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Operation “Sluice”. The so-called migration crisis
at the Polish-Belarussian border: an example

of hybrid actions taken in the second half

of 2021 as documented in the reports

of the Polish border guard

Introduction

A year after the rigged presidential elections in Belarus, Alyaksandr Lukashenka de-
cided to use the migration crisis in Europe in 2015-2017 to destabilise the eastern
flank of NATO and the European Union (EU) by taking advantage of the so-called
demographic weapon, also known as Weapon D.! With the tacit support of the
President of Russia, Vladimir Putin, Lukashenka, still hesitant to retain power,
launched a hybrid operation against Lithuania, Latvia and Poland, member states of
NATO and the EU. For this purpose, he used thousands of economic migrants who
had been transported by air to Belarus since spring 2021. The Belarusian authori-
ties had abolished visas for citizens of many post-Soviet countries and from other

' See: W. Repetowicz, “Broni »D« jako zagrozenie asymetryczne’, Wiedza Obronna, no. 21,
2018, pp. 107-125, http://wiedzaobronna.edu.pl/index.php/wo/article/view/21/18 [acces-
sed: 8 May 2022]; D. Niedzielski, “Kryzys na granicy Polski z Bialorusia — nowy format dzialaii
hybrydowych?”, Biuletyn Akademickiego Centrum Komunikacji Strategicznej, no. 1,2022, p. 2.
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more distant countries, such as Iraq and Afghanistan. The underlying objectives of
these actions vary, but one of them is the return of the Central and Eastern Euro-
pean region — including Poland, Ukraine and the Baltic states — to the reconstruc-
tion scheme of the Russian sphere of influence, thoughtfully devised in Moscow.

This paper looks at the events that took place on the Belarusian-Polish border,
as well as in the regions of Belarus bordering Lithuania and Latvia. The events and
activities are developmental in their nature; hence the circumstances and timing
of their completion cannot be predicted, and because the situation is dynamic, no
broader studies have been conducted on the subject of the crisis so far. Reference
has been made to the modest literature on the subject available, as well as to the
information found on the websites of the Polish Border Guard, which has been
provided in the footnotes and bibliography. In terms of research methodology,
the author has applied the evolutionary method, the method that aims to describe
developmental processes and migration, and the sociological method for the study
of social structures.

To act against Lithuania, Latvia and Poland, the Belarusian regime used mi-
grants brought to Belarus from the countries of the Near and Middle East, and
from Russia. As Witold Repetowicz noted, “Belarus has not been known so far as
a country that ‘receives refugees’”” The regime’s reluctance to accept migrants is
also confirmed by Amnesty International: for example, in 2020, the Belarusian au-
thorities granted international protection to only five people, and the regime co-
operates with many authoritarian governments, sending people who fled from it
to their country of origin for various reasons.” Based on the observations of events
and information that we already have since August 2021, the following theses can
be made on this subject: First if all, the so-called the migration crisis was created
by the regime of Lukashenka as a hybrid attack first on the eastern flank of NATO
and the EU in order to weaken them. Second, the Belarusian authorities are sup-
ported by the Russian Federation, whose authorities are interested in the economic
and resource-related “kneeling down” of the EU countries. Third, the overriding
goal of the Russian Federation is to enhance a closer integration of Belarus and
strengthening the country’s vassal-like bondage with Russia, as can be seen from
the Russian aggression against Ukraine. Arguably, Belarusian actions are compat-
ible with the war in Ukraine, although this issue requires a separate analysis. Fourth,
the crisis may end with the return of migrants to their countries of residence, while
the construction of a border fence and its surveillance schemes serve to detain mi-
grants. These are the key goals of the actions taken by the Belarusian secret service,
code-named “Sluice”.

W Repetowicz, op. cit.

> “Sytuacja na granicy. Pytania i odpowiedzi’, Amnesty International Polska, 4 February 2022,

https://amnesty.org.pl/sytuacja-na-granicy-pytania-i-odpowiedzi [accessed: 25 June 2022].
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The nature of the so-called migration crisis
on the Polish-Belarusian border

The turn of July and August 2021 witnessed the outbreak of the so-called “migra-
tion crisis.” The aim of the Belarusian secret services was to literally “push” tens of
thousands of people from the countries of the Middle East and the Middle East out
from Belarus and into Poland. A large part of them were economic migrants, often
with their families, who came to Belarus after the Belarusian authorities had lifted
visas in September 2021 for many countries from this part of the world. Thus, they
extended the list to 80 countries for which visas were abolished in 2017.* The Bela-
rusian regime used the experience of the 2015-2017 migration crisis in Europe as
a result of the Arab Spring revolution against the undemocratic authorities that led
to the revolution and the ongoing war in Syria.’

