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PETITION TO PRESERVE THE CEMETERIES IN VILNUS, LITHUANIA
April 07, 2020

The Old Cemetery of Vilnius, capital of Lithuania, at Snipiskés/Piramont is in danger of
desecration by the Lithuanian government which wants to renovate an old building erected on
the cemetery grounds in Soviet times and turn it into a secular conference center. The Old
Cemetery of Vilnius was the burial place from 1487 to 1830 for over 50,000 of Jewish
residents of Vilnius, including many of the great Jewish scholars of a city once known as
Jerusalem of Lithuania.

During the Soviet time, the gravestones were pilfered, and a sports arena was built in the
middle of the cemetery on a foundation mixed with human remains. 99% of the Lithuanian
Jewish community was wiped out during the Holocaust and cannot resist, but descendants of
those buried there and tens of thousands of Jews worldwide are fighting back.

The government of Lithuania has allowed the construction of the Convention Center to take
place within the perceived boundaries of the Old Jewish Cemetery and the desecration
continues into the 21st century is an affront to the International Jewish Community, the
American people, and everyone who values religious freedom and ethnic diversity around the
world and that the failure of the government of Lithuania to protect the Jewish cemetery
violates the October 15, 2002 bilateral agreement between the US and Lithuania on the

protection and preservation of certain cultural properties, including cemeteries.

This agreement requires each country to take appropriate steps to protect and preserve the
cultural heritage of all national, religious, and ethnic groups that reside or resided in its
territory, specifically including victims of genocide during WWII.  This obviously includes
the Jewish community of Lithuania which was most concentrated in the city of Vilnius. The
agreement specifies that “cultural heritage” include cemeteries and would prohibit, for
example, any action by Lithuanian government which would constitute or lead to desecration
of cemeteries of the former Jewish community, including the Jewish cemetery at Snipiskes.

In 2008 the US Congress passed the joint resolution expressing “outrage of the construction

that occurred within the perceived boundaries of the historic Jewish cemetery located in the



Snipiskés area of Vilnius” and declared: “cemeteries are sacred sites and are established to
remain undisturbed in perpetuity, and the sanctity of a cemetery is determined by the bodies
buried therein” and that while “construction of a commercial building on the site disgraces the
cemetery, it does not change its status.” In October 2014, the US Congress passed legislation
which added desecration of cemeteries to the list of violations of religious freedom which are
listed in the International Religious Freedom Act of 1998, violations of which have certain
adverse consequences.  This legislation determined that: “Cemeteries are sacred sites of
national religious, and ethnic groups, which include cemeteries in the United States and
abroad.”

Today, the Sports Palace, the Soviet-era structure built atop the cemetery, appears to be
problematic itself: structure is derelict, unsafe and attracts inappropriate uses by unauthorized
individuals. The sacred ground should be restored as a cemetery and memorial park to which
pilfered gravestones can be returned.

Time is of the essence to act. The protection of this cemetery is necessary as once building of
the convention center is started, the desecration of the cemetery is not reversible. Let remain
at peace thousands of ancient Jewish scholars, religious leaders and other revered ancestors.

The purpose of our call for support is to make sure that the all desecration, including the
currently proposed construction, development and future use of this site be halted, and to the
extent the cultural or convention center is necessary, a different location be identified. The
decision to mock the memory of Vilnius Jewry with a convention center in the middle of the
city's medieval Jewish cemetery would be a grave error with unfortunate consequences.

Our ASK for US Government:

Influence the Lithuanian government to reconsider its decision to build a convention
center on the Old Jewish Cemetery and enforce existing bilateral agreements between
the United States and Lithuania to prevent desecration of sacred sites.

Provide support to UCSJ and other NGOs fighting for preservation of Jewish sacred
sites.

Our ASK for NGOs:

To support our letter and join UCSJ in our struggle to preserve Jewish heritage in
Lithuania and in other former Soviet states.
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Please send your support voice to ucsj@ucsj.org
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11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.

Larry Lerner, UCSJ President

Leonid Stonov, UCSJ

Anastasiia Aseeva, UCSJ

Center for Civil Liberties (Ukraine)

Chaya Fried, Coordinator website savevilna.org

Church of Scientology

Coordination des Associations et des Particuliers pour la Liberté de Conscience.
Dede Laugesen, Save the Persecuted Christians

Dovid Fried, Coordinator website savevilna.org

. Dr Fabong Jemchang Yildam, Chairman, Forum of State Chairmen, National Youth Council of

Nigeria

Dr. Jianli Yang, Founder and President, Citizen Power Initiatives for China
Dr. Mike Mohamed Ghouse, Center for Pluralism

Dr. Pastor William T. Devlin CEO, REDEEM!

Dr. Quoc-Hung Tran, MD, Unified Buddhist Church of Vietnam

Fr. Joseph K Grieboski, Senior Fellow, The Dietrich Bonhoeffer Institute
Freedom of Religion - United Solutions (FOR-US)

Henry Jones, International Christian Foundation for Democracy
International Christian Foundation for Democracy

International Council for Diplomacy and Dialogue

International Helsinki Association

Jim Eaton, Mosaic Church Lead Pastor

Jubilee Campaign, USA

. Juliana Taimoorazy, Iraqi Christian Relief Council

Meylakh Sheykhet, UCSJ Lviv Bureau

Minh Van Foundation, USA

Omer Kanat, Executive Director, the Uyghur Human Rights Project in Washington, DC
Peter Kovach

Prof. Dr. Muhammad Ilyas, Chairman IDRAC / International Dialogue Research & Awareness
Centre Islamabad Pakistan
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29.
30.
31.
32.
33.

34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.
43.
44.
45.

Rabbi Charles Kroloff
Rabbi Israel S. Dresner
Rabbi Renee Edelstein
Rabbi Roger Lerner

Rasheed Ahmed, Executive Director, Co-Founder & Past-President of Indian American Muslim
Council

21Wilberforce
Rev. Joseph K. Grieboski

Rev. Mario Leonart, Patmos Institute (General Coordinator)

Rima Mall

Scott Morgan, President of Red Eagle Enterprises

Sefi Fischler, The Center of Scientology Israel

Stephen Bronner, Co-Director International Council for Diplomacy and Dialogue
Sumner Freedman

United Macedonian Diaspora

Vladimir Epshteyn, President of The Metropolitan Russian American Parents Association
Wendy Wright, President, Christian Freedom International

Rabbi Elchonon Baron, Dean of Ahavas Torah Baranovich
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