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renewed passports and other documents in the 
embassies, the decree leaves many without 
documentation, hindering their ability to travel, access 
healthcare, banking, and education, renew residence 
permits, or engage in family legal matters.

To address the immediate crisis of travel documents, we 
look to the examples set by Lithuania and Poland, which 
issue "Foreigner/Alien" passports to those unable to 
obtain them from Belarus. They can be issued if the 
person holds a residence permit in the respective host 
country and  cannot acquire the passport of their own 
country.

Identification is another critical issue. In Poland, 
foreigner passports are used solely as travel documents. 
This leaves people with valid travel documents but 
without their proper IDs. In Lithuania, on the other hand, 
foreigner passports are accepted as Ids which allows 
Belarusians to access the public and private services they 
need.

Procedural issues

Another recurring problem for Belarusians is the need to 
provide police clearance to apply for residence permits 
and other documents. Before the adoption of Decree 
278, the problem was that some Belarusians were 
subjected to politically motivated administrative and 
criminal cases. With the introduction of the decree, 
Belarusians are unable to get a police clearance abroad 
at all. Thus, the only option to obtain it is to travel to 
Belarus. Those travels often result in detention.

Documents for children

The plight of undocumented Belarusian children born in 
exile is exceptionally pressing. In 2022, over 700 were 
born in Poland alone.⁴ Their parents are at risk if they 
return to Belarus and cannot secure passports for their 
newborns. Returning to Belarus is, however, the only way 
to get passports for those kids. Without passports, those 
young Belarusians cannot get proper documents – 
residence permits – to stay in the EU.

Healthcare

Belarusians seeking refuge from the regime of 
Lukashenka often face significant hurdles in accessing 
public healthcare in their host countries. Language 
barriers and unfamiliarity with the medical systems in 
these new environments prevent people from visiting 
needed medical professionals, particularly during their 
initial period with visas that do not provide social 
security benefits. Humanitarian visas, often issued to 
Belarusian refugees, further restrict access to public 

healthcare by exempting individuals from social security 
contributions. 
Moreover, the high cost of private healthcare places an 
additional strain on Belarusians, particularly those 
requiring specialized examinations for chronic 
conditions like cancer. This lack of access to timely and 
adequate medical care can have dire consequences, 
potentially exacerbating health conditions and hindering 
integration into new communities.

Language barriers

Belarusian exiles, while navigating the complexities of 
securing their legal status and accessing healthcare, face 
another formidable challenge: overcoming language 
barriers for integration and preserving their cultural 
heritage. This linguistic hurdle is not just about 
communication but also about maintaining a sense of 
identity and community in unfamiliar surroundings.

Belarusians living abroad face the dual challenge of 
learning a new language for integration and preserving 
their native Belarusian language and culture. The 
language barrier significantly hinders their ability to find 
qualified jobs or access education. Moreover, the 
struggle to find schools that support their children's 
linguistic needs adds to their burden, with some facing 
discrimination in educational settings.

At the same time, maintaining the Belarusian language 
and culture is crucial. Historically overshadowed by 
Russian, the Belarusian language has seen a renewed 
interest among the diaspora, especially since the 
political turmoil post-2020. Efforts to promote 
Belarusian language learning and cultural awareness are 
underway, with initiatives like the Pranciskaus Skorinos 
Gymnasium in Lithuania, which stands as a testament to 
preserving Belarusian identity through education.

Support for these initiatives is strong among civil society 
and member states, with calls to aid the establishment of 
Belarusian cultural and educational institutions. Such 
support is vital for the integration and cultural 
preservation of the Belarusian diaspora in order to 
ensure that their unique heritage continues flourishing 
while they build new lives abroad.

Employment

For Belarusian exiles, the struggle extends beyond 
securing a legal foothold and accessing vital services in 
their host countries as they also face formidable barriers 
to employment. These obstacles not only hinder their 
economic assimilation but also profoundly affect their 
autonomy.

Belarusian professionals seeking refuge are often caught 
in a bind due to the absence of crucial documentation. 
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Apostilled diplomas and professional certificates, which 
serve as the standard proof of qualifications, are 
frequently left behind amidst the chaos of fleeing their 
home. This gap in their paperwork places them at a 
considerable disadvantage in the job market as they deal 
with the challenge of proving their skills and educational 
achievements to potential employers. The result is a 
labor market that seems closed off to them, not because 
they lack talent or the desire to work, but because they 
need the necessary documents that validate their 
professional background. 

Adding to this difficulty is the discrimination which many 
Belarusians face in the workforce. According to the 
Council of Europe report “Addressing the specific 
challenges faced by the Belarusians in exile” (published 
in 2023), those who secure employment often report 
being subjected to heavier workloads or other biases 
linked to their nationality.⁵ This treatment affects not 
only their employment prospects but also their physical 
and psychological working conditions. The journey 
towards economic and professional integration for 
Belarusian exiles is thus fraught with obstacles, 
significantly curtailing their ability to contribute to and 
thrive in the economies of their new communities.

Family separation

The professional obstacles faced by Belarusian exiles are 
compounded by a profound emotional burden – the pain 
of family separation. The simple act of reaching out to 
loved ones in Belarus is dangerous, as even the slightest 
communication can draw the regime's scrutiny, severing 
the ties that bind them to those who remain. This reality 
casts a long shadow over the Belarusian diaspora, 
creating a poignant conflict within their hearts. The deep 
longing to embrace their relatives and homeland again is 
constantly in conflict with the dread of the grave 
consequences that such a return could entail. It is this 
distressing emotional conflict that underscores the 
urgency of the international community's response to 
support the Belarusian exiles, ensuring that the hope of 
reunion and a life free from fear can someday be more 
than just a distant dream.

Conclusion

Considering the previously mentioned topics, it is clear 
that Belarusians form a unique group of migrants with 
special needs. These needs should be recognized 
globally by the European Union, the Council of Europe, 
the United Nations, and within the national laws of the 
countries where Belarusians now live. They face specific 
challenges with legal status, healthcare access, 
employment, language barriers, and obtaining 

necessary documents. These issues should be addressed 
to help Belarusians rebuild their lives with the dignity 
and support they deserve.
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