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Author’s foreword

The book “Latvia 1988 - 2015: a triumph of the radical nationalists” (in 
3 volumes) is dedicated to Latvia’s most recent history. Political development 
of the country in this period was defined by radical ideological views among 
the Western Latvian emigration, which formed after 1940 and 1944-45 in 
the United States, Canada and other Western countries. This part of  Western 
Latvian emigration inherited the ideology of Karlis Ulmanis’ ethnocratic 
regime (1934 – 1940) and Nazi collaborationism during the Nazi occupation of 
Latvia (1941 – 1944-1945). Despite their anti-democratic political views, these 
Western Latvians enjoyed the support of the United States and other Western 
countries during the Second World War and contributed to these countries 
during the Cold War against the USSR.

It was the radical part of the Western Latvian emigration that defined the 
main provisions in the Declaration on the Restoration of Independence of the 
Latvian Republic, which was adopted on May 4, 1990 by the Supreme Soviet 
(Council) of Latvian SSR. In fact, this declaration was adopted without a 
general referendum, i.e. in violation of the acting Constitution of the Latvian 
SSR and the Constitution of the Soviet Union. Furthermore, the Supreme 
Council ignored the Helsinki Final Act (CSCE 1975) and other international 
agreements signed between 1945 and 1990 by declaring the legal continuity 
of the Latvian state from 1918 to 1990. Based on this declaration, the period 
between 1940 and 1990 was described as the period of the first Soviet occupation 
(June 17, 1940 – 1990), followed by Nazi occupation (1941 – 1944-1945) and 
the second Soviet occupation (1944-1945 – 1990). 

If the Soviet Union continued to exist after 1991, the Declaration on the 
Restoration of Independence of the Latvian Republic would have been nothing 
more than an inconsequential political statement in the eyes of the international 
community. However, August 1991 changed everything. Latvia’s independence 
enjoyed international recognition, which allowed the new political elite in the 
country to regard the May 4th document as a political and legal foundation 
of the Latvian state. By that time, the ruling elite had already adopted the 

revanchist ideology of the radical Western Latvian emigration and claimed 
that international recognition of Latvia’s independence also confirms the 
recognition of the 50-year Soviet occupation of Latvia. This, in turn, allowed 
the Latvian political elite to demand de-occupation and de-colonisation, as 
well as adopt corresponding laws on citizenship, language and education.

On October 15, 1991, the Supreme Council – elected by all residents of 
the country – deprives more than a third of its electorate (893 412 people, or 
34.28% of voters) of political rights. Soon thereafter, the Supreme Council 
adopts new language and education laws, which together with citizenship 
legislation form the foundation for the so-called “Latvian Latvia.” 

All of these laws are aimed at ousting national minorities from the 
country or forcibly assimilating them within a “Latvian Latvia” or politically 
marginalise them by depriving them of most political rights. 

Amazingly, decisions of the judiciary are now also based on political 
statements about the 50-year occupation of Latvia rather than legal norms.

This general policy in legislation, history and judicial practice means that 
Latvia is quickly developing as an ethnocratic state. 

Meanwhile a number of signs also indicate that the Latvia is developing 
as a neo-Nazi state: Declaration on the Latvian Legionnaires in World War II 
(29 October 1998), which despite historical facts claims that legionnaires were 
not involved in punitive actions against civilians and their actions were related 
to fighting for Latvia’s independence; annual processions of former Waffen SS 
legionnaires and their sympathisers in Riga on March 16; misrepresentation of 
the truth about the Latvian volunteer legion of Waffen SS in Latvian-language 
schools; radical and offensive rhetoric of certain Latvian political figures 
towards Soviet veterans; desecration of monuments dedicated to Red Army 
soldiers who died liberating Latvia from the Nazis; and others. 

The basis of this ethnocratic, neo-Nazi ideology was laid in the Declaration 
on the Restoration of Independence of the Latvian Republic, which suggests that 
this declaration can be regarded as a political foundation for the construction of 
an undemocratic and unlawful modern Latvian state. 

Unfortunately, democratic Europe supported this political course of the 
new Latvian elite. CSCE High Commissioner on National Minorities Max van 
der Stoel supported this course in a letter to the Latvian Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Georgs Andrejevs (April 6, 1993).1 As a result, the people of Latvia 
were denied the right to decide the fate of their own country in a referendum, 
while one of the most fundamental principles of democracy – universal suffrage 
– was eliminated (with consent of the democratic Europe!).
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Since 1991, while maintaining visible features of a democratic state 
(regular elections to local and central governments, multi-party system, 
Constitutional Court, etc.), Latvia started developing an undemocratic political 
regime underneath. The government started representing not the majority, 
but a smaller in numbers radical part of the population. Latvian parliament, 
periodically re-elected in conditions where a significant part of country’s 
inhabitants lack the right to participate in elections, continuously adopts laws 
on citizenship, language and education that discriminate against the national 
minorities, laying the foundation for the construction of a so-called “Latvian 
Latvia”, or “Latvia for Latvians” (first experience of building a Latvian Latvia 
happened in 1934 – 1940). Simultaneously, there is an active campaign for 
establishing a new historical memory, the main aim of which is rehabilitation 
of Karlis Ulmanis’ ethnocratic totalitarian regime (1934 – 1940), which 
inevitably leads to justification of Nazism and denigration of Latvia’s history 
as part of the USSR (1940-1941, 1944-1945 – 1990).

Latvia’s accession to the European Union in 2004 did not facilitate 
democratisation of its national and historic policy. On the contrary, it was 
regarded by Latvian authorities as their justification and encouragement. The 
conclusion of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE, 
November 8, 2002) that Latvia is prone to a “long-term democratic deficit” 2, 
was consistently ignored. 

A new powerful wave of Russophobia and anti-Russian hysteria in Latvia 
was caused by several factors, including the February 2012 referendum on 
granting Russian the status of second official language, when almost the whole 
Russian-speaking community supported the decision. In addition, it was 
highly influenced by the anti-Constitutional coup d’état in Ukraine and the 
subsequent civil war initiated by the Kiev government in the Eastern regions; 
and the imposition of sanctions against the Russian Federation for its supposed 
involvement in the conflict in Ukraine, encouraged by the United States when 
it was the USA and other Western countries who politically and financially 
supported the radical nationalist, neo-Nazi and corrupt forces in Ukraine and 
continue to influence the political process in the country to this day. 

On June 19, 2014, Latvian parliament adopted the Preamble to the 
Constitution of Latvia, where the interests of the Latvian nation were placed 
above all other peoples. Now, the ruling elite regards any action of the Russian-
speaking minority aimed at protecting its linguistic rights, right to education in 
their native language, freedom of speech and assembly, as well as protesting 
rehabilitation of former Nazi collaborationists, as actions against Latvian 

statehood. Many Russian-speaking NGOs, antifascists and human rights 
activists are being “blacklisted.” Their telephones are placed under surveillance 
and they are subjected to prolonged inspections when crossing the border when 
returning from Russia. Meanwhile, the Latvian state is actively discouraging 
the activity of antifascist organisations, tightening linguistic repressions, 
restricting freedom of speech and assembly, and persecuting dissent. Days of 
Russian Culture – a tradition that existed back in the First Latvian Republic – 
and activities of many Russian institutions for cultural support of compatriots 
abroad are regarded as threats to national security by the Latvian Security 
Police. Scientific and artistic activities by certain Russian historians, political 
scientists, cultural figures and artists is also regarded by the Latvian Security 
Police as a threat to national security.

Representatives of the Latvian Republic constantly make accusatory and 
aggressive statements towards Russia. Parliamentary Speaker (since autumn 
2014) Inara Murniece – representing the extreme right political union “All for 
Latvia” and TB/LNNK – is particularly zealous in this regard. As is Minister of 
Foreign Affairs Edgars Rinkevics (since 2011), who represents the right-wing 
Unity party, and MEPs Artis Pabriks, Sandra Kalniete, Krisjans Karins (all 
from the Unity party) and others. 

Latvian media, meanwhile, consistently publishes calls to combat the 
“Russian propaganda”3 and proposes changes to the Constitution, which 
even without any real military action, would allow to turn the country into 
a concentration camp for all dissidents4; and supports the petition organised 
on Peticijas.com for resettling non-citizens and Russian residents of Latvia 
to specific territories under heavy control of police forces.5 At the same 
time, Security Police names some 100 Russian compatriot organisations as 
untrustworthy6, which is almost every Russian compatriot organisation that 
operates in Latvia. 

All of this imposes a heavy imprint on interethnic relations in the country. 
Latvian-speaking and Russian-speaking communities are growing apart with 
each passing day – a process facilitated by two contradictory information 
spaces: the democratic Russian sphere and the ethnocratic Latvian sphere. 
From one side, Latvian leadership with support of the Latvian media continues 
to escalate the anti-Russian, Russophobic hysteria in internal political life of 
the country as well as in international relations between Latvia and Russia, 
simultaneously expressing full support of any decision made by the new 
Ukrainian government, which, in turn, meets the support of many Latvians. The 
deployment of additional NATO troops in Latvia in 2015 is also presented by 
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the Latvian authorities as a guarantee of Latvia’s independence.7 On the other 
side, the Russian-speaking community condemns the repressive policies of 
the Latvian state, as well as hostile statements against the Russian Federation. 
They perceive NATO as occupiers, as a threat to Latvia’s peaceful existence, 
while expressing full support for the events in Crimea and the results of a 
referendum on March 16, 2014. They condemn the crimes of the Kiev regime 
committed in Odessa on May 2, 2014, and then in other cities across Ukraine 
during the so-called Anti-Terrorist Operation. 

These differences in views and positions of the official Latvian leadership 
and part of Latvia’s population, including the Russian linguistic community, 
are contributing to increasing tensions in society. As a result, the situation with 
interethnic relations and human rights in Latvia causes growing concern.

Viktor Gushchin

May 24, 2015

Book 1. Radical nationalism awakens, 
or Citizenship issue from 1988 till the Supreme 
Council resolution «On the restoration of the 

rights of citizens» of 1991
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Introduction

In October 2013, Latvia held celebrations to mark the 25th anniversary of 
the Popular Front of Latvia (abbr. PFL). About a year prior, Prime Minister 
Valdis Dombrovskis instructed to establish a special commission on organising 
commemorative events. Ministry of Culture had estimated that celebrations 
would require 435 837 Latvian lats (approx. 900 000 USD), including: 321 877 
lats to create museum exposition dedicated to the Popular Front of Latvia, 19 
thousand – to publish a book by the first PFL Chairman Dainis Ivans, and 17 
thousand – for a documentary about the Popular Front1

The idea of establishing a Popular Front of Latvia first sounded at the 
Enlarged Plenum of creative unions of the Latvian SSR, on 1-2 of June 1988. 
The founding congress of PFL took place in Riga on October 8 and 9, 1988, in 
the House of Political Education of the Latvian Communist Party (currently – 
House of Congress).

In two and a half years, between 1989 and 1991, Popular Front of Latvia 
became the largest popular movement in the history of the country and played 
a crucial role in its road to independence. At its peak, PFL consisted of 230 
thousand members. 

Popular Front’s programme, adopted at the founding congress, contained a 
section «Democratisation of the state and society», which stated:

1. PFL supports the radical political reform, proposed by the XIX All-Union 
Party Conference, which is aimed at ensuring the compliance of the Soviet 
statehood with the concept of all-national state proclaimed in the Constitution.

2. PFL advocates the establishment of a legal state. State is accountable to 
the citizen and the citizen is accountable to the state, in compliance with the 
law…2

At the same time, the programme presented goals to radically reform the 
Soviet Union from federal to confederate state, i.e. transformation of the USSR 
into a union of sovereign states (paragraph 3). Thus, the 1988 programme 
virtually made the first step towards the slogan of Latvia’s complete 
independence.3
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The section «Human and Civil Rights» stated:
1. PFL believes that the legal status of citizen of the Latvian SSR should 

be based on the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and documents 
signed and ratified by the USSR – the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights, International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights, as well as the Helsinki Final Act of the Conference on Security and 
Co-operation in Europe…

To further the proposal of transforming USSR into a union of sovereign 
states this section included a requirement to «restore the republic’s right, 
recognised by the previous Constitution of Latvian SSR, to create a territorial 
military formation, where the citizens of Latvian SSR could perform compulsory 
military service regardless of their ethnicity» (paragraph 7).

Section titled «National question» is extremely important for understanding 
PFL’s position in national policy. The section stated:

1. PFL considers it necessary to radically revise the national policy, 
which relied mainly on Stalinist dogmas and doctrines. Any nation, including 
Latvian, has the right to exist in history indefinitely. PFL does not support the 
national policy derived from the idea that social progress inevitably entails 
the disappearance of national features (A clear reproach towards the concept 
of a «united Soviet nation» adopted by the CPSU – V.G.). PFL advocates 
the preservation of national diversity as a fund of values of the civilization, 
provides concrete support to national minorities.

2. PFL believes that national issues must be addressed in accordance 
to the democratic rights of all peoples residing on the territory of Latvian 
SSR, based on principle of social justice. PFL takes an active part in the 
protection of ethnic interests of all ethnicities residing in Latvia, their 
language, culture, education and religious conscience and categorically 
rejects the incitement of ethnic hatred, insult and humiliation of national 
dignity of any citizen of Latvian SSR. Protection of mother tongue, native 
culture should be the duty of every citizen of the Republic, regardless of 
their ethnicity.

Paragraph 4 was also fairly democratically worded, addressing 
language – a crucial issue for ethnic minorities. The paragraph states, «PFL 
requires to secure the Latvian language in the Constitution of Latvian SSR 
as the official state language. Latvian language must become the language 
of office in all government bodies state institutions of Latvian SSR, and 
Russian language shall be used in federal relations. Citizens appealing to 
government bodies, institutions, organisations and enterprises of Latvian SSR 

shall be able to use both Latvian and Russian languages and receive documents 
in any language of their choice. Social services must ensure the free use of 
Latvian and Russian languages. 

As means for interethnic communications, citizens can use Latvian, 
Russian and other languages by mutual agreement.»4

Paragraph 6 was also extremely important, addressing the need to stop 
the uncontrolled migration, because «Latvian nation for the first time in its 
history is becoming a national minority on its own territory and its further 
existence and statehood are at risk.» The paragraph stated that «PFL advocates 
immediate cessation of immigration, but opposes expulsion of any ethnic 
group.» (Emphasis added – V.G.)5

At the same time, the section presented demands implementation of which 
would have inevitably led to ethnic discrimination.

In particular, Paragraph 3 stated, «PFL assumes that Latvian people in the 
country have the status of a core nation, since Latvia is a historical territory 
of the Latvian people, the only place in the world where the Latvian nation, 
Latvian language and Latvian culture can be developed. Therefore, PFL 
considers it necessary as a guarantee of national self-determination of the 
Latvian nation to introduce a principle to the legislation governing Soviets 
(People’s Deputies – V.G.) and election to the Soviets, which would establish 
a constant and irreducible majority of mandates in Republic’s Soviets at all 
levels retained for the representatives of the Latvian ethnicity regardless of 
demographic situation.»6 (Emphasis added – V.G.)

To substantiate this provision, PFL argued not only that Latvians could 
become a national minority in their own territory, but also claimed that «the 
inclusion of Latvian SSR in the Soviet Union was conducted by force and 
without ascertaining the views of the Latvian people.»7

The highly emotional and insulting to non-Latvians nationalist statements 
at the plenum of creative unions of Latvian SSR and at PFL’s founding 
congress (i.e. statement of Academy of Fine Arts teacher Mavrik Vulfson that 
USSR had allegedly occupied Latvia in 1940), have essentially destroyed the 
previously peaceful relations between Latvians and non-Latvians, leading to a 
sharp deterioration of interethnic environment in the country.

First Secretary of the Communist Party of Latvia (CPL) Janis Vagris, 
speaking at the opening of the People’s Forum on December 10, 1988, said, 
«Did Latvians’ emotions really begin to take precedence over reason? One 
must admit that it sometimes happens. This, of course, does not do us any 
favours and does not multiply the good repute of the Latvian nation.»8
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Chairman of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet (Supreme Council) of 
Latvian SSR Anatolij Gorbunov shared this sentiment. «Interethnic relations 
in the republic today have painfully deteriorated, tensions often reach a 
critical level…

Latvians got accustomed to living with other peoples. There have been 
difficulties and bitter moments, but we do not remember such high tensions in 
interethnic relations…

Conscious love for one’s nation is incompatible with hatred towards 
others. Loving one’s own nation, own family, one would most likely love other 
nations, other families and people. 

If a person has a disposition towards accepting other cultures, it would 
inevitably lead to a clear understanding of his own. Therefore, in the higher, 
conscious manifestations, an ethnic group is always peaceful and not just 
indifferent towards other ethnicities. 

Nationalism is a manifestation of weakness, not strength of the nation. It 
is mostly the weaker peoples that become afflicted with nationalism, trying to 
preserve themselves through nationalist sentiments and ideologies.» 9

On January 7, 1989, an organisation advocating for the preservation of 
the socialist republic and its stay in USSR was established in opposition to 
the Popular Front of Latvia. Following the logic of Popular Front’s founders, 
who used military terminology in naming their organisation, their opponents 
called their organisation «International Front of the Working People of the 
Latvian SSR.» Interfront, as it was also called, consisted of approximately 300 
thousand members. 

The directory of the New Socio-Political Organisations and Movements 
in Latvia, published in September 1990 by the Ideological Commission of the 
Latvian Communist Party (CPSU platform), noted that Interfront’s social base 
was formed under the influence of several factors, including concerns of the 
Russian-speaking population for their future in the climate of tense interethnic 
relations, and talks of Latvia’s possible withdrawal from the Soviet Union and 
the adoption of new language and citizenship legislation.

«Interfront is the same civil movement coming from ‘below’ as the Popular 
Front of Latvia, Latvian National Independence Movement (LNNK) and other 
non-governmental organisations,» directory’s brochure states. «[Interfront’s] 
Social base consists of industrial workers in Riga and other industrial centres 
of the republic, academic intelligence, military personnel, teachers of Russian-
language secondary schools, pensioners. The specifics of such social base 
of the movement, its genesis and lack of a large Russian-speaking artistic 

intelligence generate many features of Interfront’s activities. These factors 
have led to Interfront’s withdrawal from the forces that could have provided 
sufficient intellectual potential for the movement, ability to assess the rapidly 
changing situation and efficient decision-making…»10

The brochure then identifies two movements within Interfront that are 
determined by the specifics of its social base. The first movement arose 
as a reaction to the politicisation of the Latvian population. Its foundation 
consisted of retired military personnel, World War Two and labour veterans, 
as well as a considerable amount of workers that have migrated to Latvia a 
1 to 5 years prior. Military retirees, WWII and labour veterans – generally, 
people of the old party school – are distinguished with adherence to dogmatic 
perception of reality, obsolete analysis of social processes and methods of 
solving acute issues. «As for the majority of migrant workers, it must be 
said, they are characterised by low educational and cultural development, 
consumer attitude to reality, which they generally consider as «foreign.» It 
is these groups that were the first to generate civic activism in the Russian-
speaking environment… They became the catalyst of emotional outbursts, 
immediate mobilisation of tens of thousands of people, though they were 
unable to become the political leadership, conductor of people’s emotions. 
Hence Interfront’s first political flaws. Of course, Interfront’s failed campaigns 
have alienated the middle strata and intellectuals, as well as many workers 
and co-operators.»11

The second movement within Interfront consisted of industrial workers 
and academic-technological intelligence, who advocated for the preservation 
of civil rights for all residents of the republic. 12

Declaration adopted at the second congress of Interfront in June 1989 
stated, «Interfront’s main task is protection of human rights, including the right 
to social choice.»13

As was evidenced by the events in 1989 – 1991, Forum of Peoples of 
Latvia and the International Front of the Working People of the Latvian SSR 
were unable to stop the spread of nationalist ideology that quickly captured the 
minds of most members of PFL. Hence, the attitude towards the anniversary 
of PFL today differs between the «victors» and the «defeated.» Moreover, the 
«defeated» today include not just the national minorities, but Latvians as well. 

Harmony Centre party MP Boriss Cilevics, who used to be deputy chair of 
the Popular Front support group at the Institute of Mathematics and Informatics 
of University of Latvia, gave an interview to Chas («Hour») in 2008 – on 
PFL’s 20th anniversary. 



20 21

Latvia 1988-2015: a triumph of the radical nationalists  Book 1. Radical nationalism awakens

«Popular Front was a mechanism of destruction – self-destruction, rather 
– of the previous regime. You know, there is this large metal ball that is used 
for wrecking old houses – well, Popular Front used to be this wrecking ball… 
It was completely unable to build something new. Popular Front gathered 
those who was for various reasons dissatisfied with life in the Soviet Union 
– nationalists, liberals, anarchists, monarchists… High hopes were associated 
with the Popular Front, but they were fulfilled only for a few. Russian activists 
of the Popular Front were disappointed first, Latvians – later. Perhaps, all this 
confirms the old truth: revolution is conceived by geniuses, executed by heroes, 
and its fruits are enjoyed by scoundrels…» 14

The very name of the Popular Front of Latvia clearly indicated – this 
organisation was not created for dialogue or building something new. 
Otherwise, it would have been called differently. Fronts are created for 
warfare, for destruction and capture of enemy defences. In this case, the 
enemy turned out to be not just the Soviet Union, but also the ideology 
of internationalism (or multiculturalism, by modern definition) along with 
national minorities and Latvians that protested against the revival of nationalism 
and Nazism in the country. 

Nationalist ideology was already triumphant within the Popular Front in 
the late eighties, albeit implicitly and discreetly. The first head of PFL Duma 
Dainis Ivans was unable to resist it. According to the former head of the Riga 
Police Department Viktor Bugai – a supporter of Latvian independence – 
Dainis Ivans was not prepared for such large-scale work and the huge influence 
over the masses. In the first and most important period of its activity – its 
establishment – Popular Front was essentially left without a leader, and the real 
power within the Popular Front quickly moved to the people who pushed the 
country towards nationalism, according to Mr Bugai. 15

Although, unlike the majority of PFL activists Dainis Ivans remained 
faithful to the democratic views on citizenship in independent Latvia both 
in 1988-1991 and 22 years later. However, in 1988-1991, Ivans’ personal 
position did not define the position of the Popular Front. As was noted by 
new Latvia’s first Minister of Foreign Affairs Janis Jurkans in 2013, after 1991 
«the top romantic patriots simply didn’t know what to do with this power, and 
surrendered it to more experienced people. Those looked around and quickly 
started filling their pockets… And now (we) live in a stolen, failed state… 
Privatisation here was essentially a criminal process that resulted in 3 – 4 
people getting a lot of money, which they used to buy our politicians and create 
laws that suited them…» 16

On May 4, 1990, nationalist ideology was legally formalised. On this 
day, 138 of PFL deputies in the Supreme Soviet supported the adoption of 
the Declaration of Independence, where the section on the succession of 
Latvia of 1990 from Latvia that existed before June 17, 1940, had essentially 
determined the restoration of ethnocratic political regime. Discrimination of 
national minorities became the foundation of Latvian national policy after 
the adoption of the Decree «on the restoration of the rights of citizens and on 
the basic conditions of naturalisation» (October 15, 1991) by the Supreme 
Soviet of the Republic of Latvia, which deprived more than a third of Latvian 
population of the right to automatically receive Latvian citizenship, and the 
Citizenship Law adopted by the first (or 5th by current account) Latvian Saeima 
on July 22, 1994.

«Of course, it was important to keep Russians away from economic 
power,» Janis Jurkans notes. «This is why the list of differences between the 
rights of citizens and non-citizens has dozens of corresponding items – bans on 
profession, bans on holding certain posts...» 17

Since 1991, non-citizens were excluded from the privatisation of economic 
objects. Furthermore, according to a human rights activist Vladimir Buzaev, under 
discriminatory legislation Latvian non-citizens were deprived of privatisation 
certificates amounting to 2.7 billion lats and were underpaid 400 million lats 
in pensions and benefits.18 Simultaneously, a consistent and successive attack 
was launched against Russian language and Russian schools. Non-Latvians were 
declared the main enemy of Latvian, their language and culture. 

It is therefore no accident that on May 3, 2005, when Latvia celebrated15th 
anniversary of Declaration of Independence, Ministry of the Interior (led 
by Erika Jekabsona – chair of the First Party, colloquially called «party of 
priests») focused a massive police force at the Freedom Monument, almost 
outnumbering the people gathered for celebrations. Police officers and various 
security services stood side-by-side, covering all approaches to the Freedom 
Monument. This odd picture suggested that were afraid of their own people 
and the anniversary of Declaration of Independence is not a national holiday 
at all, but a closed event organised by the authorities under the protection of 
«infantry» for themselves and a bunch of «correct» Latvians. 

However, among those who gathered around the Freedom Monument that 
day was a group of Russian-speaking school students and activists of Russian 
School Defence Headquarters. For them, May 4, 1990, became the day when 
the country launched into the policy of restricting national minority rights. 
Expressing their opposition to Latvian national policy, this group loudly 
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chanted «Shame!» as the country leaders laid flowers to the Monument. They 
launched balloons with mourning ribbons and the word «Aliens» (this word 
appears on passports of permanent residents, whom the Latvian state refused 
to grant citizenship). This is when a kerfuffle occurred. Former Prime Minister 
of Republic of Latvia Indulis Emsis passed by the Russian-speaking students 
standing behind a dense police cordon and folded three fingers of his hand in 
an offensive manner, i.e. the fig gesture. 

Ex-Minister’s highly emotional reaction towards the Russian students’ 
protest against Latvian national policy became a figurative expression of what 
national minorities can expect of the modern Latvia – absolutely nothing. 

Several days later, in an interview with Vesti Segodnya («News Today») 
newspaper the first Prime Minister of the Second Republic of Latvia Ivar 
Godmanis expressed sincere bewilderment over why they, i.e. Russian-
speaking students, spoiled our, i.e. Latvian, celebrations. Correspondent Elena 
Slusareva reasonably noted that May 4th should be a celebration not just for 
those in power, but for the all Latvian people. Although, modern Latvian 
population would hardly call it their holiday. 19

3 May, 2005. The ceremony of laying flowers to the Freedom Monument. 
Photo by Victor Gushchin

3 May, 2005. The rally protesting against the suppression of national minority rights.
Photo by Victor Gushchin
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3 May, 2005. The ceremony of laying flowers to the Freedom Monument. 
Photo by Victor Gushchin

3 May, 2005. The ceremony of laying flowers to the Freedom Monument. 
Photo by Victor Gushchin
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Mr Emsis’ offensive gesture towards Russian-speaking students 
highlighted the main problem of Latvian national policy – separation of 
residents into Latvian citizens and individuals without Latvian citizenship as 
well as indifference towards national minority rights. It can be traced back to 
October 15, 1991, when the Supreme Soviet of Republic of Latvia adopted the 
Decree «on the restoration of the rights of citizens and on the basic conditions 
of naturalisation», depriving of citizenship a third of Latvian population. 

Researchers at University of Maryland, USA, studied the conditions of national 
minorities in Latvia as part of the Minorities At Risk project. They noted that for 
this reason, in 1991, Russians who lived in Latvia most of their lives became 
«immigrants» overnight. It is also for this reason that Latvian authorities adopted 
discriminatory legislation on citizenship, language and education in early 1990s, 
placing non-Latvians in a discriminatory position compared to Latvians. As a result, 
researchers note, the modern Russian-speaking community in Latvia is subjected to 
«significant political, economic, social and cultural discrimination.»20

The triumph of nationalist ideology within the Popular Front and the 
criminal nature of privatisation process after 1991 made it impossible to 
build an independent Latvian state on democratic values. As The Wall Street 
Journal points out, this makes Latvia extremely vulnerable, since the Russian-
speaking population does not intend to silently accept the suppression of their 
rights. According to researchers from Rand Corporation (USA), a catalyst for 
potential crisis in this situation could be «the inability of Estonia and Latvia 
to fully integrate ethnic Russian residents, ending the process by granting 
citizenship and stopping discriminatory measures.»21

How it all began

The issue of citizenship did not draw Latvian public’s attention before 
late 1980s. All permanent residents were simultaneously citizens of USSR and 
Latvian Soviet Socialist Republic. The situation started to change in 1989, when 
the press published the Declaration of the Rights of the Baltic Nations and the 
«Ideological Platform of PFL (Popular Front of Latvia – V.G) for consolidation 
of Latvian residents of various ethnicities based on the idea of sovereignty of 
an independent, democratic Latvian state», followed by the draft citizenship 
law of Latvian SSR developed by USSR People’s Deputy, Professor Juris 
Bojars. In July, a discussion on citizenship took place at the Supreme Soviet of 
Latvian SSR between USSR People’s Deputy Viktor Alksnis, First Secretary 
of the Latvian Communist Party Janis Vagris and Deputy Baltins.

On 14 June, 1988, for the first time in the postwar history of Latvia, 
Konstantins Pupurs, a member of the Helsinki-86 group, carried the red-white-red flag of Latvia 

through all the city of Riga, from Freedom Monument to Brethren Cemetery
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The founding congress of the Popular Front of Latvia. Riga, 8 October, 1988. From below: The 
Forum of Peoples of the Latvian SSR. Riga, 10-11 December, 1988. Photo by LETA

A demonstration in support of independence. Photo by LETA
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On May 13 and 14, 1989, Baltic Assembly was held in Tallinn – a join 
meeting of the Council of Commissioners of the Popular Front of Estonia, 
Duma of the Popular Front of Latvia and the Saeimas of the Lithuanian reform 
movement «Sajudis»*. According to Baltic Assembly’s records, the objective 
of this meeting was «development and coordination of a united policy of the 
major Baltic popular movements and informing the Soviet and the world 
community about democratic aspirations of Baltic popular movements.» 22

The Baltic Assembly adopted a Declaration of the Rights of the Baltic 
Nations, which stated, «The Baltic Assembly, striving to assert the natural and 
inalienable rights of its nations, declares:

- The right of the nations to existence in their historical territories;
- The right of the nations to self-determination and free determination of 

their political status;
- The right and obligation of the nations to preserve and develop their 

culture and identity;
- The obligation of the nations to grant civil rights and cultural autonomy 

to all the national and ethnic groups living in their territories…»23 (here in 
after: emphasis added – V.G.)

The ideological platform of the Popular Front of Latvia was published on 
July 17, 1989. It stated, «PFL asserts that all residents of Latvia, regardless of 
their ethnicity, social affiliation and religious beliefs, who made their choice 
and support the establishment of the independent Latvia and are ready to 
implement this idea, should become citizens of the independent Latvian 
state. PFL also asserts that citizenship of the independent Republic of Latvia 
should be granted to all permanent residents of Latvia who previously resided 
on the Latvian territory for at least 10 years.» 24

The 10-year residency requirement was included in PFL’s platform with a 
single purpose – cease the uncontrolled population growth due to immigration. 
Professor B. Mezgailis estimated that approximately 4 million people have 
passed through the Latvian territory from eastern regions of the USSR during 
the post-war period. Majority of them (approx. 3 million) left the country 
after a short stay. However, around 1 million people have stayed permanently. 
According to demographic estimates, the total net migration in Latvia during 
the Soviet period amounted to 941 thousand people, or 47% of the population 

* The founding congress of the Popular Front of Estonia took place in Tallinn on October 1 – 2, 1988. 
The founding congress of the Lithuanian reform movement «Sajudis» took place in Vilnius on October 
22 – 23, 1988.A demonstration protesting against the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact. Photo by LETA
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of 1939. As a result, Latvian population had increased from 1 435 000 people 
in 1945 to 2 665 770 people in 1989 – 2/3 of this was due to migration. 25

Latvian Soviet Encyclopaedia, published in 1985, provides much lower 
figures of net migration, although only for the period of 1951 – 1982: 343.1 
thousand with the natural population growth of 271.6 thousand. If B. Mezgailis’ 
calculations were correct, almost 600 thousand people have settled in Latvia 
between 1945 and 1950 and between 1983 and 1989, which is questionable. 
Nevertheless, population growth due to net migration did indeed cause serious 
discontent among Latvians, i.e. this issue was very sensitive.

Table. Natural population growth and net migration

Period Total Population 
Growth

Natural Population 
Growth Net Migration

(000s) (000s) (000s)
1951-55 66.4 49.5 16.9
1956-60 123.7 65.7 58.0
1961-65 135.2 57.1 78.1
1966-70 104.9 38.6 66.3
1971-75 98.1 34.2 63.9
1976-80 56.6 16.6 40.0
1981-82 29.8 9.9 19.9

Published: Latvian Soviet Encyclopaedia. - Riga, Galvenā Enciklopēdiju redakcija, 1985, p.109.

Similarly to Popular Front’s Ideological Platform, the draft law on citizen-
ship of the Latvian SSR, developed by Professor Juris Bojars also included the 
10-year residency requirement for naturalisation. However, more importantly 
it introduced a watershed – June 17, 1940 – as the condition for automatic 
citizenship. Furthermore, the bill prohibited naturalisation for drug addicts, 
prostitutes and persons who served in military or police battalions of Nazi 
Germany during the war.26

The issue of residency requirements for the election to the authorities of 
Latvian SSR was discussed at the July 1989 session of Latvian Supreme So-
viet. There, the Law on Election of People’s Deputies of the Latvian SSR and 

the Law on Changes and Amendments to the Constitution of the Latvian SSR 
were amended with residency requirements of 5 and 10 years. 

USSR People’s Deputy Viktor Alksnis directed a request to the LSSR Su-
preme Soviet Presidium, inquiring, «how many tens of thousands of people in 
Latvian SSR will be deprived of the most important constitutional right to be 
elected, if the amendments to the Constitution of the Latvian SSR are adopted, 
introducing a residency requirement of 10 and 5 years.»27

Deputies J. Vagris – First Secretary of the Latvian Communist Party, and 
G. A. Baltin – head of the Central Statistical Bureau of Latvian SSR, respond-
ed to Alksnis’ inquiry.

Baltin: Comrades, it must be said that an accurate assessment does not 
and cannot exist. Because, first of all, the entire record of the population is 
currently based on registration and deregistration coupons. Registration and 
deregistration coupons show who moved beyond the republic or within it. If 
he left the republic, then how long he used to live here is unknown. Deregis-
tration coupon does not contain this information. However, there are relevant 
sociological and demographic studies that indicate that short-term residents 
are quickly leaving. Rounding the numbers up, we have approximately 115 
– 120 thousand people arriving from outside the republic every year, and 100 
thousand leaving. Therefore, we can assume that the population of residents of 
under 10 years is approximately 86 thousand people, including adults, i.e. 57 
– 60 thousand of those who enjoy the right to vote. This is just under 3 percent 
of the total adult population of the republic. 

If the question is about 5 years, that is just over 50 thousand people, around 
52 thousand, including 34 – 35 thousand adults, or 1.5 – 1.6 percent of the total 
adult population of the republic. 

Alksnis: In fact, Mr Bojars in his article on citizenship cites the figure of 
100 thousand people…

Baltin: I understand the question. Regarding Bojars’ article, I cannot say, 
as the State Committee did not give such figures. Until now, there was no de-
mand for such information…

Alksnis: So currently, we cannot say how many citizens of Latvian SSR 
will be deprived of suffrage in the upcoming elections to local authorities?

Baltin: I gave you an answer, based on the residency census in the republic…
Vagris: At the moment, all residents of the republic are citizens of the re-

public, therefore the term «resident» or «citizen» so far… 
Alksnis: But on the eve of the adoption of the citizenship law… For 
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example,well-known comrade Bossert*, who was elected by the labour collective 
and had arrived to the republic three years ago, or even two, if I am not mistaken. 
As he arrived to the republic, was he given the condition that he would be 
deprived of his constitutional right to be elected to a government body?

Vagris: Of course not. 
Alksnis: Thus, the fact that the law is not retroactive is violated. Since the 

constitutional rights are restricted, in this case – comrade Bossert’s – we are 
restricting the constitutional rights of a citizen of USSR

Vagris: We agreed that we would not consider the citizenship law at this 
session… 28

Note that this important discussion was not reflected in Latinform’s materials 
to avoid unnecessary concerns in the society. The contents of the argument were 
eventually published on August 23, 1989, in the newsletter of the International 
Front of the Working People of Latvia, called Edinstvo [«Unity»].

By the end of August 1989, Popular Front of Latvia, which advocated the 
early adoption of the citizenship law since its establishment, had now opposed 
its adoption on the grounds that «even though PFL’s programme advocates the 
development and the adoption of the citizenship law of LSSR, recent events 
force to assess the bill’s compliance not to the programme, but to the political 
situation in the republic…It must be recognised that the idea on citizenship 
of LSSR was erroneous, as the adoption of such law would not facilitate the 
restoration of Latvian independence.»29

Citizen Committees

«An important form of civil mobilisation for all three republics (i.e. 
Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia – V.G.) was the establishment of citizen 
committees in late 1980s,» Mara Ustinova, a researcher at the Institution of 
Ethnology and Anthropology of the Russian Academy of Sciences, notes. 
«The idea of these committees was conceived in Estonia and was aimed at 
creating government structures parallel to Soviet institutions legally based on 
the citizenship of Baltic republics of 1920s. The idea united many civil society 
organisations. In Latvia, for example, Movement for National Independence 
of Latvia, Club for Environmental Protection, «Helsinki-86» group and radical 

* In 1987, after the victory in an all-Union competition for the post of Director of Jelgava «RAF» 
manufacturing plant, the factory collective elected Viktor Bossert from the list of proposed candidates. 
He occupied this post until 1990.

A specimen of a certificate of a citizen of the Republic of Latvia, 
issued by Latvian Citizens’ Committees 



36 37

Latvia 1988-2015: a triumph of the radical nationalists  Book 1. Radical nationalism awakens

groups of Latvia’s Popular Front united to create citizen registration centres 
by April 1989. The established citizen committees elected the Congress of 
Latvian Citizens in April 1990. The political platform of citizen committees 
was based on the idea of illegal occupation of Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia by 
the Soviet Union in 1940…»

«Citizen Committees,» Mara Ustinova emphasises, «represented one of 
the most popular forms of civic movement from below… In 1990, around 707 
000 people had already registered as citizens, and 29 000 – as candidates for 
citizenship.»

However according to Mara Ustinova, citizen committees in Latvia although 
successful «in creating an organisational structure», did not play a «significant 
role in specific political events» as they were «less influential compared to their 
Estonian counterparts, where the Congress of Citizens managed to coordinate 
its activities with the Popular Front, despite fundamental differences in their 
views.»30

This thesis is difficult to agree with. In fact, citizen committees (also 
referred to as Civic Committees) during late 1980s – early 1990s played a 
significant role in fuelling the atmosphere of radicalism in the society and non-
Latvians’ fear for their future. Civic Committees actively promoted the concept 
of the 50-year-long «occupation» of Latvia since 1940 and the necessity for 
«de-occupation» – in other words, deportation of all persons who arrived to the 
country or was born after June 17, 1940. Taking into account that the Popular 
Front of Latvia became increasingly compliant to the requirements of citizen 
committees over time, essentially making them its own, it can be argued that 
Civic Committees were actually very influential in Latvia and not only played 
a «significant role in specific political events», but also largely determined the 
ideology and, consequently, the direction of the future political development of 
a new state, including on the issue of citizenship.

The second congress 
of the Popular Front of Latvia

The 2nd Congress of the Popular Front of Latvia in October 1989 marked 
the next stage in PFL’s evolution in terms of the citizenship issue. PFL’s new 
programme adopted at the congress, noted:

Paragraph 2.5. PFL advocates that citizenship should be granted to 
all permanent residents of the republic wishing to receive citizenship and 
unconditionally linking their fate with the Latvian state.

The issue of the Atmoda newspaper (Russian-language edition) of 7 August, 1989, dedicated to 
preparations for the second congress of the Popular Front of Latvia
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Paragraph 6.6. The Code that defines the principles of interethnic 
communication rejects any ideology that promotes national arrogance of one 
nation over others.

Paragraph 8.4. PFL supports the right of national minorities to receive 
secondary education in their native language. 31

It would seem that the adopted decisions are democratic in nature and 
generally meet the aspirations of national minorities. However, the same 
congress adopted a Resolution N7 «On the legal status of residents of 
Latvia», which leaned away from the zero option of solving the problem. 
The resolution stated, «… solution of the citizenship issue is impossible 
until the legal recognition of the annexation of the Republic of Latvia and 
incompatible with the loss of the citizenship status…, it is implemented 
only after the restoration of independence. The granting of citizenship to 
permanent residents of Latvia via naturalisation is performed only under the 
guarantee of their freedom of choice.»32

Thus, the decisions of PFL’s 2nd Congress regarding citizenship were 
clearly self-contradictory. They contain both the support for the «zero-
option» and the radical position supported by the Congress of Citizens 
and Civic Committees that favoured the unconditional recognition of the 
supposedly ongoing occupation of the Latvian State which was marked by 
the entry of additional Red Army troops on June 17, 1940. There is also the 
demand to solve the citizenship issue only after the full restoration of Latvian 
independence by recognising the existence of the First Republic of Latvia de 
jure during the period of Latvian SSR. 

What the PFL leadership kept silent

Popular Front’s programme statements and the position of PFL leadership 
by the end of 1989 were not the same. Through the programme adopted at 
the 2nd congress in October 1989, Popular Front of Latvia was trying to gain 
support among the non-Latvian population of the country. As to what would 
happen after the restoration of Latvia’s independence, PFL leadership would 
not say at the time. 

Leadership’s actual vision for Latvia’s political development and the pro-
posed solution for the citizenship issue was revealed in March 2007 at the sem-
inar ‘Constitution of Latvia: hopes and reality’ by a former member of Popular 
Front’s Duma Vladlen Dozortsev. He noted that «all these things about the resto-

The second congress of the Popular Front of Latvia, October, 1989. Photo by LETA
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nobody from our delegation who was 
present argued with Kozyrev or Yeltsin 
on this matter. Many were convinced – 
this is a solemn moment, not some argu-
ment, and therefore no objections in this 
regard were made. If somebody had re-
ally asked – is it going to be a new state 
or are we restoring the old one? But at 
the time, the question wasn’t raised as it 
was a dangerous topic.» 33

The nudge 
of emigration

Speaking at the seminar, Vladlen 
Dozortsev also talked about the 
pressure of the western Latvian 
emigration (Latvian community in 
western countries) on the Popular 
Front’s leadership. «As for emigration, 
it must be frankly said that towards 
1989 we began to feel a lot of pressure, so much that a special group was created 
in Popular Front’s administration,» Dozortsev reported. «It consisted of me, 
Vulfson. Jurkans was there as well… It was meant to engage in a specific task – 
travel around various large emigrational associations and soothe them, so they 
stop pushing us into the shafts… And the fact that (this) happened, of course, 
is an unambiguous point of view, along with the decision to «restore» the state, 
not create a new one. Which is understandable. Everyone is a formalist and a 
lawyer, nobody wants to take into account any features of what is happening 
here and where it is leading to – everyone wants to restore something that they 
are used to. This point of view had a serious influence over us… 

It was great for them, sitting on the other side, to dictate: why aren’t you 
doing this, why are you stalling, this needs to be done, and so on. But here 
we had PribVO (Baltic Military District) Headquarters, as well as the State 
Security Committee (KGB) acting in full force; we had the CC (of the Latvian 
Communist Party – V.G.), none of these structures was destroyed yet, and if the 
Popular Front undertook to follow the pressure of emigration circles, it would 
have undermined the process. It would have happened fairly quickly. This is 

ration… of the First Republic or the establishment of a new state were discussed 
by a single committee, usually, not even at the leadership of the Popular Front, 
but in one single committee – that is, political…» Mr. Dozortsev said. «While 
Bojars was there, nothing was discussed at all, everything was quashed, nothing 
worked at all. He took offense to everything and did not work. When Godmanis 
arrived, that is when some systemic discussions started taking place, what to do 
next, what to plan – including these issues: should it be a new state or should it 
be the old one, inherited with certain changes and its Constitution. I remember 
it well,» Vladlen Dozortsev went on, «that it was when I first started looking 
for the text of the Constitution and found it with difficulty – no one had it on 
hand. (…) And I remember the day when I first read it… What struck me most 
was that this record seemed to me like godless stupidity, for example – that a 
President does not bear any political responsibility. I was extremely surprised – 
how? In short, I remember the discussions at the time, how it was discussed at 
the political committee… I can generally say, ignoring various details, that long 
before the final text of the Declaration of Independence appeared, the political 
committee had a sufficiently firm idea that the First Republic needs to be restored 
in its various manifestations, excluding those that need changing due to different 
conditions. (…) We discussed the possibility of the situation where this state 
would be inhabited by some non-native residents, those remaining from the 
former Empire, without full rights. I remember these discussions well, they 
took place, all these things were discussed. It was roughly estimated that the 
number of these persons would be the same as after the First World War. Well, 
maybe, proportionally the numbers would be different, but the model remains 
the same. It is the labour migration, political migration… But such a layer of 
people will exist… (Emphasis added – V.G.). Evidently, that is when it was de-
cided, as I understand, that there will be a time when the Constitution will have to 
be restored and amended. If it were not for this decision, you understand perfect-
ly well, that there would be no Declaration of the restoration of independence, 
there would have been some other document… Even in the versions of various 
deputy groups – there was Bojars’ version, Godmanis’ version – but all of them 
contained the notion that the state has to be restored with all its principles. (…)
But another thing is that all these talks were quite dangerous, they were agreed 
among themselves, not to advertise these things too much.(Emphasis added – 
V.G.) For example, even in Yeltsin’s office, when signing the decree recognising 
Latvia’s independence (August 24, 1991 – V.G.), there was a belief that we were 
building a new state, we – here in Russia, you – there in Latvia; that relations 
between the two countries would develop as between two new states. Of course, 

Vladlen Dozortsev
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why such a group was created. We visited almost all major emigrant centres, 
excluding Australia, perhaps. We’ve made multiple visits to all countries that 
have large emigrational organisations, mainly the USA, Canada and Germany. 
We spoke at large and serious meetings. We didn’t just ask, we demanded that 
they stop nudging us, because the process could have been disrupted easily. And 
it must be said that they understood us. We lived in their houses, they received 
us, including at the house of the current president (Vaira Vike-Freiberga – V.G.); 
in that house, all these problems were discussed, and she understood us perfectly 
well. It must be said that our speeches reduced the determined sentiments…»

Although, Popular Front’s leadership did not have any ideological 
differences with western Latvian emigration. «Of ideas, there was nothing that 
had to be confronted or fundamentally objected. «There were only tactical 
considerations,» Mr. Dozortsev stressed. «It was a miscalculation on their part 
– a misunderstanding of just how easy it was to thwart the process, because 
of all the initiatives of the Popular Front, the one that bound us most was – 
no conflicts with the authorities to avoid bloodshed. That was a strong view, 
and we did not have any radicals who would demand drastic steps. Everyone 
was equally worried, everyone was equally afraid and everyone was concerned 
with tactical considerations, this is why we spoke with emigration.» 34

Lithuanian example

On February 24, 1990, Lithuania held elections to the Supreme Soviet, where 
supporters of the «Sajudis» Reform Movement of Lithuania were victorious, 
advocating for the restoration of Lithuanian independence. Sajudis’ victory 
was partly attributed to the adoption of the Citizenship Law on November 3, 
1989, which granted Lithuanian citizenship rights to all permanent residents 
of the country. This decision of the Supreme Soviet ensured the support of 
national minorities for Sajudis. Lithuanian example, without a shadow of a 
doubt, had a strong influence on Latvia and Estonia at the time. 

