 million in aid by the end 
of April. These funds helped procure testing 
kits, ventilators, personal protective equip-
ment and disinfectants. Billionaire Rinat 
Akhmetov took responsibility for several 
regions, including the parts of Donbas con-
trolled by Ukraine and also Zaporizhzhya, Lviv 
and Ivano-Frankivsk regions. Viktor Pinchuk 
volunteered to be responsible for Dnipro-
petrovsk oblast where his assets are located. 
Ihor Kolomoyskyi was less eager to contribu-
te to fighting the pandemic, wanting first 
to regain control over his bank. The chances 
of returning control over the country’s largest 
lender Privatbank to its former owners, and, 
consequently, any willingness of Kolomoyskyi 
to contribute to fighting COVID-19 crisis, van-
ished in May 2020, when Ukrainian lawmak-
ers passed an “anti-Kolomoyskyi law.”  

While other oligarchs did not demand 
immediate political bonuses in return for 
their help, the situation with Kolomoyskyi 
should alarm the Ukrainian authorities. 
Unconditional financial assistance from 
large financial and industrial groups 
is hardly possible in a country where 
the distribution of public resources has 
systemically benefited the wealthiest. 

https://vc.ru/marketing/133006-kak-rossiyskie-kompanii-pomogali-vracham-v-usloviyah-pandemii-koronavirusa-itogovyy-reyting
https://vc.ru/marketing/133006-kak-rossiyskie-kompanii-pomogali-vracham-v-usloviyah-pandemii-koronavirusa-itogovyy-reyting
http://euromaidanpress.com/2020/04/04/indispensable-oligarchs-ukraine-turns-to-business-leaders-to-support-anti-coronavirus-efforts/
http://euromaidanpress.com/2020/04/04/indispensable-oligarchs-ukraine-turns-to-business-leaders-to-support-anti-coronavirus-efforts/
https://www.chathamhouse.org/expert/comment/fighting-covid-19-ukrainian-way
https://www.chathamhouse.org/expert/comment/fighting-covid-19-ukrainian-way
http://euromaidanpress.com/2017/12/21/english-court-orders-worldwide-arrest-of-assets-of-privatbank-former-owners-kolomoiskyi-and-bogolyubov/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/ukraine-zelensky-kolomoisky-bank-imf/2020/05/13/3fbd2802-8571-11ea-81a3-9690c9881111_story.html


III.
CIVIL SOCIETY 
RESPONSES

1            

Strong response  
by the Belarusian 
civil society

Belarus’s state policies concerning the pandemic have run 
counter to the expectations of the public. An online survey 
conducted by SATIO in late March 2020 among residents 
aged 18–64 showed that 70% of Belarusian respondents 
favoured the suspension of mass events and 56% sup-
ported the temporary closing of educational institutions. 

According to SATIO’s mid-April online survey, 74% deemed 
it necessary to suspend mass events, 71% wanted better 
state communication about COVID-19, and 52% wanted 
to see the closing of all education institutions among state 
countermeasures. The same poll established that 65% of re-
spondents favoured more comprehensive social distancing 
measures, whereas 24% thought the development of herd 
immunity was the best approach. These surveys revealed 
that the public was mostly concerned with a possible col-
lapse of the health system, declining salaries, and shortages 
of medication and personal protective equipment (PPE).

In response to very limited state policies, a large 
part of Belarusian society declared a so-called “peo-
ple’s quaran tine”. A number of civil initiatives and popular 
Telegram channels promoted social distancing measu-
res. The Belarusian independent media widely covered 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/15G8ag1bZlfwwg_M8VXhv_FldcPb8vl6x/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Gi3fAlchglWggtPNnvYYXfN5M81nUmnT/view
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the issue and questioned the adequacy 
of state measures. The late March online 
poll found that Belarusians had begun 
doing their shopping and participating 
in public events less frequently, put travel 
plans on hold and started practising other 
social distancing measures. By early April, 
attendance at restaurants and shopping 
centres, the use of public transport and 

mobility trends around workplaces declined 
by around 20–25% compared to January 
according to Google COVID-19 Community 
Mobility Reports. Due to physical distancing 
interventions by the authorities of Russia 
and Ukraine, workplace contacts, the use 
of public transport, and attendance to retail 
and recreation in these two countries were 
reduced to a larger extent than in Belarus.