Illegal migration to Lithuania and Latvia, and subsequently to Poland, began
at the turn of July and August 2021. It was supported by the Belarusian services,
financed by state-owned enterprises, and consistently encouraged by Lukashenka
himself. According to Tadeusz Giczan, an independent Belarusian journalist and
CEPA think tank expert, the Belarusian services conducted activities under the
code name “Sluice”, developed in 2010-2011 by the heads of the KGB and OSAM,
a special unit of the Belarusian Border Service. The then transfer of migrants across
the border forced the EU to transfer tens of millions of euros to Belarus to seal
the border. The members of the BYPOL organization of former officers of the Be-
larusian services operating in Warsaw informed about the operation “Sluice”. Ac-
cording to them, the transfer of people to the EU borders was supported by the Be-
larusian services and the Armed Forces, and the entire operation was probably led
by the head of the KGB of Belarus, General Iwan Tertel. Initially, the Belarusian au-
thorities attacked the borders with Latvia and Lithuania; in this case, an additional
factor was the fact that the leader of the Belarusian opposition, Sviatlana Cicha-
nouska, who took refuge there in fear of being arrested by the Belarusian KGB,

resided in Vilnius.®
*  “Bialorus rozszerza tryb bezwizowy. Obejmie m.in. obywateli Egiptu, Jordanii, Paki-
stanu i Iranu’, Forsalpl, 16 September 2021, hteps://forsal.pl/swiat/bezpieczenstwo/
artykuly/8247501,bialorus-rozszerza-tryb-bezwizowy-obejmie-min-obywateli-egiptu-
jordanii-pakistanu-i-iranu.html [accessed: 18 October 2021]; see: D. Niedzielski, op. ciz., p. 5.
A. Dzisiéw-Szuszezykiewicz, “»Arabska wiosna« — przyczyny, przebieg i prognozy’, Bezpie-
czenstwo Narodowe, no. 2, 2011, p. 42; see: W. Wilk, Wojna w Syrii i kryzys humanitarny. Infor-
mator dla dziennikarzy, Warszawa: Polskie Centrum Pomocy Mi¢dzynarodowej, 2016, p. 17,
https://pcpm.org.pl/pliki2015/2016/04/SYRIA_Informator_full.pdf [accessed: 12 Decem-
ber 2021].

“Operacja »Sluza«. Tadeusz Giczan: Lukaszenka toczy wojng hybrydowa, zaplanowat
ja od A do Z, to bylo jasne od poczatku”, Polskie Radio 24, 29 August 2021, https://www.
polskieradio24.pl/5/1222/Artykul/2796861,0peracja-Sluza-Tadeusz-Giczan-Lukaszenka-


https://forsal.pl/swiat/bezpieczenstwo/artykuly/8247501,bialorus-rozszerza-tryb-bezwizowy-obejmie-min-obywateli-egiptu-jordanii-pakistanu-i-iranu.html
https://forsal.pl/swiat/bezpieczenstwo/artykuly/8247501,bialorus-rozszerza-tryb-bezwizowy-obejmie-min-obywateli-egiptu-jordanii-pakistanu-i-iranu.html
https://forsal.pl/swiat/bezpieczenstwo/artykuly/8247501,bialorus-rozszerza-tryb-bezwizowy-obejmie-min-obywateli-egiptu-jordanii-pakistanu-i-iranu.html
https://pcpm.org.pl/pliki2015/2016/04/SYRIA_Informator_full.pdf
https://www.polskieradio24.pl/5/1222/Artykul/2796861,Operacja-Sluza-Tadeusz-Giczan-Lukaszenka-toczy-wojne-hybrydowa-zaplanowal-ja-od-A-do-Z-to-bylo-jasne-od-poczatku
https://www.polskieradio24.pl/5/1222/Artykul/2796861,Operacja-Sluza-Tadeusz-Giczan-Lukaszenka-toczy-wojne-hybrydowa-zaplanowal-ja-od-A-do-Z-to-bylo-jasne-od-poczatku