Supreme Soviet Elections: March 18, 1990

On March 18, 1990, Latvia also held elections to the Supreme Soviet. 
These elections were the last general elections to a legislative body in the 
modern history of the country. It was the last time that these elections were 
participated by all residents, including soldiers and commanders of the Red 
Army stationed in the country. 

However, for the first time in many years the elections involved several 
lists. There were lists from the Agricultural Union of Latvia, «For the Latvian 
State, For a Free Man» association, a combined list of the Interfront and the 
Communist Party of Latvia, and a list of Party of Radicals. 

Popular Front of Latvia joined the elections under the slogan «Untied for 
Latvia», «Latvia – our common home», «We are all in the same boat» and 
others. However, the main slogan was – «For an independent and democratic 
Latvia.»

PFL’s electoral platform repeated the provision of the programme adopted 
at the 2nd congress (paragraph 2.5) that talked about the provision of Latvian 
citizenship to all residents by their free choice.

Shortly before the elections, on March 4th, Popular Front’s Duma issued 
a statement. «PFL in its documents and by its practice completely rules out 
the forced departure of any part of Latvian residents.»35It also stated that PFL 
opposes the incitement of a «refugee syndrome» in society. 

Voters elected 201 deputies of the Supreme Soviet. 131 of those were from 
PFL’s lists, including 20 deputies from the Independent Communist Party of Latvia. 

The victory of the Popular Front of Latvia was victory was legitimate, since 
the «scale inherent to the Popular Front reflected the population’s sentiments» 
at the time.36

Why the Latvian Communist Party lost

70 Supreme Council deputies elected from the combined list of the 
Communist Party and Interfront formed a faction called Equal Rights, or 
«Ravnopravie», (Lat. «Līdztiesība»), led by an economist Sergei Dimanis. 
Under the conditions where the Popular Front received two-thirds of the votes, 
this was undeniably a defeat for the Communist Party. So why did the Latvian 
Communist Party loose? 

The main reason – in the condition of transparency the Communist Party 
of Latvia, which remained on the CPSU’s platform, was perceived by many 
as something obsolete, conservative, as a brake on the path to renewal and, 
more importantly – as the successor of Stalin’s repressions. In 2006, Sergey 
Dolgopolov who was leading the CPL during «Atmoda» (the Latvian National 
Awakening) and curating various non-governmental organisations, including 
the PFL, recalled that the revolutionary process in Latvia «was developing so 
rapidly that it was impossible to control. We could only observe, analyse and 
make certain conclusions, forecasts, but it was impossible to influence.»37
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Establishment of the Independent Communist Party of Latvia had also 
negatively affected the work of party committees, since the Popular Front now 
included «many of not just party members, but party workers…» 38 As a result, 
by spring 1990 the Communist Party of Latvia on the CPSU platform had lost 
all support of the population and its party committees had been largely starved.

To better understand the position of the Communist Party of Latvia on 
CPSU platform in spring 1990, let us present a secret list (uncut and preserving 
author statistics) of Latvian SSR leaders and prominent figures with a brief 
dossier on each of them. This list was published in December 1991 by the 
weekly «Arguments and Facts» and was prepared specifically for the member 
of the CPSU Politburo V. A. Medvedev shortly before his visit to Latvia in 
December 1988. 

I. Members of the Bureau of the Central Committee:
Vagris Jan Janovich –First Secretary of the Central Committee. Ver-

bally supports PFL’s activities. Participated and spoke at the congress. Forced 
to agree with the demands of PFL and the Creative Unions. Internally, he seems 
to disapprove these processes. However, the general theoretical and oratorical 
training does not allow him to enter an effective discussion on political issues. 
Has an apologetic wait-and-see attitude. Authority among the workers is sup-
ported by the occupied post and the support of the Popular Front of Latvia.

(Marina Kostenetskaya evaluates J. Vagris’ position in 1989 – 1991 
differently. She writes, «I don’t know a functionary more committed to Popular 
Front’s ideas. An honest man, symbolically his name is Janis! He really was 
Janis in the Kremlin. Essentially, he was our Stierlitz in the days of the August 
1991 coup. His merit is completely not appreciated, not described anywhere 
save for a few interviews that I gave to the Latvian press. His role in history 
is very significant, much more important that some J. Dobelis and his ilk. J. 
Vagris’ role in the development of Latvia’s independence is silenced. The 
media portrayed J. Vagris as just a party functionary.39)

Sobolev Vitaly Pavlovich – Second Secretary of the Central Committee. 
Did not openly speak on interethnic issues. He is held back by the campaign against 
the institution of second secretaries «sent in by Moscow.» Understands the com-
plexity of the situation, but does not see any real solutions. He ought to work more 
actively to normalise the situation among the Russian-speaking population.

Gorbunov Anatoly Valeryanovich (Anatolijs Gorbunovs) - Chairman 
of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet, former secretary of the Central 
Committee on ideological issues. Under a noticeable influence of the crea-

tive unions, primarily the chairmen of the Writer’s Union J. Peters and Artists 
Union J. Skulma. In the course of the previous year, he thwarted any attempts 
of the Central Committee members to reason with the media. In words and 
practice, supports the activity of informal associations and movements of the 
Latvian population, revival of the national flag, hymn and symbols of the bour-
geois Latvia (all under the auspices of democratisation of society and plural-
ism). Supports the legitimisation of state (Latvian) language and citizenship 
in the republic. This has «earned» him a lot of popularity among the Latvian 
population. PFL opposes against him. Currently – a real leader. 

Bril Anton Piusovich - secretary of the Central Committee (agricul-
ture).Usually avoids political discussions, entrepreneur. However, takes an 
active part in «national awakening» events to be on the safe side. 

Okherin Jan Janovich - secretary of the Central Committee (indus-
try). PFL supporter, advocates for republic’s self-financing, economic sover-
eignty. One of the leaders of the movement against the dictates of Union min-
istries and departments. 

Kezbers Ivar Janovich - secretary of the Central Committee sincelate 
October this year (ideology). Popular in the republic as a political commen-
tator on interethnic issues. Personable, sociable, diplomat (former), self-im-
portant. Prior to election, he was influenced by A.V. Gorbunov, however is 
more politically literate and educated. Lacks in organisational work. Gets lost 
in extreme situations. Often changes his opinion under the influence of others. 
Currently, does not have a clear programme of action. Member of the PFL, was 
a delegate to the congress (as a chairman of Goskomkultura).

Bresis Vilnis-Edvins Gedertovich - Chairman of the Council of Minis-
ters, appointed in early October. Entrepreneur, unpopular in the republic due 
to his chairmanship of the Agricultural Industry and failure to achieve any 
improvements in agriculture. Outwardly neutral, but it seems that he wants 
concrete action rather than discussions.

Nyuksha Konstantin Ivanovich – worker from the REZ (Riga Electric 
Machine-building Plant). Categorically denies PFL actions, deeply honest and 
decent man. 

Klautsen Arnold Petrovich - 1st secretary of the Riga City Commit-
tee. Firm supporter of riot control, PFL opponent. Most subjected to attacks 
by the informals (like the chairman of the state executive committee Alfred 
Petrovich Rubiks).

Praude Robert Vladimirovich – First Vice Chairman of the Cabinet of 
Ministers. Entrepreneur, neutral, does not comment. 
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Grishin Viktor Ivanovich – Baltic Military District Commander. Ex-
presses alarm and concern about the events in the country. Constrains certain 
unrest among the military of the district. 

Aushkap Erik Yanovich – Chairman of the People’s Control Commis-
sion. Does not recognise the new movement, supporter of the solid course. 

Zitmanis Avgust Karlovich – Chairman of the Council of Trade Un-
ions. For political reasons forced to support PFL’s demands. All these demands 
were expressed in his speech at the last session of the Supreme Soviet of USSR.

II. Candidates for members of the Bureau of the Communist Party of 
Latvia:

Zukul Stanislav Viktorovich – chairman of KGB of the Latvian SSR. 
Repeatedly called for a more decisive action against extremist individuals. 
Does not recognise PFL or other informal associations. However, shows lack 
of flexibility in finding new solutions in the modern situation. 

Loskutov Gennady Nikolaevich – head of organisation. Verbally, tries 
to be good to both sides. Undeniably opposes PFL and other non-party organ-
isations. Has a sufficient influence over the Central Committee leadership in 
personnel policy. Not always far-sighted and principled in these regard. 

Janis Peters and Ivars Kezbers, members of the Central Committee 
of the Communist Party of Latvia. Photo by LETA

Anatoly Gorbunov
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Prieditis Ivar Karlovich - First Secretary of the Central Committee of 
Komsomol. Active supporter of PFL, ideates dissolution of the Latvian Kom-
somol and establishment of a new association of Latvian youth. He was the 
reason for the ethnic split that occurred within Komsomol’s central committee.

III. Active supporters of the «national awakening» among the promi-
nent persons in the republic: J. Peters – chairman of the Writers Union, J. 
Skulme – chairman of the Artists Union, N. Neiland – deputy Minister of For-
eign Affairs, A. Tsirulis – editor of the youth newspaper Padomju Jaunatne, I. 
Rakins – deputy chairman of State Television and Radio, E. Ratsenis – secre-
tary of the Journalists Union, N. Janaus –first deputy chairman of Goskomkul-
tura (State Culture Committee), I. Daudish – secretary of the Riga City Council 
(ideology), M. Raman – deputy chairman of the Council of Ministers, chair-
man of the State Planning Commission, J. Ruksan –chief editor of «Garden 
and Apiary» magazine, E. Inkens and M. Vulfson – journalists, J. Aboltinsh – 
deputy chairman of the State Planning Committee, G. Yakovlev – chairman of 
the theatre society, A. Klotinsh – secretary of the Composers Union. 

IV. Active opponents against PFL: V. Teivans – first secretary of the 
Leningrad region party committee, A. Rubiks – chairman of the Riga City 
Executive Committee, L. Bartkevich – deputy chairman of the Council of Min-
isters, J. Britans – editor of the party newspaper Cina, A. Vasilenok – editor of 
the party newspaper Soviet Latvia, Z. Osman – director of Latinform, P. Eran 
– chief editor of encyclopaedias, V. Terekhov – first secretary of the October 
region party committee, V. Ozolinsh – first secretary of the Moscow region 
party committee, R. Iokste – first deputy chairman of the «Znanie» society, I. 
Ronis – acting director of the Institute of History of the Academy of Sciences 
of the Latvian SSR.40

This list indicates that by the end of 1988 many prominent persons and 
leaders of the Council of Ministers and the Latvian Communist Party were 
openly supporting the Popular Front of Latvia. Meanwhile, the authority of the 
Communist Party was on the sharp decline which quickly escalated into a deep 
ideological and organisational crisis. By spring 1990, this crisis was aggravat-
ed further by the increased popularity of the Popular Front. 

Talking about the defeat of the Communist Party of Latvia at Supreme 
Soviet elections, S. Dolgopolov said: «What did the Communist Party bring to 
the elections? It brought a restructuring programme, but without new ideas and 
new people. What did the Popular Front bring? A completely new programme 
and new people… Popular Front’s idea (i.e. independence of the Republic of 
Latvia – V.G.) was attractive, the team was very diverse, it was dominated by 

young people who had not been previously involved in the political life. Popu-
lar Front also had plenty of resources for the Supreme Soviet elections…

Also – on electoral techniques. In the Popular Front, they were quite devel-
oped and had many capabilities. Communist Party Central Commission’s abil-
ities were laughable – they had no information sources, no media, no financing 
to distribute leaflets, at least. Therefore, I don’t think it was an equal fight.» 41

There was another reason for Communist Party’s defeat – the election to 
local self-governments that took place on December 10, 1989, where the Pop-
ular Front of Latvia won a landslide victory. According to Sandra Kalniete – 

Alfreds Rubiks – (born September 24, 1935 in 
Daugavpils) is a Latvian politician from the Socialist Party 
(since 1999) and a Member of European Parliament (since 2009). 
In 1990 – 1991, Rubiks was a member of the Politburo of the 
Communist Party of the Soviet Union and the First Secretary of 
the Communist Party of Latvia. 

Higher Education: In 1963, graduated from the Faculty 
of Mechanical Engineering of Riga Polytechnic Institute as a 
mechanical engineer. In 1980, graduated from the Leningrad 
Higher Party School.

1957 – 1961: Engineer at the Riga Electric Machine-building 
Plant, Office Manager

1962 – 1968: Secretary, Second Secretary, First Secretary of 
the Central Committee of the Komsomol of Latvia.

1976 – 1982: First Secretary of the district committee of CPL 
in the Leningrad area of   Riga, member of the district executive committee.

1982 – 1984: Minister of Local Industry of the Latvian SSR.
1984 – 1990: Chairman of the Executive Committee of Riga.
1990 – 1991: member of Politburo and First Secretary of the Communist Party of Latvia.
August 1991: chairman of the Latvian Emergency Committee. Arrested, accused of organising 

a state coup.
July 1992: excluded from the Latvian Supreme Soviet by deputy vote.
1993 – 1995: Deputy of the Fifth Saeima of Latvia (after conviction, the parliamentary 

mandate has been revoked).
1995: sentenced to 8 years in prison for an attempted coup.
1996: nominated for candidate for President of Latvia, received the support of 5 members of 

Latvian parliament (Saeima).
In December 1996 and June 1997, Russian State Duma adopted two statements with regards 

to Rubiks’ case.
1997:  released on parole after serving 6 years in prison. 
1999: Chairman of the Socialist Party of Latvia and (until 2003) co-chair of ZaPChEL.
2003 – 2006: head of the Joint Editorial of the monthly newspaper «Latvijas Sociālists» and 

«Latvian Socialist».
Since 2005: deputy chairman of the Harmony Centre association.
In June 2009: elected MEP from the Harmony Centre.
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one of the founders of PFL, subsequently a diplomat and Minister of Foreign 
Affairs of Latvia – «Without the success at the local self-government elections, 
the Popular Front would not have been able to receive the necessary two-thirds 
of the seats at the Supreme Soviet, because local self-governments did not 
allow the restriction of Popular Front’s electoral campaign in the localities.» 42

Establishment of the Independent 
Communist Party of Latvia

On April 14, 1990, members of the Latvian Communist Party who 
supported the idea of Latvian independence met in congress. 261 delegates 
of the Communist Party of Latvia XXV Congress, which took place from 
April 6th to 7th, took part in the meeting. The congress of the Independent 
Communist Party of Latvia adopted the Party Constitution, several decrees 
and resolutions. Ivars Kezbers was elected chairman of the party. A Central 
Committee was also partially formed; its leadership consisted of A.Chepanis, 
A.Endzins, J.Goldmanis, V.Kononov, G.Kigulis, D.Lusis, A.Ozers, H.Plauks, 
A.Plotnieks, M.Rukmane, E.Rungis, I.Samite, D. Skulte J.Vasermanis, V. 
Blinov, V.E.Bresis.

M. Rukmane, D. Skulte, A. Plotnieks and D. Lusis were elected Secretaries 
of the Independent CPL.

The directory of «New socio-political organisations and movements 
in Latvia» noted that «Independent Communist Party of Latvia – is a party 
outside the Communist Party of the Soviet Union», which builds its activities 
«on different to CPSU ideological and organisational principles.» ICPL does 
not accept Marxism-Leninism as the ideological basis, its aim is the separation 
of the republic from the Soviet Union. 

«In essence, ICPL is a new, non-Communist party which gradually evolves 
from social-democratic positions to the national democratic course. The party 
was formed as a mono-national, close to nationalism and separatism in spirit. 
In terms of policy, its constitution differs little from the PFL. ICPL and PFL 
have common goals – rejection of the «communist prospects», a common view 
on production, citizenship, on the development of private land ownership and 
more.» 43

The split of the Latvian Communist Party into two opposing parts played 
a crucial role in strengthening PFL’s positions and, respectively, dramatically 

weakening the position of CPL on CPSU platform.* A. P. Rubiks, previously 
a chairman of the Riga City Executive Committee, became the First Secretary 
of the Central Committee of CPL on CPSU platform – his name has been 
associated with many initiatives to restore order and speed up the development 
of the Latvian capital.

First session of the Citizens Congress

Candidates from the citizen committees also took part in the elections of March 
18, 1990, although they received far fewer seats in the Supreme Soviet than in Esto-
nia and their influence on the parliament was therefore less. According to a Swedish 
diplomat Lars Peter Freden, it was a bit illogical for Citizen Committees to partici-
pate in these elections. However, its representatives, having received parliamentary 
mandates, used them to defend the view that the Supreme Soviet has no authority to 
adopt important laws, including the citizenship law. 44

From April 30 to May 1, the first session of the Citizens Congress was held 
in the Latvian Philharmonic Hall. The appeal of the civic committees stated, 
«The Congress of Citizens of the Republic of Latvia – is not yet a Saeima (par-
liament), as it was elected during the occupation, when it was impossible to 
ensure all citizens of Republic of Latvia have the right to vote.» Nevertheless, 
at its first session, Congress of Citizens proclaimed itself a legal representative 
of all citizens of Latvia, starting from 1918. Furthermore, Citizens Congress 
declared the newly elected Supreme Soviet an authority of the illegitimate-
ly-formed Latvian SSR, and therefore it cannot be recognised a legitimate 
government body of the Republic of Latvia. At the same time, the Citizens 
Congress recognised the possibility of cooperation with the Supreme Soviet 
on issues that would lead to the restoration of legitimate government bodies of 
the independent Republic of Latvia. 45

On May 1, the executive body of the Citizens Congress was elected – Lat-
vian Committee (LC) consisting of 50 people. Aigars Irgens was elected chair-
man of the committee. M. Grinblats, V. Lacis and V. Brinkmanis were elected 
deputy chairmen of LC. Latvian Committee also formed 6 commissions: legal, 
national economy, foreign affairs, public affairs and culture. It should be noted 
that the Foreign Affairs Commission was headed by V. Steins, who at the time 
was representing the Latvian Social Democratic Labour Party.

* On September 15, 1990, at its second congress, the Independent Communist Party of Latvia was 
renamed to Latvian Democratic Labour Party.
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Baltic Council’s statement 
on the situation in the Baltic States

In late March, leaders of the Popular Fronts of Latvia and Estonia and 
the Reform Movement of Lithuania «Sajudis», united in the Baltic Council, 
adopted a Statement on the situation in the Baltic States. Among other things, 
the statement said, «Baltic Council declares that in all three Baltic countries 
a convincing victory at the Supreme Soviet elections was achieved by the 
candidates advocating for the restoration of independence. This shows that the 
people of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania firmly expressed their will to achieve 
a single common goal – independence of their countries. 

Therefore, Baltic Council believes that any attempt to curb the democratic 
and parliamentarian processes by the internal or external forces will be directed 
against the will of Estonian, Latvian and Lithuanian peoples. 

Baltic Council calls upon the government of the Soviet Union to stop the 
military intimidation and pressure towards Lithuania as well as the incitement 
of its citizens towards breaking the laws of the Lithuanian state, and engage in 
constructive negotiations on the international level. 

Baltic Council, on behalf of popular movements of Estonia, Latvia and 
Lithuania, appeals to all social movements and democratic parties to support 
the efforts of the Baltic peoples to achieve the restoration of full independence 
in a peaceful parliamentarian way.»

This statement was signed by: Küllo Arjakas and Mart Tarmak – on behalf 
of Estonia; Dainis Ivans, Ivar Godmanis and Janis Dinevics – on behalf of 
Latvia; Vytautas Landsbergis, Vergilius Cepaitis. Romualdas Ozolas, Mecis 
Laurinkus and Bronius Kuzmickas - on behalf of Lithuania. 46

The main reason for this Statement was a major confrontation between Lithuania 
and the Union Centre, which began immediately after the Supreme Soviet adopted 
the Declaration on the restoration of Lithuania’s Independence. The newspaper of the 
Popular Front of Latvia – Atmoda («Awakening») – wrote on April 2, 1990, «The 
nerve war between the self-declared independent Lithuania and the Moscow Centre 
has gone into its third week. Almost without a break, almost round the clock, the 
new Lithuanian parliament assembles, step-by-step dismantling the Soviet system of 
legislative and executive power that has been developed for 50 years.

In this situation, the Kremlin authority is trying to play their own «trump» 
card – a small, but loyal squad of communists, rallied around the Interim 
Committee of the Communist Party of Lithuania on the CPSU platform. 

A special issue of the newspaper Pilsonis (Citizen), 
dedicated to the first session of the Citizens’ Congress
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On Sunday, March 25th, several dozen members of the untied and indivisible 
CPSU supported by armed soldiers of the Soviet Army have captured two 
buildings in Vilnius – the former Higher Party School and the former House 
of Political Education. Recently, both these buildings were transferred to the 
Vilnius University, the Lithuanian Theatre Union and the English-language 
newspaper, Lithuanian Review…

V. Landsbergis (chairman of the Supreme Soviet of Lithuania – V.G.) 
reported that immediately after the capture of buildings he called the 
commander of the Land Forces of USSR, General Varennikov, and demanded 
an explanation regarding the behaviour of army units in Vilnius. General 
responded that these buildings are USSR’s and CPSU’s property and therefore 
it is the duty of Armed Forces to defend them...» 47

Events in Lithuania caused a powerful wave of solidarity towards the 
Lithuanian Supreme Soviet in other republics of the USSR. On March 24, 
around 20 thousand people gathered near the House of Film in Georgian capital 
Tbilisi to rally of solidarity with the people of independent Lithuania. 48

On March 23, chairman of the Popular Front of Latvia Dainis Ivans wrote 
a telegram addressed to the Supreme Soviet of the Lithuanian Republic and to 
Vytautas Landsbergis personally. «Dear Chairman! We express our support to you 
personally, to the Supreme Soviet and the government of Lithuania, to all brotherly 
people of Lithuania in these days of serious trials, when the future of Lithuania 
and the fate of all Baltic States is being decided. Latvian people are determined to 
fight together with the peoples of Lithuania and Estonia for the restoration of our 
independence. We wish you a lot of strength and endurance to achieve our common 
goal. On behalf of the Popular Front of Latvia – Chairman of PFL Dainis Ivans, 97 
deputies from the PFL in the Supreme Soviet of Latvia.» 49

All-Latvian General Assembly 
of People’s Deputies

On April 21, Popular Front of Latvia initiated a General Assembly of 
Latvian People’s Deputies from councils of all levels. The assembly took place 
at the Daugava stadium in Riga. The assembly was tasked to demonstrate to 
the world the Latvian people’s desire for independence and it was successful. 

The appeal to the Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR and the Latvian 
people, adopted by the assembly, stated, «We, the legally elected deputies of 
the Latvian SSR from all counties, villages, cities and regions have gathered at 

an all-Latvian general assembly of people’s deputies to, on our own behalf and 
on the behalf of our constituents, state to the newly elected Supreme Soviet our 
firm determination to make every effort to achieve the independence of Latvia 
through democratic, non-violent means.

Republic of Latvia was proclaimed a free, independent, democratic state 
on November 18, 1918. In 1920, the independence of the Republic of Latvia 
was recognised by the Soviet Russia, signing a peace treaty that officially 
renounced all claims to Latvia and its territory. In 1921, Latvia was recognised 
as an independent state by the majority of countries and it became a full 
member of the League of Nations. 

In 1940, the Soviet Union grossly trampled the international law and the 
mutual obligations and achieved the resignation of the Latvian government, 
occupied its territory and created an obedient apparatus of state power and 
administration that was used as an instrument for the inclusion of Latvia 
into the USSR. Latvia was forcibly deprived of its political independence. 
A policy of mass terror, outright genocide towards the Latvian people was 
launched. Over the half-century period of oppression it was severely damaged 
economically and culturally. The continued existence of the Latvian nation 
was under a serious threat. 

Dainis Ivans (near centre, on the right). Photo by LETA
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However, the oppression was unable to extinguish the Latvian people’s desire 
for freedom and independence. The history of the past 50 years has convinced us 
that only a free and independent state could ensure the existence and development 
of the Latvian nation, safety and welfare of all residents of Latvia. 

Therefore, the all-Latvian General Assembly of People’s Deputies appeals 
to the newly elected Supreme Soviet to consider and decide the restoration of 
Latvian independence in its first session.

We, members of the all-Latvian Assembly of Deputies, also appeal to 
you, residents of Latvia. We urge you, regardless of your social and national 
origin, religion, sex, age or occupation, to get actively involved in the process 
of restoration of Latvian independence. In a free Latvia, with joint efforts and 
based on democracy and equality, we will build a socially just community for 
us, our children and grandchildren, we will achieve a worthy life.» 50

The Appeal is bursting with occupational rhetoric and alarmist sentiments 
inherent to the radical part of the western Latvian emigration and taken up 
by the Popular Front. The appeal talks about the 50-year period of Soviet 
«oppression» that Latvians have experienced, while not mentioning a word 
about how the deputies would solve the citizenship issue. 

Given that the citizenship issue is one of the «hottest» topics in the republic’s 
life, chairman of the Latvian Supreme Soviet Presidium A. Gorbunov stated in his 
speech, «We have to clearly declare to the whole world that citizens of the USSR and 
their descendants who arrived to the republic after World War Two should not doubt 
their and their children’s future after Latvian independence is restored… Every 
permanent resident of the republic can become a citizen of the Republic of Latvia 
on a voluntary basis. In turn, those unwilling to do this [accept Latvian citizenship] 
will be guaranteed all democratic and internationally accepted human rights.» 51

Establishment of the Supreme Council

The first session of the Supreme Council took place on May 3, 1990. 
Supreme Council elected its governing bodies and approved the composition 
of the new Cabinet of Ministers. 

The new Chairman of the Supreme Council, Anatolijs Gorbunovs, was 
previously a secretary of the Communist Party of Latvia on ideology and 
chairman of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of Latvian SSR. Dainis 
Ivans, chairman of PFL’s Duma and a former journalist, became the Deputy 
Chairman of the Supreme Council. Andrejs Krastins – one of the leaders of 

the radical Latvian National Independence Movement (LNIM), became a 
deputy chairman. The former secretary of the Riga City Committee of CPL 
on ideology and secretary of the Supreme Soviet of LSSR Imants Daudish 
became a Secretary of the new Supreme Council. 

The post of the first Prime Minister was appointed to a university professor 
of physics and one of the PFL leaders Ivars Godmanis. He was subsequently 
remembered not by his position as the first Prime Minister, but by the fact that 
during his tenure there were serious discussions about the need to use potbelly 
stoves for the home heating, as there were no funds to purchase oil for the 
central heating systems. 

The country’s economic conditions were extremely difficult during that 
period. There was a rapid inflation and the money was quickly depreciating. 
The future of the country seemed uncertain. 

Concerns of the Russian-speaking community

Economic difficulties were not the only thing that worried people. Many 
Russian-speaking residents of the republic anxiously watched as the country 
became overwhelmed with emotions, fear and misunderstandings. The society 
was swept with «forces of social revenge, supporters of apartheid», «ousting of 
non-Latvians from Latvia, the collapse of the economy.»  A new monopoly on 
ideas and opinions was emerging, and the slogan «Who is not with us, is against 
us» sounded once again. The new Presidium of the Supreme Council and the 
new government became essentially mono-national and no longer reasonably 
represented the national composition of the society. Russian-speaking residents 
were concerned that «behind a blue façade of democracy emerges a grey power 
represented by ordinary, but convenient (for who?) people, who are unable to solve 
global and crucial issues of the new emerging society,» whereby these people 
can lead Latvia into the maelstrom of totalitarianism rather than democracy. 52

Many Russian-speaking residents clearly saw, «in that game the interests 
of non-Latvian population which arrived after June 17, 1940, were obviously 
not taken into account.»53

Citizenship was the most worrying issue. Leader of the Popular Front of 
Latvia Dainis Ivans and chairman of the Cabinet of Ministers Ivars Godmanis, 
speaking to deputies representing the Russian-speaking population in May 
1990, stressed that they are in favour of granting citizenship to all willing 
permanent residents of Latvia, i.e. the «zero option.» «As for the chairman of 
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the Supreme Council of Latvia Anatolijs Gorbunovs, his credo, as we know, 
has always been to divide Latvian residents into natives and aliens.» 54

However, the Declaration «On the restoration of independence of the Republic 
of Latvia» that was adopted on May 4, 1990, had laid the foundation for another, 
directly opposite tendency in the political development of the Latvian state.

Drafting of the Declaration 
«On the Restoration of Independence 
of the Republic of Latvia» May 4, 1990

The Supreme Soviet of Latvian SSR adopted a «Declaration on the Issue 
of the Independence of the Latvian State» as early as February 15, 1990. Par-
agraph 3 of the declaration read: «The Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR 
instructs the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR to establish a 
commission with broad representation of scientists and specialists on national 
economy for a qualified and prompt preparation of measures (including the 
holding of a referendum) to restore the economic and political independence of 
Latvia. […] The work of the commission must be carried out democratically, 
transparently, while informing and consulting with the public.»

Commission for the development of measures to restore political and econom-
ic independence of Latvia was approved by the LSSR Supreme Soviet Decree on 
March 1, 1990. The commission consisting of 50 people included: First Secretary of 
the Communist Party of Latvia Janis Vagris, Chairman of the Supreme Soviet Ana-
toly Gorbunov, as well as other members of the government, members of councils, 
parties and trade unions, members of judiciary, law enforcement, press, academy, 
culture, and medicine, leaders of industry and agriculture, people’s deputies, and 
veterans of war and labour. However, no further information regarding the work 
of this commission was published. It seems that it never commenced its opera-
tions, since the World Association of Free Latvians (WAFL – association of Latvian 
emigrants) soon took the lead in drafting the Declaration. WAFL was guided by 
ideological heirs of the ethnocratic regime of Karlis Ulmanis (1934-1940) and Nazi 
collaborationism of the German occupation period (1941-1945).

On April 7, Latvian delegation arrived in London for negotiations with 
WAFL. Ivars Godmanis, candidate for Prime Minister of the new government, 
headed the delegation along with Aleksandrs Kirsteins (as future Minister of 
Foreign Affairs) and deputy of the Supreme Soviet Janis Jurkans as a trans-
lator. The main issue discussed during negotiations was the development of 

the Declaration on the restoration of independence. World Association of Free 
Latvians insisted that Declaration should announce the restoration of Ulmanis’ 
Latvia of 1930s and declare the period of Latvian SSR as nothing other than 
occupation of the independent Latvia carried out first by the Soviet Union, then 
Nazi Germany and then Soviet Union once again. 55

To provide practical assistance in drafting this text, WAFL sent three advi-
sors from London to Riga: Aristids Lambergs – born in Jelgava, 1934, emigrat-
ed to USA and graduated in Boston Military Academy; Janis Ritenis, who did 
not participate in drafting of the Declaration; and Egils Levits – born in Riga, 
1955, emigrated to Israel and settled in Germany, where he graduated from the 
Law Faculty of Hamburg University.56

The Latvian team consisted of: Associate Professor Roman Apsitis, expert 
on international law (Apsitis also headed the general work group), two prom-
inent jurists Juris Bojars and Andris Plotnieks, and two less-known jurists – 
Vilnis Eglais (who died shortly thereafter) and Andris Krastins – born in 1951, 
law graduate of the Latvian State University, worked as an investigator in the 
Riga Ministry of Internal Affairs, later head of the investigative division of the 
Ministry in Jurmala, then head of sales in «Sportloto» lottery, and since 1982 
– member of the Latvian Bar Association.57

Legal expert Ruta Marjasa was among the people involved in composing and 
editing the text of the Declaration. «As a professional, I was interested and drawn 
in to the drafting process of this unique document,» she recalled later. «I closely 
followed its compilation, visualising its sound in the Russian language, which is 
spoken by a large part of Latvian population. Alongside Latvian text, I was creating 
its Russian-language version. It was not easy – it was necessary to make an accurate 
translation of a very specific, unfamiliar terminology; it had to completely identical, 
in words and in meaning. We gathered in the university building, first in one of 
the auditoriums, then in the Aivars Endzins’ party committee room. There were 
multiple versions – the text of the declaration was then meticulously discussed, each 
item separately, at the meeting of the faction.» 58

The work group rarely had a consensus, with heated debates occurring 
constantly. Experienced lawyers Bojars and Plotnieks proposed establishing a 
modern democratic country, without legal continuity between the former, pre-
war Latvia and the new state. However, Krastins, Apsitis, Eglais and members 
of WAFL succeeded in approving their version of the Declaration. Oddly 
enough, chairman of the Presidium of the LSSR Supreme Soviet Anatoly 
Gorbunov agreed with this decision. 
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Adoption of the Declaration 
«On the Restoration of Independence 
of the Republic of Latvia» May 4, 1990

On May 4, 1990, the Supreme Council of the Latvian Soviet Socialist 
Republic adopted the Declaration on the restoration of independence of the 
Republic of Latvia. Of 201 deputies, 138 voted in favour and one abstained. 
The votes were cast on ballots and then announced by the counting commis-
sion, naming the number of the constituency and its representative deputy. 
Anyone who voted for the Declaration had to confirm it aloud from his seat. 
This was all broadcast on TV and radio. «Crowds of people gathered in an-
ticipation surrounding the parliament on that day, the event was met with 
enthusiasm, people were crying with happiness, hugging, cheered their elect-
ed representatives and gifted them flowers. I understood the emotions of these 
people and was deeply touched, feeling great satisfaction and fulfilled duty…» 
Ruta Marjasa recalled. 59

The adopted Declaration announced the restoration of the Republic of Lat-
via of 1918, while rejecting the internal political reasons for the changes of 
1940 as occurring «under conditions of political terror after an illegal and un-
constitutional election law had been adopted.» The July 14-15 elections were 
declared falsified, and the elected People’s Saeima – illegal, formed by the 
«deception of the people» and therefore not «representative of the sovereign 
will of the people.»

The People’s Saeima, according to the Declaration, «did not represent 
the will of the People of Latvia. It had no constitutional powers to change 
the state system and liquidate the sovereignty of the State of Latvia. Only 
the People had the right to decide on these matters, but no free referendum 
was held.» Hence, the incorporation of the Republic of Latvia into the Soviet 
Union is invalid. Accordingly, the Republic of Latvia continues to exist de 
jure as a subject of international law and is recognised as such by more than 
50 nations of the world»

«Taking into account the «Declaration on the Sovereignty of the Latvian 
State» adopted by the Supreme Council of the Latvian SSR on July 28, 1989; 
the «Declaration on the Issue of the Independence of the Latvian State» adopt-
ed by the Latvian Supreme Council on February 15, 1990; and the «Appeal of 
the All-Latvia Meeting of People’s Deputies» of April 21, 1990; Observing the 
will of the residents of Latvia, which was unmistakably expressed by the elec-

tion of a majority of deputies who had expressed the determination to restore 
the independence of the Republic of Latvia; Being determined to restore de 
facto the free, democratic and independent Republic of Latvia»,  The Supreme 
Council of the Latvian SSR resolved to declare «null and void from the mo-
ment of adoption the Decision of July 21, 1940 of the Saeima of Latvia: «On 
the Republic of Latvia’s Joining the USSR» and «renew the authority of the 
Satversme [Constitution] of the Republic of Latvia, adopted by the Constituent 
Assembly on February 15, 1992, in the entire territory of Latvia.»

The Declaration set a «transition period for the renewal of the de facto in-
dependence of the Republic of Latvia, which will conclude with the convening 
of the Saeima of the Republic of Latvia.» 60

The assessment given by the Declaration regarding the events of 1940 es-
sentially repeated the position of the radical western Latvian emigration and lo-
cal radical nationalist politicians, primarily representing the Congress of Citizens 
and the Latvian National Independence Movement. The fact that the Supreme 
Council, majority of which was elected from the lists of the Popular Front of 
Latvia, supported this interpretation of Latvian history, indicates that at this time 
the Popular Front had ideologically joined the Citizens Congress and the Inde-

Declaration «On the Restoration of Independence 
of the Republic of Latvia» May 4, 1990
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pendence Movement. Five months later, and the Popular Front would openly 
support the political position of the Citizens Congress – the construction of a 
utopian state, the so-called «Latvian Latvia» or «Latvia for Latvians.»

Furthermore, the claim that «incorporation of the Republic of Latvia into 
the Soviet Union has no legal grounds in terms of international law, and Re-
public of Latvia as a subject of international law exists de jure to present day, 
which is recognised by more than 50 countries,» has no effect on the interna-
tional law in practice, because like any political declaration it is just a politi-
cal statement and not a legally binding document.These statements cannot be 
regarded as rules of international law, unlike international treaties and agree-
ments that are signed by official state representatives and ratified by legislative 
authorities in these countries. Examples of legally binding international acts 
can be found in the United Nations Charter adopted at the United Nations Con-
ference on International Organisation (San Francisco, 1945). If the Republic of 
Latvia had existed since 1940 as a subject of international law, it should have 
been listed as a UN founding member. Another example of a legally binding in-
ternational instrument is the Helsinki Accords from August 1, 1975, signed by 
the USA, Canada and 33 European Countries. Recall that in this document the 
international community recognised the current post-World War Two frontiers 
in Europe, including the borders of the Soviet Union. Yet again, the supposedly 
existing de jure Republic of Latvia is not present in the list of states-subjects of 
international law that signed under this international instrument. It should also 
be mentioned that since former Republic of Latvia joining the USSR in 1940, 
there was never a Latvian government in exile – which would have represented 
the supposedly occupied Republic of Latvia, and the actions of which would 
have been recognised by the international community. Therefore, an attempt to 
justify in the Declaration that the Latvian state continued existing as a subject 
of international law since 1940 has no relation to international law. It is simply 
just another political statement that cannot be regarded as a binding interna-
tional act by other countries.

Finally, the Declaration cites the Appeal of All-Latvian Congress of Peo-
ple Deputies dated April 21, 1990, and the «clearly expressed will of the Lat-
vian people, who gave most votes to deputies who expressed their intention 
to restore the state independence of the Republic of Latvia.» These factors 
could not serve as constitutional basis for Latvia’s withdrawal from the Soviet 
Union, unlike the results of a referendum. It is worth reiterating that the «Dec-
laration on the Issue of the Independence of the Latvian State», adopted by the 
Supreme Soviet of LSSR on February 15, 1990, provided for such referendum. 

However, after winning a landslide victory in March 18th elections, the Popu-
lar Front of Latvia abandoned this idea in the fear of not getting a convincing 
majority of votes in the referendum,  thus putting in question the legality of the 
May 4th Declaration on the Restoration of Independence. 

57deputies from the Equal Rights faction and one of the Interfront leaders, 
deputy Alekseev, did not participate in the vote. According to Ruta Marjasa, 
Alekseev declared himself an «independent deputy» after long and persistent 
attempts to thwart the adoption of the Declaration on independence.»61Alfred 
Rubiks demanded a preliminary all-national referendum on independence 
– exactly the thing the lack of which allowed the authors of the Declaration 
to talk about the illegitimacy of the 1940 changes. (Emphasis added – V.G.).

Deputy Leonid Kurdyumov stated that voters did not authorise them to 
participate in this vote. They all walked out the hall in protest. «Thus, on this 
historical for the Latvian people date, deputies representing the non-Latvian 
population demonstrated hostility towards the idea of restoration of Latvian 
independence,» Ruta Marjasa believes. 62

Former deputy of the Supreme Council Oleg Schiptsov described the 
behaviour of the Equal Rights differently in his book «Deputy’s notes. Three 
years in the Latvian parliament. 1990 – 1993» (Riga, 1994). «Equality fac-
tion had prepared to express their opinion in advance. We could not and did 
not want to vote fundamentally against the independence, if just because 
people have the right to self-determination. On the other hand, having ex-
pressed our opinion from the tribune, we could not abstain from voting, be-
cause it would essentially show indecisiveness (incidentally, according to 
the regulations in the adoption of this document, abstained votes would have 
counted towards «opposed»). Therefore, there was only one way –not pressing 
the button, i.e. not participating in the elections, not to interfere with the lawful 
or unlawful process. In any case, nobody would be able to say that you voted 
«against» the Declaration…»63

Thus, Ruta Marjasa is incorrect in writing that deputies of the Equal 
Rights faction left the building in protest during the Declaration vote. This 
was not so. The faction remained in the Supreme Council’s hall, but did not 
participate in the vote. There was no hostility towards the idea of the restora-
tion of Latvian independence.

Their position, and Oleg Schiptsov’s position in particular, was as follows: 
«Not taking part in an emotional spectacle that would arm the most conserva-
tive forces of the PFL, …, the policy of «displacement» of non-Latvians from 
Latvia and the collapse of the economy.» 64
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«To me it was clear now and then, that on May 4, 1990, a step was made 
that would lead to the collapse of not just the Soviet Union, but also to the 
apartheid regime for non-Latvians…» Schiptsov pointed out in 1994. 65

Validity of this statement was confirmed by the resolution of the Supreme 
Council of Republic of Latvia «on the restoration of the rights of citizens and 
on the basic conditions of naturalisation», adopted on October 15, 1991, and 
resulting in more than a third of the population deprived of their Latvian civil 
rights; the laws on language and education that were adopted in the 1990s and 
were aimed at extruding the national minorities from the country, or subject 
them to forced assimilation as part of a course towards the «Latvian Latvia»; 
as well as the Latvian government’s policy towards the rehabilitation of an 
authoritative and ethnocratic regime of Karlis Ulmanis and the collaborators 
of the Nazi occupation of Latvia in 1941 – 1945.

Statement of the United Council 
of Labour Collectives of the Latvian SSR

After the Declaration on the Restoration of Independence of the Republic 
of Latvia had been adopted, deputies of the Supreme Council [Soviet] who 
voted in favour of this document came out to the embankment of the River 
Daugava to attend a huge rally of independence supporters. Meanwhile, an-
other rally was held on the Dome Square. This one, however, gathered people 
who were opposed to independence under banners saying, «All power to the 
people!», «Democracy without extremists» and others. 

Immediately after the announcement of the Declaration, the United Coun-
cil of Labour Collectives issued a statement appealing to the labour collectives, 
the law enforcement, the public and socio-political organisations and all citizens 
of the Latvian SSR. The statement said, «On 4 May 1990, an anti-Soviet and 
anti-Constitutional coup d’état has been committed. On this day, the Supreme 
Council, despite the will of several labour collectives and without conducting a 
referendum or consulting the opinion of many people’s deputies of the Latvian 
SSR, had adopted the Declaration ‘On the Restoration of Independence of the 
Republic of Latvia’, proclaiming a return to the bourgeois Constitution and with-
drawal of Latvia from the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.

«In adopting the Declaration, [the Supreme Council] completely ignored 
the demands of the Constitution, the laws of the USSR and Latvian SSR, 
which regulate issues related to the withdrawal of a union republic from the 
Soviet federation. 

«In ruling to restore the 15 February 1922 Constitution of the Republic of 
Latvia, adopted by the Constituent Assembly, the Supreme Council has not in-
formed deputies of its contents, nor has it conducted discussions or introduced 
changes and amendments that are crucial if only because of its seventy-year age.

«Cynically trampling on the existing constitutional norms, leaders of the 
Popular Front of Latvia and other separatists who joined them led by Chairman 
of the Supreme Council A.V. Gorbunovs, having formed a majority in the high-
est government institution in the republic, did not deem it necessary to ask the 
people if they want a return of unemployment, lawlessness and oppression.»66

Latvian Communist Party: Declaration 
«On the Restoration of Independence 

of the Republic of Latvia» must be cancelled

Communist Party of Latvia on CPSU platform (lead by Rubiks) ex-
pressed their view on the Declaration «On the restoration of independence 
of the Republic of Latvia» immediately after May 4th. Their position was 
sharply negative. The Communist Party declared this document illegal and 
demanded its abolition. Justification - the May 4, 1990 Declaration «On the 
Restoration of Independence of the Republic of Latvia» was adopted con-
trary to the constitution of the Latvian SSR and the constitution of the USSR, 
both of which require a referendum when deciding on withdrawal of a repub-
lic from the Soviet Union.67

Six months later, at the 15th Congress of the Communist Party that took 
place in December 1990, the assessment of the Declaration was mentioned in a 
report presented by Secretary Karlis Gerkis* «The historical path of the Com-
munist Party of Latvia.» The report was prepared by a special commission on 
political evaluation of CPL’s history, which was created in the first session of 
the congress. 