Source: Based on the Google COVID-19 Community Mobility Reports, 2020

Graph 2. Mobility trends amid the first wave of coronavirus 
outbreak in Belarus, Russia, and Ukraine
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https://www.google.com/covid19/mobility/
https://www.google.com/covid19/mobility/
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Within three months of the coronavirus 
emerging in Belarus, the BYCOVID-19 civic 
initiative assembled around US$360,000, 
mostly through crowdfunding platforms 
MolaMola.by and Petitions.by, and deliv-
ered PPE to hundreds of hospitals across 
the country. BYCOVID-19 relied on specific 
requests from medical institutions rather 
than making unsolicited deliveries. Dozens 
of other, smaller crowdfunding initiatives 
were registered and managed to collect 
financial assistance for medical workers. 
The strong response by NGOs increased 
Belarusian residents’ level of trust towards 
civil society, businesses’ trust towards 
the NGOs as well as trust between NGOs, 
one April poll showed.

In order to facilitate cooperation with 
the state authorities and public hospi-
tals, BYCOVID-19 spokespersons Andrei 
Stryzhak and Andrei Trakchou abstained 
from criticising the authorities for inade-
quate coronavirus-related countermea-
sures. Although the state authorities 
largely tolerated BYCOVID-19’s activities, 
occasional inadequate measures were 
reported despite the high importance 
of the civil initiative for public health. 
It was reported, among other things, 
that the deputy chief doctor of Shumili-
na regional hospital was summoned 
to the prosecutor’s office after she 
wrote about a deficit of PPE in a Tele-
gram channel and put out a call for 
assistance. 

Belarusian state-owned media did not re-
port on civil society’s response to the epi-
demic, wholly ignoring BYCOVID-19’s  

activities. Instead it focused on the spo-
radic assistance provided by GONGOs 
(i.e. government-organised “NGOs”) like 
the Belarusian Women’s Union, the Be-
larusian Republican Youth Union and 
the Belarusian Federation of Trade Un-
ions. Following the August presidential 
election and post-election crackdown, 
many key figures from BYCOVID-19 and 
similar initiatives were either repressed 
or temporarily left the country to escape 
repressions, which will likely weaken civil 
society efforts in combatting a second 
wave of the pandemic. 

An online questionnaire conducted in May 
and June showed that the pandemic had 
caused many Belarusian NGOs to realise 
the importance of reorienting their activi-
ties. Belarus’s civil society organisations 
noted an increased demand for educa-
tional and career support, legal advice and 
social services.  

2.          

Russia: volunteers  
doing their part

Russian society was more satisfied with 
the measures taken by its authorities than 
Belarusians. Levada’s survey in late May, 
based on a representative sample of ur-
ban and rural residents across the coun-
try and conducted by computer-assisted 
telephone interviews, showed that 65% 
of respondents approved the anti-coro-
navirus measures taken by the president 
and government, whereas 63% completely 

https://www.facebook.com/andrej.strizhak/posts/3588828457836033
https://www.facebook.com/newbelarus.vision/videos/1185209501832451
https://www.svaboda.org/a/30543382.html
https://east-center.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Belarus_online_services.pdf
https://east-center.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Belarus_online_services.pdf
https://www.levada.ru/en/2020/06/26/the-coronavirus-pandemic-2/
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or partly approved the measures taken 
by regional authorities.

The public’s assessment of Russia’s health-
care system was pessimistic though. 
An earlier Levada survey (March 2020) re-
vealed that 52% of respondents were un-
happy with the situation in Russian health-
care and just 9% assessed it as good. 
Media reports about the deficit of PPE 
strengthened civil society’s awareness 
about existing problems in the healthcare 
system and prompted NGOs and pro- 
government organisations to step in and 
help to deal with COVID-19.

A number of charity funds including 
“Pravmir” and “Sozidanie” raised money 
for PPE, while opposition-minded NGO 
“Open Russia” focused on assisting doc-
tors. The latter’s initiative received quite 
a lot of criticism on social media though, 
on account of the fact that aid was being 
solicited from ordinary people when 
the country has many oligarchs. 