136 Grzegorz Baziur

The actions taken by the Belarusian regime are an example of a hybrid aggres-
sion by means of demographic weapons in the form of tens of thousands of people,
where young men predominate, although there are also women (including pregnant
women) and children. Pushing these people across the border to Lithuania, Latvia
and Poland by the Belarusian services is a threat to the security of the border zone
of these countries and its inhabitants. It is enough to mention the erroneous ap-
proach to the issue of migrants in Germany in 2015, when the then chancellor An-
gela Merkel, back in September 2015, “invited” hundreds of thousands of people
from African and Middle East countries to Germany, whose arrival had a negative
impact on the sense of security, because among the refugees were several former ac-
tivists of the Islamic State and other terrorist organizations who were hiding from
the justice system. For the above reasons, Poland and Hungary did not agree to
the compulsion to relocate refugees on their territory, choosing security over the
human rights, which are of major significance for the neo-Marxist circles, which
treat patriotism and the obligation to defend the borders of the state and its citizens
as “nationalism.” Hence, after the crisis of 2015-2017, the government of the Re-
public of Poland has consistently taken the position of defending the state’s borders
and its security.” The consequences of the uncontrolled influx of Islamic migrants
were also terrorist attacks in Germany, France and Belgium, rapes and sexual harass-
ment of women, such as in Cologne.® Currently, the situation with refugees may re-
peat itself in Gibraltar.

Operation “Sluice” and its course in 2021: Latvia and Lithuania

From spring 2020, the Belarusian regime prepared to transfer migrants to the terri-
tory of the EU. To do this, commandos of OSAM, a special unit of the Belarusian
Border Service, conducted illegal reconnaissance in the border forests in Poland.
The aim of these activities was to determine the routes used by smugglers so that
they could be reused for the smuggling of migrants, but the Polish Border Guard
failed to locate them. From the spring of 2021, the Border Guard officers of Poland,
Lithuania and Latvia recorded more and more attempts of illegal border crossing
by migrants from the Middle East and Africa. Apparently, the Belarussian regime
uses them to destabilise EU countries, as revenge for the imposition of sanctions

toczy-wojne-hybrydowa-zaplanowal-ja-od-A-do-Z-to-bylo-jasne-od-poczatku [accessed:
9 November 2021].

A. Glowacki, Stosunek Polakéw do przyjmowania uchodzcéw. Komunikat z badar nr 3, War-
szawa: Centrum Badania Opinii Spolecznej, 2017, pp. 4-10; see: G. Baziur, Zagrozenia pod-
stawowych praw czlowieka w Europie w kontekscie kryzysu migracyjnego i zagrozenia terrory-
stycznego w latach 2015-2017, [in:] Prawa cztowieka i ich ochrona, eds. M. Malczyriska-Bialy,
K. Zarna, Rzeszéw: Wydawnictwo UR, 2018, pp. 20-26.

8 Ibidem, pp. 28-30.
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following yet another rigged presidential election, and for notorious violations of
human rights.”

The implementation of operation “Sluice” began on 26 May 2021, three days
after the Ryanair plane, on board of which was opposition blogger Raman Pratasie-
wicz, and his arrest by KGB officers, was forced to land at the airport in Minsk.
In response, the EU imposed additional sanctions on Belarus, and Lukashenka an-
nounced that he would not obstruct people trying to enter the EU, his speech being
repeatedly broadcast on Iraqi television.

After increasing the number of flights between Iraqi cities and Minsk, Iraqis
began arriving in Belarus, and they were serviced by the Centrkurort company.
After landing in Minsk, they received tourist visas, after which a large part of them
went to the vicinity of the border with Lithuania, trying to cross it illegally. Some
people used the help of smugglers, paying them 1,000-1,500 USD to be trans-
ported to Vilnius. Following the EU intervention, the Iraqi authorities suspended
flights from Iraq to Belarus. Still, many Iraqis kept flying to Minsk via the Istanbul
airport, or via Syria. Eventually the Turkish and Syrian airlines also banned flights
to Belarus."

After the Lithuanian government’s decision to turn back the people who were
trying to cross the border illegally, Belarusians redirected migrants to the borders
with Poland and Latvia, and Lithuanians refused to let more than 1,500 people.
After the border was closed by the Lithuanian authorities, they asked the Iraqi side
to send airplanes to Minsk to take these people, including those who threw their
passports away, to return them to the country, which the Iraqi authorities did, and
the Belarusian regime decided to launch a hybrid attack on Poland.

Operation “Sluice”: a demographic attack on Poland

The first cases of illegal migrants crossing the Polish-Belarusian border were regis-
tered on 5 July 2021, when a Border Guard patrol from the Narewka unit detained
40 Afghans near Babia Géra, who crossed the so-called “green border” without any
documents. After the court’s decision, they were placed in centres for foreigners."'

? W. Wasyléw, “Bialoruscy komandosi w Polsce. Rezim Eukaszenki przygotowywal si¢

do przerzutu migrantéw od roku’, Natemat.pl, 12 November 2021, https://natemat.
pl/383727 bialoruskie-sily-specjalne-robily-rozeznanie-po-polskiej-stronie-granicy [accessed:
12 December 2021].