Noting that the Communist Party had repeatedly stated their demand to 
cancel the Supreme Council’s Declaration «On the restoration of the independ-

* Karlis Gerkis – born on October 4, 1933, in Ludza town. Graduated from the Moscow Higher 
Military Engineering School and the Higher Party School of the CPSU. From 1954 to 1984, he served 
in the Red Army Colonel. Worked in Political Agencies of the USSR Armed Forces. From 1969-1984: 
taught at the Riga Higher School of Aviation Engineering. 1984-1990:  Head of the Department of Social 
Sciences in Latvian State Conservatory. 1990-1991: Head of the lecture group of the Communist Party 
of Latvia, secretary of the Communist Party of Latvia on ideology.
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ence of the Republic of Latvia», Mr Gerkis pointed to a number of historical 
omissions in its text. He stated that CPL disagrees with the thesis presented in 
the Declaration on the legal continuity of Latvia after May 4, 1990 with Latvia 
before June 17, 1940.

«Supreme Soviet’s Declaration claims that the independent Latvian state 
was declared on November 18, 1918. However, it ignores the fact that this 
issue was resolved during the German occupation of Latvia. Declaration also 
deliberately omits that after the liberation of Latvia from the German occupation 
in 1918, the Soviet rule was restored on almost all of its territory, there was a 
Socialist Soviet Republic of Latvia, which exited for more than a year.»

Secretary of the Communist Party of Latvia Karlis Gerkis continued, «The 
May 4, 1990, Declaration sets forth that the Declaration of the Latvian Saeima 
from July 21, 1940, on the accession of Latvia to the Soviet Union is illegitimate 
from the moment of its adoption, and declares that Latvia’s membership in 
USSR has been illegal. It declares the restoration of the Constitution of the 
1922 Republic of Latvia and establishes that the relations between the Republic 
of Latvia and USSR are built on the Russian-Latvian Agreement from August 
11, 1920.»

However, «contrary to the requirements of Article 5 of the Constitution 
of Latvian SSR, which states that the most important issues of the state shall 
be submitted for public discussion, and put to a public vote (referendum)… 
no referendum was held regarding the status of the republic. Meanwhile, the 
May 4th Declaration claims that the change in the Latvian state regime in 1940 
should have been put to a referendum, not decided by the Saeima…»

Mr. Gerkis called illegal the statement on the continuing validity of the 
1922 Constitution of the Republic of Latvia. The adoption of each Constitution 
of Latvian SSR after 1940 meant the legal and factual cancelation of the 
previous constitution. «In this regard, the Declaration on the renewal of the 
Constitution of the 1922 Republic of Latvia legally untenable,» he stressed. 

«As for the legal basis for the current relations between the Soviet Union 
and Latvian SSR, they are not based on the international instrument – the 1920 
peace treaty between Russia and Latvia, as is stated in the Declaration. They 
are based on the adoption of the Constitution of the USSR, the Constitution of 
the Latvian SSR and the Soviet legislation.

The Russia-Latvia peace treaty from August 11, 1920, was incorrectly 
used as an argument when addressing issues in 1990. It is well known, that in 
1920 the Soviet Russia was behind a military and economic blockade. It was 
these conditions that forced Soviet Russia to conclude this treaty.»

In closing the report, Karlis Gerkis reiterated the Communist Party’s 
position – «Declaration of the Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR ‘On the 
restoration of independence of the Republic of Latvia’ is invalid and has no 
legal force.» 68

May 4th Declaration and the reaction 
of the international community

The reaction of the international community to the May 4th Declaration on 
the restoration of Latvian independence was suspicious. No other country had 
stated that the Declaration entails important legal consequences for Latvia, in 
terms of it gaining independence de facto and de jure. 

As for the position of the United States of America, President George H.W. 
Bush did not even want to hear anything about the independence of the Baltic 
States for a long time. At a meeting between Mikhail Gorbachev and George 
H.W. Bush in Malta, December 1989, presidents agreed that United States will 
not create any difficulties for the Soviet Union regarding the Baltic issue and 
USSR would not tolerate any forced intervention into the events in Baltics. 
That was it. There was no mention of independence of Baltic States. 

An interesting reaction of Germany and France to the Lithuanian Declara-
tion of Independence, which was adopted in March 1990, came in the form of a 
joint letter by German Chancellor Helmut Kohl and French President Francois 
Mitterrand. Leaders asked the Chairman of the Supreme Soviet of Lithuania 
Vytautas Landsbergis to suspend the declaration and engage in dialogue with 
the USSR. 69

Similarly, the Latvian Declaration of Independence «was not perceived 
as a legal document in the eyes of Moscow and many Western countries,» ad-
mitted Sandra Kalniete fifteen years later. Kalniete was one of the founders of 
the Popular Front of Latvia and its executive secretary and later - diplomat and 
Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Latvia. 70

Naturally, reaction of the international community to the Declaration of 
Independence frustrated the activists of Atmoda (National Awakening). «After 
the adoption of the Declaration, everything just went on as usual. There was 
a routine. This was fatal for revolutionaries like us, enthusiasts of Atmoda,» 
Elita Veidemane, a former editor of PFL’s «Atmoda» gazette, later recalled.71
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Events of May 15th

On May 14, 1990, President of the Soviet Union Mikhail Gorbachev 
signed a decree that declared the Latvian Supreme Council Decree «On the 
Restoration of Independence of the Republic of Latvia» (14 May 1990) «void 
since its inception.»

On the morning of May 15, people gathered near the Supreme Council 
building on Jekaba Street. Protesters demanded a referendum on independ-
ence and insisted on meeting the Supreme Council Chairman Anatolijs Gor-
bunovs. Mr Gorbunovs refused to talk to them until people tried to break into 
the building and had to be stopped by the Riga’s riot police. Nonetheless, the 
talks were not fruitful. 

Oleg Schiptsov describes the events of that day: «On May 15, 1990, a 
lot of people suddenly appeared near the Supreme Council, bearing slogans 
completely opposite to those that became commonplace and usual. Ordi-
nary protesters behaved non-violently. But then a crowd demanding the 
implementation of Gorbachev’s Decree of 14 May 1990 regarding the Dec-
laration on the Restoration of Independence clashed with the ‘duty pick-
eters’. Latvian press subsequently wrote that among representatives of the 
labour collectives there were cadets and officers of the military-political 
schools, dressed in civilian clothes. May be. I personally did not talk to 
them and don’t have a clear idea of who was organising these people and 
how. They may have been members of the United Council of Labour Col-
lectives (UCLC) and the Interfront. In any case, Jekaba Street was full of 
protesters trying to storm the Supreme Council. Riga’s OMON (riot police) 
was summoned. Using bats, they quickly restored order and defended the 
parliamentarians. The session was disrupted by about an hour and a held. 
In the first moments, while the crowd was roaring outside and before they 
were removed by OMON, you could see confusion and even fear on dep-
uties’ faces.

«Those who gathered finally managed to get Mr Gorbunovs to talk to their 
representatives. They demanded observation of the Constitution of the USSR 
and LSSR and the Presidential Decree, as well as abolition of the Declaration. 
A compromise was achieved – one of the leaders of UCLC would speak at the 
plenary session. 

«When the plenary session resumed, they stared debating about what hap-
pened. Then UCLC representative laid forward their obvious demands.»72

On the same day, Latvian Popular Front published a statement claiming 
that the unrest was organised by cadets and officers from the S.S. Biryuzov 
Military-Political School dressed in civilian clothes, as well as soldiers and 
commanders from the Baltic Military District and UCLC supporters. PFL also 
said that if such violent actions continue, PFL administration reserves the right 
to call upon hundreds of thousands of its supporters to defend the parliament 
and start forming vigilante groups. 73The statement did not mention anything 
about how May 4th Declaration on the Restoration of Independence was violat-
ing the acting Constitution of the USSR and LSSR. 

Dual power

Adoption of the Declaration on the restoration of the independence 
launched a very difficult transition period, as the former deputy of the 
Supreme Council Anatolijs Gorbunovs recalled in 2006. «The complexity 
of the situation was in that we could not see an end it… On the one hand, 
nobody had abolished the Soviet laws, but on the other hand, institutions of 
the independent Latvia had started their operations. Although, everything 
became clear after the August coup.»74

Authors of the book «At the Breaking Point» Janis Vahers and Ilona 
Berzinja described how the police of the Latvian SSR was gradually 
transformed into the police of the Republic of Latvia. They note, «Despite the 
May 4th Declaration, the sea and land borders of Latvia were still guarded by 
the Border troops and the Customs Service of the USSR. Detention facilities 
were guarded by the troops of the Ministry of Internal Affairs of the USSR. 
Latvian borders with other states were still closed. Police officer wages, 
financial and logistical support were all coming from Moscow. Furthermore, 
the troops and headquarters of the Baltic Military District were still deployed 
in Latvia… The position of the Minister of Internal Affairs of Latvia was 
still occupied by Steinbriks, who was not removed from office by the USSR 
Minister of Foreign Affairs. Steinbriks made it clear – until Bakatin issues 
an order to appoint Vaznis (Minister of Internal Affairs under Godmanis’ 
government – V.G.), he will not leave the office.» 75

Parallel to the Prosecutor’s Office of the Republic of Latvia, its Soviet 
counterpart continued its function despite 85% employees of the Latvian SSR 
Prosecutor’s Office transferring to the new institution. There were no «there 
were absolutely no ties, let alone cooperation, between the two prosecutors.» 76
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However, de facto Soviet legislative, executive and judicial bodies 
were gradually losing their control over the republic. The power was largely 
transferred to the Popular Front of Latvia, which was victorious in the Supreme 
Council elections. Thus, after the appointment of A. Vaznis to the key post 
of Minister of Internal Affairs, the control over police was transferred to the 
Popular Front.77 Vaznis came to office only in June 1990, when Bakatin’s 
deputy made a short visit to Riga and introduced the new minister.78

Despite the fact that Godmanis’ government was recognised by the Soviet 
authorities, leader of the Communist Party of Latvia (on CPSU platform) A. P. 
Rubiks, made several public statements that he does not consider this government 
legal.79 This assessment aggravated the opposition between Rubiks’ Communist 
Party of Latvia and the Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia. 

Radicalisation of approaches 
to the citizenship issue

On July 31, the new Supreme Council (or Soviet) formed a committee 
to develop the draft citizenship law by October 15, 1990. The committee 

worked under the growing pressure of diametrically opposite political 
forces. Latvian publicist Juris Dubrovskis notes that towards autumn 
1990, various parties and organisations adopted different concepts of 
citizenship. There were options with a small residency requirement and 
naturalisation (Latvian Labour Party); The International Front of the 
Working People advocated for the «zero option»; LNNK proposed that 
citizenship is granted to only hereditary citizens of the pre-war Latvia 
and a few select individuals. Citizens Congress made their decision at a 
second session on June 30, 1990 – granting citizenship on «blood basis», 
i.e. residents of Latvia who had Latvian citizenship before June 17, 1940, 
and their descendants. They also stated that the citizenship law could only 
be adopted by the constitutional institutions of the Republic of Latvia 
after its de facto restoration.80

As the Soviet Union’s positions in Latvia continued to weaken, radical 
political forces within the country began to increase their pressure on the 
liberal wing of the Supreme Council, prompting it to abandon its promises of 
citizenship for national minorities. 

Second session of the Citizens Congress

After May 4, 1990, the Citizens Congress and the Latvian National Inde-
pendence Movement did not dial down on their propaganda of «Latvian Lat-
via» or «Latvia for Latvians» idea.

The Second session of the Latvian Citizens Congress took place between 
June 30 and July 1. It was attended by 191 delegates, including 172 representa-
tives of citizens of the Republic of Latvia, 13 – candidates to citizens of Latvia 
and 6 foreign guests. 

The report of the chairman of the Latvian Committee Aigars Irgens made 
explicit claims towards the country’s legislature. The main idea was that all 
important documents adopted by the Supreme Council could only gain legal 
force after their ratification by the Citizens Congress. E. Cilinskis, who was 
also presenting the report, argued that the Supreme Soviet ignores the exist-
ence of civic committees and continues with the policies of Latvian SSR. In 
this regard, the congress discussed the possibility of declaring Supreme Coun-
cil’s activity as anti-national, dissolve it and transfer all of its functions to the 
Citizens Congress.

The Declaration on the restoration of Latvian independence, adopted by 
the Supreme Soviet on May 4, was subjected to special scrutiny. According to 

The issue of the Sovetskaya Latviya newspaper of 21 July, 1990, 
dedicated to the 50th anniversary of the Latvian SSR
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the delegates of the Citizens Congress, the legitimacy of the Supreme Council 
was questionable as it was elected under the Election Law of the Latvian SSR. 
It was also noted that the May 4th Declaration was adopted without the aboli-
tion of the Declaration of State Power (adopted by the People’s Saeima on July 
21, 1940), which questions the sincerity of the Supreme Council’s intentions 
to restore the Republic of Latvia of 1918. Certain delegates claimed that the 
Supreme Council intends to legalise the «legitimacy of the Soviet Latvia as 
part of the new Soviet Union» 81

This demand to abolish the 1940 Declaration on State Power is explained 
by not only the desire of the extreme right forces to eliminate any legal ele-
ments of LSSR’s state structure, but also by the desire to politically rehabili-
tate the authoritarian and ethnocratic regime of Karlis Ulmanis. The first par-
agraphs of the Declaration talk about how «for many years the Latvian people 
suffered under the heavy oppression of the reactionary regime, which led the 
country to a dead end in both the domestic and foreign policy.» 82 Members 
of the Citizens Congress were outraged – what reactionary regime, what dead 
end in domestic and foreign policy? In their minds, it was just the opposite – 
under Karlis Ulmanis, the Latvian nation had experience a period of economic 
recovery and spiritual prosperity. 

Conference «Prospects of the Latvian nation»

A significant part of the Latvian intelligence supported the Citizens 
Congress and LNNK. On September 28, 1990, a conference was held in the 
Big Hall of the University of Latvia under the title «Prospects of the Latvian 
Nation.» The main outcome of this forum with a distinct political content was 
the promotion of anxiety over the fate of Latvian nation and language and the 
demand to resume the establishment of a «Latvian Latvia.» The conference 
adopted a resolution which noted, «The threat to the existence of Latvians 
is not artificial or exaggerated, but tragic and ruthlessly real. Latvians are 
outnumbered on their own land; the socio-psychological environment is defined 
and deformed by an alien mentality. If the current demographical processes 
remain developing in the same direction, then after a few decades Latvians 
may turn into an endangered nation in an ethnically diverse Latvia. There is a 
serious threat of an irreversible assimilation process…

Latvians can exist as a nation only in their own national state… The 
existence and development of the Latvian nation must be the cornerstone of 
the state policy.»

Participants of the conference demanded that Supreme Council, Citizens 
Congress, Cabinet of Ministers and other political organisations that represent 
the Latvian people prevent the adoption of the Citizenship Law, because this 
issue can only be resolved by the Saeima elected by Latvian citizens and 
their descendants. They made several other demands, such as: the adoption 
of the «zero option» Citizenship law must be prevented, as it could harm the 
interests of the Latvian people today and in the future; Citizenship must be 
granted based on a quota that ensures a stable advantage of ethnic Latvians 
in the general population of citizens; Latvians and Latvian citizens and their 
descendants must be given privatisation privileges; national consciousness and 
identity must be explored and managed to facilitate national idealism; the full 
functioning of the Latvian languages must be ensured in all aspects of the 
social life as the only state language; a project to rescue the Latvian nation 
must be developed.

Third Congress of the Popular Front of Latvia

Popular Front of Latvia gathered for a third congress on October 6-7, 1990. 
Multiple delegates admitted that this congress marked a radical change in Pop-
ular Front’s constitution and programme, which were «modernised in the spirit 
of the time when the crisis of the CPSU empire reached its peak.» 83

At the same time, the congress demonstrated a reduction in the influence 
of Latvian intellectuals over PFL’s tactics and strategies. Jelgava City Council 
Chairman Janis Bunks noted that «representatives of the intelligentsia have 
virtually disappeared from the tribunes of the congress» and the VEF Palace 
of Culture, where this congress was held, «was severely lacking in the bright 
minds of Latvia, the conscience of its people.» 84

The situation where despite the adopted Declaration of independence Lat-
via continued to be a Soviet Republic de facto and de jure raised a question 
of what to do next – how to achieve actual independence. However, nobody 
knew the answer to this question. Peteris Miluns, a delegate from Jelgava to all 
three congresses of the Popular Front, recalled, «The first congress was a huge 
and emotional rise, when all delegates felt the spirit and support of the peo-
ple. The congress was prepared and orchestrated by the people of art and law. 
The second congress was all business, a rather «cocky» congress of new-born 
politicians. The third congress… majority of delegates did not yet understand 
that we are no longer in opposition to the interim parliament, but in the admin-
istration – the PFL.» 85
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For the first time, the Popular Front openly raised an issue about building 
a «Latvian Latvia.» Donats Peipins from Jelgava encouraged to «not shy away 
from talking about Latvian Latvia» and proposed a series of practical steps 
that, according to him, would facilitate this goal. «Yesterday, we figuratively 
talked about a bear that wanders around here. I’d like to talk about a specific 
bear – the occupational troops of the Soviet Union. The bear is dangerous and 
it seems that we can’t drive it away in a single swoop. However, what is stop-
ping us from putting it in a cage? What laws do we need?»

Answering his own question, Peipins stated, «We need our courage, our inter-
nal de-occupation. Council of Jelgava made a decision to stop allocating medical 
doctors for the military recruiting office. We must decide that all conscription ma-
terials are received by the executive commission and not the military recruitment 
office. We also need to decide to stop allocating funds to the military draft boards 
from the republic’s budget next year. Lithuanians have already done this, and noth-
ing – they are still alive. We need to identify the areas occupied by military units 
and fence them. I understand that decisions must be made at the highest level. Let 
the government and Supreme Council think about it, meanwhile we will measure 
the land. We can draft agreements about their water supply, electricity…»

«We cannot conduct de-occupation without eliminating USSR’s KGB in Lat-
via,» Peipins continued. «Furthermore, our sacred duty is to isolate little prosecu-
tors which are artificially imposed by USSR Prosecutor Dauksis. They should not 
be allowed to flourish, because they are the backbone of the occupation.»

In conclusion, Donats Peipins proposed to dispose the Rubiks party of 
property (Communist Party – V.G.) 86

Jelgava city newspaper «Jelgavas Ziņotājs» assessed Peipins’ speech as 
the best at the congress.87

The congress adopted three resolutions: «On the crimes of the communist 
regime in Latvia», «On citizenship» and «On archives.»

Resolution «On the crimes of the communist regime in Latvia» noted that 
«after the occupation and annexation of the Republic of Latvia, the Bolshevik 
party (CPSU – CPL) and its repressive bodies - Commissariat of Internal Af-
fairs, Department of State Security, KGB:

- tortured and killed civilians
- enslaved tens of thousands of residents of the Republic of Latvia
- robbed the city and rural residents, transferred properties of the Republic 

of Latvia and its citizens to USSR
- destroyed and robbed national and historical treasures of Latvia
- persecuted people for their political and religious beliefs.»

According to the authors of the resolution, «in accordance with international 
law»… «qualifies as genocide and crimes against humanity, which are not 
covered by the statute of limitations.» Based on this conclusion, the resolution 
demanded:

- Immediate recognition of crimes of the communist regime in Latvia, 
crimes against humanity and introduce changes to the criminal law in 
connection with this recognition

- Establish an emergency government committee to investigate the crimes 
of the communist regime

- Authorise the emergency government committee to access all archival 
collections of Latvia

- Recognise CPSU-CPL and its repressive body, the KGB, as criminal 
organisations, terminate their activities in the republic of Latvia and confiscate 
their property

- Recognise the Latvian national partisan struggle against the terror of the 
communist regime a national resistance movement, protect and honour the 
memory of these fighters

- With other states that suffered at the hands of the communist regime, 
organise an international tribunal (Nuremberg – 2) to prosecute the crimes of 
the communist regime

In essence, this resolution largely determined the decisions of the Supreme 
Soviet and the Council of Minister in late 1990 – early 1991, the most important 
of which was the nationalisation of Communist Party’s property.

Another important resolution adopted at the congress was related to 
citizenship. The resolution claimed, «Supreme Council must invalidate 
the decree of the USSR Supreme Soviet  from September 7, 1940, on the 
assignment of Soviet citizenship to all residents of the Republic of Latvia,» 
because it was «adopted contrary to international legal norms.» During the 
transition period, before real independence is achieved, citizenship should not 
be granted to anyone, «but in accordance to the Supreme Council decision the 
existing community of Latvian citizens is officially defined as persons who 
were citizens of the Republic of Latvia on June 17, 1940, and their descendants, 
in accordance to the citizenship law of the Republic of Latvia that was in force 
at the time of occupation – June 17, 1940.»

Resolution further stated, «The immigration law must provide for the 
ability to issue temporary or permanent residence permit through immigration 
service for those who are not citizens of the Republic of Latvia.» «A long-
term programme must be developed to describe how permanent residents of 
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Latvia could receive Latvian citizenship after the elections to Saeima and in 
accordance with the new citizenship law.» 88

Through this resolution, delegates of the congress essentially supported 
the radical position of the Citizens Committees. One of the delegates noted 
after the congress, «With D. Ivans’ termination of office and the election of Mr 
R. Razukas (new leader of the Latvian Popular Front – V.G.) the cooperation 
with the Civil Congress became productive.»89

LNNK’s conference on citizenship

Along with the 3rd congress of the Popular Front, another conference 
touching on the citizenship issue took place, organised by the Latvian National 
Independence Movement. The conference adopted an appeal to the supreme 
council, which set forth the following demands:

Start international bilateral negotiations with the states whose nationals 
arrived to the territory of the Republic of Latvia after June 1940, exploiting its 
incapacity.

Adopt an immigration law and set the order for the provision of differentiated 
residents permits in the Republic of Latvia.

Restore the rights of the former owners (before 17/06/1940) and their 
heirs, establishing a ban on sale of land before the de facto independence of 
the Republic of Latvia and the granting of citizenship. 90

Citizens Congress on citizenship

The First session of the Citizens Congress took place on September 29 and 
30, 1990. The session adopted the «Citizens Congress appeal to the Supreme 
Council of the Republic of Latvia» which urged to abolish the Declaration on 
State Power that was adopted by the People’s Saeima in 1940. 

Delegates also discussed and adopted a Resolution «On decolonisation and 
genocide in Latvia, and elimination of its consequences.» The resolution stated that 
«the colonial policy of the USSR in the occupied Latvia» on multiple grounds meets 
the definition of genocide, as specified in the Convention on Genocide of December 
9, 1948. On this basis, the Citizens Congress sets forth a demand that USSR or its 
successors are held fully accountable for the illegal colonisation of Latvia, and reach 
an agreement with the Republic of Latvia on voluntary repatriation. 

On October 16, Citizens Congress’ newspaper Pilsonis («Citizen») was 
published under an unambiguous editorial – «Forced expulsion of immigrants 

– optimal solution.» The editorial stated, «While the minds of many respected 
Latvians here and in emigration are occupied with how to involve colonists 
and give them civil rights, our more cold and far-sighted northern neighbours 
are thinking about how to get rid of these unwanted guests – preferably in a 
civilised and polite manner.»91

On November 6, 1990 – a day before another congress of the citizens 
committees – one of the ideologists of the Latvian Citizens Congress and the 
head of its legal committee Elmars Vebers wrote in Pilsonis about his take 
on the fundamental principles of Latvian citizenship, which radically differed 
from those of the Popular Front. 

Commenting on the Citizens Congress draft decision on the application 
of the Law on entry, exit and residency of foreign nationals in Latvia during 
occupation (annexation) and until the restoration of constitutional government 
bodies, Elmars Vebers wrote, «The citizenship issue seems clear. The majority 
of Latvian society accepted the position of the Citizen Congress, namely that 
citizens of the Republic of Latvia are persons who had this status before June 
17, 1940, and their descendants. The decision about granting citizenship to 
other persons can only be made by constitutional government institutions of 
the Republic of Latvia, after its de facto restoration…

Latvian SSR is not a sovereign state and is not the legal successor of the 
Republic of Latvia, it is a political subdivision of the USSR. On this basis, the 
residence permit sanctioned by the Ministry of Internal Affairs (police) of the 
Latvian SSR has no legal force in the eyes of the Republic of Latvia. If we 
are talking about a state of law, then everyday emotions – that he was born in 
Latvia or has lived in here for a long time, that we invited him here ourselves, 
and so on – do not have any significance. 

The issue of the Baltics (and the mass of colonists as their integral part) 
is a direct consequence the Second World War, because it has an international 
character, and it must be solved via interstate negotiations…

We must realise that repatriation of illegal colonists, as an integral 
part of the de-occupation and decolonisation process, is the only solution 
that could restore the LATVIAN (emphasis added – V.G.) Latvia. This is 
question 1. If it is not fully resolved, not even the most draconian citizenship 
law would help.

If western states «don’t understand» this setup for the sake of pacifism, then 
they need to be patiently and painstakingly reminded until they understand…»

In the end, Elmars Vebers’ article gives a few recommendations to the 
Supreme Council on how to solve the citizenship issue. First, it is necessary 



78 79

Latvia 1988-2015: a triumph of the radical nationalists  Book 1. Radical nationalism awakens

to «state», i.e. recognise the presently existing community of citizens of 
the Republic of Latvia, which can only include individuals who received 
Latvian citizenship before June 17, 1940, and their descendants. Second, 
assign the status of a permanent resident to all foreign nationals in full 
compliance with the 1927 Law of the Republic of Latvia on entry, exit and 
residency of foreign nationals in Latvia, under the condition that «these 
persons are willing, do not object the restoration of the Republic of Latvia 
and certify their loyalty to the Latvian state in writing.» Third – establish 
an immigration service. Fourth, «with respect of all other residents, the 
immigration service should carefully assess whether they settled in Latvia 
and whether they received a residence permit, at least under the Soviet 
legislation. If the assessment is positive, then during the transitionary period 
the authorities should issue a temporary residency status to these foreign 
nationals and their permanently resident descendants, if they certify their 
loyalty to the Latvian state in writing.»

«These foreign nationals should not be given any guarantees for future… In 
case if the promise of loyalty is violated, the assigned status shall be removed… 
The temporary residency status cannot be assigned to members of foreign armies, 
regardless of their affiliation and including those transferred to reserves. The same 
should be applied to current and former CPSU functionaries, as well as other foreign 
nationals who oppose the restoration of the Republic of Latvia.

These and other foreigners should be assigned with only one status – 
persona non grata (emphasis added – V.G.)

Of course, we currently do not have the real power to expel these foreigners, 
but we can stop issuing their identity cards, coupons, not serve them in public 
institutions, not authorise their transactions that require a notarisation, and so on.» 92

Citizens Congress gathered on November 7 to adopt a «Memorandum of 
the Citizens Congress on decolonisation of Latvia and prevention of crimes 
of genocide», which noted that the «process of decolonisation of Latvia must 
include: … repatriation of colonists of the USSR.»

On November 24, the joint session of the Latvian Citizens Congress 
and the county citizen committees, headed by Maris Grinblats, coordinated 
an Appeal to the Citizens of the Republic of Latvia and the Socio-Political 
Organisations of the Republic of Latvia. The appeal outlined one of the «most 
crucial tasks of domestic policy» – prevent the adoption of a new citizenship 
law and the assignment of citizenship to foreign nationals before the restoration 
of constitutional government institutions… 93

On December 15-16, the fourth session of the Citizens Congress made a 

decision to apply the law «on entry, exit and residency of foreign nationals 
in Latvia» towards the «colonists» of the occupation (annexation) until 
the restoration of the constitutional government of the Republic of Latvia. 
This decision stipulated that foreign nationals who settled in Latvia after 
June 16, 1940, and their descendants are illegally residing on the Latvian 
territory and their repatriation is an integral part of de-occupation and 
decolonisation. 94

On the position of the Communist Party in Latvia 
(CPSU platform) in December 1990

In December 1990, the Communist Party of Latvia headed by Secretary 
Alfreds Rubiks was continuously discussing the party’s position in Latvia 
as a whole. Head of the Information Department of the CPL A. Nevitski 
wrote several ideas that came up during these discussions in his diary. These 
theses indicate the increasing disorganisation in party structures and the mass 
withdrawal of people from the party.

December 3. «Deal with communist sin the Soviets – are they with us 
or against us? We need to know whom we can trust. Increase efforts for new 
admissions to the party. All regional committees (RC) are admitting, but not all 
RCs pay attention to the youth. Liepaja is not working. Just 80 people remaining.»

Reports on the Union of Latvian Communist Youth sound even more 
alarming – «We should expect division attempts!»

First Secretary of the party in the Riga City Council A. P. Klaucen, «PFL is 
collecting signatures against the Union Treaty. We need to hold meetings in all 
work collectives. We must reveal and prove PFL’s disgrace on this petition.»

December 7. The meeting with Alfreds Rubiks discussed the need to 
increase press circulation. A decision was made to publish materials of the 25th 
congress (5 reports) as a separate pamphlet in 30 000 copies. However, this 
decision was not executed and the materials were never published.

Filip Stroganov (Equal Rights faction), «Workers are experiencing a worse 
situation than villagers. Propaganda collapsed. We need to go to auditoriums. 
Revive the lecture group. Prepare orientations. Biryuzov School is prepared to 
provide 20 trained lecturers.»

A.P. Klautsen, «We need to coordinate the information flow from below 
on the Union Treaty. We need to hold meetings, assemblies on the results of 
the 25th congress. Meeting schedules are up to the Organisational Department. 
Everything needs to be done before the New Year.»
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Planning meeting, December 14. The Institute of Socio-Political 
History under the Communist Party of Latvia has to create a demographic 
and interethnic relations department. Zvidrins (Peteris Zvidrins – 
demographer, correspondent member of the Latvian Academy of Sciences, 
UN demographics expert – V.G.) has pulled the thesis about the death of 
Latvian nation out of thin air…

How do we approach the youth and the Latvian part of the population? 
How do we get them interested?

In the Academy of Sciences, of 800 communists only 400 remained in the 
party. We must use their potential…

Why was the first issue of «More!» (pornographic publication, anti-Soviet) 
printed by the CPL’s publishing house? We need to deal with this!

Everyone is interested by Liepaja. Why the organisation that had just under 
3000 people has only 82 communists left?» 95

PFL’s appeal to the Russian-speaking 
population: December 7, 1990

Citizens Congress’ extreme radical statements and, particularly, its 
ideological position towards building a «Latvian Latvia» – in essence an ethnic 
counterpart of the racially pure Nazi Third Reich – did not at all contribute to 
the political peace in the country. As a result, Russian-speaking residents began 
harbouring concerns for their future. Given that Latvia still remained a republic 
of the USSR and the prospects of independence were unclear, the Popular Front 
of Latvia appealed to the Russian-speaking population on December 7, 1990. 
The Appeal refuted the claims of Russian-language press about the revival 
of fascism in Latvia and the coming reprisals against the Russian-speaking 
residents. However, the Appeal made no criticism, no mention of the Citizens 
Congress as the main irritant of social cohesion. In fact, all criticism was 
directed at the Russian press. The Appeal stated, «In Latvia that embarked on 
the path towards the restoration of independence, there are efforts to intimidate 
the non-Latvian population, particularly the military families, with fabrications 
about the revival of fascism (!), about upcoming ethnic reprisals, violations of 
human rights. This is what PFL’s activities are supposedly directed at.

Popular Front of Latvia categorically denies these baseless accusations 
and, turning to the non-Latvian population, declares:

- We strongly condemn the fabrications of impending reprisals towards 
you

- We oppose the infringement of the human rights, regardless of subject’s 
ethnicity, religion and occupation

- We believe that the right to own private property and participate in the 
privatisation of state property should not be made conditional on ethnicity, 
presence of absence of citizenship… 

- Attitude of the Latvian population towards you does not depend on the 
presence of the Soviet armed forces in Latvia. Friendly attitude towards you 
only depends on your loyalty to restoring the Latvian state…» 96

Note that the Appeal does not mention the decision of the 3rd congress 
of the Popular Front. The Appeal only states that «the right to own private 
property and participate in the privatisation of state property should not be 
made conditional on ethnicity, presence of absence of citizenship» (emphasis 
added – V.G.). This implies the possibility that a certain part of the population 
may not have citizenship in the independent Latvia. Note also that V. Dozortsev, 
who was a member of PFL Duma and representative of national minorities, was 
already of an opinion that in the citizenship issue «none of the extreme views 
would survive – neither the resolution of the Citizens Congress nor the ‘double 
zero option’. I hope everything would end with a reasonable compromise. It is 
most important to hurt the rights of as little people as possible. Today, leaving 
behind a massive number of dissatisfied people is dangerous, but going for a 
unilateral citizenship law is suicide.»97

PFL’s appeal to supporters of Latvian 
independence: December 11, 1990

Popular Front of Latvia adopted another document on December 11, 
1990, this time addressed to all supporters of the Latvian independence. At 
this point perestroika – process aimed at democratisation of the Soviet Union 
– had stalled. The two absolutely irreconcilable centres of power, completely 
independent from Mikhail Gorbachev, were locked in strong opposition. On 
the one hand, there were nationalist and separatist movements advocating the 
collapse of USSR. On the other hand, there were conservative forces, whose 
attitude was, «In our strong and uncompromising struggle for socialism, fig-
uratively speaking… stand on par with our legendary Budenovtsy grandfa-
thers [soldiers of the First Cavalry Army, during the Civil War 1919-1920], 
who with rapid sabre attacks cut down the Golitsyn lieutenants and Obolen-
sky Cornets that defended their «noble nests» and the wealthy, parasitic life.» 
This statement was made at the 3rd conference of the All-Union Association 
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«Unity – for Leninism and communist ideals» on October 27, 1990. The 
report, «Stop the slide to disaster: respond to liquidators and gravediggers 
of the socialist fatherland», was authored by Nina Andreeva who received 
Union-wide recognition after her article of March 13, 1988, «I cannot sacri-
fice my principles», which was declared as the manifest of «anti-perestroika» 
forces in USSR.98

The above-mentioned Popular Front document of December 11, 1990, 
talked about the possibility of introducing presidency in Latvia, or a «a dicta-
torship regime with M. Gorbachev or without him», and formulated the «main 
objectives before the hour X.»

Popular Front appealed to all supporters of the Latvian independence, with 
the following items:

Be prepared to All-Latvian demonstration in Riga.
Convene extraordinary sessions of Councils of all levels, express their 

support for the Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia, determination to 
execute the laws of the Republic of Latvia and the attitude to the Union Treaty.

(On December 13, 1990, the Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia 
adopted a decree on the attitude of Latvian residents to the Union Treaty. The 
decree stated – more than 911 thousand Latvian residents declined Latvia’s 
involvement in the Union Treaty; The freely expressed will and attitude of 
Latvian residents towards the Union Treaty must be presented to the congress 
of People’s Deputies of the USSR and the President of the USSR. Signed: 
Chairman of the Supreme Soviet of Latvia A.Gorbunov, Secretary of the 
Supreme Soviet of Latvia I. Daudish, Riga, December 13, 1990)

Oppose the squandering of property of the Republic of Latvia and the creation 
of all-Union corporations as the so-called enterprise of all-Union subordination.

Participate in voluntary Republic of Latvia police units.
Educate the non-Latvian population about the idea of independence. Mili-

tary officers and their families, explain the common positions of Russian dem-
ocrats and the PFL.

Immediately inform PFL coordinators of any changes in the deployment 
of occupation forces.

Publish the norms of international law that govern the occupation forces in 
the occupied territory. 

Create aid funds in industrial enterprise.
Establish a 24-hour broadcast of the Latvian radio in this critical period.
Prepare PFL office structure for possible functions in illegal conditions, 

prepare a reliable communication system. Appoint alternative leaders. Devel-

op the activity of territorial groups in communities. Decentralise financial of-
fices and resources. Prepare reporting forms with PFL’s symbols. Decentralise 
the storage of equipment and paper.

Inform the world democratic community about all events. Create a list of 
socio-political activists and pass them to international human rights organisa-
tions to follow their fate in the future. 

After the introduction of presidency, mount an intensive campaign 
of civil disobedience, which has essentially already started, protecting the 
Latvian youth from forced conscription into the Armed Forces of the USSR. 
During its realisation:

1. Regardless of Presidential decrees, follow only the laws of the Republic 
of Latvia and the local governments.

2. Do not answer the conscription to Soviet military commissariats and 
send your military tickets and statements denying service in the USSR Armed 
Forces. 

3. Do not cooperate with the occupational government institutions and do 
not provide them with any information.

4. Despise and boycott the presidential appointees and their supporters. 
5. Use various types of strikes to destroy the Soviet economy. Use the 

absurd instructions that regulate work to paralyse the production.
6. Ensure the unhindered activity of democratic organisations and its 

leaders in illegal conditions.
7. Document all crimes of the occupational authorities during the 

presidency rule.
8. In order to prevent the legalisation of dictatorial power, do not participate 

in any elections or referendums organised by these authorities.
9. In order to inform the population, use agitators who were tested during 

the election campaign, attract local citizens committees. 
10. Involve the loyal towards Latvia deputies of the USSR, if their 

immunity status is preserved under the presidency rule. 
11. To popularise PFL’s views, work in social organisations that are not 

prohibited by the occupation authorities – religious and cultural organisations, 
trade unions.»

Popular Front’s Appeal ended with a call for unity of all supporters of 
Latvian independence. «Supporters of the independence of the Republic of 
Latvia! While the communist crimes are committed against our homeland, we 
must realise that the first condition for our survival is to unite our efforts in the 
name of Latvia!» 99
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How do we assess this Appeal? The Popular Front essentially declared 
the end of dual power and the restoration of independence of the Republic of 
Latvia de facto. There was no more mention of any negotiations with the USSR 
about Latvian independence. Soviet Armed Forces were now called forces 
of occupation, and any Soviet authorities in Latvia were called occupation 
authorities. PFL called for moral terror of all supporters of Latvia remaining in 
the USSR. In the struggle for independence, the Popular Front was prepared to 
act together with the radical Citizens Committees. 

Estonian Popular Front and the Lithuanian Reform Movement «Sajudis» 
planned their activity in the same way, as did other nationalist movements in various 
Soviet republics. Mikhail Gorbachev was finding it increasingly difficult to maintain 
the centrist line, the route towards development and modernisation of the USSR, 
under the extreme pressure both within the country and from the West.

On December 20, Minister of Foreign Affairs of the USSR Eduard 
Shevardnadze resigned in protest against the threat of dictatorship. US 
State Department official who asked to maintain anonymous told the Diena 
newspaper that Shevardnadze stated, «This is very bad news for today, 
but positive information for the future, because it indicates the collapse 
of the USSR. A few difficult weeks will follow, but I think that this is 
Gorbachev’s end. And that’s good. What happens next? USSR will turn 
into Russia. Baltic States will withdraw, Moldova will withdraw. The same 
will possible happen to Transcaucasia. Ukraine, Belarus and Russia will 
form a confederation.» 100

26 explosions

In December 1990– March 1991, the internal political situation in Latvia 
had drastically escalated, which distracted the public’s attention from the 
citizenship issue. In that period, for many residents there was only one solution 
to this issue – the USSR, in the face of Mikhail Gorbachev and his supporters 
who advocated for the preservation of the Soviet Union and were interested in 
weakening the «young Latvian democracy.»

In December 1990, 16 explosions thundered in different regions of the 
country. On December 5, explosions in four settlements demolished memorials 
to Latvian legionnaires who fought alongside Nazi Germany in the Second 
World War. All explosions occurred exactly at the same time – 1:30 am, which 
indicates pre-planned action. 

Police that arrived to the scene found hand-written leaflets in all four settlements, 
reading «No to fascism», traces of red paint which was used to cover the monuments 
before the explosion and fragments of the safety fuse from the marine magnetic 
subversive mines. One of these mines miraculously failed to explode, and was 
recovered at the location of the demolished monument in Tukums. 

Who was behind these explosions? It is worth recalling that shortly before 
the explosions – November 27 – Soviet Minister of Defence Dmitry Yazov 
made a television and radio statement, as instructed by the President of USSR 
Mr Gorbachev. Among other things, the statement included the following, 
«Commanders of the military districts and fleets are ordered to strongly oppose 
the construction of monuments and other forms of glorification of fascism 
its collaborators, and eliminate the existing symbols of this kind.» 101 Baltic 
Military District denied any involvement in these explosions. 

Another eight explosions occurred in the Latvian capital between 
December 12 and December 24. All of them were staged near buildings and 
monuments associated with the Soviet power – House of Political Education, 
buildings of district committees of the Communist Party of Latvia, former 
higher military school, military commandant office, republic’s KGB and the 
monument to V.I. Lenin.

All of these «anti-communist» bombings had one distinction compared 
to the previous four – lack of any significant damages. All bombings were 
outdoors, and some of them were at a considerable distance from the target. 
For example, the charge near the Lenin monument was laid 12 meters away, 
in the park. 

Assistant to the Chairman of the Supreme Council of Latvia Andris Bunka 
told the Diena newspaper that the aim of the bombing near the Communist 
Party’s House of Political Education was to destabilise the political situation 
in Latvia. «Forces that seek to introduce presidential rule are particularly 
interested in this provocation», he stated. 102

Another four explosions thundered on the night of December 26-27 in Riga. 
This time, bombs were located near a kindergarten, hospital, officer barracks 
and a school. However, like in previous cases, there were no victims.103

Explosions continued in 1991. On January 14 at 12:45 am, a charge 
exploded on the territory of the USSR Interior Ministry convoy regiment, 5 
Gaujas Street. On January 16 at 8:34 pm, a 400g TNT charge blew up near 
the House of Political Education. On February 12 at around 10 pm, 200g TNT 
explosive was detonated 15 meters from the main entrance to the Communist 
Party building (2 Elizabetes Street). Police major was injured with broken 
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glass. On March 5 and 6 – the day before the visit of USSR Interior Minister to 
Riga – three more bombs were detonated. 

Riga Police Department believed that all explosions were staged by persons 
not subject to Latvian jurisdiction. Therefore, they must have been carried out 
by – OMON specialists, the USSR KGB and the Soviet Army. Although, many 
believed at the time that the explosions were organised by the deputy chief 
of the Criminal Investigation Department of the Riga police, Mr Antyufeev. 
Its purpose was to create conditions that would allow the introduction of the 
Soviet presidency power. 104

Latvian Communist Party (CPSU platform) 
on the situation in the republic

On December 28, 1990, the Central Committee of CPL held another 
planning session. The Second Secretary of the Communist Party of Latvia 
Vladimir Rymashevsky stated, «On the membership in the Union. We are for 
the Union! We need to convince people on the necessity of preserving the 
USSR through economics. Outside the Union the Russian-speaking population 
will have no rights! On the bombings. This is beneficial to the PFL. We need to 
break through to radio and television. And the question of questions – how do 
we shake the passivity of people?»

K.K. Grikis repeated his sentiment, stating that on December 21 – 25 
sociologists surveyed people and found that up to 40% of Latvians are in 
favour of preserving the Soviet Union.

On December 29, 1990, CPL held an asset session. A.P. Rubiks, who had 
just returned from the IV congress of People’s Deputies in Moscow, reported 
that opposing the preservation of the Soviet Union were only Juris Bojars, 
Andris Eizan (Peters’ deputy) and Valentina Klibika, deputy chair of the 
Council of Nationalities and Secretary of the Supreme Soviet of Latvian SSR.

However, Bojars’ and Bisers’ speeches were not received. «Union – to 
be! Only 20 people are opposed. There was a special atmosphere in the hall. 
Everyone felt great responsibility», Rubiks told. 

Of the Latvian deputies at the Moscow congress, Janis Vagris spoke against 
the preservation of USSR. Others did not participate in the vote. Considering 
Vagris’ position, Rubiks proposed to solve the issue of his party affiliation. 
«Stops waying,» he said.

Rubiks also reported that an all-Union meeting of the First Secretaries 
of regional and city committees is scheduled to take place on January 

10, 1991. In the coming days, the meeting of Secretaries of the Central 
Committees of Baltic States was to take place. In addition, CPSU Politburo 
was planning to discuss the activities of the Communist Party of Latvia 
under political opposition. 

Rubiks separately addressed the issue about the House of Press. The 
arbitral tribunal was to consider this issue in January. Labour collective is 
unanimously in favour of incorporation. Rubiks commented, «We are working 
under the Soviet law. We must take the riot police and take the offices. Today 
we are in an even worse situation than two weeks ago. We do not have reason 
for optimism.»105

Popular Front - closed session 
in the Latvian Supreme Council

The closed session of Popular Front’s faction in the Supreme Council took 
place at the end of December 1990, where PFL discussed its strategy in case 
of the «X hour.» After the session, head of the Secretariat Juris Dobelis told 
the Diena newspaper that the congress of the military community of the Baltic 
Military District on December 22 adopted a «specific strategy for dealing with 
a military coup in the Republic of Latvia.» According to Dobelis, this strategy 
involved neutralisation of the Latvian parliament by isolating several deputies, 
so that «the others can be controlled.» 106

In turn, deputy chairman of the PFL faction Janis Kinna told Diena the 
session raised the question on parliament’s possible actions in case of a military 
coup or the introduction of presidential rule, which was mentioned in the Appeal 
of the Popular Front’s administration (December 11, 1990 – V.G.). «The nervous 
atmosphere in the faction was clearly felt, which is why we needed to know what 
to do in case a presidential rule is introduced,» Kinna explained. 

