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Mr. Chairman,

Being on the crossroad between Western and Eastern Europe Lithuania, whose statehood dates back to 13th century, during ages had to defend and fight for its independence. The aggression and threat use to come from East and West. Although it is at the geographic centre of Europe, Lithuania is usually considered to be a part of Eastern Europe. This view was justified not by country’s geographic, but rather by its geopolitical situation: during last 2 centuries it was occupied and annexed by its Eastern neighbour. In terms of civilisation, however, Lithuania belongs to Central Europe. Here, in contrast to Eastern Europe, from the Middle Ages onward, the peasantry lived and worked on individual farms and not in communal villages; a civil society came into existence, as opposed to Oriental-style despotic rule; Catholicism and Western cultural outlook prevailed instead of the Orthodox tradition.

In modern times, being incorporated in Soviet empire, Lithuania’s fight for self-determination and independence was the fight for freedom, democracy, human rights and other values shared by civilised societies.

Lithuania was the first to break away from the Soviet Union in 1990, mainly by peaceful means. From the very beginning of its regained independence Lithuania attaches great importance for the protection of the rights of the national and ethnic minorities. On that basis it develops good neighbourly relations with all countries in the region.

Mr. Chairman,
In my intervention, relying on the experience of my country, I would like to touch upon 2 issues:

1. Non-violent struggle vs. armed in the contemporary history of Lithuania;

2. Legal protection of the rights of the national minorities in Lithuania.

Before starting elaboration on the first issue, let me briefly remind you the milestones of the Lithuanian history. Lithuania was first mentioned in historical records in 1009. A state, the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, was established in the middle of the 13th century. This state, which developed ever-closer relations with Poland, existed until the end of the 18th century, when it was annexed by Russia. In 1918 Lithuania re-emerged as the independent Republic of Lithuania. The Soviet Union occupied Lithuania in 1940, inflicting enormous losses on the population in the process of consolidating its hold. The Second World War witnessed mass Soviet deportations to Siberia and mass emigration to the West. Lithuania was annexed and ruled by the Soviet Union for half a century until 1990. Soviet perestroika gave vent up national longings for freedom, which culminated in a peaceful and successful drive for the restoration of independence, for a second time this century.

Here I would like to provide you with more detailed picture of the Singing revolution and the restoration of independence in Lithuania.

In 1985 the Soviet government, unable to compete economically with the West, was forced to consider changes. Gorbachev’s perestroika had a crucial, and unexpected impact on the events in Lithuania. The economic liberalisation of the Gorbachev years very quickly was transformed into political ferment. The rebirth, also called the Singing Revolution because so many of the popular manifestations were accompanied by folk songs, received political direction from the Sąjūdis movement, which was founded on 3 June 1988. During the summer, Sąjūdis organized meetings that brought together hundreds of thousands of people. This was a turning point in modern Lithuania history.

Sąjūdis’ first congress convened on 22 - 23 October 1988. From that moment Sąjūdis began acting as an organized opposition to the Communist Party. The next year the Sąjūdis participated in elections to the highest body of the Soviet administration, the Congress of People’s Deputies. This was the first time in the USSR’s modern history when an organized parliamentary opposition emerged, formed chiefly of delegates from the Baltic States.

In order to demonstrate to Moscow the grass-roots nature and solidarity to self-determination, the Sąjūdis leadership decided to hold a mass protest coinciding with the 50th anniversary (23 August 1989) of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. By that pact Hitler and Stalin divided up European territories between the two totalitarian states. According to the 23 August 1939 Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, and its amendments of 28 September, Lithuania was to fall into the Soviet zone of influence. Sąjūdis, together with analogous Estonian and Latvian groups, organized the largest ever-mass protest in the Baltic states. About 2 million people linked hands in a human chain that stretched 650 kilometers from Vilnius via Riga to Tallinn.

