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Report on the virtual visit to Lithuania 

15 and 17 December 2021 

Six members took part in the virtual country visit to Lithuania. The delegation met with several 

representatives of civil society, specifically civil society organisations (CSOs), social partners, the 

media, and the legal profession, on the one hand, and the Lithuanian authorities on the other. The aim 

of this report is to faithfully reflect and reproduce the views of civil society. 

 

1. Fundamental rights relating to social partners 

Social partners agreed on the disparity between the legal framework regarding social dialogue and the 

practice. It was said that even though the legal base was favourable, the willingness on the side of the 

public authorities to consult and negotiate with the social partners was not sufficient. Many of the 

organisations participating in the discussion were part of the Tripartite Council, which gave them access 

to the policymaking process. However, the extent to which social partners were actually heard by the 

public authorities was not satisfactory, in their view. 

It was noted that both social partners and CSOs would often be informed rather than consulted 

(sometimes ex-post), and they did not have sufficient time to prepare a response that would be taken 

into account in the drafting of policies. The Lithuanian authorities, however, claimed that they had not 

received any complaints regarding social dialogue and that the number of meetings had even increased 

and intensified on all levels due to the digitalisation brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic. The 

latter was also pointed out by a social partners' representative. Furthermore, the representatives of the 

public authorities noted that all draft laws were publicly available online on the website of the 

Parliament and were open to comments. 

According to the participants, the right to strike was enshrined in Lithuanian law, but in practice the 

legal framework made strikes very difficult to organise; it was also said that the extent to which trade 

unions could utilise this right was limited. Furthermore, trade union representation was very low, and 

only a very small fraction of private sector workers was unionised, while employees in the public sector 

faced stricter strike regulations according to the Labour Law. 

Finally, according to the participants, the consultations on the Recovery and Resilience Facility had 

not been constructive. There had been too many participants in the meetings, very little time, the 

presented information was often imprecise, and there had been no opportunity for genuine discussion. 

Furthermore, no continuity to the consultations had been ensured and social partners had no access to 

the monitoring of policy implementation.  
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2. Freedom of association and assembly 

Participants expressed the view that COVID-19 presented a challenge to the activities of organised civil 

society, as remote meetings had become the only option. However, it was noted that such remote 

meetings made it possible for a broader scope of civil society representatives to participate in the 

working groups organised by the ministries. At the same time, the attendees of the discussion agreed 

that the meetings were often carried out with the intent to relay information to the CSO representatives 

rather than to have a discussion and receive their feedback. The government officials were adamant that 

there had been plenty of constructive meetings with CSOs during the pandemic.  

On the topic of funding, CSO representatives shared that the lack of financial and human capital were 

the biggest obstacles in achieving their goals. Although the COVID-19 pandemic had had a positive 

impact on state funding for non-governmental organisations, in general there was a lack of a systematic 

approach and data to make it easier for them to apply for financing opportunities. The participants were 

pleased with the establishment of an NGO Fund under the Ministry of Social Affairs, which had started 

its activity in 2021. A new law providing state funding to NGOs had been adopted in 2021 but did not 

enter into force as the Constitutional Court had ruled that certain amendments were needed. CSO 

representatives were worried about the delays in funding and the resulting halt to their activities caused 

by inefficient policymaking. Another negative aspect noted by the participants was that the share of 

Recovery and Resilience Facility funds allotted to the public sector compared to the private sector actors 

providing public services was disproportionate, with the majority of the funds being aimed mainly at 

the public sector. 

Furthermore, it was said that the change of government that took place in the autumn of 2021 had 

interrupted cooperation between the CSOs and the State, but the disruption had been temporary and 

soon it resumed as usual. A negative development noted by the CSO representatives was the high 

number of legislative proposals and amendments that were submitted to the ministerial working groups. 

Often it was difficult to keep track of the parallel processes, and this diminished the quality of input the 

CSOs could provide to policymakers. 

Participants also reflected on some recent restrictions on freedom of assembly. For example, different 

municipalities had denied requests from the LGBTIQ+ community and from those opposing same-sex 

marriage to organise public meetings in September 2021. The former, however, was eventually granted 

permission after a court appeal. It was noted that the announcement of an emergency situation at the 

border with Belarus had temporarily limited access to the area to journalists and NGOs. Once the 

restrictions were lifted, the NGOs successfully cooperated with the Ministry of the Interior and were 

able to provide humanitarian aid to the migrants. 

A participant shared that Lithuania was the host of around 200 Belarussian CSOs that would be unable 

to exist in Belarus. Establishing a CSO in Lithuania as a foreigner was seen as a complicated process, 

burdened also by the reluctance of Lithuanian banks to provide services to Belarussian nationals. 

