
Mindaugas Kvietkauskas
Ministry of Culture of the Republic of Lithuania
J. Basanavičiaus g. 5
LT-01118 Vilnius
Lithuania

Tuesday 29th September 2020

Dear Mr Kvietkauskas,

I write to you on behalf of the Conference of European Rabbis, Europe’s leading rabbinical alliance 
representing some 700 Orthodox rabbis in mainstream communities in over 50 European countries. We 
work on a range of issues, including challenging antisemitism and protecting religious practice. Our aim is 
to ensure that Europe’s Jewish communities can flourish in open and tolerant European societies.

As you will know, plans for the expansion of an existing sports centre on the site of the historic Vilnius 
Jewish cemetery in Snipiskes has caused great distress within the Jewish communities in Lithuania, as 
well as across Europe and the entire Jewish world.

Since the onset of Soviet rule, there have been numerous construction projects undertaken on this holy 
site without proper consultation with the Jewish community in Lithuania and its religious leadership. The 
approval for the construction of a multi-million-dollar sports centre on this historic Jewish cemetery by 
your department is a continuation of this trend. The vast majority of Lithuanian Jews, who now 
predominantly live in the US and Israel, are the descendants of those buried within its grounds. As such, 
they do not support any construction plans on the site due to their ancestral connections. 

The Committee for the Preservation of Jewish Cemeteries in Europe (CPJCE) does not have the 
authority to, G-d forbid, approve the continued desecration of the cemetery through any further digging, 
exploration and development – either on or around the cemetery site. On behalf of the Conference of 
European Rabbis, I want to clarify that the CPJCE lost the authority to liaise with the Lithuanian 
Government on this vital issue because they did not respond to a summons of the Rabbinical Court, and 
subsequently do not represent the voice of European Jewry. Let me also be clear that the Conference of 
European Rabbis no longer maintains a formal affiliation with the group. We therefore urge the Lithuanian 
Government to cease all communications with the CPJCE and to continue to liaise with the Conference 
of European Rabbis and other leading Jewish organisations on issues relating to European Jewry.

A Change.org petition started by a member of the Jewish community in Vilnius opposing any further 
development on this site has now received over 50,000 signatures. Global Jewish leaders from around 
the world including R’ Chaim Kanievsky – a foremost Rabbinic leader in the international Jewish 
community – have signed up in opposition to the planned development. This should give an indication of 
the strength of opposition to the proposed desecration of the cemetery.

In 2008, the US House of Representatives passed a motion condemning Lithuania for its “failure to 
protect the historic Jewish cemetery in Vilnius”. On behalf of Europe’s Jewish communities, we implore 
you to learn from the mistakes of the past and to halt all further development plans immediately. Any 
development on this site would be a profound desecration and a source of shame for Lithuania that 
would resonate throughout history.

I look forward to hearing from you.

!

Chief Rabbi Pinchas Goldschmidt
President of the Conference of European Rabbis





















TRANSLATION: MINISTER OF INTERIOR (RABBI ARYEH DERI) 

With heavenly assistance


22 Tevet 5781

30 December 2018


Minister 2018-6267


ATTENTION:


Dr. Yuval Rotem

Ministry of the Diaspora 


Sir,


DECISION: GRAVE OF “CHAI ADAM” (City in Lithuania) 

It has been brought to my attention that the authorities in Lithuania intend to desecrate 
the sanctity of a cemetery in a city where worldly Torah scholars are buried. It is known 
that in this cemetery lies the holy Torah scholar, the “Chai Adam” (his merit should 
protect us) he who was a spiritual leader, a leader in his community and to subsequent 
generations.


Desecration of a cemetery in general is a step that grossly offends the honor of the 
dead. Without any doubt, this desecration of a sacred place has the danger of causing 
pandemonium, especially amongst Jews across the globe who cherish his memory.


Therefore, falling notification from the Chief of Staff last week, regarding a government 
decision on the subject and on the status of the Jewish cemeteries in the world, I 
would like your immediate intervention in the matter and in so doing prevent dangerous 
repercussions. 


With blessings that you should be successful in everything you do.


Very respectfully,


Rabbi Areyh Mahlouf Deri 

Minister of Interior










 

 

23 September 2019 

 

The Honorable Gitanas Nauseda, President of the Republic of Lithuania 

The Honorable Saulius Skvernelis, Prime Minister 

 

Dear Mr. President, 

Dear Mr. Prime Minister, 

 

I write to you with a deep personal connection to the heritage of Lithuanian Jews. Many 

South African Jews are descended from Lithuania, including my own great-grandparents, all 

of whom were born in Lithuania. 

 

I write to you with a plea that the National Congress Center project, with its plan to 

construct a Convention Center and Concert Hall over the historical Old Jewish Cemetery in 

the Snipiskes section of Vilnius, be reconsidered and abandoned. I am astounded that 

Lithuania would even consider desecrating an ethnic cemetery, and even more so, one of 

such historical significance. 

The Old Jewish Cemetery contains the remains of thousands of Jewish residents of Vilnius 

from the 16th through the 19th centuries. Among them are the remains of some of Vilnius’ 
greatest authors, whose works are studied to this very day in Lithuania, in greater Europe, 

in Israel, and especially by the heirs of Lithuania’s Talmudic academies here in South Africa 
.The Talmudic academies here, in the United States, and in Israel number well over 20,000 

students. They study regularly the works of such great scholars as Rabbi Elijah the Gaon of 

Vilna, R. Zelmele of Volozhin, R. Moshe Rivkes, and R. Abraham Danzig, all of whom were 

buried in the Old Jewish Cemetery of Vilna. 

As is well known, in 1971, under Soviet domination, a Sports Palace was built over a section 

of the Old Jewish Cemetery. The graves under the Sports Palace were demolished, never to 

be recovered. The headstones throughout the cemetery were removed (and often used for 

construction purposes), but hundreds of graves remain – as proven by recent archaeological 

surveys and underground radar penetration investigation. 
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One would have thought that this desecration would have been rectified with the 

establishment of Independent Lithuania in 1900-1991. Instead, the Old Jewish Cemetery, 

paid for in full and in perpetuity by the Jewish community of Vilnius, was not restored to 

them. The Sports Palace, now abandoned and an eyesore, should be demolished. The Old 

Jewish Cemetery should be restored with trees and greenery and dignity, with a proper gate 

around the cemetery. Let it forever remain a memorial to the vibrancy of Jewish life in 

Vilnius.  

 

In effect, we are calling for a change of venue of the Congress Center project. Surely there 

are other appropriate sites in Vilnius for the construction of a Convention Center and 

Concert Hall that will not involve the desecration of a Jewish historical site, one of the few 

remaining Jewish sites in Vilnius to have survived the Holocaust.  

 

In 2015, the Deans of the leading transplanted Lithuanian Talmudic academies in the Unites 

States and Israel, all of them distinguished rabbis and scholars of Lithuanian descent, issued 

a ban against any further desecration of the Old Jewish Cemetery in Vilnius. They indicated 

that Jewish law forbids the construction of any public facility over a Jewish cemetery. They 

called upon the Lithuanian government to restore the dignity of the Old Jewish Cemetery 

to its former state.  

 

Surely by agreeing to a change of venue, Lithuania will earn the admiration of democracies 

throughout Europe and indeed the world. It would reaffirm Lithuania’s commitment to 
human rights, and especially to the rights of minorities to maintain the sanctity of their holy 

sites.  

 
 
Yours sincerely 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rabbi Dr Warren Goldstein 

 

Chief Rabbi of South Africa 