Janis Kina also warned about the dangerous proposals to facilitate the 
illegal armament of independence supporters. Chairman of the Supreme 
Council Commission on internal affairs and defence, Talavs Jundzis, shared his 
opinion. «It is almost impossible to physically resist, because the police in Riga 
– which is the only real power – consists of 86% people of other ethnicities 
and we can hardly count on their support,» Jundzis stated. «The Prosecutor’s 
Office is loyal to the parliament and is reliable enough, but without the police 
it is without hands.» 107
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OMON takes custody of the House of Press

On the night of January 1-2, 1991, OMON (special police squad) took 
custody of the House of Press, or as the leader of Latvian communists, A. 
Rubiks, said – implemented CPL’s «decision to introduce new control over 
the House of Press.»108

The party administration issued an ultimatum – the Latvian newspa-
per-magazine publisher, which was established from the local CPSU publish-
ing house in 1990, should be dissolved and the invested share capital should be 
returned to shareholders. 

Acting commander of OMON Cheslav Mlynnik told the press, «I received 
an order signed by the commander of Interior Troops of USSR, Colonel General 
Shatalin – take custody of the House of Press. What would happen if the republic’s 
police intervenes? I don’t want to speculate, but we will shoot – if we have to.»109

A day later, one of the CPL leaders talked to the Soviet Youth newspaper. 
«We came here to stay. We will be here forever, and the Soviet power will be 
here forever.» When the journalist asked, «There is a government, a Latvian 
parliament, which was elected democratically, legally. How do we deal with 
this?» the response was, «Nothing is and nothing can be eternal.» 110

However, Godmanis’ government was not prepared to give up. On January 2, 
1990, Minister of Internal Affairs A. Vaznis sent a telephone message to the Minis-
try’s departments, «All regional departments be alert. Daugavpils department – to 
Riga. There will be enough force to drive the gang out of the House of Press.»111

Two statements of the Baltic Council 
of Popular Fronts: Estonia, Latvia 

and the Lithuanian «Sajudis»

The Baltic Council of Popular Fronts – the Popular Fronts of Latvia, Estonia 
and the Lithuanian Reform Movement «Sajudis» – issued two statements 
adopted on January 5, as a response to the December bombings in Vilnius and 
the capture of the House of Press in Riga. 

Referring to the OMON seize of the House of Press in Riga, the 
Statement of the Baltic Council declared, «there is a real threat to the 
freedom of speech, Latvian press is paralysed. The Baltic Council considers 
this provocation as part of the planned, systematic steps to destabilise 
the situation in the Baltic States and a direct attack on democracy.» The 

Baltic Council urged the public of Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia, as well 
as the democratic forces of the Soviet Union and international journalistic 
community, to express solidarity with the Latvian press and provide them 
with moral, technical and financial assistance.112

Another statement of the Baltic Council stated that «Latvia, Lithuania and 
Estonia are the catalysts of democratisation and national liberation movements 
in the USSR. Introduction of presidential rule in the Baltic States would be 
tragic not just for the fate of democratic processes in our countries, but for all 
peoples of the USSR…

We urge the international community to pay attention to the repeating 1940 
scenario, when the supreme authorities of the Baltic States were overthrown 
and replaced with Moscow puppets, to the sinister role that CPSU played then 
and continues to play to this day. 

The will of our people to restore the independence of Baltic States is 
unwavering. This is evidenced by more than a million signatures collect-
ed in Latvia in opposition to the Union Treaty (actually – 911 thousand. 
V.G.), the public opinion survey in Lithuania and Estonia, where 80% of 
the population favour the independence. Our people never did and never 
will tolerate violence. We will firmly go towards independence via peace-
ful, parliamentarian path.»113

In January 1991, the Russian-speaking population of Latvia largely sup-
ported the statements of the Baltic Council. Almost all Russian press supported 
the Latvian Supreme Council and condemned the actions of USSR’s Centre.

On January 2, the trade union meeting of the Soviet Youth newspaper 
adopted a resolution containing the following, «Soviet Youth unequivocally 
joins to the condemnation of illegal provocations of forces that directed the 
armed OMON units to the House of Press. At the same time, the only way we 
could oppose the armed forces is through words – our newspapers and maga-
zines designed to inform about the situation in the republic. Today, we have no 
right to keep silence. Our newspapers should be published until we are stran-
gled by censorship. Against bullets – only words!» 114

Russian intelligentsia also came out in support of Latvian journalists. «We, 
the writers of the ‘April’ perestroika movement, consider it our civic and moral 
duty to express solidarity with you and express strong protest against the vi-
olence that has been ongoing in Riga for several days. We are convinced that 
illegal actions of the «black berets» in Riga resemble the repetition of the fron-
tal assault on the constitutional rights of citizen. Wholeheartedly supporting 
the democratic community of Latvia, we believe that an immediate liberation 
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of the House of Press is the necessary condition for maintaining the major 
conquests of perestroika.» The open letter of Russian writers was addressed 
to Latvian democrats on January 5 and signed by Silva Kaputikian, Pavel Ka-
taev, Elena Nikolaevskaya, Valentin Oskotsky, Gregory Pozhenyan, Anatoly 
Pristavkin and Georgy Sadovnikov.115

The meeting of Communist Party Secretaries 
of Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia

The meeting of Communist Party Secretaries of Latvia, Lithuania and 
Estonia took place in Riga on January 4, 1991. The session was opened by 
Alfreds Rubiks, who pointed out that foreign journalists do not have reliable 
information about the situation in the Baltics. 116

First Secretary of the Communist Party of Estonia L. E. Annus* spoke 
next. He reported that the communist party has recently lost more than a half of 
its composition. The main issue of the day was the referendum (on preserving 
USSR – V.G.). New authorities pay too much attention to the monuments of 
the Soviet period. Their position – not to demolish the monuments, but to 
move them. Estonia is discussing on the name of its communist party. One of 
the proposals was simply – Estonian Communist Party. 117

Member of the Lithuanian Communist Party reported that Lithuania 
is experiencing not just a political, economic and social crisis, but also a 
crisis of democratic reforms. Academian Minkevicius (formerly anti-Soviet) 
wrote in Tiesa newspaper that political processes in Lithuania are definitely 
not democratic in nature. Lithuanian parliament is already not as united in 
its attitude towards what is happening as before. The Supreme Council rarely 
even reaches a quorum. Under these conditions, there is a clear dictate of the 

* Annus, Lembit Elmarovich. Member of the Politburo (from January 1991), member of the CPSU 
Central Committee (from July 1990). Born in Kohtla-Järve, Estonian SSR, 1941. Graduated from the 
Tallinn Construction-Mounting College in 1960 and the Higher Party School of CPSU in 1979 – CPSU 
Academy of Social Sciences, PhD candidate in history. Worked as a supervisor, master of urban DCS, 
shop superintendent of the consumer service combine «Tee» in Tallinn. 1964 – Second Secretary of the 
Moscow Regional Komsomol Council of Tallinn. From 1979 – Deputy Head of Department, Assistant 
First Secretary of the Estonian Communist Party. 1983-89: chief editor of the «Eesti Communist» 
magazine. 1989 – inspector of the Communist Party of Estonia. From March 1990 – First Secretary of 
the Kalininsk Regional Committee of the Estonian Communist Party in Tallinn. From December 1990 
– First Secretary of the Communist Party of Estonia (under CPSU). After the August 1991 events – 
correspondent of the «Pravda» («Truth») newspaper in Estonia.

Supreme Council’s Presidium. An elitist society is being built in Lithuania. 
Tensions are rising in interethnic relations. Paramilitary organisations are 
being created. All sports halls of Vilnius are training the ‘Sajudis’ militia.» 118

This meeting has once again confirmed the fact that Communist Parties 
are losing support of the population. Even amid the rising interethnic tensions 
in all three republics, majority of the population continued to support Baltic 
States’ withdrawal from USSR. 

General Fedor Kuzmin: 
«We are starting the action!»

On January 7, commander of the Baltic Military District Fedor Kuzmin 
informed the Latvian Minister of Internal Affairs Alois Vaznis about the start 
of a recruitment action of Latvian, Lithuanian and Estonian youth to the Soviet 
Army and Navy. Kuzmin stated that the action will be extended to the people 
who chose an alternative service, because the USSR Constitution does not 
provide for any service other than military.

A meeting between the chairman of the Latvian Supreme Council, Anatolijs 
Gorbunovs, and the commander of the Baltic Military District, Fedor Kuzmin, 
took place on the same day. Kuzmin reported that a brigade of paratroopers has 
entered the Baltics. Its task is to ensure the conscription to the Soviet Army and 
Navy. Commander also assured that these forces will not use violence against 
the people who avoid the draft, until January 13. 119

January crisis in Lithuania

On January 7, 1991, Kazimira Prunskiene’s government made a decision 
to drastically increase retail food prices (by 3.2 times on average). On January 
8, the Citizens Committee of Vilnius and the organisation advocating for the 
preservation of USSR, «Unity», organised a rally near the Supreme Council of 
Lithuania demanding to revert the price increase and government resignation. 
Chairman of Lithuania’s Supreme Council Vytautas Landsbergis appeared on 
TV and radio, urging the supporters of independence to avoid the capture of 
the parliament, government buildings and critical infrastructure. 120

On January 8 – 9, «Alfa» special forces from the Pskov Airborne Division 
and other units were deployed in Lithuania. 121

On January 9, several thousands have gathered near the Supreme Council 
of Lithuania. The crowd mainly consisted of the Russian-speaking population, 
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who shouted, «Away with parliament! Long live Union of SSRs!» Unrest 
began to spread among the crowd, stones were hurled at windows, and a fight 
ensued. Someone even started shooting. Organisers incited the crowd to storm 
the parliament, but the police prevented such attempts. On the same night, 
people seeking to protect the parliament began to gather at the square. They 
arrived unarmed in busses and cars from all over Lithuania. Although, on 
January 12, Molotov cocktails appeared at the square, in case Soviet troops 
attempt to storm the building. 122

On January 10, President of USSR Mikhail Gorbachev demanded the 
abolition of unconstitutional acts of the Supreme Council and the restoration 
of the Soviet Constitution in Lithuania. On January 11, Soviet units occupied 
the House of Press in Vilnius, the rebroadcasting centre in Nemencine and 
other public buildings in Vilnius, Alytus, and Shauliai. Supreme Council 
of Lithuania called the population to the streets urging them to take part in 
protecting the radio centre, TV tower, telephone stations and the Supreme 
Council. Meanwhile, Lithuanian Ministry of Internal Affairs sent a protest 
note to its USSR counterpart, expressing outrage with «occupation activities 
of Soviet troops on the territory of the republic.» On the same day, at 
the Lithuanian Communist Party press conference, Juozas Jermalavicius 
announced a National Salvation Committee of Lithuanian SSR, which was 
declared the only legitimate authority in Lithuania. Landsbergis responded, 
«Any pro-Soviet puppet government does not have any legal basis, and all of 
its decisions are absolutely not mandatory for Lithuanian citizens.» 123

At 8 pm, the rail service with Vilnius was interrupted. At 1 am on January 
12, a group of armed soldiers captured the Regional Department of Defence 
headquarters on Kostyusko Street and paratroopers secured the Vilnius 
telephone node. As a result, city’s communication with the outside world was 
interrupted for more than thirty minutes. 

On the night of January 12-13, two columns of the Soviet armoured vehicles 
(paratroopers of 7th Guard Airborne Division, supported by the «Alfa» team) 
left the place of their permanent deployment (so-called «Northern Town») and 
headed to the centre of Vilnius, moving in all lanes of the road. One of the columns 
was supposed to head towards the parliament building that was still surrounded 
by a massive crowd; the other was heading to the rally at the television tower.

On January 13, 1991, 15 people were killed during the Soviet raid of 
the television tower and at least 140 were injured (including a Lieutenant of 
«Alfa», Shatskih V.V., who was shot). The assault on the Supreme Council of 
Lithuania did not take place.124

Vilnius on January 13, 1991

«January 13, 1991. 1:50 am. Vilnius is blockaded by tanks and armoured 
vehicles. Soviet Army paratroopers are storming the television, radio and 
the Ministry of Finance. Windows of the Supreme Council are blocked with 
sandbags. The square counts 100 thousand people. A tragedy occurs at the 
television centre – 13 people are shot. 

The situation in the city was so tense that a catastrophic explosion could 
happen at any point. Conflicting parties (military and civilians) behaved 
provocatively, provoking one another,» Vytautas Petkevicius describes the 
events in his book, Ship of Fools. Petkevicius was the first leader of the Sajudis 
movement and the main initiator of the movement for Lithuania’s withdrawal 
from the USSR.125

Member of the Presidential Council of USSR, writer Boris Oleinik arrived 
in Vilnius with a group of USSR Supreme Council deputies in order to find 
a solution to the situation. In his report to Gorbachev, Boris Oleinik wrote, 
«Landsbergis is completely lost; called on thousands of people to protect him. 
Fearing a raid, he is trying to delay us in parliament as long as possible. We 
proved him otherwise – the quicker we reach negotiations with the military, the 
better for both parties. This is better for Lithuania as a whole.»

Oleinik continued, «The military was extremely irritated. Commanders 
complained that they were harassed by the press, radio, television and the civilian 
population that was throwing rocks, called them occupants and continuously 
rallied at the Northern Town. Wives and kids of the military men were under 
more tension, asking for protection from the constant bullying and abuse.

While I appreciate their pain, I was still trying to find out who gave the 
order to storm the television tower on January 13. Commanders responded that 
the military acted themselves, trying to help their deputation that was heading to 
present a petition at the parliament, but was stopped and assaulted. Regardless, 
we still demanded to see the official order and who from the Centre gave it. 

Generals have on multiple occasions left to another room to consult each 
other. While we waited, we shuttled between the military and Landsbergis, 
until we sat both sides at the negotiation table at 10 pm on January 14. Finally, 
we forced to cancel the curfew in Vilnius. That is when the people began to 
disperse from the parliament.»

Boris Oleinik then suggests that the assault on the Vilnius television 
tower was carried out with the consent of Mr Gorbachev; however, 
Landsbergis knew of it as well. «The military themselves could not move 
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without an order or a verbal consent,» Oleinik writes. «This tragedy, 
Mikhail Sergeevich (Gorbachev), did not happen without your knowledge. 
So it was in Karabakh, Sumgait, Baku and Osh, the same happened in 
Fergan, Tiraspol, Tskhinvali and Tbilisi. There was one mastermind behind 
this, but what is more strange – it was from both sides. Who gave the order, 
who whispered, who told Landsbergis to gather people to the parliament 
two days in advance, if you know nothing about the assault?

Why was it allowed to detain and beat the Russian delegation, if Landsbergis 
was told about it in advance? 

Why was Terleckas and his ilk allowed to commit such outrage in front of 
the Northern Town?

Who warned Butkevicius that, in order to avoid bloodshed, it was decided to 
shoot blanks? He was shouting about this for two days on radio and megaphone…»126

Moscow on January 13, 1991

Tragic events in Vilnius caused a massive wave of protest across the 
Soviet Union, particularly in Moscow. Mikhail Gorbachev became a target of 
widespread criticism. His Assistant Anatoly Chernyaev made the following 
entry in his journal on January 13, 1991:

 «I never thought that the inspiringly initiated by Gorbachev would end so 
disgracefully. The confusion and, unfortunately, disorder in the activities are 
tiring; a certain ‘spontaneity’ in the affairs, and more importantly – tendency to 
believe ‘our people’ and look for their support (from the CPSU).

All this led to spontaneous actions of paratroopers and tanks in the 
Baltics, and resulted in bloodshed. They say there are 180 injured and 14 
killed in one night!

Radio buzzes with insults and accusations towards Gorbachev. Russian 
deputies are publicly saying: Gorbachev and his clique, Gorbachev – the 
greatest liar of our time, He fooled everyone and Yeltsin first of all, Dirty 
regime, I won’t serve his regime…

Radio continues to yell. I am recording what I can. «Gorbachev is 
approaching the Russian parliament.» «Vilnius is the work of a puppet 
committee for the salvation of Lithuania, which Gorbachev is covering»… 
It was reported that 6 people of 14 killed in Vilnius have not been identified, 
because their faces are disfigured. 

«Bloody victories of the Soviet Army over their own people.» «Dark 
colonels running the show.» «People are murdered for wanting to be free.»

Calls on the radio are immediately broadcast live, «I am ashamed that I am 
Russian,» «Gorbachev is worse than Hitler,» «What is happening in Lithuania 
is a signal for all republics»…

Yuri Afanasiev, Starovoitova, Chernichenko, Stankevich are leading the 
rally at the Red Square. They then went through the streets at the head of 
the demonstration, raising their deputy IDs. The crowd chants, «Freedom to 
Lithuania,» «Butchers for shame!»

Lithuanian matter has completely ruined Gorbachev’s reputation and, 
possible, his post…

Yeltsin left for Tallinn, «to discuss the situation» with Baltic leaders. 
He was the ‘zakopershchik’ (Gorbachev’s term – initiator) of the resolution 
condemning the action in Lithuania.» 127

Latvia on January 13, 1991

For Latvia, January 13thwas oversaturated with crucial political events and 
rhetoric. 

A mass demonstration supporting the people of Lithuania was organised 
by Latvia’s Popular Front on the Daugava waterfront, Riga. 

Construction of barricades had started near the Supreme Council and the 
Cabinet of Ministers, as well as the television centre on Zaku Island and other 
places across the Latvian capital. 

On the same day, Latvian Communist Party (on CPSU platform) held a 10th 
plenary session and adopted a statement. The party stated that if the government 
does not revert the decision on price increase, if the Supreme Council does not 
announce early elections to all Councils and if the Supreme Council and the 
Cabinet does not resign, the state power should be transferred to the Latvian 
National Salvation Committee. Plenum of the Communist Party of Latvia 
made a decision to appeal to the President of USSR Mikhail Gorbachev with a 
request to introduce presidential rule in the republic. At the same time, plenum 
of the CPL accepted Supreme Council Chairman A. Gorbunov’s proposal to 
launch negotiations, scheduled for January 14. 

Meanwhile, the Supreme Council of Latvia adopted an appeal to the people 
of Latvia, the contents of which were aimed against both the CPSU itself and 
the Communist Party of Latvia on CPSU platform. 

In Tallinn, leaders of the Supreme Councils of Russia, Latvia, Estonia and 
Lithuania – Boris Yeltsin, Anatolijs Gorbunovs, Arnold Rüütel and Vytautas 
Landsbergis respectively – signed the Appeal to the UN Secretary General 
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Xavier Perez de Cuellar, where they urged him to «immediately convene an 
international conference under the auspices of the UN, to resolve the problems 
of Baltic States.» 128

On the same day, agreements on interstate relations between Russian 
Soviet Federative Socialist Republic and Republics of Estonia and Latvia were 
signed in Tallinn. 

Leaders of the Supreme Councils of Russia, Latvia, Estonia and Lithuania 
made a joint Statement, which was directed against Mikhail Gorbachev and 
his proposed new Union Treaty. The statement also legally registered a 
refusal to recognise the authority of the Supreme Soviet and the government 
of USSR. In other words, leaders of the Supreme Councils of Russia, Latvia, 
Lithuania and Estonia agreed not to recognise the actions of Soviet authorities 
as legal in their republics. 

«Recent actions of the Soviet leadership regarding the Baltic States have 
created a real threat to their sovereignty, have led to the escalation of use of 
force, and have caused the loss of human life.

Expressing strong will of our peoples to maintain and strengthen the 
sovereignty proclaimed by the highest state authorities; Comprehending the 
real threat of violation of the rights of all people, regardless of ethnicity, residing 
on the territories of Baltic States; Convinced that the further development of our 
States is possible only through radical change, based on freedom and democracy; 
The Republic of Latvia, the Republic of Lithuania, the Russian Soviet 
Federative Socialist Republic, and the Republic of Estonia declare:

1. Each Party recognise the state sovereignty of the other Parties.
2. Powers of government on the territories of the States signatory to this 

Statement shall be exercised solely by lawfully elected bodies. The actions of 
parallel structures claiming to exercise powers of government are unlawful.

3. The Parties deem inadmissible the use of force in the solution of any 
internal problems, with the exception of those instances where an official 
request therefore has been made by the lawfully elected state government.

4. Latvia, Lithuania, the Russian Federation, and Estonia deem it 
inadmissible for their citizens to participate in military actions damaging the 
State sovereignty of another Party.

5. The Parties express their readiness to provide reciprocal support and 
assistance in the event of a threat to their sovereignty.

6. The Parties deem unlawful and strongly condemn the provocation of 
ethnic conflicts seeking one or another political aim.

7. Latvia, Lithuania, the Russian Federation, and Estonia confirm their 

determination to expand relations between their states on the basis of principles 
of international law and mutual agreement.

8. The Parties appeal to all states -- both within the USSR and elsewhere in 
the world - to strongly condemn acts of military force against the independence of 
the Baltic States and their peaceful inhabitants, because such acts are a threat to 
democracy and stability in the USSR, as well as in the international community.»129

Riga on January 13, 1991

Extract from Anatoly Chernyaev’s diary. «Deputy of the Supreme Soviet 
of USSR Vulfson is crying over the phone, «Anatoly Sergeevich, save us! 
Tomorrow we (in Riga) are going to have the same thing (as in Vilnius). Where 
is the parliament looking? Where are the deputies?» 130

At 4:45 am, deputy chairman of the Supreme Council Dainis Ivans appeared 
on the radio, calling on people to go to the barricades and protect the democracy. On 
the same day, according to the press 800 000 people took part in a demonstration at 
the Daugava waterfront organised by the Popular Front of Latvia.131

However, this figure was greatly overstated. J. Vahers and I. Berzinja in 
their book «Breaking point. From militia to police» refer to the following 
conversation between Juris Reksna and his superior Viktor Bugai: «The 
waterfront had a national demonstration. We, as usual, have to report the 
number of participants to Moscow. If we have to, then we have to, but who 
could count such a massive number of people… I tell Bugai, «Around 200 or 
300 thousand, I swear.» Chief innocently asks, «What’s the general population 
in Latvia anyway?» «Two and a half million,» I reply. Then he enthuses, «So, 
let’s not be pennywise. Report back to Moscow – the demonstration consisted 
of two and a half millions!» Said and done…» 132

Opposition between the Communist Party 
and the Supreme Soviet of Latvia

Resolution of the 10th plenum of the Communist Party of Latvia «On the 
situation in the republic and actions of the Communist Party of Latvia to restore 
the constitutional order in the Latvian SSR» characterised the government of the 
Republic of Latvia headed by Ivars Godmanis as «illegal.» The resolution noted that 
«anti-national and unconstitutional decisions, and gross violations of human rights 
have caused a critical confrontation in the society that threatens the civil peace. The 
current leadership of the republic is increasingly exacerbating the situation with 



98 99

Latvia 1988-2015: a triumph of the radical nationalists  Book 1. Radical nationalism awakens

their recent actions, it lost control over the events and attempts to shift responsibility 
to the parliamentary opposition and the Latvian Communist Party. 

In order to prevent the tragic socio-political conflict in the republic, 
Communist Party of Latvia Plenum decides:

1. To support the strike committees and labour collectives in their demands 
for the dissolution of the Supreme Council and all local Councils of people’s 
deputies, government resignation and early elections. 

2. To support the strike committees and numerous labour collectives in 
the abolition of laws and regulations adopted by the Supreme Council and 
the government that do not correspond with the USSR Constitution, the 
Constitution of the Latvian SSR and the Decrees of the President of USSR.

3. To demand the suspension of the Council of Ministers’ decree on 
increasing retail prices until the law on the protection of the labour market and 
the law on population income indexation and compensations for the increased 
cost of living are adopted.

4. If the Supreme Council of Latvia and the government refuse the voluntary 
dissolution, we will demand the Latvian Salvation Committee to take on the 
entire state power and administration in the republic until the new Supreme 
Council is elected. 

5. To support the demand of many public organisations and labour 
collectives to introduce the presidential rule in the Latvian SSR. To appeal to 
the President of USSR M. S. Gorbachev with this proposal.

6. To support the proposal of strike committees to conduct a general political 
strike. City and regional party committees will assist the strike committees. 

7. To demand an immediate dissolution of the «Aizsargi» organisation, 
guards of order and other forces, according to the USSR Presidential Decree 
of July 25, 1990.

8. Primary organisations of the Communist Party of Latvia will direct 
better-trained and staunch communists to regional and city committees to 
work in the Public Salvation Committees. 

9. To provide all communists with organisational, informational and 
propaganda work in preparation of the referendum on land and Union Treaty, 
according to the decisions of the XXV congress of the Communist Party of 
Latvia and IV congress of the USSR People’s Deputies.

10. To seek access to television and radio within 50% of broadcast time in 
principal, political and news programmes.

11. To condemn the Appeal of the Supreme Soviet of RSFSR of 12.01.91 
and the statement of the Chairman of the Russian Supreme Soviet Boris Yeltsin 

as one-sided and harmful to the development of democracy in the Baltics and 
the country.*

12. To accept the proposal of the Chairman of the Latvian Supreme 
Council A. Gorbunov on negotiations, scheduled for January 14, 1991. 
Authorised Representatives of the CPL participating in negotiations should 
refer to this Resolution. 

Secretary of the CC Communist Party of Latvia A. Rubiks.»134

This resolution of the Communist Party of Latvia Plenum requires some 
comments.

First, there is nothing illegal in requiring the resignation of the Supreme 
Council and the Council of Ministers of Latvia. This demand, as well as the 
demand to hold early elections, does not violate the principles of democracy. 
However, the statement that if the Supreme Council and Ministers refuse to 
resign, the state power should be transferred to the Latvian National Salvation 
Committee is nothing other than a call for a coup.

Second, the situation in the republic at the time was really tense to the limit, 
and the reason for this was not just the different political visions of the Supreme 
Council and the Communist Party for the future of Latvia, but also the quickly 
deteriorating financial position of the population due to government’s decision 

* The Appeal of the Supreme Soviet of RSFSR of January 12, 1991:
«Recently, the situation in all Baltic republics has escalated significantly, especially in Lithuania. 

This happened not only due to internal political factors, but also due to the intervention of the Union 
government. In today’s crisis, such events could lead to extremely unfavourable outcomes for all Union 
republics. In these conditions, the prospect of establishing a voluntary Union of sovereign countries is 
more complicated. These events received considerable attention from the international community. Calls 
for the USSR government to refrain from using force and seek to resolve political problems through 
negotiations are becoming more insistent. 

The use of armed force against civilians of the Baltic republics is unacceptable. This could lead to a 
long and bloody conflict in other regions of the country.

Interests of the Baltic States should be represented by only the legally elected authorities. Reliance 
on other – illegal authorities, is unlawful and unconstitutional.

In the current situation, provocation of interethnic conflicts and the opposition between various 
groups of the population cannot be allowed. 

Presidium of the Supreme Council of RSFSR proposes:
1. Withdraw the additional troops of USSR Armed Forces from the Baltic republics and guarantee 

non-use of military force in solving the political problems on behalf of the government of the USSR.
2. Start negotiations between the governments of the USSR and the Baltic republics as soon as 

possible.
3. Seek the resolution of the crisis through dialogue, compromise, guaranteeing the rights of all 

citizens regardless of ethnicity.»133
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to increase food retail prices. This caused multiple strikes of the workers across 
the republic. 

Chairman of the Latvian KGB E. Johanson reported to the government on 
January 15 – Daugavpils had a railroad strike from 6 to 8 am. At 8 am they 
were joined by 150 companies and 30 thousand workers. In the morning, 5 
largest factories in Rezekne went on strike, the same happened in Liepaja, 
Ventspils and Jelgava. 135

On the same day, the Director of the Municipal Department of the Republic 
of Latvia J. Salenieks reported that the situation in the republic is generally 
calm. Anti-government actions are only seen in Riga and Daugavpils. 136

Analysing the situation, Ivars Godmanis acknowledged government’s 
mistake in regulating the compensations for the price increase. «We need to 
do everything possible to ensure that residents of the republic receive their 
money.» 137

It is worth pointing out that Supreme Council deputies from the Equal 
Rights faction have repeatedly proposed to introduce the issue of working out 
social security for the poor to the agenda of Supreme Council sessions. The 
last time the opposition made such an attempt was when the new prices have 
already been introduce. However, majority of Popular Front deputies did not 
support this proposal.138

On January 14, representatives of the Council of Ministers of Latvia 
met with directors of businesses and reached an agreement on the procedure 
and amount of compensation payments. After the meeting, representative of 
independent trade unions Andris Silins was interviewed by Diena newspaper, 
where he stated, «The government has fulfilled our demands and we no longer 
have any claims.» However, according to Silins, this still does not eliminate the 
tension in the republic, since the Communist Party of Latvia, the Interfront, the 
Joint Council of Labour Collectives and the Baltic Military District command 
all have political demands, alongside the economic. 139

Popular Front also exerted some political pressure. It was against the 
conscription of Latvian youth to the Soviet Armed Forces. On January 11, the 
Latvian Women’s League organised a rally at the Janis Rainis monument at 
Esplanade, Riga, which was held under the slogan «We won’t give up our sons 
to the Soviet Army!» 140

On January 15, the Supreme Council of Latvia adopted a resolution «On 
government policy of prices and compensation mechanism», which instructs 
the Council of Ministers to urgently submit the law on income indexation for 
Supreme Council’s consideration, which should facilitate the compensation 

of increased costs of living. 141 On the same day, the Council of Ministers 
of Latvia adopted a decree «On additional measures for social protection of 
the population of the republic in connection to the new state retail prices for 
certain food products.» 142

Let us now consider the «Appeal to the people of Latvia», which was 
adopted by the Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia on January 13. 

«On the night of January 12-13, CPSU and the militarists committed 
another massacre – committed aggression against the people of Lithuania, 
its Supreme Council and its legal government. Under the tracks of tanks and 
bullets of Soviet Army paratroopers, peaceful Lithuanian civilians were killed. 
Lithuanian victims and reports of the upcoming anti-Soviet coups in other 
Baltic States indicate that the agonising administrative-bureaucratic system of 
the Soviet Union has resorted to last measures of their salvation – an open use 
of arms against civilians. The most reactionary forces that lost their power in 
elections are now trying to get it back by force of arms.

The Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia declares:
- In accordance with Article 2 of the Constitution of Latvia, the Councils 

of People’s Deputies represent the sovereignty of the state. No other is entitled 
to exercise the power of state bypassing them or parallel to them. Organisers 
of illegal institutions of power will sooner or later be judged in accordance to 
the law.

- Any armed formations and structures of alternative power not subordinate 
to the legal government of Latvia are declared illegal; their instructions are not 
subject to execution. 

Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia appeals to the people of Latvia 
– Latvians, Russians, Belarusians, Ukrainians, Poles, Jews, all national groups 
to whom Latvia is their home:

- Follow only the laws of the Republic of Latvia, the resolutions of the 
Supreme Council, the legal government and municipalities.

- Using any means possible, paralyse the activity of the Communist Party, 
protect your families, particularly children and elderly, and your home from 
any attacks of the armed gangs.

Reminder: Article 13 of the Criminal Code provides that we are entitled 
to defend ourselves by any means if our state, public interests, lives, health or 
property are in danger. 

Avoid provocative clashes with the USSR military:
- Explain to the soldiers that the next victim of Communist Party’s military 

dictatorship is Russia.
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- Gather documentary evidence – photographs and evidence of all crimes 
committed by militarists and the communist party. 

All peoples, all democratic movements, unite in the struggle against the 
revival of Stalinism! Red fascism will inevitably be judged by the same court 
of all nations, as brown fascism was judged in Nuremberg.»

The Appeal was signed by A. Gorbunov – chairman of the Supreme 
Council and I. Daudish – secretary of the Supreme Council. 143

Some phrases of this Appeal have a striking resemblance to the Appeal 
adopted in Tallinn on the same day and signed by the leaders of Latvian, 
Lithuanian, Estonian and Russian Supreme Councils. This particularly 
concerns the outlawing of parallel structures of power – those of the Soviet 
Union and those supporting the preservation of the USSR. Furthermore, it is 
hard not to notice the obvious haste with which the Latvian Supreme Council 
shifted the responsibility for Vilnius events on the Soviet government. The 
investigation on this case has not been launched yet, and the deputy commissar 
of the Latvian SSR Valdis Teimers claimed that it was the Lithuanians who used 
live ammunition, as opposed to the soldiers of «Alfa.» «This was a provocation 
from the Lithuanian side,» he argued. 144

The highly emotional nature of the Appeal is also noticeable – the use of 
such words as «red fascism», for example – and this document was signed 
by the former secretary of the Communist Party of Latvia on ideology 
(A.Gorbunov) and the former secretary of the Riga City Council of CPL on 
ideology (I.Daudis)! Although, such were the revolutionary politics at the 
time. Many decisions were made in haste, based on ideological solidarity 
or emotions, and not based on proven facts. The former Communist party 
colleagues A. Rubiks and A. Gorbunov have now not just parted, but became 
irreconcilable ideological opponents.

Finally, we must mention that the Appeal was addressed to all residents of 
Latvia, regardless of ethnicity. The text specifically stresses that, the Supreme 
Council appeals to the people of Latvia – Latvians, Russians, Belarusians, 
Ukrainians, Poles, Jews, all ethnic groups to whom Latvia is their home. In 
January 1991, the Supreme Council still needed the support of non-Latvians…

The Tallinn Agreement

Tragic events in Vilnius were used by the Russian administration led by 
Boris Yeltsin to further discredit the Union Centre (government of USSR) and 
Mikhail Gorbachev personally. Boris Yeltsin urgently arrived in Tallinn, where 

on January 13, 1991, he and leaders of the three Baltic States made a joint 
statement on mutual recognition of national sovereignty and willingness to 
support and aid each other «in case of a threat to their sovereignty.» Agreements 
on the basis of interstate relations between RSFSR and Estonia and Latvia 
were signed at the same time. 145

It is worth pointing out that back in August 1, 1990, Boris Yeltsin spoke at 
the Supreme Council of Latvia where he talked of the need to sign an agreement 
between the RSFSR and the Republic of Latvia. His exact speech was recorded: 
«We believe that we need to aim towards horizontal connections. We need 
to destroy this vertical rigid rod. Destroy and go for direct relations between 
voluntary, sovereign, independent states, to agreements that are dictated by the 
Centre. 

… Latvia and Russia will conclude the agreement without any prior 
political or economic conditions…, regardless of what would be at the Union 
level – what will happen with the Union Treaty and whether it would exist at all. 
Whether Latvia participates in the Union Treaty or not – we also won’t set any 
conditions in this respect. Russia, perhaps, will participate in the Union Treaty, 

Ita Kozakevica, a member of the Supreme Soviet of the Republic of Latvia, 
and Boris Yeltsin, chairman of the Supreme Soviet of the 

Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic 
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but I think – on the conditions that the Centre either will not agree to or will at 
least resist for a long time. Since the project prepared by the Centre, we believe, 
cannot satisfy Russia and, perhaps, other sovereign states… Which is why we 
prepared our version, by which we mean that there will be an agreement on 
creating a Commonwealth of sovereign states that have confederate elements, 
independence and, let’s say, two-three unifying elements. 

…We would like one of our first agreements to be between Russia and 
Latvia. Before the Union Treaty – one, before the new Constitution – two, so 
to conclude this agreement within one and a half months. Then our front – the 
front of defence of Baltic republics was really quite small and the pressure 
of the Centre was great – and then Russia stood beside... and the Centre is 
now seriously worried. Now it would be more difficult for it to attack on this 
fortified defence.»146

Indeed, such an agreement was really signed, but five months later, rather 
than a month and a half – on January 13, 1991. 

The agreement between the Republic of Latvia (RL) and the Russian 
Federation (RF) was signed on Latvia’s behalf by the chairman of the Supreme 
Council of Latvia Anatolijs Gorbunovs in Tallinn. 

Article 1 read, «The Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic and the 
Republic of Latvia recognise each other as sovereign states and subjects to 
international law…»

The agreement confirmed the right of all residents to choice of citizenship 
(optation), i.e. automatically receive citizenship. Article 3 of this Agreement 
stated, «The Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic and the Republic 
of Latvia assume mutual obligations to ensure that persons residing on the 
territory of the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic and the Republic 
of Latvia at the time of signing of this Agreement and who are currently citizens 
of USSR have the right to retain or acquire the citizenship of the Russian 
Soviet Federative Socialist Republic and the Republic of Latvia on their free 
will.The High Contracting Parties shall guarantee its citizens, regardless of 
their ethnicity or other differences, equal rights and freedoms...»147

On the morning of January 14, a strategic planning group of the Popular 
Front of Latvia met in the Supreme Council. Chairman of the PFL faction Janis 
Dinevics reported that the session adopted a proposal to ratify the agreement 
signed the day before by Latvia and Russia. It was also decided to postpone the 
adoption of the citizenship law.148

On the same day, Supreme Council of Latvia ratified the agreement between 
Latvia and Russia. Newspaper Diena published an article on January 16, 

«Deputies stood up and applauded the agreement providing mutual respect for 
state sovereignty and mutual recognition of parties as subjects to international 
law.» Newspaper also quoted Boris Yeltsin, who commented, «The Agreement 
with the Baltic republics – is a necessity of this period, as we are talking about 
the survival of democracy as such. This concerns the fates of the Russian-
speaking population, since the agreement is a necessary legal instrument that 
ensures the protection of its rights.»149

Despite Yeltsin’s words, the Supreme Council of the Russian Federation, 
unlike Latvia, did not ratify this agreement until October 15, 1991. 

It is also important to note that on January 15, 1991, the radical nationalists 
– Citizens Congress and the National Independence Movement of Latvia – 
adopted a decision declaring the Agreement «on the basis of interstate relations 
of RSFSR and the Republic of Latvia» and its ratification by the Supreme 
Council null and void and, therefore, not entailing any legal consequences. 

This resolution, stipulating that the Supreme Council of Latvia did not 
have the authority to sign and ratify the Agreement on the basis of interstate 
relations between Russia and Latvia, allowed Latvian radical nationalists to 
ignore the optation clause on October 15, 1991. 

Construction of barricades

The construction of barricades in Riga started just a few hours after 
Anatolijs Gorbunovs and Boris Yeltsin signed the Agreement on the basis of 
interstate relations between Latvia and Russia. 

«On January 11, nobody knew that there would be such barricades, that 
they would be necessary. There was a plan to organise a government-in-
exile,» former leader of the Popular Front Dainis Ivans recalled in 2007. «In 
the beginning of January, I have already recorded an appeal to the people in 
case the radio station is attacked. Supreme Court had already agreed where we 
should meet after the parliament is seized. We have prepared for all this.» 150

On January 12, Ivans returned from Helsinki, where a Parliamentary 
Assembly of Baltic States was held, to participate in the demonstration 
scheduled by the Popular Front for January 13 at the Daugava waterfront.

On the same day, the presidium of the Supreme Council was in session 
until midnight. Around half past midnight, Ivans came home and went to bed. 
«Suddenly, I receive a call from an employee of the Foreign Ministry, he says 
– Shooting in Lithuania. I turned on the radio. They were already broadcasting 
the message from Lithuania that it is asking for help from all democratic forces 
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of the world. At 3am, I arrived in Supreme Council. The streets were empty…» 
Ivans recalled. «At half three am, I spoke on Latvian radio and urged all people 
to come out in defence of democracy. To protect the legally elected parliament 
and the legally elected government. 

While I was talking, members of the Supreme Council began to gather 
slowly. Two hours later, the streets began filling with people. That is when the 
idea of barricades came up. Who said it first? I don’t know. It could have been 
Kostanda, or Jundzis, or Skapars… but the fact that Kostanda and Jundzis 
were the first ones on board – that’s a fact. We made a decision that, based on 
Lithuanian example, we must protect the government. 

… Officers of the Soviet Army played a large part – they gave a lot of 
valuable advice. Minister of Agriculture Dainis Gegers ordered to bring all 
heavy equipment here… At 9 in the morning, when I made the same speech in 
Russian and Latvian languages on Latvian television, I wanted to cry. I saw a 
long column of all this terrible heavy trucks and tractors moving through the 
Island Bridge. I saw that all Latvia rose and surrounded Riga.» Barricades in 
Riga were erected in a single night. 151

Former head of the Popular Front Jelgava department Donats Peipins 
recalled in January 2013: «It was necessary to protect the strategically important 
objects – in Jelgava, such were the communication hub and the Popular Front 
headquarters located on the premises of former party committee… I had an 
informal agreement with the police that if the Popular Front headquarters were 
attacked by OMON, the police would create a checkpoint and would assume 
peacekeeping function to prevent an armed conflict. 

We did not receive any threats in the headquarters, but there was a tense 
atmosphere. Jazeps Skivlinieks, from the Jelgava agricultural machinery was 
the first to organise and direct people to protect strategic objects in Riga and 
Jelgava bridges – the city’s most important transport arteries. 

Among those protecting the barricades, there was no division into Latvians 
and non-Latvians. There were arguments between the Popular Front and 
Interfront…»152

Peteris Miluns, one of the three co-chairmen of the Ozolnieki department 
of the Popular Front, adds to Donats Peipins’ story. «During the January events, 
all duties were clearly organised, all trips to Riga were recorded to avoid 
absenteeism. Support groups from Ozolnieki went to Riga every night. Maris 
Ainars and businesses of Ozolnieki provided great support at the barricades.

People were very friendly; there was no division on national basis. I 
remember with gratitude Gunars Barpus and Grigoris Misiuks – specialist on 

A view from Bastejkalns mould to the barricades on Smilsu Str. 
Riga, January, 1991. Photo by Victor Gushchin 
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Riga, January, 1991. Photo by Alexander Pankratiev Riga, January, 1991. Photo by Alexander Pankratiev
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Riga, January, 1991. Photo by Alexander Pankratiev Riga, January, 1991. Photo by Alexander Pankratiev



112 113

Latvia 1988-2015: a triumph of the radical nationalists  Book 1. Radical nationalism awakens

Riga, January, 1991. Photo by Alexander Pankratiev Riga, January, 1991. Photo by Alexander Pankratiev
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The monument to the defenders of the barricades near 
the building of the Parliament of Latvia. Photo by Victor Gushchin

Since 1997, 20 January has been commemorated in Latvia as the day of memory 
of the  defenders of the barricades. In the history of the Second Republic of Latvia, 
this date, used in propaganda, is a crucial symbol of the struggle for independence. 

Photo by Victor Gushchin
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civil defence, who provided gas masks and special clothing for our defenders 
of the barricades. Barpus was responsible for regular delivery of hot meals for 
those on duty at the barricades and chauffeurs.» 153

On January 15, 1991, Diena published an article by Janis Vilnitis and 
Andra Puce. «Almost half of the drivers surveyed by the Diena, those who left 
their machines for the barricades, spoke Russian. Their overall sentiment was 
expressed by the driver of Ogre PMK-10, who stated the following – I will stand 
here until there is peace and quiet, until Gorbunov says that we can go home.»154

Dainis Ivans admitted that if the barricades were stormed there would have 
been a lot of bloodshed. Although, Ivans believes, barricades mobilised the 
people. Furthermore, construction of barricades influenced the international 
community. According to him, «barricades were the most important event in 
the Latvian history.»155

Leader of the Latvian Communist Party on CPSU platform Alfreds Rubiks 
has a different opinion on the barricades. «I have drove around the barricades 
several times… There was nothing scary there. Booze everywhere, campfires. 
This was a provocation, and not some kind of struggle. Although, many now 
present it as a great resistance and scream about their merits. There wasn’t 
even a fistfight…»156

Both Dainis Ivans and Alfreds Rubiks are correct in their assessment of 
the barricades and their place in history. Most serious barricades – made out 
of foundation construction bocks – were erected in the narrow streets near 
the Supreme Council building. In other places – at the Council of Ministers, 
television centre, etc. – the streets were blocked by just the construction and 
agricultural machinery. People who were warming themselves by the campfires 
and alcohol – this was winter, after all – would not have been able to provide 
any substantial resistance if the barricades were attacked – they were unarmed. 
If the assault on barricades was actually launched, many people would have 
died. «But there could be no freedom without blood,» Ivans states.157

However, as it turned out, nobody was actually preparing to storm the 
barricades. For this reason, the barricades from the very beginning played the 
role of a political symbol that united all residents of Latvia in their confrontation 
with the Soviet Union and demonstrated to the West the will of the people to fight 
for their independence. In this regard, the barricades had completely fulfilled 
their task. They caused a powerful upsurge of patriotic unity of the people. 
At the barricades, standing together with Latvians were Russians, Ukrainians, 
Jews and other foreign residents of Latvia. «It is extremely important that there 
were people of different ethnicities at the barricades. Perhaps, the number of 

Russian-speaking members is sometimes overestimated. But the fact that the 
whole Latvian society had experienced the peak of unity, unlike anything 
before or since, is absolutely clear.»158 «That was a short period in Latvian 
history when the government and the people were essentially united,» Ivans 
pointed out.159

January 14th Roundtable

On January 14, Chairman of the Supreme Council of Latvia Anatolij 
Gorbunov initiated a «roundtable», where the leadership of the Supreme 
Council, members of political parties and NGOs, and the Baltic Military District 
Command discussed the ways to resolve the critical political situation in the 
republic. The discussion took place in the Riga City Executive Committee 
on the Krishjana Valdemara Street (the building now belongs to the Foreign 
Ministry of Latvia).