“Kolejne linie lotnicze zawieszajg loty do Miriska. To nimi przylatuja migranci’, Radio Zet,
13 November 2021, https://wiadomosci.radiozet.pl/Swiat/Kryzys-na-granicy-z-Bialorusia.-
Syryjskie-linie-Cham-Wings-zawieszaja-loty-do-Minska [accessed: 14 November 2021].

E. Szczepanska, “Zatrzymano nielegalnych migrantéw”, Komenda Gléwna Strazy Granicznej,
6 July 2021, https://www.strazgraniczna.pl/pl/aktualnosci/9270,Zatrzymano-nielegalnych-
migrantow.html [accessed: 8 December 2021].
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Large groups of migrants began to cross the Polish-Belarusian border in August
2017. Between 6-9 August, officers of the Podlasie Border Guard Unit detained
349 people from Iraq and Afghanistan for illegal border crossing, who were subse-
quently ordered by the court to be placed in guarded centres for foreigners.'

During the illegal crossing of the border by migrants, the life and health of
some was put at risk: for example, on the night of 19-20 August, Border Guard of-
ficers from Narewka rescued 12 people who were stuck in the Narew backwaters."?
Among the people who crossed the Polish-Belarusian border illegally, some made
an attempt to legalise their stay in Poland, e.g. on 21 October, when officers from
the Border Guard Post in Bialowieza took over a group of 29 people from Iraq who
declared their willingness to apply for protection in Poland; after the decision of
the court, they were placed in centres for foreigners.'

Since the beginning of the “migration crisis’, the Belarusian services have used
migrants to attack the Polish border, often pushing them towards it or hitting and
kicking them. On 23 October, a group of about 70 aggressive people tried to break
through to Poland near Usnarz Gérny, throwing stones at the Border Guard of-
ficers. A day later, the migrants made another attempt, injuring two soldiers, who
were transported to a hospital in Bialystok, where their wounds were treated, and
they were eventually discharged. Among the people breaking the border, Border
Guard officers saw Belarusian soldiers in civilian clothes cutting the barbed-wire
fence with scissors."”

In order to hinder the smuggling of migrants, officers of the Border Guard and
the Police were locating and catching couriers who transported people from Belarus
to Poland and to the border with Germany. An example of this was seen on 26 Oc-
tober, when 37 migrants from Iraq, during a bus control by Border Guard officers,
demolished the vehicle, preventing their escape to Germany with the support of
the Police. Also, on 8 December in the Jacowlan area, an Border Guard patrol tried
to stop a vehicle for inspection, the driver of which did not respond to the signal

“Duze grupy cudzoziemcdw zatrzymane na polsko-biatoruskim odcinku granicy”, Ko-
menda Gléwna Strazy Granicznej, 9 August 2021, https://strazgraniczna.pl/pl/
aktualnosci/9350,Duze-grupy-cudzoziemcow-zatrzymane-na-polsko-bialoruskim-odcinku-
granicy.html [accessed: 8 December 2021].

E. Szczepaniska, “Na pomoc migrantom”, Komenda Gléwna Strazy Granicznej, 20 August
2021, hteps://strazgraniczna.pl/pl/aktualnosci/9374,Na-pomoc-migrantom.html [accessed:
8 December 2021].

“Grupa 29 imigrantéw ubiega si¢ o ochrone w Polsce”, Komenda Gléwna Strazy Granicznej,
220October2021, hetps://www.strazgraniczna.pl/pl/aktualnosci/9498,Grupa-29-imigrantow-
ubiega-sie-0-ochrone-w-Polsce.html [accessed: 8 December 2021].

“Migranci podjeli prébe sitowego przedarcia si¢ do Polski”, Komenda Gléwna Strazy Granicz-
nej, 25 October 2021, https://ww.strazgraniczna.pl/pl/aktualnosci/9500,Migranci-podjeli-
probe-silowego-przedarcia-sie-do-Polski.html [accessed: 8 December 2021].
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and was later captured. The Border Guard handed it over to the Police, and the mi-
grants were handed over to the Border Guard Station in Kuznica Bialostocka.'®