Furthermore, the speaker noted that the strict transparency requirements that were being applied to 

Lithuanian NGOs may harm Lithuanian-based Belarussian organisations that often needed protection 

and anonymity for the safety of their members.  

3. Freedom of expression and freedom of the media 

With regards to freedom of expression in Lithuania, participants agreed that the media were safe and 

independent. Moreover, there was diversity and pluralism of opinions, and no serious problems existed 

in this area. Especially in the area of radio and television, a very large diversity of media outlets were 

present in Lithuania (notwithstanding the high concentration of media ownership). However, it was said 

that the written press had lost its stronghold in Lithuania compared to many other EU countries, with 

only one daily newspaper left, and the internet was currently the main source of access to media. The 
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market for news portals on the internet was very competitive and most journalistic innovations were 

taking place there. TV was said to be the most influential and richest media in the country, whereas the 

internet was seen by the participants as the most easily accessible channel for expressing one's opinion. 

Regarding hate speech and instigation of hatred, participants agreed that it was present in social media, 

especially in comments sections, with gender, ethnicity and social standing being the main targeted 

aspects. Journalists, however, were not systematically targeted by hate speech in Lithuania. 

Furthermore, it was noted that the Radio and Television Commission of Lithuania had the authority to 

stop programs from other countries being re-broadcast on the territory of the country, if hate speech or 

other infringements were identified in them. However, these decisions only applied to rebroadcast 

television programmes, and did not cover the internet. 

Freedom of media was assessed as an area of no particular concern, even though it was noted that 

journalists were facing some attempts to withhold certain information from them. In this regard several 

participants mentioned aspects of the implementation of the General Data Protection Regulation 

(GDPR) in Lithuania, which had been a lengthy and complex process. An element brought forward by 

the participants was that the implementation of the GDPR was sometimes used by the public authorities 

as an excuse to withhold information from journalists, for example during journalistic investigations.  

Implementation of the GDPR was also mentioned as the area where journalists had to "fight" the most 

due to the scarce legal practice in the country, as well as to some decisions taken by the Ethics Inspector 

of the Office of the Inspector of Journalist Ethics, accountable to the Lithuanian Parliament, which had 

later been overruled by the courts. Investigative journalists had challenged those decisions, as they were 

working on important issues in the public interest, and if the GDPR was used against them as a means 

of strategic lawsuits against public participation (SLAPP) action to silence them, then it would violate 

freedom of speech in the country very significantly.  

Furthermore, it was noted that journalists were following standards of ethics, and the editorial boards 

did a lot to ensure the safety of journalists and to avoid prosecution. It was also noted that a revival of 

quality journalism could be observed, with four investigative teams currently active in the media. 

However, it did not seem that a self-regulation mechanism existed in the country. Furthermore, a 

significant need for training and advice for journalists, especially regarding social media, was 

mentioned, which was said to be provided by the Office of the Inspector of Journalist Ethics both in 

writing and orally, as well as through training seminars. 

Regarding media funding, commercial media saw State aid to the national public service broadcaster 

as a problem as it was considered that such support was bigger than the sum for all commercial 

television providers taken together. The media had limited possibilities to monitor how this public 

broadcaster funding was spent and how it matched its mission. As for the private media, it was said that 

they could receive funding from the Media Support Fund as well as various projects. However, funding 

was not considered as sufficient. 

Another point mentioned with regard to funding of the public service broadcaster was the fact that the 

significant funding it received from the State budget (through personal income tax and excise duties 

collected) was automatic, without the broadcaster having to justify its needs; some therefore believed 

that this distorted the entire market. Furthermore, due to this capital, the public service broadcaster 

could also attract the best and the most experienced journalists, which also impacted the salaries paid 

to journalists in private media outlets. 

Finally, with regard to the COVID-19 pandemic, it was said that it had negatively impacted the quality 

of journalism, because of the reduction of revenue from advertisement for the media. 
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4. The right to non-discrimination 

CSO representatives found both negative and positive aspects in the area of non-discrimination in 

Lithuania. The National Program for Equal Opportunities for Men and Women had been discontinued 

in 2021, with the intention to replace it with a horizontal implementation of gender equality across 

strategic planning initiatives. A participant expressed concern that the general lack of understanding of 

gender equality issues would prevent progress in this area. Others agreed that implementation of non-

discriminatory strategic planning would be hard to monitor, especially in fields that have long-standing 

traditions of systemic discrimination. Furthermore, it was noted that as there was no separate ministry 

for equality, all related issues fell in the hands of the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs. The latter, 

however, did not have the capacity to address discrimination cases in depth. 

