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Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, French President Francois Mitterrand, and Western 
German Chancellor Helmut Kohl -  Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev was forced to 
become more diplomatic towards Lithuania.

On 8 January 1991 Prunskiene and her cabinet of ministers resigned. On 10 January 1991 
Albertas Simenas was appointed prime minister of the new government. However, during 
the Soviet aggression on 12-13 January 1991, Simenas escaped and was hiding. Therefore, 
on the night of 13 January 1991 Gediminas Vagnorius was appointed prime minister of 
the third government of Lithuania.

The direct contact of the government with Western countries had great importance for 
recognition of Lithuania’s independence. On 18 April 1990 Lithuanian Prime Minister Ka- 
zimira Prunskiene visited Norway, Denmark and Sweden. The heads of the governments 
of all three countries received the representatives of Lithuania, although under the cover of 
a private visit. Later Prunskiene met with the leaders of the greatest states -  Canada, USA, 
France, Great Britain and Germany. The leaders of the Western states did not promise 
quick recognition, but mentioned their unchanging position for Lithuania’s rights to be 
an independent state.

Meanwhile, the Soviet Union switched to the briefly matured policy of an economic block­
ade of Lithuania. On 13 April 1990 Gorbachev and USSR Council of Ministers Chairman 
Nikolay Ryzhkov announced an ultimatum, which demanded within two days to revoke 
the passed laws and restore the former position of 10 March. Otherwise, the threat “not 
to supply [...] those products, which are realised in foreign markets for freely convert­
ible currency”. The threat was implemented. The partial economic blockade of Lithuania 
lasted 74 days: from 20 April to 2 July. The supply of oil was suspended, the sale of fuel was 
limited and the echelons with goods and raw materials, prepared for sending to Lithuania, 
were stopped. It was expected that this would provoke social unrest.

On 20 April French President Francois Mitterrand and German Chancellor Helmut Kohl 
as a precondition for negotiations proposed temporarily suspending the resolutions of the 
Supreme Council of the Republic of Lithuania. According to the assessment of the KGB, 
Lithuania was on the border of economic collapse already in May and this would have 
forced the resignation of the Lithuanian Supreme Council. On 17 May Lithuanian Prime 
Minister Prunskiene met with Gorbachev and Ryzhkov, who categorically demanded to 
revoke or suspend the act of 11 March. On 23 May 1990 the Lithuanian Supreme Council 
suspended those decisions arising from the act of 11 March that both sides would de­
fine as objects of negotiations. However, the blockade was not stopped and negotiations 
were not begun. Seeking further interstate negotiations with the Soviet Union, the Lithu-
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anian Supreme Council on 29 June announced that from the start of such negotiations a 
moratorium of 100 days would be imposed on the act of 11 March for the restoration of 
Lithuania as an independent state. A little later the economic blockade was ended, but 
the diplomatic isolation of Lithuania, the blockade of Lithuanian banks continued. Nev­
ertheless, the KGB unit of Lithuania valued the lifting of the blockade as a “large political 
mistake”.
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After 11 March 1990 the status of the institutions of the Soviet Union changed completely 
in Lithuania. The KGB officially became an institution of a foreign country operating in 
the Republic of Lithuania under the laws of the Soviet Union. On 23 March 1990 the 
Republic of Lithuania Council of Ministers by a resolution mandated that the Lithuanian 
SSR KGB stop its activity and be liquidated. On 27 March the Lithuanian Supreme Coun­
cil appealed to Lithuanian citizens, who were recruited by the KGB, urging them to end 
the cooperation. In May the Lithuanian government forbade the officials of Lithuanian 
institutions (civil registry offices, hospitals, polyclinics and information services) to sup­
ply information to the KGB. Lithuanian Minister of Communications Kostas Birulis or­
dered not to allow the KGB to check personal correspondence and to listen to telephone 
conversations. The Lithuanian Interior Ministry stopped supplying the KGB with cover 
documents and data regarding people traveling abroad and so on. By these and other legal 
means it was sought to restrict the KGB activities even more.

But the KGB continued to follow closely the domestic situation in Lithuania, which it 
described as a “constitutional crisis”. Already on 22 March 1990 KGB First Deputy Chair-

Armed Soviet soldiers threaten the citizens of Lithuania. Siaures Miestelis Military Base in Vilnius. 17 No­
vember 1990. LCVA
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Members of the pro-Soviet activist group “Yedinstvo” are trying to storm the Su­
preme Council building. Vilnius, 8 January 1991. LCVA

man Stanislav Tsaplin proposed “to create the impression in the central mass media that a 
pro-fascist totalitarian regime had been formed in Lithuania”. Seeking to somehow force 
the Republic of Lithuania Supreme Council to change its position, the Lithuanian branch 
of the Soviet Union KGB proposed to create such a situation that Lithuania’s withdrawal 
from the USSR would be useless. Already in the fall of 1989 “national districts and sur­
rounding areas” (the regions of Vilnius and Salcininkai in Eastern Lithuania) began to be 
created. Lithuania had to be fragmented: the Vilnius region, the Klaipeda region and the 
city of Snieckus (now Visaginas) with the nuclear plant had to remain in the Soviet Union. 
On 27 July 1990 “the Committee of Citizens of the Lithuanian SSR” stated that “Lithuania’s 
right to withdraw from the USSR can be realized only in the territory of those borders in 
which it had sovereignty in 1938.”