The largest attack by migrants to the border took place on 16 November in
Bruzgi, under the supervision of the deputy commander of the Border Service
of the Republic of Belarus, General Roman Podlinev. They were repulsed by the
Polish Border Guard, Police and Army officers. Seven policemen, a Border Guard
officer and a soldier were wounded in the riots. After the attacks, the migrants were
withdrawn from camps on the border, but returned a day later under Belarusian es-
cort.”” The Belarusian side once again accused the Polish services of being heartless
towards people and young children, who — according to their narrative — were sup-
posed to freeze, hence they tried to escape to Poland, for which the Polish services
were supposed to use stun grenades, but it was the last action on such a large scale."®

On the order of Mariusz Kaminski, Poland’s Minister and Coordinator of Spe-
cial Services, on 18 November, the commander-in-chief of the Border Guard, Gen-
eral Tomasz Praga, temporarily closed the traffic at the border crossing Kuznica
Biatostocka-Bruzgi."” Poland notified the chairman of the State Border Committee
of Belarus, Lieutenant General Anatoly Lappo, about this decision, demanding that
it be unblocked by 21 November 2021.*° On 19 November, the Belarusian side in-
formed that there were no foreigners in the vicinity of this crossing, and that most
of the foreigners had been evacuated to the “Bruzgi” transport and logistics centre,
and on November 18, a part flew from Minsk to Iraq. General Lappo announced
that the Border Service officers would sort out the logistic situation in the area of
the Bruzgi-Kuznica border crossing point and stressed that Belarus was ready to re-
sume traffic in this crossing.”!

“Zatrzymano 37 nielegalnych migrantéw”, Komenda Gléwna Strazy Granicznej, 27 Octo-
ber 2021, https://www.strazgraniczna.pl/pl/aktualnosci/9506,Zatrzymano-37-nielegalnych-
migrantow.html [accessed: 8 December 2021].

“Policja: Odparli$my atak na granice”, Portalsamorzadowy.pl, 16 November 2021, https://
www.portalsamorzadowy.pl/wydarzenia-lokalne/policja-odparlismy-atak-na-granice,328921.
html [accessed: 16 November 2021].

“O6ocTpenne cuTyauun Ha 6€AOPYCCKO-IIOABCKON rpanuie’, [ocyAapCTBEHHBIN IOrpaHmy-
HbIH KoMuTeT beaapycu — nnpopManuoHHsbLit nopraa, 16.11.2021, heeps://gpk.gov.by/news/
gpk/130020 [accessed: 2.12.2021].

“Zawieszenie ruchu granicznego w Kuznicy”, Komenda Gléwna Strazy Granicznej, 8 No-
vember 2021,  https://www.strazgraniczna.pl/pl/aktualnosci/9536,Zawieszenie-ruchu-
granicznego-w-Kuznicy.html [accessed: 8 December 2021].

“List komendanta gléwnego Strazy Granicznej RP, gen. T. Pragi do przewodniczacego Pan-
stwowego Komitetu Granicznego Republiki Bialorus, gen. lejtn. A. Lappo z 18 XI 2021 17,
Ministerstwo Spraw Wewnetrznych i Administracji, 18 November 2021, https://www.gov.
pl/web/mswia/przejscie-kolejowe-w-kuznicy-moze-zostac-zamkniete [accessed: 12 December
2021].

“Strona bialoruska reaguje na zapowiedz zamkniecia towarowego przejscia kolejowego w Kuz-
nicy’, Komenda Gléwna Strazy Granicznej, 19 November 2021, https://www.strazgraniczna.
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However, the illegal border crossing continued, mainly near Czeremcha and Du-
bicze Cerkiewne, where it continues until now, mainly at night. Belarusian border
services would sent migrants text messages with instructions in Arabic, informing
them of how to break through to the Polish side. Due to the impatience of mi-
grants, there were messages about the arrival of buses, which, with the alleged con-
sent of the Polish authorities, were to take them to Germany, but this was clearly
fake news.”

The provocations continued, and on 1 December, Belarusian officers fired on
Polish lighting masts near Terespol, destroying the border protection infrastruc-
ture.” In response, the Minister of National Defence, Mariusz Blaszczak, sum-
moned the defence attaché of Belarus, expressing his protest against such practices.”*
From the second half of November, the frequency of border violations decreased.
The construction of the dam from December 2021 to June 2022 should also stop
the influx of illegal migrants to Poland.