Commander of the Baltic Military District («PribVO»), General Fedor 
Kuzmin, urged to return to the USSR and LSSR Constitution and follow the 
decrees of the USSR President. He also urged to repeal all laws and regulations 
of the Republic of Latvia that concern the rights and responsibilities of military 
personnel and create an independent commission to coordinate the media and 
ensure that army’s opinion is also heard on the TV and radio. «PribVO is 
an organisation that does not destabilise the situation, but contributes to its 
improvement,» General Kuzmin stressed.160

Secretary of the Latvian Communist Party Ojars Potreki reiterated the 
demands that were moved forward at the 10th plenum of the Communist Party. 
In case of a failure to revert the retail food prices and repeal all laws and 
regulations of the Republicof Latvia that are in conflict with the Constitutions 
and laws of the USSR and LSSR, as well as M. Gorbachev’s Presidential 
Decrees, the Communist Party of Latvia will demand resignation of the 
government, the Supreme Council and local Councils of people’s deputies, 
followed by re-elections. Furthermore, Mr Potreki demanded that the voluntary 
squads and their headquarters are disbanded, and that the opposition gets 50% 
of airtime on Latvian TV. 161

Members of the Equal Rights faction in the Supreme Council requested to 
remove the barricades from the streets of Riga and provide easy access to the 
Supreme Council in Old Riga. Furthermore, representative of the faction, S. 
Buka, stated that they find it unacceptable that the Supreme Council cooperates 
with the Citizens Congress, which they consider socially dangerous.162
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Anatolij Gorbunov summed up the discussion. According to him, the 
meeting did not lead to any constructive agreements. «The situation is difficult. 
So far, we have no reason to say that we are closer to a democratic solution. We 
have currently determined the position of certain political forces towards the 
administration of the Republic of Latvia,» Gorbunov pointed out, calling the 
demands of the Communist Party an ultimatum. 

Chairman of the Cabinet of Ministers Ivars Godmanis, in his turn, noted 
that «if the price increase is cancelled, the government will resign.» 

Members of the Popular Front of Latvia, the Latvian National Independence 
Movement (LNNK) and the Citizens Congress did not attend the roundtable. 
Deputy Chairman of LNNK M.Vitola explained the absence of its members at 
the conference in the Diena newspaper, «LNNK does not support the idea of 
any coalition government. We also will not compromise with those who resort 
to ultimatums.» 163

Latvian National Salvation Committee

On January 15, Communist Party of Latvia, International Front of the 
Working People of Latvia and Civil Rights Committees organised a rally at the 
SKA Stadium in Riga. Organisers called it an All-Latvian National Assembly. 
According to them, the rally was attended by more than 100 thousand people, 
even though SKA Stadium cannot accommodate more than 15 thousand. Press 
estimates indicate that the rally actually gathered 8-10 thousand people. 164

A number of documents were adopted at the assembly. These include: 
Appeal to the people of Latvia, Appeal to agricultural workers, and all rural 
residents; Appeal to the personnel and employees of the Soviet Army and Navy, 
to police officers, prosecutors, public courts, to all law enforcement officers; 
Resolution in support of the measures of the President of USSR to stabilise the 
situation in Lithuania. 

However, the most important documents were: Resolution of the All-Latvian 
National Assembly, Political Statement of the Latvian National Salvation 
Committee and the Appeal to the Peoples of Russia, Supreme Soviet of USSR, 
Supreme Council of RSFSR and the President of USSR M.S. Gorbachev. 

The Resolution of the All-Latvian National Assembly consisted of only 3 
items:

1. Recognise the transfer of state power to the Latvian National Salvation 
Committee and endorse its political statement. 

2. Participants of the All-Latvian National Assembly urge all labour 

collectives, workers and residents of the republic, to provide all possible 
support and assistance to the Latvian National Salvation Committee.

3. Demand from law enforcement bodies to perform their duties in ensuring 
law and order in the country under the legislation of Latvian SSR, the Soviet 
Union, and the decrees of the President of the USSR. 165

The political statement of the Latvian National Salvation Committee 
expressed the following:

«Dear compatriots! A crucial hour has approached, when the situation in the 
republic became critical. The ruling circles have brought Latvia to the threshold 
of a national catastrophe. The course towards the bourgeois dictatorship set by 
the Supreme Council and the government has put the people of Latvia on the 
brink of economic and democratic collapse. Republic’s television and radio, 
a mouthpiece of the Popular Front of Latvia, launched a fierce anti-Soviet 
nationalist propaganda, causing tension and hysteria. 

PFL faction in the Supreme Council have entered into an open collusion 
with the Citizens Congress – an alternative, pro-fascist, structure. 

The true causes of this are rooted in defiance of the Constitution of USSR 
and Latvian SSR, international human rights norms. 

This cannot be tolerated any more. 
Under these circumstances, and at the request of workers, the Latvian 

National Salvation Committee assumes responsibility for the future of the 
Soviet Latvia, declares the transfer of the entire state power into its hands for 
the period until stabilisation, the dissolution of the Supreme Council and the 
government. 

Latvian National Salvation Committee supports:
- A sovereign, legal Latvia as part of the renewed Union of Soviet Socialist 

Republics. The decision of Latvian SSR’s withdrawal from the Union can only 
be made by an all-national referendum. 

- A socialist way of national revival and renewal of statehood, based on the 
internationally accepted norms of human values.

- Assertion of equal and inalienable rights of all citizens, based on the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 

- Improved living standards of all citizens, ensuring their social security. 
Latvian National Salvation Committee considers the Declaration of May 4, 

1990, all legislative and regulative acts of the Supreme Council of Latvia and 
its government invalid and adopted in violation of the Constitution of USSR 
and Latvian SSR, decrees of the USSR People’s Deputies Congress, legislative 
acts of USSR Supreme Soviet and decrees of the President of USSR. 
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Requests the Presidium of the Committee to generate a personal composition 
of the government and present it for approval to the Latvian National Salvation 
Committee. 

Committee dissolves departments and other state institutions created in 
violation of the laws of USSR and Latvian SSR; Instructs the newly created 
government to suspend the decision of the former Latvian government on retail 
price increase on goods and services until a mechanism of income indexation 
and compensation of material losses is developed. 

Latvian National Salvation Committee is prepared to cooperate with all 
socio-political forces supporting the socialist path of development of society.

Right now, everyone faces a choice – how to live, what ideas to profess. A 
true Perestroika («Restructuring») requires the support of socialist choice for 
the future of the people and prosperity of the country. 

Soviet Latvia must remain in a renewed Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics!»166

The third document – Appeal to the Peoples of Russia, Supreme Soviet 
of USSR, Supreme Council of RSFSR and the President of USSR M.S. 
Gorbachev – criticised the Chairman of the Supreme Council of RSFSR, Boris 
Yeltsin, and requested Mikhail Gorbachev to introduce a presidential rule in 
the Baltic States. «Behind the backs of the Russian people and other peoples 
of Russia, on their behalf Boris Yeltsin signed an inherently anti-popular 
document on January 13 in Tallinn – the Statement of the leaders of Supreme 
Councils of RSFSR, Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, encouraging separatism 
and nationalism, dealing a blow to the consolidation of society and the unified 
multinational state ...

The fact that Boris Yeltsin turned out to be in the same harness with 
separatists and suppressors of democracy demonstrates once again his true 
political face – detachment form the real interests of the people, hypocrisy 
and politicking disguised by populist slogans, the desire to use the most dirty 
methods to satisfy his political ambitions…

We support the President of USSR in strengthening law and order in the 
Soviet Baltic Republics and ask to take all necessary measures, including the 
establishment of a Presidential rule.»167

On January 17, the Supreme Council of Latvia ruled the Latvian National 
Salvation Committee illegal. However, Prosecutor General of Latvia J. 
Skrastins refused to institute a criminal case against LNNK. «To initiate a 
criminal case in accordance with the law, there should be a call for violent coup 
or change in government structure. In the meantime, it is worth checking into 

the methods and the purpose of the Salvation Committee’s appeal,» he told the 
Diena newspaper.168

First deputy prosecutor of LSSR A. Reinieks, in turn, stated, «We recognise 
the right to activity of the Latvian National Salvation Committee, because 
currently there is a real dual power in the republic.»Answering the question 
of whether the activity of this Committee contradicts the acting Constitution 
of Latvia, Reinieks stressed, in spite of the documents adopted by the All-
Latvian National Assembly on January 15, that the Latvian National Salvation 
Committee does not claim to power that is currently represented by the Supreme 
Council, but advocates for new elections in accordance with the law.169

Riga on January 20

The events of January 20 were described by journalists Vladimir Vigman 
and Tatyana Fast in an article «Special Forces Trojan Horse.» «Around 9 pm 
on January 20, a column of vehicles leaving the OMON base (special forces 
police unit / riot police) appeared in downtown Riga. When the column arrived 
to the Ministry of Interior Affairs, shots were fired. Abandoning their cars, riot 
police rushed into the Ministry and stormed it in accordance to all rules of mil-
itary tactics – from both sides. At around 2 am, «black berets» suddenly left the 
MIA building and headed to the Central Committee of the Communist Party 
of Latvia (currently – International Trade Centre). The column stood there for 
an hour and a half before returning to base. The tragic outcome of the night – 8 
people were injured, 5 were killed. Four of them, including the Juris Podnieks’ 
film crew – Andris Slapins and Gvido Zvaigzne, police officer Sergei Kon-
onenko and a school student Edi Riekstins, died in Bastejkalns Park. Police 
officer Vladimir Gomonovich was killed between the fourth and fifth floors of 
the MIA building. There were no victims among the OMON.»170

Who was shooting? Where they were shooting from? «Black berets» unan-
imously claim that they were shot at first, and they opened fire in response. 
However, they differed in details – some said that their cars were shot from the 
Bastejkalns, others – from the Ministry of Internal Affairs. 

Furthermore, an ex-Spetsnaz inhabitant of one of the houses near the Min-
istry reported that he hear somebody running along the roof before first shots 
were fired. «These were heavy steps, it wasn’t children playing…»171

Vilma Upmace, a former special investigator of the Republic of Latvia Pros-
ecutor’s Office draws attentions to several facts. First – a group of haphazardly 
dressed people broke into a room on the fifth floor of the Ministry before the «be-
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rets» and opened fire on OMON vehicles. Second – a group of defenders of the 
Supreme Council who completed their shift and heard shots then climbed on the 
roof of a University of Latvia student hostel, located right across the Bastejkalns 
(the building now belongs to Astor Riga Hotel & Conference), and saw a group 
of people in tracksuits firing in the direction of the Interior Ministry.172

Former head of the Special Investigations Department of the Latvian Pros-
ecutor’s Office, Rita Aksenoka, talks about the machine gun that was fired on 
the Ministry near the R.Blaumanis monument.

There is evidence that shots were fired from the direction of the LSSR 
Prosecutor’s Office towards the park, from the porch of the building of Archi-
tecture and Construction Committee (the building later accommodated the US 
Embassy – V.G.)

Former special investigator of the USSR Prosecutor’s Office Valery Ko-
starev claims that everything started with a few single shots from somewhere 
on the side. Afterwards, shots were fired from the Office of Sewage and Water, 
from Ridzene Hotel, from the Bastejkalns, from Lebiazhi House, and even 
from the Academy of Arts. People in civilian clothes, but wielding guns and 
cordless phones, were seen at the entrance to Orbit (Currently – Food & Wine)

Many interesting episodes were shot on camera. One videotape depicted 
camouflaged people in Spetsnaz masks appearing at the Ministry of Internal 
Affairs, hurry to their vehicles and drive away right in the midst of the shoot-
out. Another video shows people in dark clothing crawling along the park un-
der fire. The third tape shows APCs drive from the Freedom Monument, fol-
lowed by echoing gunshots of its weapons. 

Another recovered video depicted a truck taking off along the alley in the 
midst of a shootout, crossing the canal and dodging between cars and pedestri-
ans, it speeds away through Krisjana Valdemara Street. Perhaps, this was the 
same truck witnessed by Juris Podnieks. People exited the truck, picked up a 
corpse and someone’s pistol, and sped away. 173

Journalists Vladimir Vigman and Tatyana Fast ask – Why hide the corpse? 
Who was the deceased? Sergei Kononenko and Edi Riekstins were also killed 
nearby. The car did not come for them, or for Andris Slapins or Gvido Zvaigzne. 

Former Minister of Internal Affairs Aloiz Vaznis, a PFL supporter, informed 
investigators that even before Vilnius events – i.e. before January 13, 1991 – 
a group of about forty young men arrived in Lielupe, Jurmala, supposedly 
from Pskov. They identified themselves as Bulgarian athletes, but spoke only 
in Russian. According to him, they spent two days at the OMON headquarters 
in Vecmilgravis. On January 20, a bus brought them to the Riga Opera House, 

where they boarded black Volgas and spread around the city. The bus driver 
was soon found dead…

A.Vaznis believes that Bulgarian athletes were actually a KGB special group 
«Alfa.»174 Was this group actually involved in the KGB? Was this information 
fabricated to divert the investigation from the truth? These questions cannot be 
answered. 

Andrei Galvins, former deputy chief of operations of the army, gives his 
version. 

«Everyone says that there was some third party involved in the incident at 
the Ministry. I have… a special opinion. There were at least five forces near the 
Ministry of Internal Affairs. If not more. First – ordinary workers of the MIA. 
Second – OMON. I will not talk about the third force that suddenly appeared at 
the Ministry from the Old Riga barricades, but Vaznis, Godmanis and the chief 
of security Sabirov know perfectly well who it was… Fourth force – fighters 
of the «Alfa» unit, or some other Spetsnaz – Leningrad, for example – who 
stormed the Ministry from the roof. Spetsnaz is easy to distinguish from other 
groups, because only storm troopers have titanium greaves. Coincidentally, 
there were officers of the Soviet Army in the Military Commissariat of LSSR 
– Latvians, who have seen the spetsnaz and its training for the invasion of the 
Ministry. These storm troopers were apparently newcomers, deployed to Riga 
with a special mission. The fifth force – GRU (Main Intelligence Directorate of 
the USSR), who were shooting around the Old Riga. I would not rule out that it 
was the GRU snipers who shot at the film crews from the Jekab Barracks – at the 
time housing the construction administration of the Baltic Military District.» 175

Galvins’ assumptions, like those of Vaznis, remained just that – unconfirmed 
speculations. 

Retired police colonel V. M. Kononov gives yet another version in his 
analysis of the events at Bastejkalns on January 20. According to him, the 
barricades erected in Riga in early January did not fulfil their single purpose 
– demonstrate Moscow’s aggression – because nobody was actually going 
to attack them. Therefore, a provocation akin to Vilnius January events was 
required to make it clear for the whole population that Latvian should not remain 
in the Soviet Union any more. January 20th events were just that provocation. 
All these events have been planned in advance. It was not by chance that local 
and international TV, Radio and press correspondents appeared at the scene 
before the shooting started. After the shooting stopped, they quickly left Riga. 
The main performers of this speculation were Gregory Beshlebnikov’s militia, 
the so-called «Guardians of the Order» created by the Popular Front of Latvia.»
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In the night from January 19 to January 20, 1991, eight people had been wounded in Riga, five 
had been killed. Four of the latter – cameramen Gvido Zvaigzne (died in early February from 
his wounds) and Andris Slapins, both being members of team led by director Juris Podnieks, 
a militsiya officer Sergey Kononenko and a pupil Edijs Riekstins, were killed in a park near 

Bastejkalns mould. A militsiya first lieutenant Vladimir Gomonovich was killed in the building 
of the Ministry of Interior, between floors three and four. Photo by Victor Gushchin

The place of violent death of Sergey Kononenko, 
a militsiya officer

The place of violent death 
of Gvido Zvaigzne, a cameraman

The place of violent death 
of Andris Slapins, a cameraman 

The memorial stone dedicated 
to Vladimir Gomonovich

The place of violent death of Edijs Riekstins, a pupil 
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Kononov cites the evidence of A. Ploksne – secretary of veterans of the 
Ministry of Internal Affairs of LSSR – who was returning from work on the night 
of January 20. She saw some people changing clothes behind the construction 
fence and running towards Bastejkalns. They were not OMON, whom she 
knew well. These people most reminded of militia from Beshlebnikov’s team. 
He was a former Interior Ministry employee, who according to Kononov, 
«twisted his coat inside out» faster than anyone and brought up his fighters in 
the nationalist spirit. 176

Former USSR KGB officer Konstantin Kuchuk confirms V. Kononov’s 
version.

«Shortly before the tragic events of January 20, Cheslav Mlynnik was 
warned of the upcoming provocation. The only thing we didn’t know is when it 
was going to happen. However, the plan was known – kidnap an OMON officer, 
or a member of his family, and create a trap to lure the squad downtown, disarm 
and thus put an end to its existence. Although, in practice everything went a more 
radical way. When the OMON was called and informed about the abduction of 
officer Loktionov’s wife, the squad rebelled. It was impossible to keep people at 
the base. Good thing they did not go as a whole detachment. The hope was that 
the OMON will drive to militants headquarters near the Freedom Monument. 
They were expected from Padomju (Soviet) Boulevard. However, Mlynnik 
decided to first strengthen the security of the LSSR Prosecutor’s Office and 
the column drove along the Rainis Boulevard. As riot police cars approached 
the Ministry of Internal Affairs, the shooting began from the Bastejkalns side – 
and these were automatic weapons. OMON turned towards the Ministry, trying 
to take cover. But the security of the Ministry, strengthened the day before, also 
opened fire. One of riot police vehicles caught fire. Bullets were then found in 
the republic’s military office.  Thus, the provocation against the OMON took 
place – several people killed in the shootout. Foreign correspondents filmed 
what was necessary. The Japanese filmed the events from the Latvia Hotel (this 
tape was then transferred to Sweden). The fact that there was so much media at 
the scene also proves that it was a pre-planned action…» 177

Further deterioration of the Latvian 
Communist Party (CPSU platform)

January events caused the Communist Party of Latvia to lose even more 
support of the population. It was no longer controlling the situation in many 
regions of Latvia. In a number of cities and regions, communists were under 

severe psychological pressure of the PFL and other organisations. The general 
picture was clearly indicated in A.A. Nevitsky’s diary, which among other 
things lists the main issues discussed at the meeting of First Secretaries of city 
and regional committees on January 16, as well as the main points of Alfreds 
Rubiks’ speech at the January 24 session. 

January 16th session. Preili town Representative – there is no news 
form the centre, we don’t hear anything over the radio as well. Limbazi 
city Representative – we are in a semi-legal status, always living in the 
crosshair. Vaznis’ people go from door to door and ask, «Is this where 
Interfrontists live?» If the presidential rule is not introduced, bloodshed is 
unavoidable. KGB went underground. Police is no longer ours. Military 
took the position of «neither yours nor ours.» First Secretary of the Ogre 
City Committee – not a single business supported the strike, people are 
afraid. The only thing we can do is organise a strike of 40-60 communists 
who will lose their job as a result. First Secretary of Saldus Regional 
Committee – Today we have a complete isolation of the Communist 
Regional Committee from the regional executive committee. Its ruling: 
such organisation (i.e. the Communist Party – V.G.) should not exist! 
Kuldiga Representative – our phones have been shut down. We are being 
threatened: if you do not give up the party membership in 5 days – you 
are dead! They even refuse medical help. As a result, 5 people have 
refused from active work and another two are considering it. Cekule-
Modona Representative – we cannot arrange a strike. Regional Executive 
Committee introduced the state of emergency; everything is subordinate 
to the headquarters. Headquarters sends machinery, people, and food to 
Riga. Aluksne Representative – our information is absent in the city. Any 
events are presented through the informational prism of the PFL. Jelgava 
Region Representative – we are currently underground. There is a real 
terror in the region. If we expected assistance from the Centre before, now 
nobody believes in Centre or Gorbachev.

January 24th session. Rubiks. «I will no longer tolerate failure to carry 
out orders of the 1st secretary. I will fire you! Why isn’t (newspaper) Cīņa 
coming out 5 times a week? Why is (newspaper) Soviet Latvia coming out 
in the «old skirt»? The layout is quite unattractive. Radio works irregularly, 
and you can’t swap it for leaflets. Why can’t we find a Latvian speaker for 
the radio? Where is the information from the field? From regional, city 
committees, primary organisations? I am not getting any information about 
the situation in the localities. Our task is to win the masses! We need to 
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stop being the white-collar boys! It’s time to work round the clock! Round 
the clock! Question everyone should ask: What have I done for communist 
today? Soon, the Lenin Monument will be demolished. Are we going to 
let this happen? Then we all need to put down the party tickets. I really 
want to avoid riots in protection of the monument, but we should not be 
afraid! Gorbunov (Anatolijs Gorbunovs – chairman of the Latvian Supreme 
Council) believes that the main destabilising factor in Latvia is OMON and 
the National Salvation Committee. That is not true. Most important – pro-
socialist or anti-socialist choice of the country’s development.»178

Russian intelligentsia on the events in Latvia

In January 1991, author of a well-known novel «A Golden Cloud There 
Rested» Anatoly Pristavkin was having a holiday in the Jurmala Dubulti House 
of Writers, in Latvia.Armenian poet Silva Kaputikyan, writers Pavel Kataev 
and Georgy Sadovnikov, literary critic Valentin Oskotsky and poet Grigory 
Pozhenyan were on vacation at the same resort as well. 

Anatoly Pristavkin visited the Riga barricades with his friends V. Blyumenkrants 
and L. Koval, who later recalled, «14.01.91. After dinner, Anatoly Pristavkin and I 
go to the Riga. Barricades. The city seems as if it is under siege. Heavy machinery 
surrounds the House of Government, the Parliament and entrance to Old Riga. Fires 
burning. People are handing out coffee and sandwiches. At the Dome Square – there 
is loud music, young people dancing. Slogan –Soldier, are you human or are you 
killer? Cartoons of Gorbachev, the Red Army, Rubiks… 

18.01.91. Today, Anatoly Pristavkin and I walked around Riga again. 
Warmed ourselves up by the fires, ate sandwiches. Distributed the «Independent 
Baltic Newspaper.» At the Dome Square, Anatoly Pristavkin jumped on to the 
open back of the truck and spoke to the crowd – he spoke passionately, boldly, 
clearly and people greeted the Russian writer with thunderous applause and 
shouts of approval. 

The mood in the city? Euphoria, moment of truth, celebration of freedom. 
Entrance to the radio committee is blocked. Slogans: «Moscow, please, 

don’t send killers here», «Soldier, remember – blood can always be washed 
away, shame – never!»

We spoke about a lot of things with Pristavkin. I translated Latvian slogans, 
writings, conversations, and he wrote everything down – he had conceived a 
book about these days…

«I believe that Latvia will become independent,» Anatoly spoke with 
conviction. «In a new Latvia, there won’t be national discrimination – all 
residents, as the Popular Front promises, will become citizens of a free and 
independent country…»179

Pristavkin spoke on Latvian TV, met with the people of Riga and soldiers 
of the Soviet Army. In his own words, he was «on the inside» of all events, 
«became part of it», «went in the radioactive reactor, where the temperature is 
very different to the outside.»180

The result of being inside this «reactor» was his book, The Quiet Baltics, 
finished by May 1991. This book is written by someone who did not doubt 
for a second, who is right and who is wrong. All his sympathies were with 
the Popular Front of Latvia, Estonia and the Lithuanian Sajudis. His anger 
and blame were directed solely towards the Soviet system and the multiple 
Russian-speaking immigrants. On the one hand, he has the «Moscow hell» 
and «several ferocious letters from the workers of the Sloka plant, who wrote 
that ‘we trampled on their destiny’.»181 On the other hand – «quiet, peaceful 
Baltics», «the world of quiet neat houses, yellow dunes and curved pine trees 
along the coast.» 182

In political terms, Pristavkin’s position is clear: USSR is an empire. «And 
the fight for power (i.e. for the preservation of USSR – V.G.) – is the fight for 
the empire.» 183 To preserve the empire, Gorbachev «declared war on the free 
republics.» 184 Tragic events in Vilnius are «Gorbachev’s reckless intervention 
and cruelty…» 185 «Criminals – these are the true friends» of A.P. Rubiks. 
Communists used to «rob trains, rob churches and the autocracy» – and still do. 
186 Interfront’s rally at the stadium in Riga – is a «gathering» 187, and migrant 
workers – are colonists, who do not want to live by local laws.188 Moscow 
television just keeps lying! To refute the official reports from Moscow, A. 
Pristavkin gets some coins and runs to a payphone. He calls several numbers 
and tells his friends and acquaintances: «Don’t believe this! They’ relying on 
the television!»189

Many other prominent members of the Russian intelligentsia were of 
the same opinion, particularly the first wave of democrats – Yuri Afanasyev, 
Galina Starovoytova, Yuri Chernichenko, Sergei Stankevich, Yegor Gaidar and 
others. Their opinion was very significant at the time and shared by a sizeable 
part of the population. In Latvia, their views were represented by newspapers 
Atmoda (Russian-language version of the official Popular Front’s gazette of 
the same name) and Independent Baltic Newspaper, as well as the Society of 
Russian Culture that was established in May 1989.
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LSRC against the Communist Party, 
LNSC and Interfront

In January 1991, Latvian Society of Russian Culture (LSRC) actively 
supported the Supreme Council and the Latvian government. Chairman of 
LSRC Yuri Ivanovich Abyzov appeared on Latvian television on January 16. 
«The question should not be – Are you for Latvians or for Russians? No – Are 
you for democracy, for good, for gospel, or are you for military dictatorship?»190

On February 2, Yuri Abyzov clearly expressed LSRC’s negative 
attitude towards the Latvian National Salvation Committee (LNSC) and 
the Interfront. In another appearance on the television, he said, «We have 
decided that now it is the perfect time to declare that Interfront does not at 
all represent the whole Russian population of Latvia, just part of it… Actions 
of the Communist Party of Latvia, Interfront and the Committee is a path of 
conspirators and plotters.»191

LSRC’s sharp disapproval of Interfront had taken shape at its founding 
conference in March 1989. The resolution adopted at the conference, «On 
the attitude towards Interfront’s rallies», stated – «The Interfront’s recent 
actions, particularly the events of February 23 and 25, have exacerbated the 
already difficult relations in the republic. Misinformation and incitement of 
chauvinism are creating a dramatic and, what is particularly dangerous, an 
impasse situation. Leaders of Interfront, having lost all sense of reality and 
abandoning all verbal camouflage, are seeking to bring into effect the hostile 
and destructive forces…» 192

On February 3, 1991, LSRC held a meeting of the Russian democratic 
community in the Great Hall of University of Latvia. According to Abyzov, 
this assembly was supposed to demonstrate that «there are forces that reject the 
unseemly policies of the Communist Party; that refuse to be Interfront’s tool; 
that express solidarity with the Latvian parliament and government; that serve 
to ensure the transformation of our society into an open one, capable of joining 
the European community.» 

«I refuse Mr Alekseev (leader of Interfront – V.G.) the right to represent 
the whole Russian community in Latvia… Russian democratic community 
does not want the Russian population to be a battering ram, a blunt log that can 
be used to break down the parliament’s doors… Latvia will certainly become 
an open democratic state,» Abyzov said at the assembly. 193

In January 1991, there were many among the Russian-speaking community 
in Latvia who truly believed that the Supreme Council and the government 

were building a democratic state. Nine months later, this belief would be 
replaced with bitter disappointment. Yuri Abyzov will also be among those 
who considered themselves deceived. 

USSR KGB on foreign intelligence 
services in Latvia

Former senior official of the Soviet Union’s KGB (Committee for State 
Security), deputy chief of the Soviet counterintelligence Major General 
Vyacheslav Shironin writes in his book «Under the hood of counterintelligence: 
the secret agenda of perestroika» (Moscow, 1996):

 «The KGB, based on reliable sources, quickly informed the then-
administration that Baltic States in the west will serve as a catalyst for the 
collapse of the Soviet Union. We also reported on the operational situation 
in these republics, particularly about the widespread activity of the USA’s 
CIA, Germany’s BND and several other foreign intelligence services seeking 
to recruit agents, organise residential links from the local nationalists, 
oppositionists and anti-Soviet individuals. We informed the «higher-ups» about 
the armed underground being established in the Baltics. We especially stressed 
that American intelligence is preparing the grounds for declaring Baltic States 
as the so-called area of «vital interests.» 194

In another book («KGB – CIA: Secret springs of perestroika», Moscow, 
1997) Maj. Gen. Shironin writes, «Baltics had a special role from the very 
start. Within the European Community, they (the Baltic States) and the Western 
Europe were prescribed a special programme, codenamed «Phare.» It had its 
own peculiarities, and special sources of financing.» 195

According to Vyacheslav Shironin, in 1990 – 1991 foreign intelligence 
in Lithuania had developed a rabid, feverish activity. They orchestrated all 
Landsbergis’ actions. Referring to the events at the Vilnius television tower, 
Shironin writes, «This was a perfectly planned and executed operation of the 
special services aiming to turn public outrage away from thenew Lithuanian 
government’s economic policy towards a protest against Moscow. It was about 
turning internal economic demands into a conflict with the Centre. A conflict 
that was skilfully set on a nationalistic track.» 196

Soviet counterintelligence also possessed a number of documents that 
clearly indicated that German special services have been actively interven-
ing in USSR’s internal affairs. It was not without German intelligence that 
the gradual restoration of German borders was conducted and its former pre-
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World War Two territories returned. German strategists have planned to solve 
this issue in Poland, Czechoslovakia and the Baltics by the following method:

- Purposeful export of German capital and workforce and its concentration 
in the areas of potential accession. 

- Spread the process of democratisation and establishment of a free market 
economy in Eastern Europe; Elimination of restrictions on labour immigration 
and import of foreign capital.

- Restoration and strengthening of the mutual connections between the 
German diaspora abroad and the German fatherland. 

- Skilful use of the nationalist factor. 
So what were the objectives of the CIA and its allied intelligence? Answer-

ing this question, Shironin writes that this region was selected as a polygon to 
test the special coalition project called «Globalism» in the West. The essence 
of this project was to first «tear away» the Baltics and other Soviet republics 
from the USSR, and through USA, IMF, the World Bank and other dependent 
«public institutions and funds» turn them into pro-American colonies. The sec-
ond task – set up control over Russia’s internal political processes. 197

In 1990, the CIA gathered the Popular Front leaders of the Black and Baltic 
Sea region in Poland to discuss the possibility of creating a Black Sea-Baltic con-
federation after the collapse of the Soviet Union. The Soviet Union still existed, but 
the CIA was already assuming that it would not exist for long. In the same year, a 
specialist on psychological warfare arrived in Lithuania. Simultaneously, another 
US citizen arrived in Latvia – a Riga native Valdis Pavlovskis. It was reported that 
he received military training with the American «green berets.» After Vietnam and 
Afghanistan, Pavlovskis became chairman of the World Federation of Free Latvians 
(WFFL), an organisation that was established in 1955 and acted under the influence 
of foreign intelligence since. In January 1991, Pavlovskis organised the defence of 
the parliament building in Riga. 198

Many other members of the western Latvian emigration were cooperat-
ing with the foreign intelligence. These include people like Janis Ritenis, Ivar 
Embrekts, and the future chairman of the Commission for Constitutional Right 
under the President of Latvia, member of the European Court of Human Rights 
and author of the openly totalitarian draft preamble to the Constitution of Lat-
via – Egils Levits. 

Egils Levits (born on June 30, 1955), future Minister of Justice (1993-
1994), judge of ECHR (1995-2004) and the European Court of Justice, one of 
the authors of the concept of continuity of the Republic of Latvia, Ambassador 
to Germany, Sweden (1992-1993), Austria, Hungary (1994-1995), member 

of Latvian Saeima (1993-1994), Honorary Dr. iur. h. c. of Latvian Academy 
of Sciences, judge of the International Court of Arbitration, Chairman of the 
Commission on the constitutional right under the President of the Republic of 
Latvia, and finally – author of the openly totalitarian draft preamble to the Con-
stitution of Latvia. He and his family emigrated to Germany in 1972. Graduat-
ed in Law at Hamburg University and then worked as a teacher and attorney. 
In 1990, he was invited by the Supreme Council of Latvia as a consultant. 199

Janis Ritenis organised a trip to England for the then-activists of PFL, I. 
Godmanis and J. Jurkans. In London, Mr Ritenis and the future Prime Minister 
and Minister of Foreign Affairs met with leaders of the World Federation of 
Free Latvians.

Immediately after his appointment as the Minister of Internal Affairs in 
1990, Janis Jurkans announced that Ritenis has a special status in this institu-
tion. Indeed, this citizen of Australia and permanent resident in Germany, have 
been reviewing the Ministry’s correspondence on a daily basis, including top 
secret. During the meeting of Foreign Ministers of Latvia, Lithuania and Esto-
nia, he represented Latvia along with J. Jurkans and M. Vulfson. 200

Another US citizen – a political scientist from Muenster (Germany) Ivar 
Embrekts, born in 1966, also worked in the Latvian Foreign Ministry and also 
had access to classified information, including from the USSR Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs. 

After documentary evidence of Levits’, Ritenis’ and Embrekts’ illegal ac-
tivity surfaced, they were banned from entry into the Soviet Union for three 
years. However, after the August 1991 events, this ban was no longer in force. 

Son of the first Minister of Foreign Affairs of Latvia (Zigfrid Anna Mejer-
ovic), Gunar Mejerovic, who was considered a «locomotive» of the Latvian 
diaspora in the USA, has been cooperating with the US military intelligence 
for many years. He was a prominent activist of Latvian emigration and was a 
co-founder of the American Latvian Association (ALA) and the man behind 
the Joint Baltic American National Committee.

In 1993, Mejerovic was elected to the 5thSaeima (Parliament of Latvia) 
from the Latvian Path list. He also ran for Latvian president. During 1993-94, 
Gunar Mejerovic was the State Minister for Baltic and Northern Countries in 
the Foreign Ministry. 201

Janis Arvids Trapans has worked in the US Ministry of Defence for almost 
10 years before he headed the Latvian radio Free Europe, which was a branch 
of the CIA. The first US Ambassador to Latvia after its independence was a 
CIA officer, Ints Silins. 202
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Daugavas Vanagi («Daugava Hawks») also cooperated with foreign intel-
ligence. This Latvian organisation was founded in 1945 in Belgium by former 
Latvian SS legionnaires. Its chairman was the Inspector General Chief of Staff of 
the Latvian SS Volunteer Legion, oberfuhrer Arturs Silgailis. Daugavas Vanagi 
also had such members, as Chief Inspector of the Latvian SS Volunteer Legion, 
gruppenfuhrer Rudolf Bangerskis; Commander of the 280th police battalion SS 
standartenfuehrer Karlis Lobe; Commander of the 33rd regiment of the 15th divi-
sion of the Latvian SS Volunteer Legion, standartenfuehrer Vilis Janums; promi-
nent Latvian author and Fyodor Dostoyevsky scholar Zenta Maurina.

Another organisation that cooperated with foreign intelligence was the En-
vironment Protection Club (EPC). During the investigation into the club, it 
was discovered that EPC created underground organisations not just in Riga, 
but also in Rezekne, Valmiera, Liepaja and Bauska.203

Who was behind the events 
of December 1990 - January 1991?

The reform process initiated by Mikhail Gorbachev in 1985 and 
colloquially known as «Perestroika» (literally – «Restructuring») by 1989-90 
transformed into a dramatic confrontation between forces advocating for the 
preservation of USSR, albeit in a modified form, the new radicalised national 
elites, interested in the redistribution of political and economic power in their 
favour, and the part of the Union administration focused on the collapse of the 
unified state. Among those who advocated for the preservation of the Union, the 
introduction of presidential rule in Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia, was becoming 
an increasingly popular option. In turn, Sajudis movement in Lithuania and, 
possibly, the Popular Front of Latvia along with a few individuals in the Soviet 
administration were interested in aggravating the political conflict and even 
escalating it into an armed confrontation – to generate a powerful negative 
reaction in the USSR and the international community towards Gorbachev’s 
actions and thus accelerate the collapse of the unified state.

Gorbachev’s policy to preserve the Soviet Union was subjected to 
increasing pressure from the United States and the European Union. 

What was Mikhail Gorbachev’s own position in this situation?
In autumn 1990, one of the former leaders of reconnaissance and sabotage 

service of NKVD-NKGB (People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs) 
P.A. Sudoplatov was informed by a senior KGB official that Gorbachev is 
dissatisfied with democratisation process going out of control. That is when 

the KGB and the Armed Forces were ordered to prepare a plan for introducing 
a martial law in the country.204 In other words, in order to preserve the unified 
state Mikhail Gorbachev in autumn 1990 was ready to use force. However, he 
considered it as a measure of last resort. 

Nevertheless, according to the Head of Department of Protection of Lithu-
ania A. Butkevicius, by summer 1990 an officer (of KGB?) was secretly trans-
ferred to Riga to coordinate January 1991 events in Lithuania. «There were 
some serious preparatory operations. Involving many people. Here we had the 
operations department of the regional headquarters, we had the «Alfa» group, 
we had paratroopers from other airborne divisions. Union’s intelligence was 
here all the time. And to talk about some administration in Vilnius, some Bu-
rokevicius*, who really did not understand the situation – did not understand it 
then and does not understand it now – that is, of course, silly.»205

Talking about Burokevicius, Butkevicius cites the accusation towards the 
Lithuanian communists – that supposedly the Communist Party was one of the 
main forces that orchestrated the bloodshed (events of January 1991, Vilnius).

On January 11, 1991 – two days before the crisis in Vilnius – President of 
the Soviet Union Mikhail Gorbachev spoke on the phone with President of the 
United States George HW Bush. This forty-minute conversation, from 16:00 to 
16:40, is crucial for understanding Gorbachev’s attitude towards the introduc-
tion of a direct presidential rule in Lithuania. 

Talking to Mr Bush, the Soviet President said, «Currently, I am under 
tremendous pressure from the Supreme Council to introduce presidential rule 
in Lithuania. So far, I am resisting, but frankly speaking, the Supreme Coun-
cil of Lithuania and Landsbergis do not seem capable of any constructive 
movement.

In response to this pressure, yesterday I appealed to the Supreme Council 
of Lithuania, so they restore the Constitution themselves. However, the situa-
tion is still developing unfavourably. Strikes in Lithuania, growing difficulties.

You know my style. It’s generally similar to yours. I will try to exhaust all 
possibilities for a political solution, and only in case of a serious threat I will 
go for some steep measures.»

* Mykolas Martinovic Burokevicius (Lit. Mykolas Burokevičius). Born in 1927. Lithuanian 
Soviet party activist and historian of the CPSU. Member of Communist Party of the Soviet Union 
from 1946. First Secretary of the Communist Party of Lithuania on CPSU platform in 1990-1991. 
Was convicted of involvement in the attempted coup and complicity in the killing during the Vilnius 
events of January 1991.
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George Bush: «I appreciate that. You know, we have our own view of the 
Baltics, but only for historical reasons. I appreciate your clarification.»

Mikhail Gorbachev: «We will act accordingly, but not everything is up to 
us. There were already shootings today.»

George Bush: «This is bad.»
Mikhail Gorbachev: «I will make every effort to ensure that develop-

ments are not accompanied by extremes. But, of course, if there is a serious 
threat, certain steps will be necessary.»206

As is evident by this conversation, Gorbachev opposed the introduction of 
direct presidential rule in Lithuania. He was against the restriction of demo-
cratic processes in the country, though he acknowledged, «if there is a serious 
threat, certain steps will be necessary.» 

By then, Gorbachev was ready for these «certain steps.» On January 8-9, 
fighters of the Alfa unit have been deployed in Lithuania along with the Pskov 
Airborne Division and other units. 207

Subsequently, Mikhail Gorbachev claimed that he had no involvement in 
the tragic events in Lithuania; that he only found out about that military oper-
ation on the morning January 13th. It is soldiers of the Alfa group that are re-
sponsible for the deaths – Gorbachev argued. According to him, certain forces 
thus tried to «tie him with blood.» 

Members of «Alfa» themselves categorically disagree with this state-
ment. They claim that they «did use no live ammo during the storm of the 
Vilnius radio-television committee and the TV tower,» and that actions of the 
«Alfa» on the night of January 13, 1991, did not cause a single Lithuanian 
civilian death. 

Group «A» has always acted on the orders from their leaders. A letter from 
veterans of Alfa, written on July 18, 2011, and published on the 20th anni-
versary of the Vilnius tragedy reads, «We affirm that the above statements of 
Mikhail Gorbachev are untrue and aimed at concealing his involvement in the 
dramatic events in Vilnius, January 1991.»208

On February 12, 1991 – a month after the Vilnius tragedy and three weeks 
after the events in Riga – Mikhail Gorbachev held talks with the French For-
eign Minister Roland Dumas. He then spoke with the Foreign Minister of Lux-
embourg Jacques Pooson February 16. Several interesting details about the 
events in Riga were revealed.

From the conversation between Gorbachev and Dumas:
Mikhail Gorbachev: «I am constantly thinking about how this drama in 

Vilnius could happen. Imagine the following situation:we are in Federation 

Council, discussing the crisis in Lithuania and Vilnius in particular. People 
demand the resignation of the republic’s Supreme Council and its president 
K. Prunskene.»

Roland Dumas: «She had to resign, eventually.»
Mikhail Gorbachev:«Yes. Just as the Nereids came out of the sea, inter-

ested in building destructive tendencies. The investigation is not finished yet. 
So I will refrain from final evaluations. However, in retrospect, I can make 
some observations. I really felt these forces with the events in Riga (the events 
there took place at night as well. There were clashes with firearms between 
OMON and the internal forces of the republic. All units involved in the clash 
were within the purview of the Ministry of Internal Affairs). So, that night, 
D.T. Yazov* received a phone call from the Latvian Supreme Council with a 
request to immediately send troops to dissolve the units participating in the 
clash. However, Yazov, under my strict orders to avoid the use of troops for 
such purposes, refused the request. Then, the same was asked of B. Pugo**, a 
Latvian by birth, so that he influences Yazov to send troops to Riga. Subse-
quently, it was found that these calls were coming from Gorbunovs’ circles 
(and Bisers’***). Therefore, someone really benefited from the army involvement 
in Latvia. Then, it would be possible to say that Moscow intervened in repub-
lic’s internal affairs. 

Naturally, it turned out that Landsbergis was surrounded by Ronald Rea-
gan’s former advisers on psychological warfare. Equally typical was the fact 

* From Wikipedia: Dmitry Timofeyevich Yazov (Russian: Дмитрий Тимофеевич Язов; born Novem-
ber 8, 1924) was the last Marshal of the Soviet Union to be appointed before the collapse of the Soviet 
Union (on April 28, 1990).Held the post of Soviet Defence Minister from 1987 to 1991. Member of the 
State Emergency Committee.

** From Wikipedia: Boris Karlovich Pugo, OAN (Latvian: Boriss Pugo, Russian: Борис Карлович 
Пуго) (February 19, 1937 – August 22, 1991, in Moscow) was a hard line Soviet Communist political 
figure. Pugo was the first secretary of the Communist Party of the Latvian SSR from April 14, 1984 to 
October 4, 1988. Pugo also served as chairman of the Control Commission of the Communist Party of 
the Soviet Union from 1988-1991.Between 1990 and 1991, he was the Minister of the Interior Affairs of 
the USSR.

*** From Wikipedia: Ilmars Bisers (Latvian: Ilmārs Bišers) (November 1, 1930 – May 12, 2011) Born in 
Riga. 1954 – graduated from Faculty of Law of the University of Latvia. 1954-60 - Assistant Prosecutor 
and prosecutors of the Latvian SSR. From 1975, worked in the University of Latvia. Habilitated doctor 
of jurisprudence. Then went to work in the legal committee of the Council of Ministers of the Latvian 
SSR. In 1991, Bisers was part of the Latvian delegation at the talks with Soviet President Mikhail Gor-
bachev to regain the sovereignty of Latvia. From 1990 to 1993, he served as First Deputy Chairman of 
the Council of Ministers of Latvia.
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that even before the events in Riga, which were supposedly completely unex-
pected, western media was at the scene and the oppositional programme «The 
Look» («Vzglyad») had already started filming. It is once again evident that 
someone needed to discredit Mikhail Gorbachev and distract from the events 
in the Persian Gulf, as well as stir the public opinion, «cut off» credits…

It is clear that forces currently rising in the Baltics will sweep away figures such 
as Landsbergis. They no longer need them. Now, it is time for pro-fascist forces…209

During the meeting with the Foreign Minister of Luxembourg Jacques Poos, 
Mikhail Gorbachev once again analysed the January events in Riga and Vilnius. 

Mikhail Gorbachev: «Much became plain to me after the events in Riga. 
During Vilnius events, not everything was clear yet. Everything was orches-
trated, but failed. The army never left the barracks. But it is conceivable that 
such situation will repeat again… Looks like somebody really wants to cast a 
shadow on everything that we are doing – discredit us. 

Former officials of Reagan’s administration are now working as consult-
ants in Lithuania. One of them – a Lithuanian national Kolialis, another – Eiva. 
Both are experts in psychological warfare. The question is what is going on 
there and what exactly were they doing?

Jacques Poos did not pursue the topic of American involvement in the 
Vilnius crisis. He was curious about another thing – Gorbachev’s opinion on 
Baltics’ withdrawal from the Soviet Union. 

Jacques Poos: «Redistribution of power between the central government 
of the Soviet Union and the various republics is a very complicated process 
and, in our opinion, relates to your exclusive competence. At the same time, we 
would like to express the wish that this process takes into account the specific 
situation of the Baltic States. 10 out of 12 members of the European Commu-
nity have never recognised the annexation of independent Baltic States carried 
out by the Soviet Union in 1940. A few months ago, you yourself condemned 
the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact which resulted in annexation of these three inde-
pendent states. We believed that such judgement cannot remain inconclusive. 
Public opinion polls conducted in these republics, especially Lithuania where 
elections were held recently, show that these nations seek independence. This 
desire has great resonance in the European public opinion. Therefore, in our 
view, the three Baltic States, which were once independent, require a different 
approach compared to other republics. 

