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THE RECENT BELARUSIAN FOREIGN EXCHANGE DEVELOPMENTS 
by Aliaksandr Hrytsel, Peterka and Partners, Minsk, Belarus 
 
Background 
 
The western anti-Russian sanctions applied to the Russian financial sector together with the drop of 
the oil prices have resulted in fall of the exchange rate of the Russian ruble that become especially 
dramatic on 15 and 16 December 2014.  
 
The Russian market is the most substantial market for the export-oriented Belarusian economy and 
the continuous fall of the exchange rate of the Russian ruble in 2014 resulted in the drop of sale 
revenue of the Belarusian export to Russia in US dollars and EUR. Simultaneously, production 
expenses of the Belarusian exporters for components and raw materials are generated mostly in US 
dollars or EURO or tightly bound to their exchange rates to the Belarusian ruble as for many 
Belarusian producers the part of the imported components and materials in their products is 
substantial. At the same time, the devaluation of Russian ruble started to be a problem even for 
importers to Belarus, as many Belarusians started to buy suddenly cheaper products in Russia.  
 
Due to this, assumptions of possibly coming devaluation of Belarusian ruble appeared (which 
devaluation would be aimed to help the Belarusian export). This expectation led in Belarus to 
increased conversion of deposits in Belarusian rubles to EUR/USD deposits and increased demand on 
purchase of foreign currency (at this stage, mostly by the most cautious). The importers also 
increased the purchase of foreign currencies on the exchange market for their needs of contractual 
settlements to prevent potential foreign exchange risks.  
 
Consequences of Russia’s “black Monday” and “even more black Tuesday”  
 
On Monday 15th of December 2014 the Russian ruble exchange rate was highly influenced by the 
emerged panic and went down to 60 rubles for a US dollar and 74 rubles for EURO on trading session 
on the Moscow exchange. On the next day the exchange rate of US dollar and EURO exceeded 80 
rubles for a US dollar and 100 rubles for a EURO which was the anti-record. 
 
The panic on the Russian exchange market immediately spread on accordingly in all segments of the 
Belarusian exchange market. On Wednesday 17th and Thursday 18th of December the Belarusian 
banks faced with foreign currency agiotage. The people now assumed that devaluation of the 
Belarusian ruble (after the dramatic drop in value of the Russian one) is inevitable and started to 
withdraw their Belarusian rubles deposits and purchasing foreign currencies in order to preserve 
their savings. For example, in November 2014 total net-demand for foreign currencies in Belarus (i.e. 
excess of purchase of the foreign currency over the sale of foreign currency) by the public was 
according to information in press equal to USD 5 million daily, on 16 December 2014 it became USD 
33 million daily, on 17 December 2014 – USD 66 million daily and on 18 December – even USD 80 
million daily. As the result of this development many of the Belarusian banks started to suffer from 
lack of foreign currency cash needed to satisfy the increased demands by the public.  
 
On Thursday 18th of December the Belarusian banks (allegedly by the recommendation of the 
National bank) increased the spread between the sale exchange rates in their exchange offices and 
the official exchange rate of the Belarusian ruble established and published by the National bank up 
to 10 per cent. Before, this spread was recommended by the National Bank not to be more than 2 
per cent. But this measure did not help to put down the demand of the public for foreign currencies 
and moreover increased the panic. 
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As the accelerated devaluation of the national currency was by the government found not 
acceptable (taking into account negative experience from 2011), the government and the National 
bank of Belarus after the Presidential meeting on December 18th adopted some unusual (for the 
market economy) alternative measures to stabilize the exchange and financial markets and to 
prevent the Belarusian gold and foreign exchange reserves from degradation. 
 
Emergency decisions of the Belarusian Government and the National bank 
 
On Friday 19th of December 2014 the trading of foreign currencies on the Belarusian foreign currency 
and stock exchange was stopped, the banks terminated sales of foreign currencies in their exchange 
offices and cash departments. On the same day on the official site of the National bank of Belarus 
press-release of the Belarusian Government and the National bank was published about new 
measures aimed at prevention of negative tendencies on the exchange and financial markets of 
Belarus.   
 
As such measures the authorities named: 
 

 increase of rates for operations of the National bank for liquidity support of banks up to 50 
per cent annually which should lead to the proportional increase of rates for deposits in the 
national currency (i.e. aim was to introduce more convenient and attractive deposits in 
national currency (BYR)); 

 implementation by the major Belarusian banks of the special “guaranteed” time deposits in 
the national currency (BYR) which although being in BYR should be indexed according to the 
Belarusian ruble exchange rate changes; 

 temporary implementation of 30 per cent fee for purchase of foreign currencies on the 
internal exchange market by legal persons and individuals (as a state tax and a commission 
fee for banking operation respectively); 

 temporary suspension (till 1.1.2017) of foreign exchange operations of the Belarusian 
companies on the off-exchange market (this measure was adopted by the Decision of the 
National Bank of 19.12.2014 #788 and basically means, that the Belarusian companies and 
individual entrepreneurs now can obtain foreign currency only at the foreign exchange, 
where they have to pay the 30 per cent tax for purchase). The off-exchange foreign currency 
market remains available only for dealings with the National bank; 

 increase of the portion of the foreign currency revenues received by the Belarusian 
exporters which is subject to the obligatory conversion to BYR to 50 per cent from the 
previous 30 per cent (applicable from 19 December 2014);  

 recommendation to banks (which in the Belarusian reality is rather an order, though informal) 
not to increase their loan portfolios in the period till 1 February 2015 and not to change the 
currency of obligations of their debtors under concluded loan agreements. 

