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Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen,

Thank you for gathering in Vilnius for the second time at the Future of Democracy Forum to discuss the authoritarianism and its threats on democracy.
We have among us representatives from close to 50 countries, as well as multiple international and non-governmental organizations. Being together again provides an opportunity for reflection on what has happened since the last time. 
This year I do not need to give a long introduction on the threats that arise from authoritarianism. Authoritarianism itself has drawn a physical frontline between the free world and the area of enslavement – in Ukraine. 
Putin does not even hide that his war is not against Ukraine, but against democracy as such. Just as many of you, I witnessed this first-hand on the bombed streets of Kyiv, at the mass-graves of Bucha, Irpin, and Borodyanka. Millions of Ukrainians live in constant fear that the air raid sirens will be followed by the hits of rockets and aviation, that their loved ones might not survive another day, that entire cities will be plunged into cold and darkness.
External aggression, in turn, has accelerated internal repressions inside Russia, shrinking the last remnants of the free media and civic space. 
Yet despite all the bluster of Russia’s propaganda mill, by now we all see in which direction the authoritarian warship is heading. Russia has already lost this war, because democracy proved it has strength to fight back. With ideas, with courage to speak out, but also – when necessary – with real guns.
Russia’s war in Ukraine demonstrated us that there is an actual frontline between autocracy and democracy. There has always been. Autocracy does not need or want peace. For autocrats, the very existence and progress of democratic neighbours, their ability to make sovereign decisions violates their delirium of self-proclaimed superiority. My own country was told many times that we, our very existence is a mistake, the result, as Vladimir Putin put it, of “the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the 21st century” – the collapse of the Soviet Union.
Autocrats attempt to create an illusion of representing the future. They seek to create an image of effectiveness and stability and reshape the international order after their own image. In reality, authoritarians only show-off their strength through military parades and transnational repressions against unarmed people. Yet they stumble and collapse once they face courage. Putin’s war in Ukraine and dramatic failures of its army are hallmark examples of how authoritarian bluster masks corruption and incompetence. 
It is time to bring back the narrative into the hands of democracies. 
Democracy activists around the world need our help. We see Afghan women publicly challenging violations of their rights, brave Iranian women burning their headscarves and their supporters on the streets showing an example of courage to all of us. Relentless uprising continues against the military junta in Myanmar. True patriots of free and sovereign Belarus sabotage Russian army supplies and logistics.
We need to start addressing those brave people all over the world, who irrespectively of their gender, skin color, age, sexual orientation, ethnic or religious affiliation, live out their convictions, and fight – and sometimes die – for them. No place is too dark where there is courage to resist darkness.
We must also open our doors to defenders of democracy that are forced out from their own countries, as Lithuania has been doing by offering safe haven for Belarusian and, more recently, Russian independent media in exile.
I am very happy that so many of those brave people are with us at this Forum. Let us listen and learn from them. 
At the same time, we must remember to nurture democracy on this side of the frontline. As one of our interlocutors phrased it last year, there is an authoritarian temptation within every democracy. 
Free and fair elections, rule of law, human rights, free media, institutional checks and balances, and strong civil society are a never-ending project for each of us. They demand constant attention and efforts to nourish, sustain, and protect them. 
We should also make sure that international bodies that were created to protect international norms are not exploited by the very countries who undermine them. 
So far we have been successful in isolating Russia within the UN General Assembly and managed to kick the aggressor country out from the Human Rights Council, the Council of Europe, as well as a number of other international organizations. 
But we cannot stop here. We must make sure that no one who violates fundamental principles of international law can escape accountability. All those responsible for the horrific crimes now being committed in Ukraine must be held accountable by the Special Tribunal that would try Putin and his henchmen for the aggression they have unleashed on Ukraine.
The struggle to regain the democratic space is going to be long and hard. Recently we narrowly lost a vote in the Human Rights Council on holding a debate on China’s violations of the Uighur rights in Xin Jiang. China used its influence to prevent the report from being discussed. If we are not even able to discuss the reported genocide, it is a strong signal that democracies need to reconsider their strategy. We need to find ways to give back the purpose for institutions that are turning increasingly hollow and empty.

Dear Friends, [my democratic sisters and brothers-in-arms],
despite all the challenges we face, one thing is certain. To push back against the backlash of autocracy we – democracies – must stand as one. That is why we are grateful for President Biden for bringing together democratic allies at the Summit for Democracy. Lithuania is ready to contribute to this effort and, together with Freedom House and Alliance of Democracies, will launch a Resisting Authoritarian Pressure Cohort tomorrow. 
But for now, let us enjoy the company of friends – and the ideas and deliberations that, I am sure, will shape the global perspectives for decades to come.
Thank you.
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