Mikhail Gorbachev categorically rejected such question.
Mikhail Gorbachev: «I have to say that your thesis is contradictory to 

the provisions of the Helsinki Final Act regarding the inviolability of borders 

established after the war*, as well as the Charter of Paris, which does not ques-
tion the territorial integrity of the states and the inviolability of borders. If we 
revised these provisions, these documents are worthless. 

Mikhail Gorbachev continues, «At the same time, our Constitution, and 
new documents that have been or will be adopted, perpetuate the sovereignty 
of republics, including their right to withdraw. There is a law on withdrawal 
from USSR. And everything has to be done within the constitutional frame-
work, within the law.

The position you have expressed – if these are not your personal views, but 
opinions of all western Europeans – is dangerous. I must reject this approach 
as unacceptable to us. 

Jacques Poos: For us, the documents you mentioned are not just legal docu-
ments. We consider the Paris Charter, the whole European process from the political 
standpoint. For us, the Paris Charter, Helsinki Act are symbols of mutual trust, the 
end of the Cold War, a positive dialogue even on most «uncomfortable» issues. 

We so openly present the question about the Baltics on the basis of the 
open nature of our dialogue, which allows discussing the most difficult issues. 
The situation in the Baltics creates many problems for us, especially where the 
public opinion of our countries is concerned. Governments have to consider 
the opinion of their people. 

Mikhail Gorbachev: I can confirm what I have said. Today, our Constitu-
tion and corresponding legal acts create all legal prerequisites for republics to 
exercise their right to independence within the constitutional framework. I will 
say in all frankness – if you continue to maintain this position, it will only com-

* Final Act of the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe, also known as the Helsinki 
Final Act, Helsinki Accords or Helsinki Declaration) – document signed by 35 world leaders in Helsinki, 
Finland on August 1, 1975. The session was convened at the suggestion of (1965) socialist countries – 
parties of the Warsaw Pact. 

Intergovernmental agreements included:
- International Law: Respect of political and territorial outcomes of the Second World War, prin-

ciples of relations between the participating states, including the principle of inviolability of frontiers; 
territorial integrity of the states; non-intervention into the internal affairs of foreign states.

- Military Politics: confidence-building measures and certain aspects of security and disarmament 
(Prior notification of major military manoeuvres, prior notification of other military manoeuvres, pres-
ence of observers at military training); peaceful conflict resolution. 

- Economics: coordination of main areas of cooperation in the fields of economy, science, technology 
and environmental protection.

- Cooperation in Humanitarian fields: harmonisation of human rights and freedoms obligations, 
including freedom of movement, contact, information, culture and education, the right to work, right to 
education and medical service.210
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plicate the process. We think – let the republics conduct their referendums, and 
if they decide –Godspeed to them, as they say. The sentiment in our country is 
just so. If they are «divorcing» us – then in a good way, legally. 

You do not know all the issues that arise in this regard. As soon as Lith-
uania conducted the so-called survey, which they present as plebiscite, Be-
larus suddenly remembered what they forgot for some time – five regions of 
Lithuania once belonged to Belarus. Another aspect. Klaipeda – previously 
Memel – was ceded to the Soviet Union after the War, after the Soviet people 
– Russian people primarily – defeated fascism. And it belongs to them. They 

also remembered that Vilnius – previously Vilno – is a former Polish city. 
You see, what this is turning into. Therefore, an extremely serious approach is 
necessary, not playing political games. The three Baltic States have the popu-
lation of 7 million. Of them 3.5 million are non-indigenous people, or rather, 
Russian-speaking people: Ukrainians, Russians, Jews, Belarusians and others. 
In Latvia, they constitute 50 percent, in Estonia – 40 percent. They do not want 
to leave the Union. What do we do? 

Only Jesus Christ, according to scripture, was able to feed five thousand 
with five loaves of bread. In our case, who will proceed to divide the people? 
After all, these issues must be resolved. It will take more than one or two years. 
It will not be as the musician Landsbergis and his ilk apparently believe –a 
survey at night, and everything seems to be solved. This is possible in music 
– inspiration comes to a composer at night and he writes a cantata. In politics, 
much more time is required. What are we going to do with the Oder – Neisse 
border? Furthermore, there were problems between France and Germany in 
Alsace – Lorraine. And so on. In short, before entering something, it is worth 
thinking about an exit. I personally like the position of Italian Prime Minister 
Andreotti. He believes that we need to assume the concept of inviolability of 
frontiers, recognition of the post-war realities. He is right; otherwise, we would 
go towards self-destruction. I repeat: we have the legal basis for solving all 
these problems. Other approaches can blow up the whole situation. 

We will assume the following – those who spur separatism in the Soviet 
Union, who donot mean well to our people, state, who seek to weaken it, are 
committing a strategic error. You cannot build a new world order, new type 
of international relations, on these approaches. The time, of course, will tell 
– without forcing and pushing. I think that the dynamic advancement of our 
society towards greater stability, democracy, towards the organic inclusion in 
the European process, would serve the interests of all peoples, not just in our 
country, but also in Europe and the whole world. 

Jacques Poos: No European government encourages separatist tendencies 
in the Soviet Union. However, we believe that these trends exist. We think that 
the existing differences can be resolved through dialogue, not through force. 

When representatives of the Baltic States come to us, we say the same 
thing. We say, «If you seek independence, you will find it, but first have a dia-
logue with the Moscow authorities.» 212

The above indicates just under how much pressure Mikhail Gorbachev 
was in connection with the so-called «Baltic issue.» The fact that Jacques Poos 
strongly accentuated the Baltic topic in their conversation clearly showed that 

PARIS CHARTER, OR CHARTER OF PARIS FOR A NEw EUROPE, 

declared after the end of the Cold War and adopted on November 21, 1990, in Paris at Meeting 
of the Heads of State or Government of the participating States of the Conference on Security and 
Co-operation in Europe (CSCE): Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Canada, Cyprus, Czech and Slovak 
Federal Republic, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Holy See, Hungary, Iceland, Ire-
land, Italy - European Community, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, Malta, Monaco, Netherlands, Nor-
way, Poland, Portugal, Romania, San Marino, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey, Union of Soviet 
Socialist Republics, United Kingdom, United States of America and Yugoslavia.

Among other things, the document stated, «We, the Heads of State or Government of the States 
participating in the Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe, have assembled in Paris at a 
time of profound change and historic expectations. The era of confrontation and division of Europe has 
ended. We declare that henceforth our, relations will be founded on respect and co-operation.

Europe is liberating itself from the legacy of the past. The courage of men and women, the 
strength of the will of the peoples and the power of the ideas of the Helsinki Final Act have opened 
a new era of democracy, peace and unity in Europe.

Ours is a time for fulfilling the hopes and expectations our peoples have cherished for decades: 
steadfast commitment to democracy based on human rights and fundamental freedoms; prosperity 
through economic liberty and social justice; and equal security for all our countries.

The Ten Principles of the Final Act will guide us towards this ambitious future…
Human Rights, Democracy and Rule of Law.
We undertake to build, consolidate and strengthen democracy as the only system of government 

of our nations. In this endeavour, we will abide by the following
Human rights and fundamental freedoms is the birthright of all human beings, they are inal-

ienable and are guaranteed by law. Their protection and promotion is the first responsibility of 
government. Their observance and full exercise are the foundation of freedom, justice and peace. 

Democratic government is based on the will of the people, expressed regularly through free and 
fair elections…

We affirm that the ethnic, cultural, linguistic and religious identity of national minorities will be 
protected and that persons belonging to national minorities have the right freely to express, preserve 
and develop that identity without any discrimination and in full equality before the law…

We decide to establish an Office for Free Elections in Warsaw to facilitate contacts and the 
exchange of information on elections within participating States…

Recognizing the important role parliamentarians can play in the CSCE process, we call for 
greater parliamentary involvement in the CSCE, in particular through the creation of a CSCE par-
liamentary assembly, involving members of parliaments from all participating States.211
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the European Union essentially encouraged the disintegration of the Soviet 
Union and separatist, nationalist movements in the Baltic republics, despite 
all claims of support for political reforms and the need for preservation of the 
USSR within its existing borders. To facilitate the disintegration of the USSR, 
political elites of Europe were willing to neglect the Helsinki and Paris agree-
ments. Insistent accentuation of the Baltic topic also evidenced that Jacques 
Poos virtually acted as USA’s mouthpiece. It is therefore understandable why 
he did not react to Gorbachev’s concerns about the backstage involvement of 
American psychological warfare experts in the Vilnius crisis. 

All in all, regarding who has actually organised the tragedy in Vilnius, we 
must admit that this tragedy is a result of a combination of various political 
forces. In addition, the scenario for these events was apparently written in not 
just Lithuania. 

In January 2006, when Latvia celebrated 15th anniversary of the 1991events, 
local newspaper Chas («Hour») wrote about the scandalous revelations ex-
posed in 1997 and 2000 by the former head of the National Defence of Lithua-
nia (institution that existed in 1991) Audrius Butkevicius. He said that actions 
against the USSR in Baltics were supported by Moscow – i.e. part of the Un-
ion’s administration that encouraged its collapse. They were warned about the 
Vilnius military action in advance. Thus, it was possible not only to organise 
the crowds on the streets for non-violent resistance, but also place snipers on 
the roofs – to increase the death toll and ensure that the whole world sees the 
«Moscow’s atrocities.» 213

The first to publicly claim that the January events were provoked by Lands-
bergis was a popular Lithuanian author and active supporter of Lithuanian in-
dependence, deputy of the Lithuanian Supreme Council Vidmantė Jasukaitytė. 
At the founding conference of the regional branch of the Forum for the Future 
of Lithuania in Prenai (June 17, 1991), she said, «It is sad that on January 13 
out boys have fallen victim at the TV tower for some unknown reason. Along 
with other deputies, having arrived at the tower, I tried to convince the boys to 
leave, because we knew that it was a provocation prepared by Landsbergis. But 
the boys were drunk and did not want to listen to us. 

Television buildings and the House of Press were busy spreading libellous 
Landsbergis’ politics. If Landsbergis was a true Lithuanian, none of this would 
have happened. Soviet Soldiers carried out their military duty, but people died 
from Landsbergis’ manipulations. This government will lead us to impover-
ishment and destruction. Meanwhile, Mr Landsbergis follows in his father’s 
footsteps and establishes fascism in Lithuania…»

«Sajudis» preferred to keep Jasukaitytė’s speech quiet. Neither did it in-
terest the prosecution. Lithuanian justice also had the same reaction towards 
Audrius Butkevicius’ statements. Located in England for an internship in 1997, 
Butkevicius tried to present himself as a key player in the defence of Lithuania 
on January 1991. He told British journalists that during the storm of the Vilnius 
TV tower he was shot at by militants from the rooftops.214 «We had to engage 
the crowd. Placing dressed up soldiers in the tower, I was risking a lot.» 215

In the already mentioned book Ship of Fools, Vytautas Petkevicius writes, 
«Landsbergis came to Sajudis from the Faculty of Marxism-Leninism.216 The 
decision that he would head Sajudis was made at the Central Committee of 
the Lithuanian Communist Party and proposed by the Chairman of Lithuanian 
KGB, General Eismuntas.217 This decision wasn’t accidental, it was explained 
by the fact that Landsbergis had been cooperating with the KGB for many 
years, atoning for his father, who was a Minister during the Nazi occupation 
of Lithuania and had been sending congratulatory telegrams to Adolf Hitler. 

Audrius Butkevicius was interviewed by newspaper Obzor («Overview») 
in May 2000, where he said, «His dad (i.e. Vytautas Landsbergis’ father – V.G.) 
had some excellent relations with the Soviet power. He was the only one who 
got his houses back, despite the fact that daddy signed documents against the 
Jews and allocated land for ghettos… He was writing letters to Hitler. Congrat-
ulatory… And similar nonsense. But upon his return from Australia, he gets 
more benefits than other, highly honoured, Soviet spies. For his son, the power 
was not bad either. He gets the title of professor while not having sufficient 
qualifications… He gets apartments, good cars and trips abroad… Others did 
not get anything like this. I am not jealous, but I could not even go to Poland, 
even though I did not have any exiles in my line, unlike his wife. But she got 
to go. His father is in Australia, his brother is in Australia, he goes wherever 
he wants. My uncle’s cousin is in America and I am not allowed to leave.» 218

After the war, V. Landsbergis helped the Soviet punitive authorities expose 
an anti-Soviet underground organisation in a male gymnasium «Ausra» (later 
– Komsomol Gymnasium). According to the meeting of the Kaunas activists, 
this underground organisation was reading and distributing banned literature 
and one of its members – Landsbergis’ party colleague Aloyzas Sakalas – wrote 
secret appeals and recruited supporters for the future organisation. 

Vytautas Landsbergis was also the author of a denunciation report on a Lith-
uanian musical celebrity, Saulius Sondeckis, who allegedly supported his father’s 
activity in the Supreme Committee for the Liberation of Lithuania. This Committee 
acted from the USA and aimed to overthrow the Soviet power in Lithuania.» 219
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In Sajudis, «schemer-musician» V. Landsbergis220had been continuously 
confusing organisation’s money for his own. For example, Landsbergis used 
the dollars, collected by Petkevicius and other activists, to buy a French mu-
sical synthesiser and complementary expensive equipment. He also spent a 
million dollars donated by Canadian people for Lithuanian orphans; the same 
happened to Norwegian donations to the people of Lithuania. 221

«Today, many Sajudis scholars accuse Landsbergis of not being, and un-
willing to be, an «honest politician.» These are childish accusations,» Vytautas 
Petkevicius writes. «Not only was he unwilling, he was also unable to be so, 
because he considered the concept of an «honest politician» absurd, prejudice 
of limited people.» According to him, «this prejudice must be constantly and 
shamelessly exploited for one’s own purposes, according to a common formu-
la – fool’s business and money belong to the smart.»222

Landsbergis’ responsibility for the January 13th tragedy in Vilnius is irref-
utably evidenced by Audrius Butkevicius, who at the time was very close to 
the Chairman of the Supreme Council and, essentially, the first leader of the 
people of independent Lithuania. However, after some time the two politicians 
became irreconcilable opponents. Butkevicius’ dislike for Landsbergis made 
him reveal several sensational details, which the former Defence Minister first 
gave to the UK press and then to the Russian-language Lithuanian newspaper 
Obzor. Part of his interview with the Obzor correspondent Natalia Lopatin-
skaya is given below:

Correspondent: Did you plan the January events?
Audrius Butkevicius: Yes.
Correspondent: So, you deliberately went for these sacrifices.
Audrius Butkevicius: Yes.
Correspondent: And do you not feel any remorse for… well, that you’ve 

basically set people up?
Audrius Butkevicius: I did. But my parents were also there. I did not have 

any personal guarantees. This is my only excuse. My mum and dad stood there 
as well. I did not guard myself, not even with a bulletproof vest. I had no per-
sonal security. I just acted, clearly knowing what will happen. I’d just like to 
say that comparing to what was happening in other places in the Union, these 
were very small sacrifices. I cannot justify myself before the bereaved rela-
tives, but before history – I can. I can say another thing – these victims caused 
such a severe blow to the two main pillars of the Soviet power – the army and 
the KGB – they were compromised. I will openly say – yes, I planned this. 
For a long time, I’ve worked with the Einstein Institute, with Professor Gene 

Sharp, who involved with what is called civil defence… or psychological war-
fare. Yes, I planned on how to put the Soviet Army in a very uncomfortable 
psychological position, so that any officer was ashamed of being there. It was 
psychological warfare. In this conflict, we could not win by force. This was 
clear. So I tried to pull the conflict to another phase – the phase of psycholog-
ical conflict. And I won. I say «I», because the plans of non-violent defence 
were developed long before the January events. It all rested on me as a person 
who practiced psychology since I was a student. This includes psychological 
warfare, as a discipline. 

Correspondent: I don’t mean any offence, but you became a kind of psy-
chological provocateur. You just provoked… 

Audrius Butkevicius: How else? Yes. Yes, I intentionally went for this, 
thinking of consequences. Knowing, what would THEIR play be. You probably 
know this old joke about the military: they open soldier’s skull and see that there 
is no brain between his ears, just a red thread. Nobody knows what this thread 
is for. Let’s cut it. Then his ears fell off. It turns out, the thread was to keep his 
ears in place. There is just one thread. THEY work directly. In the Soviet Union, 
in the military environment, there were no psychological operations, everyone 
operated on a single and very primitive scheme. I knew that. That is all. 

Correspondent: And you successfully exploited this…
Audrius Butkevicius: Yes. I knew what they were doing. I knew their 

game. I’ve had conversations with Moiseev, Soviet Union Marshall. I knew 
that Lithuania’s withdrawal from the Union is in their plans; for me, there 
was no misunderstanding of what was happening here. THEY played very 
straightforward. I mean the group around Yeltsin, all this was fermenting and I 
just knew that I can’t allow this to happen, them crush us. That is how the game 
was played. You should write all this. I am tired of politicking. I want to say 
what was done as frank as possible. I do not want to hide anything. 223

This interview was published in 2000, along with four other interviews 
with Audrius Butkevicius (Obzor №15 (170) April 2000; №19 (174) May 
2000; №27 (182) July 2000; №29 (184) July 2000. See also interview with V. 
Petkevicius, Obzor, October 14, 2002). However, they were quickly forgotten, 
even though this evidence completely changes the official interpretation of 
these events, which are officially described as unambiguous and indisputable 
«aggression of the USSR against the independent Lithuania», and any denial 
of this aggression is punishable by imprisonment for up to 2 years. 

On November 25, 2010, who was behind the January 1991 events was 
brought up on Žinių Radijas («News Radio») by Algirdas Paleckis – grandson of 
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the first Prime Minister of the Lithuanian SSR Justas Paleckis. «So what happened 
on January 13th at the tower? Now it appears that we shot at our own.»So, in 
fact, Lithuanians were shooting at their own compatriots, and the Soviet soldiers 
storming the Vilnius television centre had nothing to do with this. 

Since the assessment of January events in Vilnius is one of the cornerstones 
of the modern ideology of Lithuania, a criminal case was instituted by Lithuanian 
Prosecution, seeking a one-year imprisonment for Paleckis. However, on January 
18, 20120, unexpected happened – the trial court acquitted him. Although, this 
decision was appealed by the prosecutor in a higher court, after which the Vilnius 
City Court sentenced Paleckis to a fine of 3 thousand euros. On January 22, 2013, 
the Supreme Court of the Republic of Lithuania made a final, non-appealable, 
verdict – Algirdas Paleckis is found guilty of «denying the aggression of USSR 
against Lithuania in 1991» for saying «now it appears that we shot at our own.» 
Thus, the Supreme Court upheld the verdict of the Vilnius City Court.

Political gain of the Sajudis Movement and the Lithuanian Supreme Council 
from the January events is apparent. Sharp radicalisation of the situation in the 
Baltics objectively led to the strengthening of local nationalist movements and 
separatist sentiments. Criticism towards the Union government and Mikhail 
Gorbachev had intensified; the idea of a new Union Treaty was discredited; 
positions of the local Communist Parties on CPSU platform and the Soviet 
authorities were weakening. Meanwhile, people’s support for Sajudis, and 
Popular Fronts of Latvia and Estonia, was growing along their desire to finalise 
the independence from the USSR.

Latvia also had forces interested in republic’s withdrawal from the USSR 
(at the time, this position was supported by the Supreme Council) and forces 
interested in the opposite – the signing of a new Union Treaty and establishment 
of a new Union state. 

Just like in Lithuania, among those who contributed to the collapse of the 
Soviet Union in Latvia, many were KGB agents. Former Chairman of the KGB 
of the Latvian SSR, General Edmund Johanson, who held this position between 
March 1990 and March 1992, mentioned a few details in his memoirs, Memoirs 
of General-Cheka: Atmoda and KGB. He notes that 40 deputies who were elected 
to the Supreme Council on March 18, 1990, were «active KGB agents, trustees 
of our organisation. Many ardent nationalists were our agents as well.»224

At a certain stage of Atmoda («Awakening»), there was even an idea 
to transfer the entire local KGB to the service of independent Latvia. To 
implement this idea, we created a work group to prepare for the updated 
structure. However, these plans went awry after the August 1991 putsch. 

At Johanson’s book presentation, Anatolijs Gorbunovs said that the local 
KGB cooperated with the Supreme Council to reach Latvian independence 
de facto. «Without this cooperation, violence would have been unavoidable,» 
Gorbunovs stressed.225

Head of the Special Investigation Department in the Prosecutor’s Office 
of Latvia (independent from Moscow) Rita Aksenoka, who was in charge of 
the OMON case, believes that the main forces interested in destabilising the 
situation in the republic were the Communist Party of Latvia and individual 
«provocateurs» in the police and the Popular Front of Latvia. «We had no doubts 
that the attacks were directed from Moscow and not without the involvement 
of the Communist Party of Latvia. Leader the party at the time was Alfreds 
Rubiks,» she noted in the interview with Latvijas Avize in January 2006. 
«Today it seems that behind these provocative actions were our own, Latvian, 
activists who defended the outdated regime by converting to opponent’s side. 
Who were these people? I had some ideas, of course… But no hard evidence.

I was confident that I could trust the prosecution staff. However, the police 
was still subordinate to Soviet Union’s Ministry of Internal Affairs. For this 
reason, there were few employees in the police we could trust one hundred 
percent. We could rely on just a few people, including several KGB employees, 
who helped us most in investigating the bombings. 

I felt that there was betrayal at the barricades as I was assessing individual 
actions of the volunteer defenders. Remember, it was around then that to counter 
OMON – the so-called «black berets» – «white berets» were established. Among 
them were people who supported Latvia’s independence with soul and heart, but 
as the investigation showed, there were provocateurs infiltrated among them. 
There were provocateurs in the police and the Popular Front as well.»226

What Rita Aksenoka is talking about can hardly be disputed. The society at 
the time was divided into supporters and opponents of the independence. Were 
there American advisors in Riga as well? Who in Gorbunovs’ and Bisers’ circles 
wanted a clash between OMON and Ministry of Internal Affairs to escalate into 
something on a larger scale, with regular troops of the Soviet Union? 

Unfortunately, these questions cannot be answered so far. It is possible 
that the reason for calls to the Defence Minister of USSR D.T. Yazov and 
Minister of Internal Affairs B.K. Pugo was nothing more than panic. However, 
it is also possible that these calls from the Supreme Council of Latvia were 
orchestrated by someone unhappy with the prolonged period of dual power, 
who believed that the aggravated political situation in Latvia and Lithuania 
would strengthen public sentiment towards withdrawal from the USSR. Given 
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that Supreme Councils of Lithuania and Latvia constantly coordinated their 
actions, this could well be so. Therefore, to clarify the situation it is important 
to ask a question – following Lithuanian example, could certain forces close 
to PFL and the Supreme Council be not bystanders, but participants or even 
instigators of the events of January 20? To answer this question, we need to 
find out if there were certain units subordinated to PFL and other nationalist 
organisations that could possess arms.

On August 8, 1989, administration of the Popular Front of Latvia discussed 
the necessity to form PFL vigilante squads. The idea belonged to an attorney 
Ints Upmacis, who said that PFL, LNNK, Environment Protection Club and 
other organisations must take part in establishing these units. 227

On October 10, 1989, an Action Centre was created in PFL, headed by 
Imants Kulinskis – born in 1960, one of the leaders of LNNK (Latvian National 
Independence Movement). Four days later, on October 14, a Coordination 
Centre of Defenders of Order Squads, led by Ralf Svarnis. 228

In June 1990, newspaper SM-Segodya published an article entitled «People With 
A White Band.» The main subject of the article was a retired Lieutenant Colonel 
Georgi Beskhlebnikov, who said that he was the leader of the so-called «guards of 
order» and that there were more than 5 thousand of them already. Beskhlebnikov 
admitted that PFL’s united voluntary squad was already created by 1989. «Its 
main task was protection of public order at Latvian Popular Front’s events. After 
the declaration of independence and the election of a new government, as soon as 
there were symptoms of a possible procession of those opposed to the Declaration 
(to express dissatisfaction not just verbally, but through some kind of force), these 
squads were dispatched to protect health and lives of deputies of the government 
and localities where the fate of the country was decided.» 229

In July 1990, newspaper Unity («Edinstvo») published an article entitled 
«Information about combat formations of PFL, LNNK, and EPC in Latvian 
SSR.» The article referenced information from «competent authorities», 
according to which PFL Duma discussed the following issues on May 18, 1990:

- Establishment of rapid response teams.
- Raid military warehouses and other weapon storage facilities to arm their 

troops.
- Prepare the public for the armed defence of the country. 
These «competent authorities» also reported that «PFL is preparing to 

receive arms from Sweden, Norway and Germany via Estonia… around 1000 
units of weapons have arrived to Latvia from Estonia’s port. Furthermore, 
there are now 12 thousand «militants», not 5230

On March 31, 2009, Latvian Russian-language newspaper Vesti Segodnya 
(«News Today») published an article by Nikolai Kabanov – «SD Case: 20 Years 
Later.» Among other things, the article stated, «Extremist groups in Latvia 
were prepared for an armed struggle by the end of 80s. This can be concluded 
from the video found in the archives of the former USSR State TV and Radio 
completely by chance. On its basis, director Sergeyev created a documentary 
that was already scheduled for broadcast by summer 1990. However, an order 
came from «somewhere at the top» – and the broadcast was cancelled…»

The article then cites a recorded conversation between a Latvian KGB oper-
ative and an activist of the Environment Protection Club. «In 1988, I organised a 
youth wing of the Environment Protection Club,» R. Klimovich says. «These were 
troubled times – there wasn’t even a Popular Front. Nevertheless, we have arrived 
to a new stage – organising groups that in case of a crisis in Latvia would be able to 
join the armed confrontation with the regime, in order to fight for the restoration of 
an independent republic, in order to raise the people to revolt and come to power.»

«So you actually mean an armed seizure of power?»
«Yes indeed. Essentially so. We came closer to creating a core group, to 

enter the fight in case of military action…
At the Environment Protection Club meeting, I was introduced to a plan 

regarding security services… We set ourselves the task of gathering as much 
information as possible about KGB operatives, about possible KGB inform-
ants among us, to control people in our environment… This meeting was held 
on Linard Laicen Street, near Oktobris cinema, in a workshop…

There was about a dozen fully trained men. The problem of obtaining weapons 
and ammunition for our group were also discussed, along with the issue of location 
and secrecy… If Latvia is placed under martial law – and there were such assump-
tions – we intended to enter into an armed struggle against the regime…

There was a certain circle of people that would supply weapons for us, 
conduct physical training… We called our organisation Slepenais Dienests 
(Secret Service), or SD.»

The organisation had supporters in Liepaja (around 10-15 people) and 
planned to attack a military base in Lilaste, to seize weapons. 231

However, the military base in Lilaste was never attacked. Nothing is 
known about any other acts of armed violence (or as R. Klimovich would put 
it – armed struggle against the regime) involving the Environment Protection 
Club. Given that Club’s plans to organise armed struggle against the USSR 
were exposed by the Latvian KGB in the first half of 1990, it is logical to as-
sume that the organisation did not play any role in the events of January 1991. 



150 151

Latvia 1988-2015: a triumph of the radical nationalists  Book 1. Radical nationalism awakens

There is also currently no evidence to indicate that so-called «Guards of 
Order» took part in January 20th events at the Ministry of Internal Affairs as 
well. One question, however, remains. Former Deputy Chief of Operations 
of the Army Andrejs Galvins asks, «What was that third force that ‘suddenly 
appeared at the Ministry from the Old Riga barricades…, but Vaznis, God-
manis and the chief of security Sabirov know perfectly well who it was’?» 
232In October 1991, Godmanis claimed that the government did not form any 
armed forces of its own. According to him, «if we started forming our own 
army, it would have been destroyed. In this situation, the government has to 
act responsibly, mainly because it was about people’s lives. I am convinced 
that we did the right thing.» 233 However, establishment of an army and the 
activity of the already-established «Guards of Order» – these are two differ-
ent questions…

After January events, the Supreme Council decided to establish a Nonvio-
lent Resistance Centre. Heading this centre was Odisejs Kostanda from Greece, 
a philosopher and history teacher. During the troubled times of January barri-
cades, he head the Old Riga Defence Headquarters. During the August 1991 
coup, he coordinated the arrest of Alfreds Rubiks and the capture of the Latvi-
an Communist Party building and the KGB office. According to Kostanda, the 
supporters of independence were only prepared to move away from nonviolent 
resistance to partisan warfare by August 1991. By then, armed groups of 5-10 
men were established, counting 100 men in total. Their arms mostly consisted 
of hunting rifles and weapons remaining from the Second World War.234

Summarising the review of January 1991 events in Vilnius and Riga, we can 
conclude that at least four forces could have been involved. First – the Soviet 
leadership represented by Mikhail Gorbachev, who likely ordered the military to 
restore order in Lithuania, but was not prepared to introduce direct presidential 
rule in the country. Second – part of the Soviet administration that advocated 
the introduction of direct presidential rule in the Baltics, hoping to preserve the 
country by restricting democracy. Third – part of the Soviet administration that 
focused on the collapse of the union. Fourth – local nationalist movements and 
Supreme Councils, which also focused on the collapse of the USSR.

Finally, we now know that there was a fifth force. Let us recall what Gor-
bachev said about American psychological warfare experts arriving in Lithuania 
shortly before the tragic events in Vilnius. This means that the United States 
and, possibly, other Western countries that facilitated the disintegration of USSR 
could have been involved in the Vilnius crisis. This assumption is confirmed by 
the Soviet counterintelligence service, as already mentioned above. 

If we evaluate the role of every potential participant in Riga and Vilnius 
crisis, the role of Mikhail Gorbachev was most likely reactive. In other words, 
he reacted to events, but did not cause them. The same goes for the Soviet 
Army in Vilnius and OMON in Riga. The main role in organising these inci-
dents was played by local nationalists, who were supported and directed by 
Western countries, including USA. As for Riga, Western intelligence could 
have played a significant role here as well. 

US government did not hide their desire to «tear off» the Baltics from the Soviet 
Union. Let us recall the January 11th telephone conversation between US President 
George Bush and Mikhail Gorbachev, where Mr. Bush said, «You know, we have 
our own view on the Baltics.» Let us also recall the words of Gorbachev himself 
during his meeting with the Foreign Minister of Luxembourg Jacques Poos on Feb-
ruary 16, «Much became clear to me after the events in Riga. During Vilnius events, 
not everything was clear yet.» Perhaps, these words indicate his awareness that the 

The following has been reported in the issue of December 6-12, 2016, (No. 2189-2190) of Rossiyskiye 
Vesti weekly (Russia), with a reference to an unnamed witness: “a provocation against Riga Special 
Purpose Militsiya Unit had been prepared since 1990, charged by a Latvian nationalist Georgi 
Beshlebnikov, who served then in militsiya of the Kirov District of  Riga and was one of the leaders 
of Latvian White Berets”. Allegedly, four shooters directly took part in the action in the night from 
January 19 to January 20: ”Graube (later, a commander of the Latvian National Armed Forces), 
Didzis Meiers and two others shot at the building of the Ministry of Interior. The shooting took 
place from a position prepared in advance, on Bastejkalns mould, opposite to the building of the 
Ministry”. Taking into account that the events in Vilnius on 13 January, 1991, at the Bastejkalns 
mould in Riga in the night from January 19 to January 20, 1991, and in Kiev during the coup on 
19-20 February, 2014, have followed an essentially identical scenario, one can suppose that those 
genuinely in charge of those tragic events had been the US secret services, who aimed, first and 
foremost, to achieve the dissolution of the USSR, whoever the local executors might have been.  
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The investigation led by Rita Aksenoka has not been able to determine the persons who shot from 
the Bastejkalns mould in the night from January 19 to January 20, 1991. However, on one of the 
memorial stands at the railway stop Tornakalns in Riga, dedicated to the victims of Communist 
repressions in 1940-1991, it is written that all the fallen had been killed “by the opponents of the 

independence of the Republic of Latvia”. Photo by Victor Gushchin
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political course of Latvian and Lithuanian Supreme Councils towards independ-
ence from USSR, or, in other words – disintegration of the USSR – is supported by 
the USA and other Western countries. 

Moreover, on March 22, 1990, the United States Senate unanimously 
adopted a resolution concerning right of self-determination of the Lithuanian 
people. The resolution stated:

Whereas:
(1) On February 24, 1990, the people of Lithuania held the first democratic 

election in Lithuania in more than half a century.
(2) In that election, the people of Lithuania elected a large majority of can-

didates who supported the independence of Lithuania and the establishment of 
a democratic state.

[…]
The Government and people of the United States strongly and unequivocally 

support the right of the people of Lithuania to independence and democracy
In addition, President of the United States George HW Bush made a state-

ment to the American media on March 23, 1990, «Brave people of Lithuania 
announced their desire to restore the sovereignty of the Republic of Lithuania. 
The United States supports their right to self-determination.» 235

In either case, one thing is clear – the drastic aggravation of the internal po-
litical situation in the Baltics in December 1990 – February 1991 was a severe 
blow to Gorbachev’s efforts to preserve USSR, and benefitted the Latvian politi-
cal forces that were against adopting the citizenship law until the full restoration 
of Latvian independence de jure and de facto. As a result, the resolution of the 
Supreme Council concerning the draft citizenship act remained only on paper. 

Postpone the adoption 
of the Latvian Citizenship Law...

As already mentioned, on January 14, 1991, the strategic planning committee 
of the Popular Front of Latvia faction in the Supreme Council approved the 
proposal to ratify the agreement between Latvia and Russia, signed the day 
before. At the same time, it was decided to postpone the adoption of the law on 
Latvian citizenship.236

Despite this decision, discussions about what shape should the new 
citizenship law take continued in the Supreme Council and in the society. 

On January 30, oppositional faction Equal Rights proposed its own draft 
Supreme Council resolution on citizenship. The document, entitled «On the 

determination of contingent of Republic of Latvia citizens», stated, «The 
Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia, seeking to establish civil peace and 
harmony, and observing human rights enshrined in international agreements, 
in order to achieve political and economic sovereignty of Latvia, decides:

1. All citizens of the USSR permanently residing in Latvia at the moment of 
adoption of this resolution are recognised as citizens of the Republic of Latvia. 

2. Citizens of the Republic of Latvia wishing to obtain citizenship of any 
republic of the Union (USSR) after two years since the signing of the bilateral 
agreement between Latvia and this republic regulating the procedure for change 
of citizenship shall be excluded from citizenship of the Republic of Latvia. 

3. The acquisition and loss of citizenship of the Republic of Latvia will 
hereinafter be governed by the Citizenship Law of the Republic of Latvia.

4. The resolution shall enter into force upon its adoption.»237

The project of the Equal Rights faction was the so-called «zero option» of 
solving the citizenship issue. If this project had been adopted by the Supreme 
Council, it would have fully complied with the Latvian-Russian agreement 
of January 13, 1991. However, the ruling majority in the Supreme Council 
supported a completely different approach at the time. Equal Rights published 
a fragment of the Concept for issuing citizenship certificates and granting the 
right to elect and be elected in the Saeima (Parliament) in Where Latvia is 
Heading digest (2nd issue in 1991). This Concept (its author was not named in 
the newspaper) was the initial procurement of the Supreme Council resolution 
«On the restoration of the rights of citizens and on the basic conditions of 
naturalisation», adopted on October 15, 1991. 

Among other things, the Concept included the following: 
Persons regarded as citizens of the Republic of Latvia.
Citizens of the Republic of Latvia are:
Persons who acquired citizenship before June 17, 1940 and their 

descendants.
Mentioned persons must prove that they, their parents or ancestors lived in 

the Republic of Latvia. 
1.2. Persons found on the territory of the Republic of Latvia (LSSR) and 

their descendants.
Persons entitled to vote and be elected to the Saeima.
4. Persons who have the right to vote and be elected to the Saeima:
4.1. Ethnic Latvians and Livs, regardless of their place of birth, and their 

spouses if married for at least 5 (10) years and their descendants
4.2. Persons who are not citizens of the Republic of Latvia, but legally 
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arrived to the territory of the Republic of Latvia and permanently resided in 
Latvia until June 17, 1940, and their descendants (excluding military personnel 
of other countries, members of special and diplomatic services and members 
of their families).

4.3. Spouses of citizens of the Republic of Latvia, if married for at least 
five (10) years.

4.4. Persons who served in the restoration of the Republic of Latvia.
Persons who are citizens of other countries, who cannot be given the 

rights of voters.
5. Persons who do not have the right to vote or be elected:
5.1. Persons serving in the USSR Armed Forces, or persons training in the 

military institutions of the USSR AF, regardless of their citizenship.
5.2. Persons serving in the USSR KGB.
5.3. Persons dismissed or retired from institutions described by paragraph 

5.1 and 5.2.
5.4. Members of communist and other organisations that do not recognise 

the independence of the Republic of Latvia and acting against the democratic-
parliamentary government, calling for forced overthrow of the state order. 

5.5. Persons who took part in illegal repressions against the residents of 
Latvia

6. Persons described in paragraph 5.3 may be granted voting rights in 
accordance to paragraph 4.4.

Permanent resident status.
7. To slow down the uncontrolled influx of foreign nationals, Supreme 

Council of the Republic of Latvia adopts the immigration law and defines the 
status of permanent resident of the Republic of Latvia. The state guarantees 
permanent residents the rights and freedoms provided by the law, but they may 
not participate in public and political life. 

8. Status of permanent resident is not granted to persons referred to in 
paragraph 5, excluding those mentioned in paragraph 6. 

Further presence of these persons in Latvia is governed by interstate 
agreements. 

After election to the Saeima, citizenship may be granted on the 
following general grounds:

9. The citizenship may be granted only by the Saeima, restoring the 
legislative activity, as a government body assessing the competence of the law. 

10. Citizenship can only be claimed by persons permanently residing in 
the Republic of Latvia

11. Citizenship is granted upon personal application, which includes the 
oath of loyalty to the Republic of Latvia, within annual quotas set by the 
Saeima and derived from demographic, political and economic situation. 
These persons must speak Latvian language, display knowledge of Latvian 
history and the Code of Republic of Latvia. 

12. The order for processing applications is determined by the date of 
application and economic expediency of granting citizenship. 

For persons who have signed up for citizenship of the Republic of Latvia, 
applications are considered from the date of registration. 

Explanation: All citizens of the USSR illegally immigrated to Latvian territory 
after June 17, 1940, exploiting the state’s incapacity. Therefore, birth or time spent 
within the territory of Latvia serves no advantage in obtaining citizenship.»238

The published Concept largely repeated the proposals moved forward by a 
former member of the Latvian SSR KGB, Professor Juris Bojars, in February 
1991. He suggested, «Citizens of the Republic of Latvia are persons who had 
citizenship in summer 1940, at the time of annexation of our state, and their 
descendants.» Currently, these are «approximately 1.3 million citizens of 
Latvian ethnicity and 300 thousand representatives of the Slavic peoples… All 
post-war immigrants from other republics of the USSR, in accordance to the 
current legislation of USSR and LSSR, are not considered citizens of LSSR 
(!? – V.G.)» and until now «have been using this right on no legal basis…

Between 1940 and 1980, no immigrant has been individually granted 
citizenship of LSSR; there were no decrees from the USSR or Latvian SSR 
concerning mass naturalisation…

These persons simply do not have Latvian citizenship, therefore they 
cannot be granted any citizenship…»

«Permanent residents are not citizens,» Bojars continues. «We cannot give 
land for private ownership or permanent use of those who are not citizens of 
the Republic of Latvia. We also cannot provide the right to establish Latvian 
joint stock companies and firms, acquire controlling stakes, establish banks.»239

In terms of the existing USSR legislation on citizenship, Bojars’ reasoning 
on mass naturalisation of «immigrants», i.e. people who arrived in Latvia 
from other Soviet republics, is nothing other than nonsense. Meanwhile, 
Bojars clearly states that around a million of permanent residents will not 
only be unable to receive Latvian citizenship, but will also be excluded from 
privatisation and entrepreneurship.

These statements seriously worried the national minorities about their 
future.
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Attitude towards the new Union Treaty

The new Union Treaty was discussed by the leaders of Popular Fronts 
of Latvia and Estonia and the Lithuanian Reform Movement «Sajudis» back 
in 1988. Chairman of the USSR Supreme Soviet Anatoly Lukyanov reported 
this («an ultimatum received from the Balts») to the Politburo of CPSU on 
November 10, 1988.240 At a Politburo meeting on April 10, 1989, Gorbachev 
once repeated that «Baltics demand renegotiation of the Union agreement.»241

However, what Latvians, Lithuanians and Estonians found acceptable 
in 1988 or in April 1989 lost its appeal in May-June 1989 and was deemed 
completely undesirable by 1991. Full independence from the Soviet Union 
became a priority for all Baltic States. By June 1989, Popular Front of Latvia 
was already discussing the possibility of Latvia’s sovereignty outside of 
USSR and by July 28 the Supreme Council of Latvia adopted the law on the 
sovereignty of the republic.242 Thereafter, no argument in favour of a new 
Union Treaty was accepted by Latvian leadership. 

On November 9, 1989, Politburo of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union 
(CPSU) discussed the introduction of «economic accounting» (Hozraschet – 
an attempt to simulate the capitalist concepts of profit and profit centre into 
the planned economy of the Soviet Union) in Belarus, Latvia, Lithuania and 
Estonia. There, Gorbachev stated, «Due to deteriorating economic conditions 
in the Baltics, we have new motivation – we do not want to perish in this 
general chaos.» Chairman of the USSR Council of Ministers Nikolai Ryzhkov 
noted in this regard, «They are aiming towards withdrawing from the USSR. 
All these talks with us is just an excuse to buy some time. As soon as they win 
the election, they will bring up the decision to leave.»243

In Latvia, elections took place on March 18, 1990 – Popular Front of 
Latvia was victorious. 

On March 20, press reported that Mikhail Gorbachev met with the Chairman 
of the Supreme Soviet of LSSR, Anatolijs Gorbunovs, the First Secretary of CPL, 
Janis Vagris and chairman of the Council of Ministers of LSSR Vilnis-Edvins 
Bresis. The meeting at Kremlin was attended by Soviet People’s Deputies I. 
Bisers and M. Vulfson. Discussions revolved around the development of the 
federation and the principles of a new Union Treaty. 244However on May 4, 
1990, the Supreme Council of Latvia adopted a Declaration «on the restoration 
of independence of the Republic of Latvia.» After that, the Supreme Council of 
Latvia – guided by this Declaration – withdrew from the process of preparing the 

new Union Treaty. Although, in July 1991, leader of the Equal Rights faction in 
the Supreme Council Sergejs Dimanis* was still arguing that Latvia has to sign 
the Union Treaty, but the ruling elite never considered Equal Rights’ opinion.245

Survey of March 3, 1991

The survey was partly organised by Supreme Council deputy Janis 
Skapars. When asked whether there really was a need for an opinion poll 
when the decision to build an independent state was already supported by the 
people in the 1990 elections, Janis Skapars said that the survey was a response 
to Mikhail Gorbachev’s referendum on the preservation of the Soviet Union 
that took place on March 17th. This was another form of nonviolent resistance 
against the USSR. 

Supporters of independence made a decision not to partake in the Union 
referendum during the January events – the so-called «barricade times.» 
There were serious doubts over the survey as well. Skapars recalls a Supreme 
Council session held in Anatolijs Gorbunovs’ cabinet, where he gave out a 
blank piece of paper to all members of the presidium and asked them to write 
an estimate number of votes in favour of independence that they would receive 
in the survey. Everyone understood that a negative result of the poll would 
essentially eliminate the May 4 (1990) Declaration of independence.

Deputies could not count on any significant support of the media, as it had 
been largely paralysed since January 1991. Many newspapers were still printed 
in Estonia. 

There was another cause for doubts. «On May 4, we just received legal 
authority. We had very little real power. Between May 4th (1990 – V.G.) and 
the August (1991 – V.G.) coup, authority was an acute issue. Though we still 
had significant representation in the Supreme Council and large support of 
the people… these were our trumps. Real power, however… there was still 
a Communist Party in Latvia, a power coordinating and consolidating those 

* From Wikipedia. Sergey Dimanis (Born in Riga, June 16, 1951) (also known as Sergey Leonidovych 
Dimanis, although Dimanis himself identifies as Latvian – Sergejs Dīmanis) – is an economist and a 
politician. Graduated from the Latvian State University (LSU) in 1974, PhD. Member of the CPSU since 
1979. Member of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Latvia since April 1990, and of the 
CPSU – since June 1990. Taught Political Economy at LSU in 1977. In 1990 – 92 became a deputy of the 
Supreme Council of Latvia and chairman of the Equal Rights faction. In 1993 – 2001 Dimanis became 
one of the leaders of the Equal Rights faction. Until 1998 – Dimanis was a non-citizen. 1996-2001 – 
worked in Latvijas Krajbanka and in a Privatisation Agency until 2002.
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opposed to independence. Also – the 
army. Large businesses subordinate 
to the Union, which were directly 
tied to the Central government. In 
this situation, we could only rely on 
political power and people’s support,» 
Janis Skapars points out.246

Skapars’ assessment of the 
situation at the time of survey is 
generally correct. However, his last 
conclusion – that they «could only 
rely on political power and people’s 
support» – is questionable. After 
the December 1989 local elections, 
members of the Popular Front 
received a majority in almost all 
Latvian cities, except several districts 
of Riga and Daugavpils – where the 
city committee of the communist 

party was very active under Zharkov’s leadership
On March 3, the decision was made to conduct the survey, relying on local 

authorities. Moreover, Lithuania held a similar public opinion poll on February 
9th involving 86% of the population. 90.5% of respondents voted in favour of 
independence. 