The role of Belarusian-Russian disinformation in the crisis: between
security and the protection of human rights

A major component of the Belarusian hybrid activities was the disinformation cam-
paign, in which the Belarusian authorities presented migrants as refugees from Iraq
from poverty, and from Afghanistan as victims or people threatened by the Taliban
regime.”® Thanks to information from independent media, mainly social media,
the truth about the actions of the Belarusian regime against Poland, Lithuania and
Latvia, as NATO and EU member states, began to reach people’s awareness. A sim-
ilar situation occurred during the hybrid aggression of Russia against Ukraine in
2014, but the parties to the conflict are pro-Russian separatists in the Donbas. As
there were no such groups in Belarus, the regime brought in migrants who, after
being trained by the services, fulfil a similar role.
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menda Gléwna Strazy Granicznej, 1 December 2021, https://www.strazgraniczna.pl/pl/
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cessed: 13 December 2021].
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On 23 August 2021, Lukashenka stated that “Poland caused a border conflict
with migrants” by violating the Belarusian border, accusing the Polish Border
Guard of allegedly forcing out to the Belarusian side, a thesis that was being dis-
seminated by the Belarusian media, announcing that migrants from Syria, Iraq and
Libya, Afghan citizens would join.*” The Russian-Belarusian disinformation system
presented the activities of the Border Guard, the army and the Police as heartless
and hostile to migrants. This narrative was also supported by the media in Poland
opposing the government, with the support of organisations defending human
rights. In this case, there was a dilemma typical of a state threatening a crisis of secu-
rity or independence: security or human rights?**

Human rights defenders, such as Janina Ochojska from the Polish Humanitarian
Action, with the support of some anti-government opposition activists, such as
Wiadystaw Frasyniuk from Koalicja Obywatelska (KO, the Civic Coalition), began
to accuse the Border Guard, Police and soldiers of brutal treatment of migrants at-
tacking the Polish border under the supervision of Belarusian services.”” The alle-
gations revealed that the situation at the border in this respect is not “black and
white”, as reported by numerous volunteers, e.g. activists of the “Granica” group,
who tried to help people, disregarding the intentions of the Belarusian regime and
counteracting the actions Belarusian by the Polish services. They postulated that
an educational campaign should be conducted among local residents in order to
open them up to help people crossing the border illegally.** During the humani-
tarian crisis, one message was missing at the border, which led to a communication
crisis. It resulted from the difference of intentions of the Belarusian and Polish ser-
vices (attack with “D” weapons > protection of the border against it), and the lack
of coordination of the activities of Polish services and volunteers, not to mention

the rejection of Frontex assistance by the Polish authorities.”
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On 24 August, the representatives of 32 foreigners staying on the Polish-Belaru-
sian border sent applications to the European Court of Human Rights requesting
international protection and asking for the supply of food and medicine. On 1 Oc-
tober, the president of the Supreme Bar Council, Przemystaw Rosati, requested the
Ombudsman for Children, Mikotaj Pawlak, to scrutinise the protection and hu-
manitarian aid for children staying in the border area of Poland and Belarus. He
appealed for intervention in the case of ending the use of the push back procedure
against mothers with children by the Polish services, as the ombudsman protects
the rights of children regardless of their origin and nationality.”

On 23 October 2021, the Supreme Bar Council appealed to the Polish author-
ities to respect the human dignity, rights and freedoms of every human being, in-
cluding migrants on the Polish-Belarusian border, and to respect the principle of
“non-refoulement,” a major provision of the Geneva Convention. These activi-
ties led to the launch of a free Legal Aid Coordination Centre for migrants in Ha-
jnéwka by legal advisers who came to the border for this purpose.** Such situations
took place, but in view of the tension on the border, these actions meant that thou-
sands of people — victims of the Belarusian regime’s policy — were not allowed to
enter Poland and the EU, as in 2015-2017.

The case of the alleged lack of help from the Polish authorities was taken ad-
vantage of by opposition politicians, mainly from the Left and the KO. Iwona
Hartwich, a member of the KO, demanded that the border be opened, forgetting
about the consequences of the uncontrolled admission of migrants to Germany by
Chancellor Angela Merkel in 2015.>* On 31 August 2021, former President Alek-
sander Kwasniewski spoke about the situation on the Polish-Belarusian border. He
supported the protection of the border, but accused the government of heartlessness
towards migrants, jamming volunteers, and preventing the supply of products and
water.”® This context also included the rebellion that took place on 25 November
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at the Centre for Foreigners, located at the Military Training Centre in Wedrzyn.
They refused to go out for lunch, destroying the fence and other equipment, de-
manding that they be released. However, the situation was brought under control
and the services identified the 10 most aggressive people, isolating them from the
rest of the migrants from this centre.*®

Meanwhile, officers of the Podlasie and Nadbuze Border Guard Departments,
along with several non-governmental organisations, volunteers and residents helped
migrants who cross the border. The Podlasie Branch of the Border Guard distrib-
uted a variety of items, such as: thermal blankets, protein and energy bars, bottled
water, thermos flasks with tea, warm clothes, shoes, blankets, and food. A fund-
raising campaign was also held with the cooperation of the Human Rights De-
fender, with the participation of the Polish Red Cross, Caritas Polska and the Uni-
versity of Warsaw, and on the initiative of the Border Guard and the Polish Army
chaplains. Thanks to the integration of assistance, the Border Guard also ensured
full care and necessary medical care to the detained and to those staying in Guarded
Centres for Foreigners.”