“We are together” – a civil campaign – re-
cruited tens of thousands of volunteers 
in 85 Russian regions and partnered with 
small and large businesses. A smaller initia-
tive, Memedic, sent 700 volunteers to six 
hospitals in Moscow and one in Cherkessk. 
Their assistance included cleaning hospi-
tal grounds, compiling statistics about sick 
patients, and doing laundry and dry-clea-
ning for doctors and patients. Meanwhile, 
a volun teer network, “Makers against 
COVID-19”, produced PPE for doctors and 
delivered them coffee machines and food. 

3.          

COVID-19 solidarity 
movement in Ukraine

In the wake of the coronavirus pande-
mic, many of the same people and or-
ganisations that volunteered at the out-
break of war in eastern Ukraine in 2014, 
began collaborating with businesses 
and local authorities to supply PPE 
to hospitals. Numerous fundraising 
initiatives appeared in Lviv, Kyiv, Odesa, 
Poltava, and other cities, in partnership 
with local NGOs. Being highly trusted 
by the population, volunteer organi-
sations posted information on social 
media about donations received and 
expenditures. 

Ihor Liski, a Ukrainian entrepreneur, and 
Maksym Bakhmatov, advisor to the mayor 
of Kyiv, created The Kyiv Volunteer Head-
quarters which aimed at coordinating 
donations for procuring PPE and other 
medical equipment for Kyiv hospitals. 
By the end of July, they had raised al-
most US$50,000. The Kyiv Volunteer 
Headquarters also joined forces with 
businesses to purchase lung ventilators 
and surgical equipment. 

By the end of June, Fabricator/FabLab, an in-
novation laboratory in Kyiv, had produced 
and dispatched over 30,000 face shields 
to hospitals across the country. Examples 
of regional initiatives included a Volun-
teer’s Union in Dnipro, which provi ded 
information about the quarantine regu-
lations and supplied medical equipment, 

https://www.levada.ru/2020/03/26/pandemiya-koronavirusa/
https://www.levada.ru/2020/03/26/pandemiya-koronavirusa/
https://www.vedomosti.ru/society/articles/2020/04/09/827471-gotovo-rossiiskoe
https://meduza.io/news/2020/03/27/blagotvoritelnye-fondy-ob-yavili-sbor-sredstv-dlya-pomoschi-vracham
https://ordonate.appspot.com/vracham/#about
https://www.facebook.com/Openrussia.Team/posts/642644843249060
https://мывместе2020.рф/
https://memedic.ru/
https://www.dw.com/ru/%D1%80%D0%B0%D0%B1%D0%BE%D1%82%D0%B0-%D0%B2-%D0%BA%D1%80%D0%B0%D1%81%D0%BD%D0%BE%D0%B9-%D0%B7%D0%BE%D0%BD%D0%B5-%D0%BA%D0%B0%D0%BA-%D0%B2%D0%BE%D0%BB%D0%BE%D0%BD%D1%82%D0%B5%D1%80%D1%8B-%D0%B2-%D1%80%D0%BE%D1%81%D1%81%D0%B8%D0%B8-%D0%B1%D0%BE%D1%80%D1%8E%D1%82%D1%81%D1%8F-%D1%81-%D0%BA%D0%BE%D1%80%D0%BE%D0%BD%D0%B0%D0%B2%D0%B8%D1%80%D1%83%D1%81%D0%BE%D0%BC/a-53655993
https://www.forbes.ru/forbes-woman/399575-eda-zhile-antiseptiki-kak-biznes-pomogaet-vracham-kotorye-boryutsya-s
https://www.forbes.ru/forbes-woman/399575-eda-zhile-antiseptiki-kak-biznes-pomogaet-vracham-kotorye-boryutsya-s
http://euromaidanpress.com/2020/04/23/ukrainian-volunteers-step-in-to-protect-medical-workers-fighting-covid-19-where-state-fails/
https://interfax.com.ua/news/telecom/669971.html
https://www.facebook.com/vbase.dp.ua/
https://www.facebook.com/vbase.dp.ua/


III. Civil society responses19

and an initiative in the Odesa region for 
the production of medical gowns made 
of laminated spunbond fabric. The Odesa 
region project was initiated by Anzhelika 
Derevtsova, owner of the Ukrainian fashion 
brand I Want What I Can Do. The charity 
fund Starenki helped vulnerable, isolated 
older people and provided social wor-
kers with protective gear across Kyiv, 
Lviv, and Dnipro. 