According to the Central Election Commission, 1,902,802 Latvian residents 
were included in the survey, of which 1,666,128 or 87.56% were eligible 
voters. Of those respondents, 1,227,562 or 73.68% voted «in favour», 411,374 
or 24.69% voted «opposed» and 27,192 or 1.63% votes were invalidated. 
Calculating the proportion of votes from all possible voters, it turns out that 
64.51% voted «in favour», 21.62 – «opposed», 1.43% were invalidated and 
12.44% did not participate in the vote.247

Were the official results of the opinion poll genuine? Currently, we do not know. 
Although, assuming that January events in Lithuania and Latvia were orchestrated 
by the forces seeking to dissolve the Soviet Union, falsification of the results is 
quite possible. Furthermore, many voters at the time were perplexed by the official 
results and talked about fraud at polling stations. Meanwhile, the Communist Party 
of Latvia claimed that only 30% of voters participated in the survey.248

Nevertheless, the fact that many non-Latvians also voted in favour of 

independence is undoubtable. «At the time, many Latvians and non-Latvians 
voted for independence,» Janis Skapars recalls. «In Daugavpils, Riga, Liepaja, 
Ventspils… there wasn’t a town where the majority voted for an independent 
Latvia. Non-Latvians definitely helped Latvia attain independence.»249

Why did most non-Latvians support the independence? Skapars believes 
that the events leading up to the survey have had their effect. «January 
barricades, the December and January events and actions of the central Soviet 
authorities, have spawned serious doubts among them (i.e. non-Latvians – 
V.G.) …» They started doubting the correctness of USSR’s policies.250

How many non-Latvians voted for independence?

According to sociologist Andrew Solopenko, analysis of the vote shows 
that most Russian-speakers (45%) voted against independence, and 29% did 
not participate in the vote or spoilt ballots deliberately. Independence was sup-
ported by only 26% of Russian-speakers, which then constituted about 11% 
of the population of Latvia. Those who «opposed», voted not against Latvia, 

Janis Skapars
Leaflet by the Communist Party of Latvia, 

calling not to vote for independence during the survey on 3 March, 1991.
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where many of them were born and lived for years, but against radical nation-
alists and «wild capitalism.» Many Russian-speaking residents knew what they 
could expect after Latvia’s independence. Public opinion poll conducted by the 
Soviet Youth newspaper in spring 1990 showed that 71% of Russian-speakers 
expected a sharp increase in unemployment and 62% expected ethnic discrim-
ination. Most likely, these fears were what moved the majority of Russians to 
vote against independence, Andrew Solopenko notes. 251

Preservation of USSR: 
Referendum on March 17, 1991

Latvia’s rejection of the new Union Treaty meant that Latvia also refused 
to organise and hold a referendum on the preservation of USSR. 

The referendum was determined at the fourth Congress of People’s 
Deputies of the USSR on the basis of a Supreme Soviet Decree of January 16, 
1991. On March 17, 1991, the question put to a popular vote – a referendum 
– was «Do you consider it necessary to preserve the Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics as a renewed federation of equal sovereign republics, where human 
rights and freedoms will be fully respected, regardless of ethnicity?» 

The Central Commission for the referendum reported on March 26, 1991, 
that «in the Georgian SSR, Lithuanian SSR, Moldavian SSR, Latvian SSR, 
Armenian SSR, Estonian SSR, and in the Ajar Autonomous Republic, which is 
part of the Georgian SSR, where referendum commissions were not established, 
a number of local Councils, labour collectives, public associations, as well as 
military administration, guided by paragraphs 3 and 5 of the USSR Supreme 
Soviet Decree «On the execution of the USSR Supreme Soviet resolution on 
organisation and arrangement of the USSR referendum on March 17, 1991», 
have formed their own regions and districts, regional and district commissions 
registered in the Central Commission for the Soviet Union referendum. This 
enabled citizens residing in the republics to take part in the referendum… 

Central Commission for the Soviet Union referendum ruled:
For the USSR in general:
185 574 606 people, or 80.0 percent, were included in the list of citizens 

that have the right to participate in the Soviet Union referendum. 
They responded:
«Yes» – 113 512 812 people, or 76.4 percent;
«No» – 32 303 977 people, or 21.7 percent. 
Invalidated - 2,757,817 ballots, or 1.9 percent…

Figures on the Latvian SSR were the following: 
Citizens included in the voting list  – 670 828 (100%)
Citizens who took part in the referendum –436 783 (65,1%)
Citizens who voted «Yes»   –415 147 (95,1%)
Citizens who voted «No»    –18 015 (4,1%)
Invalidated ballots    –3 621 (0,8%).252

Therefore, results of the March 17th referendum confirmed the earlier sur-
vey in Latvia – only about a quarter of all voters in the republic were in favour 
of Latvia remaining in the USSR. However, it must be noted that the new 
ruling elite in the country had a deeply negative attitude towards the referen-
dum. If the elite was neutral and if the referendum included all residents of the 
republic, the results would have been very different. 

Leaflet by the Communist Party of Latvia, calling to take part 
in the referendum on preservation of the USSR on 17 March, 1991. 
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USSR KGB on Western agents 
in the country’s administration

On June 17th, Supreme Soviet of the USSR held a closed session at the 
Kremlin, where chairman of the USSR KGB Vladimir Kryuchkov made a 
report on the current situation. «The reality is that our homeland is on the brink 
of a catastrophe,» he began. «The main cause for the current critical situation 
lies in the focused and consistent actions of anti-state separatists and other 
extremist forces that deployed a relentless struggle for power in the country. 

Completely ignoring all-national interests, violating the Constitution and 
laws of the Soviet Union, these forces have openly set course for seizing power 
in the country… Of course, the cause for the present crisis is primarily internal 
in nature. However, we must say that certain external forces also facilitate this 
process…»

Chairman of the KGB then read the document prepared for the CPSU by 
the KGB reconnaissance in 1977. The document was titled «CIA plans for 
acquiring agents of influence among the Soviet citizens.» 

«According to reliable information received by the State Security 
Committee (KGB), United States CIA is developing plans for hostile activities 
aimed at decomposition of the Soviet community and disorganisation of the 
Soviet economy, on the basis of their analysis and forecasts for USSR’s future 
development. To this end, American intelligence sets the task to recruit agents 
of influence among the Soviet citizens, conduct their training and further them 
in politics, economics and science spheres of the Soviet Union

CIA has developed individual agent training programmes, developing 
their skills of espionage and providing for their concentrated political and 
ideological indoctrination. Furthermore, one of the crucial aspects of agent 
training – teaching management techniques for the upper echelons of the 
national economy…

CIA conceives that purposeful activities of agents of influence would create 
certain internal political difficulties in the Soviet Union, halt the development 
of our economy…, would facilitate qualitative changes in various spheres of 
our society, particularly in the economy, which would eventually lead to Soviet 
Union accepting many Western ideals… Signed – Chairman of KGBY Jury 
Andropov.»253

Vladimir Kryuchkov did not name any people who, according to the KGB, 
were Western agents of influence. Their names were exposed later, after the 
collapse of the Union. Key figures among them were A.N. Yakovlev and E.A. 

Shevarnadze. However, by then Gorbachev himself was often acting contrary 
to his country’s interests. Kryuchkov writes about Gorbachev, «As head of 
state and the party, he skilfully plays the role of the destroyer, which fully met 
the aspirations of the interested forces within the Soviet Union and beyond.»254

«Definitely associated with destructive tendencies,» notes the former 
counterintelligence officer Vyacheslav Shironin, along with Elena Bonner, 
Yuri Afanasyev, Anatoly Sobchak, Gennady Burbulis, Galina Starovoitova, 
Valeriya Novodvorskaya and all from the so-called «democratic press»255

U.S. Ambassador to Moscow Jack Matlock had strong ties with many 
«democrats.» In particular, he developed «friendly relations» with Stankevich, 
Korotych, Afanasyev, Popov Burlatsky, Arbatov and Shmelev (according to 
the Ambassador, these were «the closest of the Soviet friends that he is always 
happy to see»).256

Concluding his speech chairman of Soviet KGB reminded about the 
upcoming 50th anniversary since the start of the war against the Soviet Union. 
Then, reconnaissance reported the administration that Nazi Germany is 
preparing for an offensive. This information was ignored. «I am afraid that 
some time will pass and historians will be baffled that we did not pay due 
attention to many important things», Kryuchkov said. 

«There should be no illusions. Western countries and the United States 
in particular look at what is happening in the Soviet Union with pragmatism, 
through the prism of their own interests… Western countries are using our 
internal difficulties to achieve their own strategic goals to the detriment of 
USSR’s territorial integrity… Voices saying that normalising the situation in 
our country is supposedly only possible through the United Nations forces are 
now heard not just abroad, but here as well. There is evidence of peacekeeping 
plans and even occupation of the Soviet Union, under certain conditions 
and under the pretext of establishing international control over its nuclear 
potential…» Kryuchkov reported.257

According to Vyacheslav Shironin, Gorbachev not only failed to heed 
KGB’s warning, but also continued to ignore any further information coming 
from the KGB. Philipp Bobkov, former director of KGB political police 
department (Fifth Directorate of the KGB, USSR) since 1969 and later a 
Deputy Chairman of KGB USSR as an army General. In his book, «Agents: 
Combat Experience in ‘Smersh’ and ‘Five’» (Moscow, «Algoritm», 2012), 
Bobkov writes, «To any information about Western activities nudging towards 
the destructive process, about disastrous internal difficulties Gorbachev had 
one answer – State Security Committee is dramatizing the situation.»258
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Former head of the Analytical department (since February 1991) and 
former deputy chief of the First Chief Directorate of KGB, USSR, Doctor of 
Historical Sciences, Lt. Gen. Nikolai Leonov gives another example of how 
Gorbachev ignored real threats to the territorial integrity and Soviet power in 
the USSR. In 1988, Chairman of KGB Viktor Chebrikov instructed Leonov to 
visit Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia, where he made an analytical report to the 
Central Committee of the CPSU. «Things are moving towards the withdrawal 
of these Baltic republics from the USSR.» To thwart this process, Nikolai 
Leonov proposed to conduct the so-called «Finlandisation» of the three Baltic 
republics. The idea was to provide the Baltic Soviet republics with economic 
accounting («hozraschyot»), stop charging extra taxes and give them the 
opportunity to receive surplus profits, since they were the most industrialised 
and technologically advanced. Maybe even provide them with certain political 
freedom, within limits. In other words, do the same as the Russian Empire did 
with Finland. It had its own parliament, had another level of political freedom 
and its own Constitution. According to Leonov, Gorbachev reviewed the 
document, but preferred to «sweep it under the rug.»

Just a few months after Nikolai Leonov’s visit, Secretary of CPSU 
Alexander Yakovlev made a trip to the Baltics as well. In his note for the 
Central Committee and Politburo of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, 
he arrived to completely opposite conclusions than Leonov. According to 
Yakovlev, all political processes in the Baltics were of no threat to the Soviet 
Union. It was just an ordinary democratisation process. Organisations such as 
Sajudis in Lithuania and Popular Fronts of Latvia and Estonia – which were 
only in the process of establishment at the time – bore no threat to the territorial 
integrity of the country. 

Nikolai Leonov later assessed Alexander Yakovlev’s activity in the first 
half of 1991. Based on agency’s intelligence, he wrote a personal note to Mr 
Gorbachev, signed by Vladimir Kryuchkov – who was appointed Chairman of 
KGB USSR in 1988. Leonov wrote that this person (Yakovlev) is an enemy of 
the Communist Party, seeks destruction of the CPSU and the socialist regime, 
and it is just a matter of time before he leaves the party and, in essence, provoke 
its schism. Kryuchkov presented this document to Gorbachev, who figured it 
would be a good idea to show this note to Yakovlev himself, provoking his 
hatred and resentment towards the KGB.259

Mikhail Gorbachev trusted Alexander Yakovlev completely and was under 
his influence. In April 1991, Gorbachev rejected the draft Union Treaty which 
was developed by the USSR Supreme Soviet workgroup and which, according 

to experts, was the last opportunity to save the Soviet Union. Instead, he 
launched the so-called «novo-ogarevsky process», creating a completely 
different draft Union Treaty. In contrast to the Supreme Soviet’s draft, the new 
draft Union Treaty completely ignored the results of March 17th referendum. 
Chairman of the USSR Supreme Soviet A. I. Lukyanov would later write that 
«neither Yeltsin nor Kravchuk nor Akaev would want to hear anything about 
the referendum.»

Instead of a union state, the new draft talked about a federation of republics. 
Union citizenship and union property were to be eliminated. 

The signing of the new Union Treaty was scheduled for August 20. 
General public was informed about the contents of the draft Union Treaty only 
on August 16th, after newspaper Moscow News published the document and 
shocked all advocates of the preservation of the USSR. Gorbachev, meanwhile, 
was having a holiday in Crimea as if nothing was happening. 

Latvia’s political environment 
before August 19, 1991

In February 1991, Alfreds Rubiks was interviewed by newspaper Glasnost. 
«There is a political – so far – struggle for power, open and ruthless… At 
one extreme, there is a coalition headed by the CPL, advocating for Latvia 
as a sovereign state in a renewed federation. On the other extreme – those 
who joined under the Popular Front of Latvia, by hook or by crook seeking to 
withdraw the republic from the USSR. These forces are relatively equal.»260

The first thing that catches the eye when reading this short quote is the 
erroneous statement that sovereign Latvia could also be part of the Soviet 
federation. Federation cannot consist of sovereign states. Such union has 
another definition – confederation. However, in 1990 – 1991 no one really 
understood what was the «renewed USSR» or the «renewed federation.» 
Mikhail Gorbachev’s new Union Treaty not only confused people, but also 
furthered the split in the society, while creating completely unfounded hopes. 

Although, this is not the most important aspect of the above quote. Rubiks, 
as subsequent events showed, was incorrect in asserting that CPL and PFL 
forces were «relatively equal.» At that time, the Communist Party of Latvia 
did not have any political power for almost a year. Furthermore, it was rapidly 
losing public support. Where is this equality of forces?

In 1992, former Ideology Secretary of the Latvian Communist Party Karlis 
Gerkis wrote that during the preparations for March 17th referendum many 
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regional party committees were unable to react to the rapidly changing political 
environment in the republic and just «went with the flow.» «There was no 
struggle for votes, in essence… First Secretary A. Rubiks in every speech, 
every article, called to fight, but nobody heard him. Worse – his every call 
only intensified the hatred towards the party, towards communists and socialist 
ideas.»261

During the second half of 1990 and early 1991, the party managed to create 
and print 6 regional and 2 district gazettes, which – as was noted at the Central 
Committee session of the CPL on August 1, 1991 – «significantly helped to 
break through the information blockade against the Communist Party of Latvia.»

However, in the creation of new press a number of problems were not 
promptly resolved – particularly in terms of finance, logistics, organisation 
and personnel. This happened due to the lack of necessary experience, 
professionally trained staff, as well as due to official institutions’ resistance to 
the production and distribution of party press.

This in particular caused significant interruptions in the publication of 
Zemgales Balss, Soviet Daugava and Latgale Gazette. Regional newspaper 
Vidzeme has not been published at all since January 1991. 

All these difficulties meant that none of these newspapers ever broke even; 
they were unprofitable.»262

Meanwhile, propaganda and agitation against the Communist Party of 
Latvia had been intensifying with each day. At the same time, the Citizens 
Congress has been taking an increasingly extreme position. 

Citizens Congress held its 5th session on March 23 and 24, 1991. Presenting 
another report on the work of the Latvian Committee since the previous session 
of Citizens Congress, chairman of the Latvian Committee Aigars Irgens said, 
«Looking back on the past three months in terms of strategic objectives, I have 
repeatedly asked the question – where are you going, Latvia? It would have 
probably been more correct to ask – where are they leading you? Assessing 
both the political movement in general and most important events in particular, 
we arrive to an definite answer – during this period, Latvia was going along a 
deceitful route, a path that led away from the Republic of Latvia of 1918, rather 
than towards it. This is most vividly evidenced by the agreement on the basis 
of interstate relations (between Russia and Latvia – V.G.) and, secondly, the 
survey/referendum of March 3. These two events are two large steps towards 
legalising the consequences of occupation and annexation, towards the so-
called Second Republic – a new Latvia with a new community of citizens and 
a permanent dependence on the Russian Empire… 

The agreement with Yeltsin… does not record the international legal status of 
the Republicof Latvia, does not mention a word about the occupation and annexation 
of Latvia, no reference to the 1920 Peace Treaty, but guarantees the political rights 
of USSR citizens in Latvia and Russia’s right to intervene in Latvia’s internal 
affairs. In 1920, Russia renounced sovereignty over the land and the people of 
Latvia; in contrast to this agreement, in 1991 Latvia renounced sovereignty over its 
land and people. The March 3rd survey/referendum, organised without accounting 
for the fact that Latvia is an occupied and colonised country, was held with the 
participation of USSR citizens, which further strengthened this refusal… 

The Supreme Council did not recognise Latvia as an occupied state, did not 
revoke the illegal declaration «On state power» of 1940 or any of the barbaric 
acts of the so-called nationalisation… There are very serious concerns that 
during the expected privatisation, majority of the stolen property will fall not 
to its rightful owners, but to those, who during the Soviet power had the right 
and opportunity to exploit the people and fill their wallets.

We also did not hear that any of the current statesmen of the Soviet Latvia, 
meeting with the USSR administration, raised the question about ending the 
occupation and withdrawing the Soviet Army from Latvia. Quite the contrary 
– from time to time we hear a thesis about some kind of mystical status of this 
army. Taking into account congratulations to the army, made by the Chairman 
of the Supreme Council on February 23, it is logical to assume that it could be 
the status of a friendly liberation army. Deputy of the Supreme Council Skaidrite 
Albertina expressed it even clearer – it’s the army of the Republic of Latvia …

Add to that the willingness of this government to pay external debts of the 
USSR and pay potential contributions to USSR’s budget! Gentlemen, come to 
your senses!

Indeed, the world powers do not support (the position of the Citizen’s 
Congress). Of course, the interests of the world powers must be reckoned with, 
but should we be so compliant?»263

Aigars Irgens then outlined the results of Latvian Committee’s activities 
since the previous 4th session of the Citizens Congress. In particular, he mentioned 
that on January 13th they signed a joint statement with the Supreme Council, 
based on the document adopted at the 4th session. However, this agreement 
was only in force for one day, «because on January 14th the Supreme Council 
ratified the treacherous agreement with RSFSR.» On January 15, Latvian 
Committee held an emergency meeting, where the mentioned agreement was 
recognised as contrary to the interests of the Republic of Latvia and its citizens, 
and therefore – invalid and lacking legal consequences.264



170 171

Latvia 1988-2015: a triumph of the radical nationalists  Book 1. Radical nationalism awakens

Irgens also expressed hope that Russia would not ratify the agreement. 
Member of the Latvian Committee visited Moscow soon after the agreement 
was signed, where he «familiarised the senior officials in the Russian Supreme 
Council with our decision.» According to Irgens, these discussions supposedly 
revealed that «Russia perceives this agreement exactly the same way as the 
Latvian Committee, as opposed to how Latvian Supreme Council deputies 
interpret it.» 265

As for the survey on Latvia’s independence that took place on March 
3rd, Aigars Irgens said, «This referendum, even if it was called a survey, is 
in direct contradiction with the international legal status of the Latvian state 
as independent de jure and occupied de facto.» According to him, regardless 
of the outcome, «the organisation of such a survey in itself undermines the 
aforementioned status and creates another dangerous precedent in international 
relations – when citizens of an occupied state along with occupants and 
colonists create new self-determination – self-determination of the population, 
not the nation.»266

«The most important task for the Citizens Congress today and in the future 
is to preserve the option of restoring the Republic of Latvia.» To do this, we 
«need to lobby, establish direct contacts with the governments of the world.» 
Next task – «Create a mobile and functional structure that would never retreat 
from the fundamental decisions and policies of the Congress… Our ideas will 
prevail when the majority of the population understands that Soviet system 
cannot be improved, that it cannot provide freedom and democracy to the 
people,» Aigars Irgens pointed out.267

Fifth session of the Latvian Citizens Congress approved the Latvian 
Committee’s resolution of January 15, 1991. This document declared the 
Agreement of interstate relations between RSFSR and the Republic of Latvia 
(adopted on January 13, ratified by the Latvian Supreme Council on January 
14) invalid and without legal consequence, as the only competent authority in 
Latvia is the Citizens Congress. 

The session also approved the Appeal to the UN, where the Citizens 
Congress on the basis of Article 6, Paragraph 2 of the Geneva Convention, 
officially stated that the Republic of Latvia of 1918 «is a state under a long-
term occupation.» The Appeal urged the United Nations to include Latvia into 
the list of Non-Self-Governing Territories, in accordance to the UN Resolution 
36/103. 268

June 14, 1991, marked 50th anniversary since the 1941 deportations. Like 
in 1989 – when the Popular Front of Latvia used the 50th anniversary of the 

Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact to discredit USSR and CPSU – commemoration of 
the tragic events of June 14-15, 1941, were also used for ideological attack on 
the Soviet Union, its government and communist party institutions. Supreme 
Council of Latvia adopted decided to form a special commission to mark this 
mournful date in the history of Latvian people. Numerous events have been 
planned: conferences, special radio and TV programmes, and press releases. 
On June 10, the flag was raised at the Riga Castle to mark the beginning of the 
commemorative week, and on June 17 the events culminated at the Brethren 
Cemetery of Riga.

On June 13, Association Latvia and Latvians in the World  held a conference 
under the title «Practices of Communist Totalitarianism and Genocide in 
Latvia.» Among its participants were members of various universities and 
institutes of the Academy of Sciences, members of the Politically Repressed 
Club, Karlis Ulmanis Memorial Fund and Western Latvian Emigration. The 
event was widely covered by the media; some reports were broadcasted in 
the Latvian radio – particularly those by prof. Janis Stradins, director of the 
History Institute of the Latvian Academy of Sciences Indulis Ronis, prof. 
Heinrihs Strods, Uldis Germanis and others. 

Academic Janis Stradins opened the conference by describing its main 
task. He noted, «The idea to hold this conference originated in the scientific 
research association Latvia and Latvians in the World about half a year ago, 
when we raised the issue of holding the fiftieth anniversary of the great tragedy 
of the Latvian people. After all, deportations conducted at night on January 13 
and 14th not only scattered many Latvian people across the Siberian expanses, 
but also caused further emigration of intelligentsia and national-minded people, 
causing a deep deformation in the whole history of our state and people, 
consequence of which go beyond the fates of these first 15 000 and 96 000 
people directly affected in this horrible year. It undermined the structure and 
the gene pool of the Latvian nation, demoralised our people.

Therefore, we must consider a much wider problem, namely – the communist 
genocide against Latvia and the Latvian nation, even if implemented in a 
disguised form, and the devastating effects of communist totalitarianism…»

The conference was originally intended as a second Nuremberg Tribunal, 
with charges against the CPSU branch in Latvia. «However, given our 
capabilities and taking advice of our foreign colleagues, we concluded that we 
are not yet ready for such trial.» Nevertheless, Stradins proposed the Supreme 
Council «stops the activity of the Communist Party of Latvia» and «takes the 
necessary steps to identify and bring to justice those responsible for genocide 
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in Latvia.» Janis Stradins noted that the responsible for genocide – «are 
persons who committed serious crimes against humanity, killed, tortured, or 
gave orders to commit such acts.»269

Here it is worth noting that in the modern historical and legal literature 
1941 deportations are not regarded as genocide. Professor from the Department 
of General History, Herzen University, Yulia Kantor PhD notes in her book 
Baltics: War Without Rules. 1939 – 1945, «By mid-May 1941, Moscow made 
a decision about the mass «cleansing» of the Baltic territories… Documents 
show that these actions affected Baltic citizens of various ethnicities, they 
were not carried out on an ethnic basis (in Latvia, for example, Jews suffered 
proportionally more – 11% repressed of 5% of the population; in Lithuania 
– Jews and Poles, 12.5% and 9.6% of 11.4% and 10.3% of the population 
respectively). Not being an act of genocide towards titular nations, Stalinist 
terror was international.»270

Opinion that Stalinist deportations cannot be considered genocide against 
Latvians, Lithuanians and Estonians is also shared by an Honorary Doctor of 
University of Latvia, professor of University of Mainz (Germany) and foreign 
member of the Latvian Academy of Sciences Erwin Oberlander. 271

On July 16, 1991, Bureau of the Communist Party of Latvia noted that 
conference «Practices of Communist Totalitarianism and Genocide in Latvia» 
was «destructive, openly anti-communist and nationalist in nature… Leitmotif 
of virtually all reports was not the search for truth and analysis of the tragic 
events of 50 years ago, but attempts to blame the Communist Party of Latvia 
for the genocide against its own people, make it responsible for deportations 
of June 14, 1941, along with other Stalinist crimes. Meanwhile, Goebbels’ 
propaganda publications from the Nazi occupation period were cited as sources. 
The presence of a large «fifth column» was completely silenced.

A number of presentations at the conference and its final resolution raised 
a question of establishing a Centre to collect documentary evidence «of 
crimes of the communist regime against the Latvian people», and within this 
Centre – create an expert panel «to determine the consequences of communist 
totalitarianism and document any evidence.» Deputy Chairman of the Supreme 
Council of Latvia D. Ivans, at the rally on June 14 and at the conference, raised 
a provocative question of suspending the Communist Party of Latvia until its 
involvement in the genocide against the Latvian people is determined. These 
unfounded accusations and demands indicate that anti-socialist forces are 
making every effort to discredit the Communist Party of Latvia, sow hostility 
among the Latvian people towards its policies not just in the past, but also 

in the present, in order to achieve social victory, restore the bourgeois order. 
Bureau of the Central Committee of the Latvian Communist Party reject these 
allegations as completely unfounded. Communist Party of Latvia itself had 
suffered greatly from Stalinist repressions. Current generation of communists 
cannot bear any responsibility for these crimes.

Latvian Communist Party, as well as the Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union, has condemned the policies of Stalinism and totalitarianism in their 
resolutions of XXVII congress of CPSU and XXV congress of CPL; it 
consistently advocated the complete rehabilitation of the innocent victims of 
repressions during the period of personality cult. Communist Party of Latvia 
fights for the rule of law, a humane and democratic socialism.» 272

However, at that time the Communist Party was rapidly losing support 
of the masses. After a wave of exposés on Stalinist crimes, which appeared 
in the press between 1986 and 1991, for many people the communist party 
became not only closely connected to these crimes, but responsible for them. 
Furthermore, the subject of deportations was intentionally used by radical 
nationalist politicians to force anti-Soviet and anti-communist sentiments in 
the society.

July 16th session of the Bureau of the Communist Party of Latvia noted, «The 
subject of so-called Soviet genocide in Latvia was translated into practice and 
served as a powerful catalyst for anti-Soviet and anti-communist propaganda, 
aimed at discrediting the Communist Party and its policies in Latvia. Further 
intensification of the so-called ‘communist and Soviet genocide’ propaganda 
campaign had an unquestionably negative impact on the Latvian Communist 
Party and its activities in the country. There is a real threat of a ban on the 
Communist Party of Latvia and all the ensuing consequences.» 273

OMON’s operations, the so-called de-blocking of the roads, also caused an 
extremely negative reaction of the public. Attacks at the Latvian border with 
Lithuania and Vitebsk Oblast began at night on May 22, 1991. 

Two police UAZ-469 vehicles arrived in Vitini customs office, Dobele 
region, shortly before 9 pm and unloaded ten OMON (riot police) officers armed 
with submachine guns and other equipment. The customs office staffed just two 
unarmed officers at the time. OMON operatives proceeded to beat them with rifle 
shoulders, kick and threaten them with guns. They forced the customs officers to 
write confessions to the Prosecutor’s Office of the Latvian SSR, stating that they 
were allegedly robbing honest Soviet citizens. Afterwards, OMON operatives 
tied the two customs officers to the barrier, took their belongings, customs 
documents, stamps and the confiscated contraband located in the customs point. 
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On the same night, around 2:40 am, police UAZ-469 and ZIL-121 containing 
more than 20 OMON officers arrived in Skaistkalne customs point.274

«De-blocking» continued on May 23rd. On May 24, customs point in Eleja, 
Latvia, and a similar point in Lithuania were set on fire. 

Minister of Internal Affairs of the USSR Boris Pugo was categorically 
reluctant to admit that OMON was involved in the destruction of border control 
points. However, on the same night when  Alois Vaznis received a response 
from Pugo’s deputy which stated that any allegation of OMON’s involvement 
in these attacks are unfounded, USSR central television broadcasted Alexandr 
Nevzorov’s programme 600 seconds that depicted OMON’s «deeds» and 
showed the arson of customs points. There were no doubts anymore – it was 
OMON that destroyed and burnt down Latvian customs offices.275

On June 29 – 30, First session of the Citizens Congress took place. Aigars 
Irgens was replaced by his deputy, Maris Grinblats, as a Chairman of the 
Latvian Committee. By then, relations between the Latvian Committee and the 
Supreme Council of Latvia have deteriorated completely. Grinblats and Irgens 
strongly criticised the position of the Supreme Council and the Popular Front, 
as well as Godmanis’ government. At the same time, Latvian Committee was 
having serious disagreements with LNNK (Latvian National Independence 
Movement).

Analysis group of the Information Centre of the Latvian Communist Party, 
headed by A.Nevitsky, concluded at the time that Citizens Congress and its 
executive body – the Latvian Committee – position themselves not just as a 
parallel structure of power, but as the main one. This view was widely shared 
by members of the Western Latvian emigration. Key Latvian emigration 
organisations, such as World Free Latvian Association, American Latvian 
Association, Latvian National Federation in Canada, «Daugavas Vanagi», as 
well as Embassies of the bourgeois Latvia in Washington and London, perceived 
the Supreme Council and government of Latvia as temporary authorities with 
limited powers.276

Positions of the Latvian Popular Front were also becoming more radicalised 
under the pressure of the Citizens Congress. To achieve independence, PFL 
made the following plans for 1991 – 1992:

- Abolish the Declaration of State Power that was adopted by the People’s 
Saeima on July 21, 1940.

- Abolish the Constitution of the Latvian SSR.
- Determine the status of the Soviet Army and negotiate with the USSR 

government the date of its withdrawal from Latvia.

- Abolish the Civil Code of the Latvian SSR and replace it with the Civil 
Law of 1937.

- Instead of the Declaration of State Power and the Constitution of the 
Latvian SSR, adopt the transition period Law «On State Power in the Republic 
of Latvia.» 

- Restore the provision on Latvian citizenship, create a Register of residents 
and adopt a law on the permanent residency status.

- Transform local governments, abolishing the Councils of People’s 
Deputies as a structure of power.

- Establish a national army, security service, border protection force, while 
abolishing both the KGB and the prosecutor’s office of the Latvian SSR.

- Carry out a judicial reform, create a municipal police, state control and 
customs service/

- Establish an independent financial system and introduce national currency.
- Enact laws on stock exchanges, on liberalisation of foreign investment, 

on state monopoly and others. 
In foreign policy, Popular Front of Latvia proposed to continue the 

internationalisation process of the «Baltic issue», and restore the agreements 
concluded between Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia in 1920s and 1930s. 277

The Communist Party of Latvia was closely watching political climate in 
the country, but was no longer able to influence any developments. The report 
prepared by the Analysis Group of the party’s Information Centre noted that the 
socio-political environment in the country «remains tense and will likely aggravate 
further; opposition between political forces will continue to increase.»278

Analysis Group of the Information Centre under the Latvian Communist 
Party made the following proposals:

1. Hold an All-Latvian General Assembly of People’s Deputies with 
representatives of all democratic forces in the republic. 

2. Form a delegation of deputies of all levels and the elected delegates from 
the association of democratic forces of Latvia in order to sign the Union Treaty 
on behalf of the people of Latvia. Reinforce the authority of this delegation 
with an official resolution of the Equal Rights faction. 

3. Equal Rights faction in the Supreme Council is essentially blocked by 
the majority faction of the Popular Front. Deputies of Equal Rights promote the 
adoption of better legislation by the Supreme Council. On the other hand, due to 
the adoption of a law on voting procedure in the Supreme Council, Equal Rights 
faction is unable to constructively influence the adoption of antidemocratic 
legislation. Proposed alternative bills are being rejected by the PFL majority. 
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In view of the above, using the political situation and having strong reasons, 
withdraw from the Supreme Council. Reason for this step could be Supreme 
Council’s abolition of the Constitution of LSSR and the Declaration on State 
Power that was adopted by the People’s Saeima in July 21, 1940

Form a reserve pool of deputies of all levels, drawing from labour 
collectives and labour organisations.

To internationalise the struggle of the Communist Party of Latvia with 
antidemocratic forces in the republic, establish and renew contacts with the 
foreign communist parties.279

Thus, the Communist Party of Latvia continued with its policy of 
preserving Latvia in the Soviet Union. However, the proposed measures for 
implementing this policy and ensuring its success in the country’s political life 
were inherently ineffective, and their realisation could not radically change 
the political environment in the republic. The political situation at that time 
was characterised by the growing confrontations and the struggle for political 
power. Though, if on March 18, 1990, the Popular Front emerged victorious in 
this fight, by summer 1991 PFL was gradually losing its positions to the radical 
Citizens Congress. As for the Latvian Communist Party on CPSU platform, 
by then nobody considered it as a real candidate for political power anymore.

Internally, the Communist Party was getting increasingly confused of 
what to do under new political conditions. Dissatisfaction with Gorbachev 
was growing rapidly. Nevitsky’s notes contain a record of his party’s planning 
meeting on July 16, 1991. Amongst miscellaneous notes, he wrote – «In Jelgava 
City Party Committee. 200 people.«Is Gorbachev betraying and selling out?»

Nevitsky later recalled that there were two city committees that raise such 
doubts regarding Gorbachev – Jelgava and Rezekne. However, distrust towards 
the Soviet leader was also growing in other party organisations.

On August 17 – two days before State Committee on the State of Emergency 
(GKChP) was established – the Socio-political Centre of the Latvian Communist 
Party (currently – Riga Congress Centre) held an Assembly of people’s 
deputies of the Soviet Baltics. From the very morning, readers could pick up 
a fresh issue of the Soviet Latvia, printed by CPL, with a front-page headline, 
«Assembly of People’s Deputies Opens.» The article was accompanied by a 
photo depicting deputies of Equal Rights: S.Dimanis, M.Gavrilov, S.Zaletaev, 
V.Hodakovski and others. Tatjana Zdanok – people’s deputy in the Riga City 
Council and the Supreme Council, as well as member of Equal Rights and the 
Assembly Organisation Committee – explained that in the face of deteriorating 
political and socio-economic situation in Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia, and 

Tatyana Arkadyevna Zhdanok, (Russian: Татьяна 
Аркадьевна Жданок; Latvian: Tatjana Ždanoka), born May 8, 
1950 in Riga, is a Latvian politician and Member of the European 
Parliament and a co-Chairperson of For Human Rights in United 
Latvia; part of the European Greens–European Free Alliance group. 
She was one of the leaders of the Interfront, a political organization 
opposing Latvia’s independence from the Soviet Union and market 
reforms. She remained active in the Communist Party after the 
party leadership called for a coup against the elected government 
of the Latvian SSR in January 1991 (opposing democratic reforms 
and independence of the country). She is prohibited from being 
nominated to the Latvian Parliament or local councils under 
Latvian law due to her former allegiance with the Communist Party 
of Latvia after January 1991. She is (as with Alfrēds Rubiks) in the 

peculiar position of being restricted to Europarliament elections.
Graduated from the Faculty of Physics and Maths, University of Latvia in 1972. In 1980, 

received a PhD in Physics and Mathematics. From 1972 to 1990, taught mathematics at the 
University of Latvia. Zdanok was also active with the Communist Party of Latvia. From 1995 till 
2004 Zhdanok was co-chairperson of the Latvian Human Rights Committee (a member of FIDH). 
She has also been one of the leaders of Equal Rights since it foundation in 1993 and of the For 
Human Rights in United Latvia alliance.

After Latvia regained independence, Zhdanok was banned from running for the Latvian parliament 
Saeima and deprived of her seat on Riga city council in 1999, because she had remained active in the 
Communist Party after the party leadership called for a coup against the elected government of the 
Latvian SSR in January 1991. Subsequently she sued Latvia in the European Court of Human Rights.

With the court case pending, the Latvian parliament decided not to impose restrictions on 
former members of the Communist Party in the 2004 European Parliament elections. Zhdanok was 
elected to the European Parliament in June 2004 and won the court case a few days later with a 
margin of 5-2. Latvia appealed the decision to the Grand Chamber of the European Court of Human 
Rights on the grounds that Latvia’s emergence from totalitarian rule brought about by the occupation 
of Latvia had not been sufficiently taken into account, and on March 16, 2006, the court ruled 13-4 
that Zhdanok’s rights had not been violated.

In 2005 Zhdanok became one of the founders of the EU Russian-Speakers’ Alliance.
In 2004, she ran successfully for MEP as a candidate of the largest Russian political bloc in 

Latvia. She also won a seat in 2009 in the European Parliament she is a member of the fraction The 
Greens–European Free Alliance.

Ždanoka took part in the election observation of the controversial Crimean referendum in 2014. 
In May, she suggested to the European Council to classify Ukrainian political bloc Right Sector as 
a «terrorist organization».

A submission has been by the Latvian state prosecutor to investigate Ždanoka for treasonous 
activities against Latvia and other sovereign states. Her affiliations with post-Soviet communist 
organisations are public record («Sutj Vremenji» – «Суть Времени»). The organisations manifest 
clearly claims the goal is to re-instate the old Soviet Empire back into the former Soviet countries 
by any means necessary.
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due to unwillingness of their political leaders to develop and sign the Union 
Treaty and thus avoid the deep economic and political crisis, there was an 
urgent need to join forces and coordinate people’s deputies on all levels.

«The Assembly will be attended by plenipotentiary representatives of all 
three Soviet Baltic republics, as well as guest deputies from the Transnistrian 
Soviet Republic (Moldova) and the Leningrad City Council.

From Lithuania, we expect a delegation of Supreme Council deputies 
V.N.Shved and S.V.Pirozkov. Estonian Supreme Council will be represented 
by deputy S.G.Petinov. 

Our republic’s delegation will consist of USSR and Latvian Supreme 
Council deputy Alfreds Rubiks, Latvian Supreme Council deputy and chairman 
of the Equal Rights faction Sergei Dimanis, and other deputies of the Supreme 
Council and local governments. Altogether, around 80 people.»280

It was already a year since the Supreme Council ruled to remove the 
word «Soviet» from the official title of Republic of Latvia, yet deputies of 
Equal Rights faction insisted on using the old name of the country. Details 
about the Assembly were only published six days later, on August 23. It was 
very brief. There were discussions on establishing a Baltic Deputy Council, 
«Commonwealth», consisting of 33 people (11 from each country).281 The 
importance of this event was absolutely dwarfed by the August 19 coup, which 
destroyed the Soviet Union. 

GKChP – The State Emergency Committee

On the morning of August 19, 1991, USSR television broadcasted a press-
conference, where ten senior leaders of the Communist Party and the Soviet 
government announced the transfer of power to the State Emergency Committee 
(also known as the State Committee on the State of Emergency, or GKChP), 
because President of the Soviet Union Mikhail Gorbachev is no longer able to 
perform his duties «for health reasons.» Many noticed the trembling hands of 
the Soviet Vice President Gennady Yanayev, who now headed the Emergency 
Committee. Thus began the 3 days that completely destroyed the Soviet Union 
and led to the formation of the independent Latvia. 

Introduction of a state of emergency meant that the power in Latvia was 
transferred to the Commander of the Baltic Military District, Fedor Kuzmin. 

Early on August 20th, a Soviet Army unit occupied the House of Radio on 
the Dome Square, Riga. Head of the Transmission Service, Juris Roze, said 
two days later, «All female colleagues were promptly sent home, as we were 

anticipating an attack. The night was very restless – people talked about various 
events. Our driver went out to his car and suddenly returned, saying that an 
attack has started. It was quarter to five. At that moment, I think, some cheerful 
Latvian melody was being broadcasted. Journalist and newly elected deputy 
Aivars Berkis managed to say last words on air, «Restraint and Patience!» 
They were translated by a Russian broadcaster…

Shots sounded. The «visitors» were already running up the stairs. The 
first wave of attackers were not so vicious, they even sarcastically greeted 
us, «Hello, gentlemen!» They ordered us to collect our things and leave the 
premises. Then, the second «brigade» arrived. They were nervous, even 
aggressive. Ordered us to face the wall, hands in the air. Screaming, they asked 
us about our security (not believing, apparently, that we only had one guard 
downstairs). Asked who was shooting from the roof… We did not dare moving. 
There were shouts, «Journalists are bastards,» and «I hate you so much!» Each 
person was thoroughly searched. The even took my bag, took some documents 
and a shopping bag. After that, they started kicking and hitting us with rifle 
butts. Threatened to cut someone’s ears off… Finally, we were all kicked out to 
the street and told to leave. Armed men were surrounding the House of Radio.

On that night, journalist Karlis Grinbergs suffered most. He was beaten 
after he was ordered to put his hands up and face the wall and shout, «Long 
live the Soviet Army!»282

During the three days of the coup, Soviet soldiers were positioned at all 
important facilities in Riga and other cities, including newspaper offices. On 
August 31, chairman of the board of Diena newspaper Arvils Aseradens re-
called that newspaper’s assents were frozen, «but immediately, there were 
small firms with low turnover willing to share some money, so we could sur-
vive and not go bankrupt. This was a fantastic feeling of support, which kept 
us going during these three days.»283

Non-Latvian population was also generally opposed to the putsch. A good 
example – on August 21, at around 11 am two armed soldiers were beating up 
a passer-by near Pioneris cinema, Elizabetes Street. An eyewitness reported 
that the man supposedly spat at an officer, who claimed the same. To justify his 
misbehaviour, the unknown young man, speaking Russian, said briefly, «They 
killed my President, Gorbachev!»284 

Latvian KGB also distanced itself from the State Emergency Committee.
Late on August 20, commanding general of the Baltic Military District 

Fedor Kuzmin called Ivars Godmanis, offering to hand over excess weapons 
to the Baltic Military District personal, who were heading to the Council of 
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Ministers in armed vehicles. After a short discussion, it was decided to hand 
the weapons over. However, Kuzmin soon contacted Godmanis again and 
reported that only General Dudkin and three other officers are heading to the 
Council of Ministers. General Dudkin later explained that actions to protect 
the government were unauthorised, it was a wilful act of some military patrol 
officer. Dudkin apologised to Godmanis for this fact.285

On August 21, first deputy chairman of the Latvian Supreme Council Dainis 
Ivans met with Commander General Fedor Kuzmin. Head of the parliamentary 
press centre A. Mirlin was present as well. Kuzmin reported that troops will soon 
be withdrawn from all occupied objects. He promised to contact commanders of 
OMON to prevent any possible «self-activity» of riot police officers.286

Special attention was paid to OMON mainly because at noon of the same 
day, eight armed men, including three OMON officers, broke into LNNK office 
in downtown Riga. One of the officers was Sergei Golodok.287

At 7:30 pm, acting Minister of Internal Affairs of Latvia P. Ekimov called 
the first deputy Minister of Internal Affairs of USSR B. Gromov, who promised 
to give an immediate order to the commander of Riga OMON to stay in the 
Vecmilgravis base until further notice. Ekimov then informed the OMON 
coordinator in Latvia and Lithuania about this conversation.288

Another incident took place on August 21. At 2 pm, head of the voluntary 
guards of order Peteris Veritis was arrested in his apartment by prosecutors of 
the Latvian SSR. 289 

However, by that time it was already known that the coup in Russia failed. 
Throughout the day, Baltic Military District units that were guarding various 
objects in Riga, including Latvian television and radio, returned to places of 
their permanent deployment, following orders of the Soviet Defence Ministry. 
290 At 2 pm, five APCs left the Dome square accompanied by whistles and 
hurrahs of hundreds of people. 291 At 8 pm, guard post at the television centre 
on Zaku Island was removed. 292 Twenty-five minutes later, Soviet Soldiers left 
the House of Radio at the Dome Square. 293

The Communist Party of Latvia 
and the Equal Rights faction: August 19-21

On August 19, the Central Commission of the Communist Party of Latvia 
and its Riga City Committee adopted a resolution «Tasks of communists in the 
republic in connection with the Statement of the Soviet leadership of August 
19, 1991.» The resolution, marked «Confidential» had only four points:

1. Support the decisive measures of the Soviet administration to normalise 
the situation in the country, restore law and order.

2. Regional and City party commissions and primary party organisations 
should direct its activity on explaining the August 18th documents adopted by 
the Soviet administration to the general public.

3. Create a task force to assist the State Emergency Committee and its 
structures…

4. Approve the Statement of the Bureau of the Communist Party of Latvia 
and Riga City Party Committee on this issue (attached).»

The document was signed by Central Commission Secretary Rubiks and 
Riga Committee Secretary Scherbakov.294

Statement of the CPL Central Commission and the Riga City Committee 
said the following: 

«The Bureau of the Communist Party of Latvia and Riga City Party 
Committee believe that measures adopted by the country administration to 
prevent the collapse of the country and to overcome the crisis are constitutional 
and necessary. Bureau of CPL and Riga City Committee express their support 
for the Appeals of the Soviet administration and the State Emergency Committee 
to the Soviet People.

Latvian SSR is an integral part of the Soviet Union, which, according 
to the acting laws, did not withdraw from the USSR; the Constitution of the 
USSR and other corresponding legislative acts are in force within its territory. 