It was said that since 2010 the ratified Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) had been applied directly into 

Lithuanian law, in accordance with the Constitution, thereby protecting the rights of disabled persons. 

However, a participant in the discussion expressed the view that the Lithuanian Parliament had only 

started taking action in 2019, for example by eliminating the term "unable to work" when referring to a 

person with disability, and by adopting legislation improving the rights of children with disabilities. 

It was underlined that the current Lithuanian Law on Equal Opportunities contained an exhaustive 

list of fourteen grounds on which discrimination was banned. In 2019 an amendment had been 

submitted to the Parliament to extend the list to include gender identity, family status and health status 

as further possible grounds of discrimination. The proposal also stipulated that all State institutions, 

employers and service providers had to guarantee reasonable accommodation for people with 

disabilities. However, it was said that there had been no progress in adopting the amendment. 

With regard to the Istanbul Convention on Action against violence against women and domestic 

violence, CSO representatives said that although the current government seemed inclined to ratify it, 

the initiative had been met with a lot of pushback from the general public. This public outrage posed 

the biggest challenge to progress towards ratification and there was not enough political will to counter 

it.  

Furthermore, access to safe abortion was limited, and it was not guaranteed by law; it was noted that 

the current President of the Republic was in favour of a ban on abortions, and the influence of the 

Church on this topic was also said to be very significant. Abortion, as well as gender-based violence, 

were highly stigmatised topics in Lithuanian society, which put further pressure on women. Participants 

noted that cross-sectional groups such as women with disabilities were an especially vulnerable group 

when it came to domestic violence. Recently, the Parliament had put forward a proposal to update the 

Law on Protection against Domestic Violence which would remove the explicit mention of violence 

against women in the context of domestic violence. A representative from the Ministry of Labour and 

Social Affairs, however, claimed that this draft law would implement the core ideas of the Istanbul 

Convention. 

According to a participant, the 2017-2019 and 2021-2023 Action Plans for Promoting Non-

Discrimination were not sufficient, as they did not include a single measure that would specifically 

concern the LGBTIQ+ community. The current Law on Equal Opportunities did not specifically cover 

discrimination on the grounds of gender expression or gender identity, which put transgender 

individuals at a disadvantage in terms of the law. Slight progress had been made in 2019 when 

transgender individuals were no longer prohibited from seeking certain medical and legal professions. 

Furthermore, in 2021 the Ministry of Justice established a working group to create a legislative 

framework to provide recognition and protection for transgender persons.  

It was said that there was no legal gender-neutral partnership in the country, as the Lithuanian 

Constitution defined marriage as between a man and a woman, and a proposal for single-sex 

partnerships had been rejected in the Parliament in the autumn of 2021. In general, a participant deemed 

https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html
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the situation in Lithuania regarding the rights of the LGBTIQ+ community as grave. Representatives 

of the Lithuanian government stated that there was no plan to create a programme specifically aimed at 

protecting the LGBTIQ+ community, but that the intention should be included in all strategic planning 

initiatives horizontally.  

A representative from a State-funded organisation providing legal guidance to victims of 

discrimination stated that most claims they had received in 2021 concerned discrimination on the basis 

of gender, disability and age. The office had handled around 400 inquiries last year, though a lot of 

them did not lead to legal processes. According to another participant, the minor repercussions that the 

defendant would face if deemed guilty often discouraged victims from seeking legal remedy. A lack of 

recognition of hate speech and hate crimes in the public and within authorities was mentioned as another 

element leading to a relatively small number of complaints. 

CSO representatives expressed the view that State institutions were unprepared to handle the influx of 

migrants, many of whom were children and women, blocked at the border between Belarus and 

Lithuania. The rights of those people were not always respected, and NGOs and volunteers often 

provided the help that was lacking from the side of the State institutions, ranging from warm coverings 

in wintertime to legal guidance. Moreover, the declaration of a state of emergency in the border regions 

restricted access to the area for NGOs. A government representative noted that permission to enter the 

restricted area could be obtained from the State Border Guard service. It was also reported that 

representatives from government institutions and NGOs were having weekly meetings in order to share 

relevant information and tackle various issues. 

All attendees in the meeting agreed that the Catholic Church had a great impact on policymakers, as 

they would informally meet with high Church representatives to discuss all important issues. 