On the orders of President Andrzej Duda, a humanitarian convoy went to Be-
larus on 23 August, but despite the appeals of the Polish side it was not admitted
there. The same situation occurred with the next ones on 5 and 23 October, as they
were also not allowed into the territory of Belarus.*® Belarusian-Russian disinfor-
mation used the case of helping refugees in Poland, as well as probably the cases of
inappropriate attitudes of Polish officers to create a black and white message from
the Polish-Belarusian border, but the situation there was much more complex than
the information provided.

Counteracting actions by the Belarusian regime
by the Polish authorities

Since the beginning of the crisis, the Polish authorities have adopted a border pro-
tection strategy in line with the Polish raison détat. In response to the actions taken
by the Belarusian authorities, President Duda introduced a state of emergency in the

border areas for 30 days, effective 2 September, which, due to the further escalation
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of tension and the arrival of new groups of migrants, was extended on 2 October
for another 60 days. It covered 183 localities in the border areas of Podlaskie and
a part of Lubelskie regions, and the majority of residents understood these activ-
ities with understanding.” The same goal was also achieved by the enactment of
the State Border Protection Act by the Sejm of the Republic of Poland on 17 No-
vember 2021, and the decision to build a border wall with safeguard mechanisms
that would hinder illegal crossing.*

Pursuant to the Regulation of the Minister of the Interior and Administration
of 30 November 2021 on the introduction of a temporary ban on staying in specific
areas in the border zone adjacent to the state border with Belarus, on December
1, the state of emergency was replaced by a ban on staying in these areas imposed
on anyone, apart from the residents of the areas, from outside the activity zone.
The ban was in force from 1 December 2021 to 1 March 2022. Journalists could
stay there only with prior accreditation issued by the commander of a given Border
Guard post.* The key issue was the safety of journalists, as well as of officers of the
Border Guard, Police and soldiers. It was resolved that editorial offices interested in
participating in an organised form of entry to the area subjected to the prohibition
of stay would be able to indicate the area of their visit, and at their disposal, a spe-
cial press centre would be made available, located between Kuznica Biatostocka and
Sokétka.

On 8 December, Poland’s President Duda and his wife came to KuZnica Bialos-
tocka, where they met with officers of the Border Guard, Police, Fire Brigade, sol-
diers of the Polish Army and soldiers of allied forces from the UK and Estonia,
who had been there since December 2021. The talks also concerned assistance for
migrants, both at the border and during their stay in migration centres in Poland.
After the meeting at the border, the president and his wife took part in a charity
concert for migrants and sick children of officers and employees of the Podlasie
Border Guard Division “Pomagamy Razem III”, which took place at the Podlasie
Opera and Philharmonic in Bialystok.” In the following months, the crisis gradu-
ally de-escalated, which resulted from both the return of potential migrants from
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Belarus to their countries of residence, the construction of a dam on the border,
and the Russian aggression against Ukraine, which overshadowed the smouldering
crisis, although some of the migrants were directed by the Belarusian services to
Ukraine so that they would go to Poland with the refugees.

Conclusions

Ever since the migration crisis broke out, the question of the date and method of
its termination, as well as its short and long-term effects, has been of major impor-
tance. On the surface, the answer seems simple: once the Belarusian dictator stops
sending migrants over to the borders of Belarus with the countries of the EU. How-
ever, this may happen when the demands are met, or when the costs of his actions
prove to be higher than the potential benefits, and the sanctions of the EU and the
US will actually be conducive to an ultimate collapse of the Belarusian economy, in-
directly hitting Russia, for supporting the actions of the Belarusian regime.*

The number of migrants who made attempts to illegally cross the border with Po-
land in 2021 was around 40,000 people: in August 2021 there were 3,500 attempts,
in September there were 7,700, in October — 17,300, in November - 8,900, and in
December 2021 the number of migrants amounted to 1,700 until December 29,
2021.** According to the statistical data of the Polish Border Guard, in 2021 its
officers refused entry to Poland through the Belarusian border to 1,610 people.
At the same time, they detained and revealed 2.877 foreigners who attempted to
cross the state border against the law, or attempted to cross the border from Bela-
rus.® In 2021, the Border Guard authorities detained and revealed the illegal stay of
236 people who came from Belarus, including 111 citizens of that country.* During
this period, 7,257 people filed 4,298 applications for international protection, of
which 2011 submitted 1,283 applications to the Polish Border Guard in Warsaw,
and 673 people submitted a total of 375 applications to the Podlaskie Unit. All of
them were granted, following a positive assessment.”