Design engineer Andrii Pavlov launched 
the online service no-covid.org.ua to help 
doctors with free transport through a net-
work of drivers in Kyiv. A similar initiative 
was started by a group of displaced people 
and Donbas war veterans in the Donetsk 
oblast. They provided transport for at least 
400 people weekly to hospitals, including 
both medical personnel and patients. 

The Ukrainian Volunteer Service stepped 
forward with a different approach, matching 
volunteers and people in need of assistance 
through the Pandemic Relief Centre. By late 
April, over 500 volunteers from across 
Ukraine signed up as the Centre’s members. 
The Ukrainian Volunteer Service also crea-
ted volunteer safety instructions and a pub-
lic database of 80+ organisations and initia-
tives, to provide help to people and medical 
workers during the COVID-19 epidemic. 

The advocacy and charitable non-profit or-
ganisation Patients of Ukraine also served 
as a coordination centre for businesses 
and private donors willing to contribute 
to the common cause. It raised around 
US$550,000 for PPE and other medical 
equipment by June and made deliveries 
to the hospitals in most acute need.

http://euromaidanpress.com/2020/04/23/ukrainian-volunteers-step-in-to-protect-medical-workers-fighting-covid-19-where-state-fails/
https://www.kyivpost.com/ukraine-politics/volunteers-rise-up-to-help-ukraine-weather-covid-19-pandemic.html
https://no-covid.org.ua/
https://www.facebook.com/pidvezi/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/odr/volunteers-ukraine-coronavirus-response/
https://volunteer.country/covid_help
https://medium.com/u-s-embassy-kyiv/flex-program-alumna-organizes-covid-19-volunteer-efforts-f76ab30c7c0
http://patients.org.ua/en/2020/06/03/bilshe-5000-medykiv-zabezpecheno-zahystom-za-dva-misyatsi-initsiatyvy-bf-patsiyenty-ukrayiny/
http://patients.org.ua/en/2020/06/03/bilshe-5000-medykiv-zabezpecheno-zahystom-za-dva-misyatsi-initsiatyvy-bf-patsiyenty-ukrayiny/


CONCLUSIONS

The different responses to COVID-19 in Be-
larus, Russia, and Ukraine have largely re-
flected the political regime, economic struc-
ture and social specifics in each country. 

The Belarusian authorities continued 
to damage the image of a paternalistic 
state which cares about the needs of its 
population. The personalist authorita-
rian regime in Belarus very well explains 
the state’s irresponsible policies, since 
the policies adopted stem from Lukashen-
ka’s personal views on COVID-19. In this 
situation, the highly-developed IT sector 
and dynamic civic initiatives were still 
able to make significant contributions 
in the fight against the pandemic by finan-
cing hospitals, supplying PPE and providing 
various pro bono services. The authorities 
widely used the COVID-19 pandemic to jus-
tify their authoritarian practices and enable 
massive vote-rigging in the presidential 
election. Inadequate measures by Bela-
rusian state authorities and Lukashenka 
personally seriously undermined their le-
gitimacy and largely contributed to unprec-
edented opposition political mobilisation 
both during and after the election.

In Russia, the oligarchs and large 
state-controlled companies played 

a noticeable role in assisting the state 
authorities in dealing with the coro-
navirus. At the same time a number 
of large private companies, networks 
of volunteers and grassroots initiatives 
also did their part. Although sociological 
surveys showed that over a half of Rus-
sians approved of the measures taken 
by the central and regional state authori-
ties, Vladimir Putin’s approval rating 
eroded slightly during the first wave 
of COVID-19 infections. At the same time, 
the pandemic facilitated election fraud 
in Russia’s constitutional referendum.

In Ukraine, the state authorities relied 
on the oligarchs to a great extent in dea-
ling with the pandemic, though the vo-
luntary sector, which developed consi-
derably after 2014, made an important 
contribution as well. The imminent local 
elections in Ukraine contributed to epi-
sodes of disobedience by city mayors 
towards central government’s lockdown 
orders. Despite these acts of disobedience, 
in general management of the response 
to COVID-19 in Ukraine was no less 
centralised than in Belarus and Russia 
where the state authorities gave regio-
nal and local authorities some discretion 
in dealing with the crisis.
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