Furthermore, the Catholic Church had taken a radical stance opposing the Istanbul Convention, access 

to safe abortion, and the same-sex partnership law, as progressive Catholic voices were a minority. At 

the same time, besides receiving direct funding without having the obligation to declare its income, the 

Catholic Church benefitted from many exemptions under Lithuanian law, which would be reduced with 

the adoption of the aforementioned amendment to the Law on Equal Opportunities. 

Participants discussed that although they were sometimes invited to working groups organised by the 

ministries, their seat at the table was not guaranteed. It was also unclear how the ministries decided on 

the invitee list. Often, the participating CSOs only had the opportunity to express their opinions on the 

final draft of a legislation, rather than participate in the drafting. On the other hand, one representative 

felt that the governmental authorities delegated much of the work, including both the creation and 

implementation of support mechanisms, to the CSOs. 

Finally, it was noted that the government elected in the autumn of 2020 entailed more female 

representatives than ever before (half of the ministers were women). Despite this increased 

representation, the gender pay gap had not decreased in recent years. 

5. The rule of law 

Legal practitioners present at the discussion were most worried about the proliferation of 

unaccountable secret surveillance of private persons carried out by law enforcement agencies, such 

as the Anticorruption Agency. A structural problem was being observed: judges would issue 

surveillance permissions in almost 100% of cases, as their own career prospects depended directly on 

the information reports provided on their persona by the Anticorruption Agency to decision-makers, 

without the judges having any possibility to be acquainted with this information. This could be regarded 

as indirect pressure, as hardly any judge would consider a decision which would be contrary to the 

interests of the Anticorruption Agency.  
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When the Lithuanian Bar took legal action in 2019 in this regard, incited by the belief that the president 

and the vice president of the Bar were under legal surveillance, the case reached the European Court of 

Human Rights (ECHR). The incident led to important pressure being imposed on the Bar by the 

executive power, which affected the independence of the Bar. In 2020, a complaint was also submitted 

to the European Commission regarding infringement of EU law by misuse of the Data Protection 

Directive, but the Lithuanian Bar had not yet received a response.  

It was noted that the Lithuanian Council of Judges had no direct contact with the Ministry of Justice 

and was not involved in the drafting of the judicial budget, nor was it represented in the government. 

However, according to a participant, there were no clear criteria for how this budget was decided. 

Participants underlined the inadequately low salaries of judges, which had not yet reached their level of 

before the 2008 crisis. It was said that judges were the group mostly affected by the crisis among all 

high-ranked public officials, as their salaries would rise less than those of other high-ranked public 

officials. This was deemed as not in line with the principle of judicial independence, and, as a result, 

the courts were losing qualified lawyers to the private sector. 

Participants also raised concerns regarding the procedure of the selection of judges. Although the 

Special Commission for the Selection of Judges would provide a ranked list of candidates to the 

President of the Republic, the President had the absolute power to select any candidate from the list, 

without the obligation to provide any substantive argumentation. Similarly, legal practitioners pointed 

to the unclear rules on temporary transfers of judges without their consent from one court to another. 

The Judicial Council had the right to temporarily transfer a judge to a court to ensure a proper 

functioning of the court, but there were no clear legal criteria as to the choice of the judge to be relocated. 

In this context it was stressed that the courts in Lithuania were lacking around 20% of the judges needed 

and, hence, the workload of the judges was often too high, thus either leading to longer time periods for 

a ruling on a case or a poorer quality of decision-making. 

Furthermore, a concern was expressed about the fact that due to conflicts between political powers some 

major courts were not in full composition. The Supreme Court of Lithuania had been without a chairman 

since 2019, and the Constitutional Court had unfilled seats as well. This prolonged the judicial process, 

affected the quality of the rulings and compromised the reputation of the courts. 

Concerning corruption, it was mentioned that some changes had been made to create unfavourable 

conditions for corruption in the legal sphere. For instance, the process of assigning judges to cases had 

been computerised and the system was connected with the database of declared conflicts of interest. 

However, some participants expressed the view that the Anticorruption Agency was not the most 

efficient channel to address the issue, as their own actions lacked transparency. Rather, a stricter legal 

framework and improved economic independence of the judges should be relied upon.  

As regards the response to the COVID-19 pandemic, it was agreed that it had had an effect on human 

rights, e.g. restricted freedom of movement, but only now did the courts receive requests from the 

government to evaluate whether those restrictions had been in line with the Constitution. However, it 

was noted that similar issues had been prevalent also before the pandemic, as the parliament often 

adopted regulations through a "urgent procedure" framework, which did not leave time for the courts 

or the civil society to participate in the policymaking. It was emphasised, however, that the pandemic 

had worsened the legislative process in Lithuania and shifted the balance of power from the legislative 

to the executive branch. 
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