In view of the artificially induced migration crisis, since December 2011, Poland
has been securing the border with Belarus by building a fence separating the Polish
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border zone in order to prevent illegal border crossing from Belarus. The dam is 5.5
metres high and has been fitted with electronic motion sensors and cameras. 750
new Border Guard officers have been sent to the border. The legal basis for these ac-
tivities is the State Border Protection Act of 4 November 2021, which defines the
rules for the implementation of the construction of the state border protection of
the Republic of Poland, which is also the external border of the EU.* In the context
of the general defence of Poland, including potentially the border with Belarus, the
Homeland Defence Act was passed by the Sejm on 11 March 2022. Belarus is re-
garded as a major contemporary ally of Russia, which is important, especially after
the Russian aggression against Ukraine, against which Belarus took a “waiting” po-
sition, making its territory available for aggression against neighbouring Ukraine.?”

In sum, the conclusions from the above considerations are as follows. First, the
aim of the artificially created “migration crisis” has been to weaken and destabilize
the states of the eastern flank of NATO and the EU with the support of the Russian
Federation, which is interested in the dependence of the EU in terms of raw mate-
rials in the context of building Europe “from the Atlantic to the Pacific.” Second,
the geostrategic goal of the Russian Federation has been to foster a closer integra-
tion of Belarus with it, as the Russian way to the west (Poland), north (Lithuania,
Latvia) and south (Ukraine). Third, the end of the crisis may take place after the
construction of a dam on the border and the return of migrants to their countries
of residence. However, it cannot be ruled out that an invasion by a “D” weapon, for
example, from the side of the Kaliningrad Oblast of the Russian Federation, cannot
be ruled out. Fourth, the actions taken to destabilise the borders of Poland, Lithu-
ania and Latvia are in line with the Russian aggression against Ukraine, the aim of
which is to distract these countries from providing aid to Ukraine, which ended in
failure for the Russian Federation. Also, Belarus and Russia do not intend to give up
further weakening the border, they can only change the means and forms of actions,
e.g. sabotage, or taking advantage of the Russian minority in Transnistria, Latvia
and Estonia to act against these countries. Last but not least, Lukashenka’s position
depends on the outcome of the war in Ukraine. In the event of a defeat of Russia —
which is real, provided that an international coalition is formed and military aid is
increased, and thus the Russian Federation weakens — Lukashenka may lose power,
although Russia will seek to control Belarus, regardless of who will be in charge of
the state; hence, an important factor is self-identification of Belarusians.

The adoption of further sanctions by the EU against the Belarusian regime and
the tough stance of NATO indicate solidarity with the countries attacked by demo-
graphic weapons. In the context of Belarusian hybrid activities under the patronage

#  Ustawa z dnia 29 pazdziernika 2021 r. o budowie zabezpieczenia granicy panstwowej, Dz.U,

2021, item 1992.
# Ustawa z dnia 11 marca 2022 r. o obronie Ojczyzny, Dz.U.,, 2022, item 655.



Operation “Sluice”. The so-called migration crisis at the Polish-Belarussian bordetr... 147

of Russia, as well as Russia’s aggression against Ukraine, the solidarity of the EU,
NATO and the United Nations with potentially endangered states remains a vital
factor at stake.
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Operation “Sluice”. The so-called migration crisis at the Polish-Belarussian border:
an example of hybrid actions taken in the second half of 2021 as documented

in the reports of the Polish border guard

Abstract

This article is a cognitive-analytical text that looks at the so-called “migration crisis”, which
turned out to be an attempt to destabilise the situation on the border between Belarus
and Poland, Lithuania and Latvia in 2021. Following the introduction, which outlines the
main goals and theses of the article, the author looks at the origins of the operation by the
name of “sluice”, and the nature of the “migration crisis” on the Polish-Belarusian border in
the period from August to December 2021. On the basis of the information available, re-
trieved mainly from the official website of the Border Guard, the author has attempted to
describe the operation of the Belarusian authorities and border services in the process of
bringing migrants to Belarus, and then “transferring” them over to Poland and other coun-
tries of the European Union. The text ends with a summary of the issues raised, and an at-
tempt to outline the prospects of bringing the crisis to an end.
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