 
After that, slowly the respective legislative acts started to appear (actually, some of them regulating 
the above are still not commonly accessible). 
 
The tax on exchange operations of purchase of foreign currencies 
 
This tax was established by the Decree of the President of the Republic of Belarus of 20.12.2014 
#607. Decree came into force on the day of its signing and shall be valid and effective till 1 February 
2015. 
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Under the Decree, the banks that carry out purchasing of foreign currencies on trading sessions of 
the Belarusian foreign currency and stock exchange shall pay the tax of 30 per cent of the purchase 
price in Belarusian rubles paid for the foreign currency being subject of the purchase.  
 
The sum of the tax: 
 

 has to be reimbursed to the banks by the legal entities and private entrepreneurs in which 
favor (by which order) the banks purchased the foreign currencies on the exchange. The banks 
shall transfer foreign currencies purchased on the exchange to the legal entities and private 
entrepreneurs only upon the condition of receiving reimbursement of the sum of the tax in 
full; 

 cannot be included by the legal entities and private entrepreneurs in their expenses on 
production and sale of goods, works, services as well as non-sale expenses (which practically 
means that the sum of the tax on exchange operations does not reduce the pre-tax profit 
and thus is paid directly from the net financial result of the business activities of the 
purchaser). 

 
The Decree provides the tax exemptions for:  
 

 the purchases of foreign currencies for settlements for imported oil, associated gas, natural 
gas and electricity and for charge-back of loans provided for such settlements; 

 the purchases with use of the budget funds.  
 
The Decree empowers the Belarusian government by the approval of the National bank to alter the 
tax rate stipulated in the Decree depending on the further changes on the Belarusian foreign 
exchange market. 
 
The commission fee for purchase of the foreign currency by the public 
 
This commission fee was provided by the Decision of the National bank of the Republic of Belarus of 
19.12.2014 #786 that came into force on 19 December 2014. 
 
The commission fee in the amount of 30 per cent of the sums to be paid to banks in the Belarusian 
rubles was recommended to be established: 
 

 for conversion to foreign currencies of funds nominated in the Belarusian rubles and placed in 
deposits and current accounts of the individuals - from 19 December 2014; 

 for all purchases of foreign currencies by the individuals  – from 20 December 2014. 
 
The banks have to include the commission fee into their proceeds for sale of their services (which 
means that the commission fee is generally subject of taxation by the income tax). At the same time 
it is exempted from VAT. 
 
By the Decision the banks were proposed: 
 

 to establish purchase and sale rates for the Russian ruble for the public in accordance with the 
situation on the Russian financial market; 

 not to carry out currency conversion operations with the Russian ruble for the public (it’s 
observed by the banks except for a few of them). 
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The banks were also recommended not to exceed the upper limit of interest rates that might be 
offered by them for the Belarusian ruble deposits (50 per cent annually). 
 
Recent changes on the foreign exchange market  
 
The 30 per cent factual spread between purchase and sale exchange rates for the public and the vast 
majority of the economic entities resulted in the rebirth of the “black” foreign exchange market. 
 
To prevent its activation, the National bank on 23 December 2014 recommended the banks to 
establish the purchase rate for the foreign currencies (applicable to purchasing of foreign currency 
from the public) at a level not being more than 5 per cent less than the factual sale rate of the 
foreign currency in question (the factual sale rate calculated as combination of the official sale rate 
with the 30 per cent commission fee). 
 
As a result, as the commission fee is not indicated on information panels and boards of exchange 
offices and cash departments of banks, quite absurd situation occurred where indicated by the 
Belarusian banks purchase exchange rates for the clients are higher than the sale rates of the same 
foreign currency (as the official sale rates are published and advertise without the 30 per cent 
commission fee reflected). 
 
Factually nowadays the maximum (official) sale exchange rate of applied by a Belarusian bank can be 
calculated as follows: the official exchange rate established on the last trading session of the 
Belarusian exchange and announced by the National bank increased by 2 per cent margin 
recommended by the National bank. However, in order to establish the factual sale rate one has to 
add to this sum also the sum of the commission fee of 30 per cent.  
 
Additionally it must be borne in mind that in connection with introduction of the commission fee for 
the foreign exchange operations the Belarusian banks also established some limitations and 
prohibitions for operations with bank cards to the Belarusian rubles accounts abroad (limitations 
and prohibitions differ from bank to bank). 
 
Prospects 
 
The experts suppose that despite of how the measures undertaken by the Belarusian Government 
and the National bank were named, factually the devaluation of the Belarusian ruble is occurring, at 
least on the segment of the cash exchange market. 
 
They agree that further events on the Belarusian exchange and financial markets will depend mostly 
on the development on the Russian exchange market. 
 
 