On 24 February 1990, Sąjūdis won 106 seats out of a total 141 in the local Supreme Council elections. This council, which was later renamed the Reconstituted Seimas, announced the re-establishment of Lithuania’s independence on 11 March 1990.

Moscow refused to accept the outcome of this vote. Independence was met by an economic blockade, and on 13 January 1991, when the world’s attention was focused on the conflict with Iraq in the Persian Gulf, Moscow attempted to overthrow Lithuania’s legitimate Government. The crackdown, carried out by armed force against unarmed citizens, resulted in 14 dead and hundreds injured. Only the mass peaceful resistance of the people prevented the Soviet army from storming the Parliament building. It later became clear that the January events in Vilnius were a dress rehearsal for the failed Moscow coup d’état in August 1991.

Only after the coup failed, was the Republic of Lithuania recognized by most states (an exception was the solitary stance of Iceland, which recognized Lithuania as early as February 1991). On 17 September 1991, Lithuania joined the United Nations, and on 31 August 1993, Soviet troops were finally withdrawn.

This is already the page in the history of Lithuania, but it is impossible to overestimate its value. Regained independence, for a second time this century, in fierce battle using peaceful means laid down the basis for creation of modern society, with due respect to human rights, including those for the national minorities.

Mr. Chairman, 

Lithuania is a country, which might be called a national state, since about 81% of people living here are ethnic Lithuanians. However, this is a country, which is also a home for people of many other national and ethic groups, and it has been as such for many centuries. According to the data of 2001, the ethnic composition of the population is as follows: 81.6 per cent - Lithuanians, 8.2 per cent – Russians, 6.9 per cent – Poles, 1.5 per cent – Byelorussians, 1.0 per cent – Ukrainians, 0.1 per cent – Jewish, 0.1 per cent – Tartars and 0.6 per cent – other nationalities. It has been always considered in Lithuania that the input of these peoples is an indispensable part of the heritage we have. And it is also true today, when all attempts are made in allowing everyone living in Lithuania feel at home.

Since 1989, having become the first of its kind in Central and Eastern Europe, the Law on National Minorities has set main rules for relations between the national minorities and the state. In 1989, Lithuania adopted the Law on Citizenship, which defined the legal status of citizens and foreigners in Lithuania. That law offered the Lithuanian citizenship to all permanent residents on the territory of Lithuania regardless of their nationality. The same year the Law on Ethnic Minorities was adopted. It regulated the rights of persons belonging to national, ethnic, linguistic and religious minorities.

The three laws mentioned above, to be adopted before Lithuania proclaimed independence and became a full-fledged member of the United Nations. They laid down a solid legal protection of the rights of the national minorities after regaining of independence. Amendments to the said Laws were made in 1991.

The Laws on Emigration, on Immigration and on the Legal Status of Foreigners in the Republic of Lithuania were adopted in 1991. In 1992, the Republic of Lithuania signed the UN Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities. The Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action, as adopted by the World Conference on Human Rights in 1993, also serves as underlying policy documents for Lithuania in the area of national, ethnic, religious and linguistic minorities.

The Department of National Minorities and Lithuanians Living Abroad takes care of national, social, cultural, and other needs of the national minorities and assists them in the preserving their identity. The latest ongoing example – implementation of a state funded Programme to Support Cultural Activities of National Minorities. State support for cultural development of Lithuania’s national minorities and guaranteeing of freedom and independence of their cultural activities has been reflected in the Government’s Programme for 2001 – 2004. 

Education of national minorities is considered an integral part of the Lithuanian education system. Approving the Provisions of National Minorities’ Education earlier this year made the new impetus in this vitally important area.

Mr. Chairman,

In conclusion I would like to stress the fact that the regaining of its independence fulfilled, at last, the long cherished hopes and dreams of the Lithuanian people to have and develop their own independent state. However, we are aware that the successful development of the state is only possible when the rights of national and ethnic minorities are observed and respected by creating favourable conditions to preserve their language, culture and national identity.

Thank you.
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