While Lithuania waited for at least the start of some symbolic negotiations, the Soviet 
Union had not abandoned its demonstration of force and military pressure: the military
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force started to guard Soviet monuments in Vilnius and Klaipeda; on 20 December 1990 
in Klaipeda patrols of armed soldiers, to whom the right was granted to arrest Lithuanian 
citizens at their discretion, were introduced. The psychological, propaganda and political 
“cold war” against the Republic of Lithuania continued. In the beginning of January 1991 
the concentration of the Soviet troops in the largest Lithuanian cities increased. Com­
mander of the Baltic Military District Lieut. Gen. Fyodor Kuzmin told Landsbergis during 
a phone conversation that by the order of Defence Minister Yazov a special task division 
of paratroopers (for the forced conscription of youths into the Soviet army) will be intro­
duced. It was intended to capture 9,400 young men.

After the Lithuanian government decided to raise the prices of retail food products from 
7 January, already in the morning of 8 January LCP (CPSU) and “Yedinstvo” supporters 
protesting against this tried to storm the Supreme Council building. Although the Repub­
lic of Lithuania Seimas halted the governments decision for raising the prices, tension was 
further escalated and a plan for a coup d’etat was launched. On the very same day units

Defenders of the Parliament in January 1991. GAM
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A Soviet tank making its way through the unarmed people 
at the TV tower. Vilnius, 13 January 1991. LCVA

Soviet soldiers by the occupied Press Building. Vilnius, 
January 1991. LCVA

Defenders of the TV Tower. 
Vilnius, January 1991. LCVA
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of the Pskov paratroopers division landed in Lithuania. On the next day the KGB Alpha 
group came.

On 7 January Burokevicius in his letter to Gorbachev demanded the introduction of direct 
presidential rule and the re-establishment of Soviet rule in Lithuania. The LCP (CPSU) 
made plans for taking over the most important objects in Vilnius, Kaunas and other major 
cities of Lithuania, established relations with the USSR KGB and Defence Ministry. It also 
proposed to introduce a state of emergency and only after “the political, economic and 
legal situation” is “stabilized” in Lithuania to organize election to “the Lithuanian SSR 
Supreme Council”. On 7-8 January the secretly operating National Salvation Committee 
prepared a plan for the introduction of presidential rule in Lithuania.

Under such circumstances on 10 January 1991 Gorbachev issued an ultimatum: “[...] to 
restore immediately and completely the validity of the USSR Constitution and the Lithu­
anian SSR Constitution, revoke the earlier adopted anti-constitutional acts”. The Soviet 
army forces started to implement the ultimatum. Using weapons for the first time Soviet 
troops occupied the buildings of the Lithuanian Department of Defence in Alytus, Kau­
nas, Siauliai and Vilnius. An anonymous group calling itself the National Salvation Com­
mittee announced “[...] its duty to take over all power in Lithuania”. At two o’clock at night 
of 13 January 1991 after the Soviet army occupied the Radio and Television buildings as 
well as television tower, the National Salvation Committee announced that it had taken all 
political power into its hands.

Taking over Lithuania’s radio and television buildings fourteen unarmed people were killed 
(four of them run over by tanks) and more than 700 were injured (the number of victims 
subsequently increased). Due to the huge wave of protests the coup scenario was not fully 
implemented. On 22 January Gorbachev issued a statement in which he condemned the 
cooperation of the armed forces with any organizations, intending to take power by force.

After this statement, the status quo situation remained. The Soviet army kept holding the 
seized buildings, but the further use of the military forces was halted. During the year not 
a single youth, refusing to serve in the Soviet army, was sentenced. However, separatism 
and political extremism continued to be promoted and sometimes even state terrorism 
(actions of the Soviet special forces, called OMON, the Russian abbreviation for the Spe­
cial Purpose Police Squad). These were the main levers of the Soviet Union’s impact on 
Lithuania. After the January events Landsbergis at a closed session of the Supreme Council 
defined the role of the military structures in Lithuania: “no presidential rule is threatening 
Lithuania [...] that rule is military occupation.”
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Unarmed resistance. Vilnius, the night of 13 January 1991. LCVA

“Pieta”, a memorial for those who perished on 13 January 1991. Sculptor S. Kuzma, architects M. Saliamoras 
and J. Balkevicius. Vilnius, Antakalnis Cemetery, 1995. GAM. P h o t o  by J. V a i t k u s
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Since January 1991 Lithuania received a lot of international support. The main political 
support came from the other two Baltic states and the Russian Federation. On 13 January 
1991 in Tallinn Chairman of the Presidium of the Russian Federation Supreme Council 
Boris Yeltsin with the leaders of the Baltic countries signed a joint statement in which they 
not only recognized each other’s sovereignty, but also condemned “the actions of armed 
violence against the independence of the Baltic states and their peaceful inhabitants”. Of 
course, this did not change the status of the USSR army, but further restricted its actions, 
which the international community assessed as a violation of human rights. The support 
of the Scandinavian countries was very important. In February 1991 the European Parlia­
ment adopted a resolution, in which the actions of the Soviet army and the Soviet Union

JOINT DECLARATION
ON THE ESTABLISHMENT OF DIPLOMATIC RELATIONS 

BETWEEN
THE REPUBLIC OF LITHUANIA 

AND
THE REPUBLIC OF ICELAND

The Government of the Republic of Lithuania and the 
Government of the Republic of Iceland, being desirous of 
further promoting relations of friendship and co-operation, 
have agreed to establish Diplomatic Relations between the two 
States on the basis of the principles of mutual respect for 
sovereignty, equality and non-interference in each other's 
internal affairs.

D O N E  at Reykjavik, 26 August 1991

For the Government For the Government
of the Republic of Lithuania of the Republic of Iceland

Algirdas Saudargas 
Minister for Foreign Affairs

t/L-̂ rU
\ J6n Baldvin Hannib^lsson
\ Minister for Foreign Affairs

On

Declaration of the Republic of Lithuania and the Republic of Iceland 
regarding initiation of diplomatic relations. 26 August 1991. Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Lithuania
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Chairman of the Supreme Council of the Republic of Lithuania Vytautas Landsbergis and Russian Presi­
dent Boris Yeltsin signing a treaty regarding relations between the two states. Moscow, 29 July 1991. LCVA

in Lithuania were called aggression and intervention. On 11 February 1991 Iceland’s par­
liament, the Althingi, supporting the idea of Lithuania’s statehood since the very first days 
of the declaration of independence, first recognized the state of Lithuania and urged the 
Icelandic government to establish diplomatic relations with Lithuania as soon as possible.

In the middle of 1991 Lithuania’s relations with the Western countries became more and 
more active: Lithuania’s government representatives and parliamentary delegations were 
received by the leaders of Western countries and the issue of Lithuania was discussed 
at international forums while foreign leaders made some public statements, supporting 
Lithuania’s statehood, but there were no concrete steps from the West (except Iceland) to 
recognize the state of Lithuania.

The treaty of Lithuania and the Russian Federation on interstate relations signed on 29 
July 1991 became an important achievement for Lithuania. By the treaty Lithuania rec­
ognized the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR) as a subject of interna­
tional law while the RSFSR recognized the Republic of Lithuania according to the latter’s 
Act of Independence of 11 March 1990. The collapse of the putsch in Moscow on 19-21 
August significantly changed the political situation in the Soviet Union. The victory of
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After failed Soviet coup d’etat, 23 August 1991. The Statue of Lenin being removed from 
Lukiskes Square in Vilnius. LCVA

574 LITHUANIA IN 1940-1991



the democratic forces opened new perspectives for the three Baltic countries. The USSR 
government lost its power. It was transferred into the hands of the Yeltsin-led government 
of Russia. All three Baltic countries became real sovereign states.

At the end of August 1991 Lithuania got official international recognition, it began to 
dismantle the union institutions that had operated in Lithuania’s territory (the military 
commissariats ceased operations, the Lithuanian department of the KGB was disbanded);
16,000 citizens of Lithuania, among whom there were 11,000 ethnic Lithuanians, were al­
lowed to return from the Soviet army. Lithuania tried to provide the Soviet army with the 
status of “a departing army” as quickly as possible.

In the first month after the collapse of the putsch, 85 countries recognized Lithuania. Dip­
lomatic relations with Lithuania were established, and the embassies began to be found­
ed. Until 15 October 1991 diplomatic relations were re-established or established with 29 
countries. On 6 September Gorbachev with the USSR Council of State officially announced 
the recognition of the state of Lithuania. On 30 September diplomatic relations with the 
Vatican were re-established. On 7 October Lithuania became a member of UNESCO while 
in Finland Republic of Lithuania Supreme Council Chairman Landsbergis signed the Hel­
sinki Final Act of the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe. The beginning of 
relations between the European Union and Lithuania should considered to be on 27 August 
1991. On that day 12 foreign ministers of the European Community adopted a declara­
tion regarding the Baltic States. Lithuania returned to the official international arena: on 10 
September it joined the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe and on 17 
September it was admitted to the United Nations Organization.

After the Supreme Council adopted a decision in the fall of 1991 requiring the Soviet army 
to withdraw by the end of the year, this became the main line of foreign policy. However, 
the negotiations with the Soviet Union did not start. On 24 December 1991 the USSR 
stopped existing as a subject of international relations while Russia proclaimed itself as the 
successor of all the rights and obligations of the USSR. The problem of the withdrawal of 
a foreign army from the territory of Lithuania was essentially solved in 1992-1993. A new 
stage in the history of the Republic of Lithuania began.
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