The Bureau of the Communist Party of Latvia and Riga City Party 
Committee appeal to all communists, workers, farmers, intelligentsia, veterans 
and youth, to the whole population of the republic, to maintain restraint and 
keep calm. Do not succumb to provocative appeals to resist the constitutional 
order and the Soviet rule in Latvia, and continue working in your jobs.»295

On the same day, Communist Party of Latvia held a press-conference, 
where Politburo member and First Secretary Alfreds Rubiks announced the 
new head of the Latvian State Emergency Committee – commander of the 
Baltic Military District, General Fedor Kuzmin. He stated that the Communist 
Party of Latvia would later present its nominations for the committee. Latvian 
television journalist asked Rubiks how the results of March 3rd survey on 
Latvia’s independence correspond with the State Emergency Committee’s 
plans for preserving the Soviet Union. Rubiks responded, «Even during the 
conducted survey, people were deprived of the opportunity to speak «for» 
or «against» regarding republic’s participation in the new Union, as well as 
regarding the political regime in Latvia, because the question was very vague 
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and ambiguous. And yet, only 62 percent of respondents, that is, less than two-
thirds as provided by law, expressed support for the thesis formulated by the 
initiators of the survey. Meanwhile, the conduction of a referendum on March 
17th was serious hindered.»

Rubiks also stated that Communist Party intends to fight for power in the 
upcoming elections, and achieve its goals via parliamentary methods only. He 
noted that Communist Party of Latvia advocates the formation of a coalition 
government structures, recalling his letter to the leader of the Popular Front, to 
which he never receive a response. 

«The main thing – restore the Constitution of the USSR and Latvian SSR, 
establish a coalition government and get ready for democratic elections,» 
Alfreds Rubiks stressed. 296

On August 19, the Supreme Council of Latvia convened an urgent plenary 
session to adopt a resolution, which said that actions of the State Emergency 
Committee is a coup d’état. Equal Rights faction refrained from voting on this 
document. This position was explained as follows: the legality or illegality 
of introducing a state of emergency in the country can be adopted by the 
Supreme Council of the Soviet Union; therefore, its immediate convocation 
is necessary. 

Throughout August 20th, a military helicopter was flying over Riga and 
dropping thousands of leaflets across the city, which appealed for people’s 
support of the State Emergency Committee. Leaflets were signed by the Latvian 
Communist Party, Equal Rights faction and several other organisations. The 
first reaction on these leaflets came from the head of Equal Rights faction 
Sergei Dimanis, who did not understand what was happening. 

«Regarding the document that fell from the sky, we need half an hour to 
figure out its origin,» he said. After discussions within the faction, he responded 
briefly, «Without any further comment, faction certifies its signature under this 
document.» 297

Early on August 22, Supreme Council was adopting a resolution on the 
establishment of a commission to investigate the attempted coup in Latvia. 
Members of Equal Rights were not included in its consideration, because, as 
Juris Bojars noted, faction’s signature sits under a document which supports 
that same coup. 

Sergei Dimanis responded, «We have been here with you for all these three 
days. You know we didn’t sign it (leaflets). In these circumstances, we could 
not betray the organisations that we are traditionally tied to.

Professor Eduard Maharev – member of Equal Rights faction – told the 

correspondent of the Soviet Youth newspaper, «Our faction definitely did not 
take the decision to support the coup. Draft of this document contains a signature 
of just one member of our faction. Besides him, no one else knew about the 
contents of this leaflet or its origin. Opinions are divided in the faction. Part of 
it reserved the right to express a dissenting opinion. On Wednesday (August 
21 – V.G.), Dimanis was to speak at the session, but he never did. This was the 
biggest political mistake of the faction since January 20th…

Majority of Russians in Latvia called the coup a coup. But Russians in 
the Equal Rights faction could not do so and split away from the democratic 
movement. This is not just a small spot, it’s a massive black stain that will 
remain on faction’s reputation for a long time.» 298

 
Supreme Council, Council of Ministers 

and trade unions of Latvia: August 19-21

On August 19, Supreme Council and Council of Ministers of Latvia 
adopted a Declaration regarding the coup d’état (or putsch) in the Soviet Union. 
Chairman of the Supreme Council, Anatolijs Gorbunovs called for people’s 
non-violent resistance against the putsch. 299 

The press conference of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Latvia 
on 19 August, 1991. From left to right: Artur Nevitsky, head of the Central Committee Information 

Department, Alfreds Rubiks, first secretary of the Central Committee, 
Yuri Mitin, head of Central Committee Press Centre. 
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Administration of the 
Association of Free Trade Unions 
in Latvia made their own statement, 
supporting Supreme Council’s 
Declaration and urged all trade 
union members and organisations to 
support the Council of Ministers and 
the democratically elected Supreme 
Council of Latvia.300

On August 20, Supreme Council 
demanded that Baltic Military District 
immediately releases all occupied 
objects and returns troops to the 
places of their permanent deployment 
before 6 am on August 21. 

Administration of the Association 
of Free Trade Unions supported this 
demand, announcing that if the troops 

are not returned in barracks, they will launch an indefinite political strike. 
On August 21, a Coordinating Council of the Republic of Latvia for 

organisation of work during a general strike was established. It was composed 
of members of the Supreme Council, Popular Front of Latvia, the Association 
of Free Trade Unions, Latvian Confederation of Labour, Latvian National 
Independence Movement, Latvian Social Democratic Worker’s Party and the 
print industry trade unions. 301

Republican Committee of Fisheries Union refused to participate in the 
strike, appealing to all labour collectives «not to succumb to provocative 
appeals of politicians, refrain from strikes that would only exacerbate the 
political situation and aggravate the already unstable situation in the economy, 
which would have a direct impact on the financial position of the workers 
themselves, their families and the poor.»302

Anatolijs Gorbunovs went underground during August 19 – 21, under 
KGB’s protection. 15 years later, he recalled, «I remember that one night I 
slept on Jekaba Street, then they transferred me to some other place.» 303 

Council of Ministers, in turn, did not halt its operations during August 19 
– 21. Ivars Godmanis was offered to drop everything and leave, but he refused. 
Instead, he spent two nights (19th to 21st) in his office withhis deputy, Ilmars 
Bisers, and a Supreme Council deputy from PFL and LNNK, Imants Kalnins.

Prime Minister Ivar Godmanis

On August 20, the government decided to index population’s income. The 
minimum pension was increased to 230 rubles, and the minimum wage – to 
260 rubles. Scholarshipswere increased as well304

24-hour watch was organised in the Council of Ministers, which was not 
interrupted even during the disarmament of Prime Minister Ivar Godmanis’ 
security on August 20th.  

The following morning, government session discussed provision of food 
and other necessities to the population. By then, on August 21st, Baltic Military 
District was no longer hindering the passage of trucks. As a result, the supply 
of agricultural goods and its processing had been normalised. 305

Supreme Council of Latvia – Constitutional Law 
«On the Statehood of the Republic of Latvia»

At 1 pm on August 21, 1991, the August putsch was declared a failure. 
Ten minutes later, the Supreme Council of Latvia adopted the Constitutional 
Law «On the Statehood of the Republic of Latvia», thus voting for the de facto 
restoration of independence.

Cognisant of its responsibility on behalf of the people and having regard 
to the 4 May 1990 Declaration On the Restoration of Independence of the 
Republic of Latvia, the results of the 3 March 1991 National Plebiscite of the 
People of Latvia,  and the fact that, as a result of the governmental overthrow of 
the U.S.S.R. on 19 August 1991, the institutions of constitutional state power 
and administration of the U.S.S.R. have ceased to exist, and it is not possible to 
implement Paragraph 9 of the Declaration On the Restoration of Independence 
of the Republic of Latvia by means of negotiation, the Supreme Council of the 
Republic of Latvia  resolves as follows:

1) It is hereby declared that Latvia is an independent, democratic republic 
wherein the sovereign power of the State of Latvia belongs to the people 
of Latvia and the statehood thereof is determined by the 15 February 1922 
Constitution of the Republic of Latvia. 

2) Paragraph 5 of the 4 May 1990 Declaration On the Restoration of the 
Independence of the Republic of Latvia, which determined a transition period 
for the de facto restoration of the State authority of the Republic of Latvia, is 
hereby repealed.

3) Until such time as occupation and annexation are abrogated and the 
Saeima1 has been convened, supreme state power in the Republic of Latvia 
shall be exercised in full by the Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia. 
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Only the laws and the resolutions of the Supreme State power and State 
administrative institutions shall be in force in the territory of the Republic of 
Latvia.

4) This constitutional law shall come into force upon adoption thereof. 

Chairman, 
Supreme Council  
of the Republic of Latvia      A. Gorbunovs

Secretary, 
Supreme Council     
of the Republic of Latvia     I. Daudišs 306

The adoption of the Law on Statehood marked the end of a transition 
period towards Latvian independence. 

Political implications 
of the State Emergency Committee

August events in Moscow and Riga severed all ties between the Republic 
of Latvia and the Soviet Union. More importantly, however, these results have 
completely ruined the USSR. Political forces advocating for the preservation 
of the Union have suffered a massive blow. These forces were completely dis-
credited and removed from political life once and for all. 

On August 23, First Secretary of the Latvian Communist Party (CPSU 
platform) Alfreds Rubiks was arrested right in the main office of the party. Ru-
biks later revealed the details in his book, Fatherland – My Pain («Отечество 
– больмоя», Moscow, 1999).

«The first bus arrived at 11:30, carrying armed camouflaged men who then 
surrounded the Central Committee. My assistant, V. Serdukov, informed me of 
the arrived men; we watched their movement from the sixth floor. Immediate-
ly we thought – the world needs to know what is happening. We agreed that I 
should go down to the fifth floor, which had radio equipment, and make a live 
broadcast. There was no time to think. As I was descending to the studio, I de-
cided that I would talk about the ensuing lawlessness, read out the latest ruling 
of the Latvian Communist Party, I would report that the plenum scheduled for 
August 23rd in Riga will be cancelled (so as not to endanger members of the 
Central Committee and other members of the plenum), I would say my good-The Constitutional Law «On the Statehood of the Republic of Latvia»
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byes to the people and announce the termination of the public radio station 
– Sodruzhestvo [«Commonwealth»] – due to an armed attack on the Central 
Committee building, where the radio station was located. This is what I did. 
When I left the room, the clock showed six minutes to 12. 

Going up to my office on the sixth floor, I saw a group of unknown men 
also ascending on the staircase. Among them, I noticed someone I’ve already 
met, though I did not immediately recognise him. It was the Supreme Council 
deputy Odisejs Kostanda. He said that the Central Committee of the Latvian 
Communist Party is taken in custody, prohibited from carrying anything out 
and warned me against leaving the building. I demanded to see the relevant 
documents, noting that I am also a member of Latvian Supreme Council, fur-
thermore – a member of the USSR Supreme Council as well – and Kostan-
da has no right to do this to me. My objections were met with a grin. He 
said that the requested documents will be brought by the chairman of the Su-
preme Council commission of defence and internal affairs, and that my status 
of USSR Supreme Council deputy is no longer valid. He said that he wasn’t 
joking around, but seriously warning. Indeed, there were no doubts to have – 
Kostanda was accompanied by several camouflaged men, armed with machine 
guns, and more and more arrived as we were talking.

The mentioned chairman of the Supreme Council commission T. Jund-
zis arrived shortly after, displaying a draft resolution of the Latvian Supreme 
Council to suspend the activities of the Communist Party of Latvia. Document 
was not signed by anyone, which I pointed out. Jundzis arrogantly replied that 
it does not matter; the document is currently being discussed, will be adopted 
and signed… 

The arrest was carried out in style. Around a dozen select fellows arrived 
in camouflaged uniforms, bulletproof vests, helmets and Kalashnikovs at 
the ready… My protests over the unlawfulness of what was happening and 
demonstration of the USSR Supreme Council deputy ID made no impression 
on the Deputy Prosecutor General J. Ancans, who was orchestrating this whole 
«heroic» operation…

I was then walked down from my office on the sixth floor via stairs. I no-
ticed the employees of the Central Committee standing on the landings, mainly 
women. They waved their hands and handkerchiefs at me, uttered something 
in farewell. Many cried…»307

Communist Party of Latvia on CPSU platform (Alfred Rubiks’ commu-
nist party) was one of the crucial links between Latvia and the Soviet Union. 
Elimination of this link was an important step for the Supreme Council of 

The request by the Popular Front of Latvia to bring to trial all the non-governmental organisations 
which supported the State Committee on the State of Emergency
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the phone, Kozyrev assured his Latvian colleague that Russian Federation 
would sign the Declaration on the recognition of the independence of the 
Baltic States. 309

Boris Yeltsin’s decree on recognition 
of Latvian independence

On Saturday 24th of August – three days after Yanayev, Pugo, Yazov, 
Kryuchkov and others suffered defeat – President of RSFSR Boris Yeltsin signed 
a decree on the recognition of the independence of the Republic of Latvia. 

Latvian Supreme Council deputy Vladlens Dozortsev – member of 
the Latvian delegation – told newspaper SM-Today, «First, we discussed 
operational problems (with Yeltsin). OMON in particular. I will not repeat the 
expressions used to order their solutions quickly and completely. I don’t want 
them to become part of history. Obscene language – that’s an understatement.

Anatolijs Gorbunovs then proposed to move to the second issue. «First, 
rather,» Yeltsin said with a sly smile. «Then, let’s stand.» It was exactly 5 pm, 
when Yeltsin picked up a folder, retrieved the Decree and read it out. He ask 
us a few questions, including about our Russian-speaking community, then 
signed it. Russian President presented Gorbunov with an autographed folder – 
decrees adopted during the coup.» 310

It is worth reminding that the agreement on the interstate relations between 
RSFSR and Latvia, signed on January 13 in Tallinn and ratified by Latvian 
Supreme Council the day after, was not ratified by the Russian Supreme 
Council until August 24th; the agreed mutual guarantees for the rights of 
national minorities, including the citizenship issue, have never entered into 
force. President Yeltsin could not have been oblivious to this fact. He must have 
known that Latvian authorities were openly discussing legislative measures to 
deprive a large part of the population – primarily Russian-speakers – of their 
civil rights, as well as measures to expel those who arrived in Latvia after 1940 
and their descendants. 

Therefore, Yeltsin’s decision to sign the Decree recognising Latvia’s 
independence without introducing any safeguards for the rights of its Russian-
speaking residents, in a separate document and signed by Russian and Latvian 
leaders, can be considered hasty, adopted under the victory euphoria, and 
completely irresponsible – not just from national minorities’ point of view, but 
also in terms of the future relations between Russia and Latvia.

Latvia and the Popular Front towards achieving independence. By supporting 
the State Emergency Committee, CPL and Equal Rights faction had effectively 
signed their own political death warrant. After all, they spoke out against the 
legitimately elected government authorities. This, in turn, facilitated the rapid 
increase in nationalist political forces in the Supreme Council and the Popular 
Front of Latvia. In light of these developments, chances of adopting democrat-
ic solutions to the citizenship issue were growing slimmer and slimmer. 

West and Russia advocating 
for Latvian independence 

On August 22, official representatives of Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia 
arrived in Washington, seeking United States’ recognition of the independence of 
the Baltic States. Administration of the United States promised to do everything 
to facilitate this, but stated at the same time that these countries need to coordinate 
this issue with the Soviet Union. Representative of the US Department of State 
Richard Boucher said, «We support the efforts of the Baltic States to self-
determination and will contribute to this goal through peaceful means.»

On August 23, President of the United States George HW Bush stated 
that the failed coup in the Soviet Union will accelerate the recognition of the 
independence of the Baltic States. «The sooner the Baltic States are recognised 
as independent, the better. Let’s hope that real negotiations between them and 
the Centre start soon.»

US President was supported by Senator Steny Hoyer, who allegorically 
said, «Baltic States have been under arrest since 1940, and finally it is time for 
them to get on a plane and go home.»308

On the same day, willingness to begin diplomatic negotiations with the 
Baltic States was expressed by the Foreign Minister of Iceland Jon Baldvin 
Hannibalsson, without waiting for the decision of the Soviet administration. 
Prime Minister of Iceland David Oddsson shortly informed the Soviet 
Ambassador in Reykjavik I. Krasavin of this decision. 

Meanwhile, Minister of Foreign Affairs of Latvia, Janis Jurkans, held talks 
with his Danish counterpart Uffe Ellemann-Jensen. At the following press 
conference, Ellemann-Jensen said that diplomatic relations with the Baltics 
would be established as soon as possible.

Janis Jurkans also discussed the recognition of Latvian independence with 
the Minister of Foreign Affairs of the RSFSR (Russia) Andrey Kozyrev. Over 
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It is no surprise that when the Latvian delegation returned to Riga and 
held a press conference in the Riga Airport, Anatolijs Gorbunovs spoke very 
carefully and evasively when talking about whether the position of the Russian 
community in Latvia was discussed with President Yeltsin. «Yes, Boris Yeltsin 
addressed the issue during our meeting. I expressed my personal opinion that 
Russia was the first to recognise Latvian independence – and I will not deny, we 
were expecting this from Russia in the first place – this will benefit interethnic 
relations in the independent Latvia. I think so, because it was Russia that made 
this gesture – recognition of Latvia’s independence.

All these unresolved issues that arise in interethnic relations in a country 
inhabited by various ethnicities can be overcome through experience of 
democracy, which we have gained, to benefit all.» 311

Former Latvian Supreme Council deputy and current Professor of 
Transport and Communications Institute, Oleg Schiptsov, notes that at a 
regular meeting of the Baltic Forum in Jurmala, the president of the Nixon 
Centre (Washington) Dimitri Simes pointed out that Yeltsin did not demand 
any guarantees for the rights of the Russian-speaking population in Latvia 
when the Decree was signed. «So, do not blame Latvians, gentlemen,» Simes 
stated. «At that historical moment, Latvians would agree to much more, if 
certain concessions were required of them in exchange for independence.» 312

On the next day of the Forum – Schiptsov recalls – Vladlen Dozortsev, 
as a member of the Latvian delegation to Moscow in 1991, essentially agreed 
with Simes’ words. He stated that in August 1991, Latvian delegation did 
not set the task to achieve Boris Yeltsin’s final decision on granting Latvia 
its independence. The delegation only intended to discuss the withdrawal of 
Soviet troops and OMON from the Latvian territory. «However, during the 
meeting with Yeltsin, Gorbunovs – as the chairman of the Supreme Council 
of Latvia – was unexpectedly offered to sign the Act recognising Latvia’s 
independence, without any negotiations. Which, of course, Gorbunovs did.» 313

Schiptsov is mistaken in asserting that Gorbunovs signed the Decree on 
the recognition of Latvian independence, which for some reason he called an 
Act. In fact, Anatolijs Gorbunovs never put his signature under this Decree, 
which is evidenced by the original document archived in the Latvian Ministry 
of Internal Affairs.

Why didn’t representatives of national minorities in the Popular Front 
address the issue of how national minority rights would be protected in the 
independent country, after the Decree recognising Latvian independence was 
signed? 

On 24th of August President of RSFSR Boris Yeltsin signed a decree on the recognition 
of the independence of the Republic of Latvia 
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World War.»315 This is why Latvia annually celebrates the RESTORATION 
of Independence Day on May 4th. 

In 1998 – ten years since the formation of the Popular Front – Vladlen 
Dozortsev told the Diena newspaper that in his opinion the process of 
independence was «an objective historical process… Latvia must be free and 
the Soviet Union must collapse.» At the same time, Dozortsev admitted that 
he was disappointed in the people who started this process, in many actions of 
national forces. «I would have never thought that people who survived national 
humiliation would humiliate others. I was unaware of the regularities of the 
national conspiracy and could not foresee the rapid nature of these processes. 
If I knew, I would have acted differently.»316

Juri Abyzov, head of the Latvian Society of Russian Culture – an 
organisation that actively supported the Popular Front and the independence 
– also stated that the Latvian intelligentsia essentially deceived the Russian-
speaking population. «We were too short-sighted, trusting the assurances of 
Latvian intellectuals.» 317

Gorbunovs writes to Gorbachev

August putsch did more than just undermine Mikhail Gorbachev’s 
positions as a President of the Soviet Union. The fact that Russian Federation’s 
recognition of Latvian independence was followed by a series of similar 
recognitions from other countries (Denmark was the first after Russia to 
recognise the independence of the Republic of Latvia and send its Ambassador 
to Riga, Otto Bohr, as early as August 26), indicated that the world began to 
reconsider the role of the Soviet Union in international relations. From now 
on, positions of the Russian administration were more important to the world 
community that positions of the Soviet government. The time of the Soviet 
Union was coming to an end. 

Nevertheless, USSR continued to exist as a subject to international law, 
and on August 29th Anatolijs Gorbunovs wrote an official letter to Mikhail 
Gorbachev on behalf of the Supreme Council of Latvia. 

«Your Excellency! Expressing sincere satisfaction with your return to the 
post of President of the USSR, we hope that the triumph of progressive forces, 
your own position, will continue to facilitate the normalisation of relations 
between the Republic of Latvia and the Soviet Union. 

The people of Latvia in a national poll on March 3, this year, overwhelmingly 
supported the independence of Latvia. 

The following factors may have played a role in this. First, in August 1991, 
decisions had to be made in extreme haste, without careful consideration of all 
the negative consequences that signing this important document under such 
conditions would bring. Second, by August 1991, the necessity to embody the 
rights of the Russian-speaking population was essentially already solved at 
the interstate level – when Anatolijs Gorbunovs, on behalf of the Republic 
of Latvia, and Boris Yeltsin, on behalf of the Russian Federation, signed a 
corresponding agreement in Tallinn on January 13, 1991. Article III of this 
agreement stated, «The Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic and the 
Republic of Latvia assume mutual obligations to provide the people at the 
time of signing of this Agreement living in the territory of the Russian Soviet 
Federative Socialist Republic and the Republic of Latvia and current citizens 
of the USSR, with the right to retain or obtain citizenship of the Russian Soviet 
Federative Socialist Republic and the Republic of Latvia in accordance with 
their own free will.

The High Contracting Parties shall guarantee to its citizens, regardless of 
their ethnicity or other differences, equal rights and freedoms...» 314

Although, unlike Latvia, Russia did not ratify this agreement by August 
1991. Therefore, while the agreement never entered into force from a legal 
standpoint, it served as a beacon of hope that the citizenship problem would be 
solved by taking the Russian-speaking population into account. 

Third – and perhaps the main – factor was that many representatives of 
national minorities in the Popular Front of Latvia, while observing a fairly quick 
change in rhetoric on ethnic issues among the new ruling Latvian elite, still did 
not expect the new government derived from PFL to consign democratic ideals 
to oblivion and replace them with ethnocratic ideology and practices. 

Russian President Boris Yeltsin was not expecting this either, when 
signing the Decree «On the recognition of the independence of the Republic 
of Latvia.» He assumed that a NEW state was being established. However, 
Latvian authorities never acknowledged that the Republic of Latvia of May 4th 
is a new state and always talked about the RESTORATION of the state that 
existed before June 17th, 1940. It says so in the Declaration of May 4th, 1990. It 
says so on the Latvian Ministry of Foreign Affairs official website:

«The Republic of Latvia continues the legal personality of the state 
that lost its independence in 1940 following its illegal occupation by the 
USSR, followed by Nazi Germany, and then again by the USSR in 1945. 
The Baltic States were the only three countries, members of the League of 
Nations, which did not regain independence immediately after the Second 
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The willingness of the US to destroy the USSR and the resulting disrespect 
by the US of the international law are well shown by the fact that the US had recognised 

independence of the Republic of Latvia earlier than the USSR did.
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On August 21, the Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia adopted a 
Constitutional Law on State Power in Latvia, declaring the full independence 
of the Republic of Latvia. 

On August 24, Russian President Boris Yeltsin wrote a Decree on the 
recognition of the independence of the Republic of Latvia and confirmed his 
readiness to establish diplomatic relations with the Republic of Latvia. In the 
recent days, diplomatic relations were re-established between the Republic 
of Latvia and Iceland, Denmark, Sweden, Norway and the German Federal 
Republic. More than 20 countries, including Canada, Australia, Great Britain, 
Belgium, Greece, Spain, Portugal, Luxembourg, France, Italy and Argentina 
have adopted resolutions to recognise independence of the Republic of Latvia. 
International recognition of Latvian independence continues. It reflects the 
belief of the international community that the Republic of Latvia was a victim 
of Stalin’s and Hitler’s criminal conspiracy, and that its inclusion in the USSR 
was a gross violation of the international law. 

I address you with an offer to initiate negotiations at the highest level as 
soon as possible, in order to recognise the independence of the Republic of 
Latvia. 

I am convinced that this step would facilitate the preservation of a traditional 
friendship between the independent Latvia and the Soviet Union, and would 
serve as proof for the world community that your new way of thinking is a 
reality.»318

In the current political situation, Mikhail Gorbachev had no choice but to 
support Russia’s decision to recognise Latvian independence. However, his 
decision – unlike Boris Yeltsin’s position – was evidence of responsibility 
for the fate of the non-Latvian population in Latvia. State Council of the 
USSR – a new supreme authority in the Soviet Union (created on the basis of 
the Law № 2392-I «On the USSR government and administration structures 
during the transition period», September 5, 1991) – adopted a resolution on 
the recognition of Latvian independence, September 6, 1991. Paragraph 2 of 
the resolution stated that Soviet Union must «hold talks with the Republic of 
Latvia on the whole gamut of issues related to the rights of citizens of USSR 
and interests of the USSR and its constituent states related to economic, 
political, border, humanitarian and other spheres.» Paragraph 3 instructed 
to hold discussions on «human rights and freedoms» and Paragraph 4 stated 
that Soviet citizens wishing to stay in the Republic of Latvia or move to the 
Soviet Union are «under the legal protection of the USSR and the republic 
whose citizenship they adopt.» 319

Resolution of the State Council of the USSR on recognition of the independence 
of the Republic of Latvia. Moscow, 6 September, 1991 
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links towards the election of Saeima. It is a mechanism through which we will 
allow or not allow people to participate in the elections.»

According to Dinevics, if the Supreme Council was not inclined to resolve 
the citizenship issue right now, it would have to at least determine the elector-
ate for the Saeima elections, and determine whether it will be just citizens or 
if the participation of others is possible. «The former option under current cir-
cumstances would be the right thing to do… If we cannot expand the Saeima 
electorate, we have to expand the circle of citizens.» Dinevics argued that it 
would not be right to leave 48% of people without voting rights.323

Prime Minister Ivars Godmanis agreed with Janis Dinevics and offered 
to apply the 1919 Nationality Law to the residents who settled in Latvia after 
June 17, 1940. The law prescribes a five-year residency requirement, provid-
ed the person renounces his citizenship of another country. Deputies Kalnins 
and Mucenieks also spoke in favour of the 5-year residency requirement, but 
proposed to count from August 21, 1991. Juris Bojars stated that 5 years is a 
negligible period and that it needs to be drastically increased. 

Deputy Lagzdins said that not all of the one million Soviet citizens pose dan-
ger to the fate of the Latvian people, just some of them who are hostile to the idea 
of independence. Instead of oppressing them, deputy suggested to «democratically 
create economic and social conditions that would lead to at least some of them re-
turning to the land of their ancestors.» Anatolijs Gorbunovs strongly criticised this 
position, responding that «discrimination cannot be used as self-defence.»324

Thus, while fully supporting the position of Citizens Congress that the par-
liament can only be elected by pre-1940 Latvian citizens and their ancestors, 
Popular Front of Latvia was also looking for a compromise that would expand 
the circle of citizens. PFL understood that removing almost a million perma-
nent residents from the electoral process would cast doubts over the legitimacy 
of the new parliament. 

By then, a compromise solution had been developed by PFL’s parliamen-
tary work group. This concept, like all PFL documents of that period, was 
based on the recognition of Latvia’s occupation in 1940. 

One of the developers of this concept summarised its contents in SM-Today 
on October 1, 1991. Professor of the Riga Technical University and Supreme 
Council deputy Rolands Rikards wrote, «There is currently 1.7 million Latvian 
citizens and 1 million of Soviet citizens in Latvia. Among the citizens of Latvia, 
80% are Latvians and 20% are Russians, Belarusians, Poles, Ukrainians and oth-
er ethnicities. Thus, 64% of permanent residents are also citizens of Latvia and 
37% – citizens of the Soviet Union, including 30 thousand Latvians.

Citizenship issue after August 24 
and before October 15, 1991

«Citizenship is one of the most important issues that the Supreme Council 
must solve in the nearest future, as it has both practical and political signifi-
cance since the restoration of independence,» a short article published in Diena 
on September 7, 1991, states. Its author, Iveta Bojare, cites two opinions of the 
two prominent politicians – deputy chairman of the Supreme Council Andrejs 
Krastins and member of LNNK Juris Dobelis. 

Krastins noted that urgency of this issue is dictated by the need to in-
troduce a passport system in the Republicof Latvia and appoint diplomatic 
representatives of Latvia with a broad mandate to work outside the country. 
Supreme Council deputies also had difficulties developing certain legislation, 
such as the law on compulsory public service.In addition, Krastins believed 
that political opposition has been associating citizenship with the human rights 
issue in Latvia.320

Popular Front of Latvia was not unanimous in its views on citizenship. 
On May 2, 1991, former chairman of PFL’s parliament Dainis Ivans stated, 
«Regardless of how disconcerting and disturbing the current demographic sit-
uation is for us, Latvia, it would still be immoral and futile to behave as if the 
last fifty years of our history did not happen. I am certain that the more loyal 
residents become citizens, the more calm the society and the more stable the 
government would become.» However, the new chairman of the Popular Front 
– Romualdas Razukas, elected at the 3rd congress of the Popular Front in Oc-
tober 1990 – confirmed that the Front’s position on citizenship hasn’t changed 
since the 3rd congress. In an interview with The Baltic Times on September 12, 
1991, he noted that citizenship will not be granted to anyone before the elec-
tions to the parliament. «Therefore, we need to immediately create a register of 
Latvian residents to understand who will elect the Saeima.» 321

Meanwhile, head of the PFL faction in the Supreme Council Janis Dinev-
ics, told Diena that the session on September 11 resolved to recognise Supreme 
Council’s right to rule on all issues arising from the May 4th Declaration and 
the August 21st Constitutional Law on state independence. Thus, deputies rec-
ognised that the issue of granting citizenship is within their authority.322

«It would have been more than ambiguous if the Supreme Council, having 
declared independence of the republic and having achieved its international 
recognition, was limited in its authority,» Dinevics explained. «The law on 
citizenship, the institution of citizenship – these are, in essence, intermediate 
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There was no naturalisation in Latvia for 51 years, because the occupation 
regime abolished the sovereign authority of the Latvian government…

In our concept, we assumed two conditions. The proposed solution, first of 
all, must be approved by the absolute majority of the Latvian nation… 

Second, we need the approval of most permanent residents in Latvia… 
There are two extreme ways to solve the citizenship issue. One of them 

essentially consists of different takes on the zero-option. The second way pro-
poses an absolute continuity of the Republic of Latvia since 1918 – Saeima 
is elected by citizens of the Republic of Latvia, and only Saeima decides the 
requirements for the naturalisation of Soviet citizens wishing to obtain Latvian 
citizenship. Our concept proposes to expand the circle of voters for the Saeima 
elections, but not the circle citizens. In other words, some Soviet citizens and 
stateless persons would also participate in the first elections to the first restored 
Saeima along with citizens of Latvia, under certain conditions…We consider 
this option to be most politically expedient. It would have the highest number 
of supporters, which is why we call it a compromise…»

In accordance with this concept, the Supreme Council of Latvia passed a 
resolution «On the preparations for the Saeima elections», which defined the 
expanded circle of voters.325

However, the compromise solution did not get the required number of 
votes at the aforementioned September 11th session of the Popular Front – 47 
deputies voted in favour versus 18 opposed. Opinions in the faction were di-
vided on the most important issue for that time. 

Vladlen Dozortsev later wrote, «The faction split on the most fundamen-
tal issue. Consensus was unachievable, but compromise was possible on the 
grounds of political security, affecting the interests of as little people as pos-
sible. 

I believe that the only indicator could be the duration of a person’s integra-
tion into Latvian society; loyalty is not an indicator at all. Strategic group did 
not come to a consensus. Some proposed a priori to consider all those born in 
Latvia its citizens. But why are those who were brought to Latvia as an infant 
any worse? Those who do not have another homeland, those who lived all of 
their conscious life in the republic. I considered the «zero-option» as the most 
democratic, but it was practically impossible. A compromise, however, was 
possible. For example, based on the government version proposed by God-
manis – adapt the law on nationality to the current situation. The law 

Elita Veidemane and Juris Paiders, participants of a discussion on citizen-
ship: “If you stand for the zero option of citizenship, you become a traitor to 

the Latvian Latvia” – “Atmoda” newspaper, October, 1991, No. 20 (68).  was 
adopted in 1919, when Latvia, inhabited by citizens of the former Russian 
Empire, developed a political situation akin to today’s. Politicians of that pe-
riod decided to be realistic and considered it most safe, just and appropriate to 
recognise as citizens those who had lived here for 5 years…

Solving the citizenship issue, we have to answer one important question – 
what is the purpose of one decision or another?

We are interested in strengthening our independence, not weakening it due 
to some underground opinions, alternative groups that are ready to form alter-
native forms of government. We want to join Europe as a civilised state and 
we already have a caution from the British deputy Foreign Minister – if Lat-
via adopts undemocratic decisions, diplomatic relations between our countries 
might be severed. 

…We really need a priest in the parliament, who would tell us – why we 
were so attentive to one another when everything was poor, difficult and dan-
gerous? Why now, when the danger has passed, we became so disgustingly an-
gry? Now, more than ever, the parliament needs a person who would introduce 
a moral aspect…»326

On September 12 – day after PFL discussed the citizenship issue – the split 
of the faction was officially documented. Those advocating for the restoration 
of the Latvian state on the basis of the 1922 Constitution formed the Satversme 
(«Constitution») faction, who claimed that the citizenship issue must be re-
solved by the Saeima, not the Supreme Council. However, the election of Saei-
ma required a legitimate community of citizens. 

In October, Atmoda newspaper published a collection of opinions on citi-
zenship. 

Journalist Juris Paiders expressed an opinion that the whole citizenship 
debate is conducted improperly. People advocating for the 1940 version call 
others – supporters of the zero-option – traitors of the Latvian nation. «Do you 
like being called atraitor?» Paiders asked. 

Supreme Council deputy Dzintars Abikis expressed the following view, 
«The main thing deputies must achieve – not allow citizenship to be granted 
automatically. There must be a residency requirement, as large as possible. In my 
opinion – 18 years. There should be other conditions as well – compulsory lan-
guage proficiency and knowledge of Latvian history, loyalty to the Republic… 
We are looking to create a stable society in Latvia. This can only be possible with 
a stable parliament. And a stable parliament is only possible if the Latvian nation 
has a stable majority. After all, Latvians have to be masters of their own land.»
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Indulis Berzins – also a Supreme Council deputy – proposed that the con-
stitutional law on civil rights is adopted within next month to clearly define the 
terms «citizen» and «permanent resident.» Furthermore, according to Berzins, 
it was necessary to create a record of Latvian residents and restore citizenship 
to those who had been a citizen of the Republic of Latvia or their descendant.  

«What do we do with a million non-citizens?» Ainars Vladimirovs asked 
and answered, «I don’t know. A third of the population without civil rights – 
that is a bit much. We can, of course, talk about historical and other justices, 
but in addition to any justice there is a specific political situation. We mustn’t 
forget that these people always had the right to vote and be elected, so depriv-
ing them of these rights would generate psychological discomfort, feeling of 
oppression, lack of political stability.»

Chief Editor of Atmoda newspaper Elita Veidemane, journalist Ilmars 
Latkovskis and politician Valdis Steins also took part in the discussion. They 
spoke in favour of the strict solution of the citizenship issue. For example, Lat-
kovskis proposed a residency requirement of 25 years, while Steins suggested 
resolving the citizenship issue during a referendum of citizens of the Republic 
of Latvia, which was supposed to be held after the de-occupation. 327

Citizens Congress and the Latvian National Independence Movement (LNNK) 
had always strongly criticised even the slightest deviation from their radical posi-
tion on citizenship. They regarded any compromise as a betrayal of the Latvian 
people’s interests. Their position did not change even after August 24th. 

On September 10, Citizens Congress gazette Pilsonis («Citizen») pub-
lished an article by the chairman of the Latvian Committee of the Citizens 
Congress, Maris Grinblats. The article summarised the work of Citizen Com-
mittees in July and August 1991. «August 21 Declaration and particularly 
the following international recognition (of an independent Republic of Lat-
via – V.G.) changed the situation,» Grinblats wrote. «Today, the strategy must 
change and our main attention should be shifted from international recognition 
to the fact that the issue of de-occupation and de-colonisation have not been re-
solved yet, and if the Saeima elections are organised by the Supreme Council, 
they will involve citizens of the USSR residing in Latvia, which would lead to 
the formation of Latvia that the committee warned about. It will be a «new» 
Latvia, with official bilingualism, Moscow’s indirect control over a significant 
part of the Latvian economy, a particular role of former Latvian and Russian 
communists in the political life…»328

On the same day, leaders of the Citizens Congress Maris Grinblats, Janis 
Straume and Elmars Vebers held a press conference where they talked about 

Elita Veidemane and Juris Paiders, participants of a discussion on citizenship: 
“If you stand for the zero option of citizenship, you become a traitor to the Latvian Latvia” – 

“Atmoda” newspaper, October, 1991, No. 20 (68).  
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national interests. Besides citizens, elections should include their relatives and 
persons who, with their actions, proved their loyalty towards the Republic of 
Latvia. But that’s just my personal opinion,» Dobelis concluded. 332

During these raging debates in the Latvian press, the only non-communist 
member of the Latvian community who supported the «zero option» was Juris 
Rozenvalds – member of Democratic Labour Party and Dean of the Faculty of 
History and Philosophy (University of Latvia). 

«With regard to citizenship, I think that the most humane and civilised 
approach contains only one solution – citizenship should be granted to all per-
manent residents of Latvia, who would confirm in writing their commitment 
to the Republic of Latvia and willingness to renounce the citizenship of any 
other state,» he wrote under the headline «Lords without domination» (Diena, 
September 7, 1991).333

Rozenvalds then assessed the current political situation in the country and 
its prospects. His assessment was distinguished by a genuinely democratic and 
human rights-based approached, which was extremely rare for Latvian jour-
nalist at the time. Juris Rozenvalds was the first to point out that the solution 
for the citizenship issue would affect the Latvian state in the future – whether it 
will be a democratic and socially just state, or a nationalist-totalitarian one. He 
also criticised the thesis of Latvian Latvia – a holy grail for LNNK, Citizens 
Congress and the radical part of western Latvian emigration.

«The idea of the Latvian state is not identical to the Latvian national 
idea. A democratic state is does not base itself on national criteria in relation 
to a loyal citizen. There are concerns that the idea of a «ethnically Latvian 
Latvia» is related to certain psychological, national-patriotic and other spec-
ulations. It is also worth mentioning the neo-Bolshevik syndrome of de-na-
tionalisation. We have already experienced this in the form of Russification 
over the 50 years spent in the Soviet Union. Many still have this syndrome. 
For example, it transformed into a belief that a person of other ethnicityis 
dangerous for Latvians, just because he is not Latvian, and vice versa – an 
ethnic Latvian is okay just because he is Latvian.334

Rozenvalds went on, «It’s a utopia – to assume that Latvians’ strategic 
interests only allow for a gradual repatriation or an assimilation of a signif-
icant part of non-Latvian population, and hope to thus return to the demo-
graphics of the pre-war Latvia. This is dangerous for Latvians themselves, 
because it sets them up for confrontation with other peoples.»

Most importantly, Rozenvalds pointed out, «The Republic of Latvia, as 
an independent state, will only be able to steadily develop and ensure its 

their solution of the citizenship issue. «Goals of the Citizens Congress are 
– de-occupation, decolonisation and de-nationalisation – are still relevant,» 
Grinblats stated. According to him, elections to the Saeima have to be post-
poned to a later date, so that Russian and Latvian communists could not win. 
Janis Straume believes that only citizens of the Republic of Latvia can par-
ticipate in the elections, while Elmars Vebers mentioned de-occupation and 
de-colonisation as a precondition for the Saeima elections. Vebers is of the 
opinion that majority of those who arrived in Latvia after 1940 reside in Latvia 
illegally, as far as Latvian legislation is concerned. It is necessary to adopt a re-
patriation programme, and the process of repatriation itself «should, of course, 
be conducted in a civilised way.»329

On the next day following the press conference, Diena published an article 
by Aigars Irgens – deputy chairman of the Latvian Committee of the Citizens 
Congress. «We need to develop a mechanism for the repatriation of Soviet 
citizens, reach an agreement with the USSR and its republics to implement 
this mechanism, and allocate resources from Western financial aid and credits. 
Solving this problem is the only way to achieve Latvia’s social and political 
security in the future… To claim that there is a large number of independence 
supporters among the colonists is just ridiculous…

It is time to stop ideological manipulations that the circle of citizens can 
differ from the circle of voters for the Saeima. To provide someone (let alone 
a larger part of the population) the right to elect Saeima means providing them 
with a guarantee of citizenship.» 330

An interview with the chairman of LNNK Visvaldis Lacis published in 
SM-Today on September 11 shocked all non-Latvians, without exaggeration. 
In this interview, Lacis – graduate of the 1st Moscow Institute of Foreign Lan-
guages and a former assistant officer of the 19th Division of the Latvian SS 
voluntary legion – stated that all permanent residents who settled in Latvia 
after June 17, 1940, and their descendants are «not just second class citizens», 
in terms of their legal status. «You are nobody,» he told the newspaper cor-
respondent Jana Rubincik. Even the 250 thousand non-Latvians who voted 
for the independence, they are people who threaten the national existence of 
Latvians.331

Juris Dobelis, another prominent member of this radical nationalist organ-
isation, responded to the proposal of allowing permanent residents who settled 
after 1940 to participate in the elections. In the aforementioned article by Iveta 
Bojare, «Who will get the Latvian citizenship», Dobelis stated, «We need to 
do everything to ensure that the laws adopted by us do not threaten Latvians’ 
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the rights of citizens and on the ba-
sic conditions of naturalisation» – 
Russian democratic intelligentsia 
assembled in an auditorium of the 
University of Latvia. There was 
only one item on the agenda – cit-
izenship. Marina Kostenetskaya 
noted in her speech that «simply 
awarding citizenship to one part 
of the population and subjecting 
the other part to humiliating pro-
cedure of submitting a written re-
quest, followed by ‘exams’ with 
unknown assessments of loyalty 
is fraught with unpredictable con-
sequences.» 

«With the risk of sounding ri-
diculous, I encourage Latvians not 
to violate the law of cosmic bal-
ance, on which morality is based 
on. For one cannot humiliate hu-
man dignity with impunity! A nation that suffered so much humiliation in its 
history should be aware of the dangers of the confrontation that would inevi-
tably arise when attempting to undermine the dignity of non-indigenous peo-
ples,» Kostenetskaya added. 

She concluded her speech with a statement that she reserves the right to 
renounce the citizenship of the Republic of Latvia if the rights of most Rus-
sian-speaking people are violated in Latvia. «In that case, I would prefer to 
remain a permanent resident of Latvia, without no citizenship at all.»339

Although, such demarches were not seriously considered by right-wing 
radicals anymore. They had already made their decision on citizenship and did 
not intend to change it. 

A turn towards the totalitarian «Latvian Latvia»

«A Singing Revolution in the Baltics led to the hegemony of ideology, 
which significantly narrowed the range of thinking when it comes to political 
and social changes, and made any alternative to democracy, capitalism and 

national interests if a democratic society is created. A society that could in-
tegrate members of other ethnicities who, regardless of their belonging to 
the citizenship of the First Republic of Latvia, would be loyal to the Latvian 
state – which in turn would ensure their national rights and provide for their 
participation in ruling the society. 

To claim that we cannot afford democracy due to the tragic demographi-
cal position of Latvians means hopeless confrontation between Latvians and 
all other ethnic groups in the country. In essence, this view is based on lack 
of faith in Latvians’ ability to secure a leading role in the society through 
democratic means.» 335

Unfortunately, opinions such as Rozenvalds’ could not count on broad 
support in the Supreme Council, which in September 1991 was increasing-
ly conceding to the demands of such nationalist organisations as the Citizens 
Congress and the Latvian National Independence Movement.

The so-called «zero option» solution of the citizenship issue was support-
ed by the Equal Rights faction. However, the role of this oppositional faction in 
the Supreme Council was always very insignificant and after the August 19-21 
events, it was even weaker. This was mainly because 8 members of the faction 
– former secretaries of city and district committees of the Latvian Communist 
Party – had actively supported the State Emergency Committee. Nobody in the 
Supreme Council forgot about the leaflet that was scattered around from the 
helicopter during the Riga putsch, which was signed on behalf of the Equal 
Rights faction. Diena analyst Janis Mozulis characterised the position of the 
faction after the failed coup as a «political catastrophe.»336

By the end of August, several deputies left the faction to become «in-
dependent deputies»– Eduard Maharev and Vladimir Hodakovski. In early 
September, another 9 deputies left the faction, led by Mihail Gavrilov and 
Stanislav Buka, who formed a parliamentary group called Centre for Demo-
cratic Initiative.337

Adding to this, the Supreme Council adopted a resolution on August 29, 
«On the status of people’s deputies serving in the military», eliminating nation-
al constituencies formed by the army and annulling their deputy credentials.338

Thus, by mid-October the left-wing opposition was severely weakened, 
when the Supreme Council adopted a resolution «On the restoration of the 
rights of citizens and on the basic conditions of naturalisation.»

Russian intelligentsia that supported the Popular Front from the moment 
of its conception could not change the situation as well. On October 6 – nine 
days before the Supreme Council adopted the resolution on the restoration of 

Juris Rozenvalds
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lated to Lauku Avize (a newspaper currently called Latvijas Avize). 23 years 
after August 1991, this newspaper still plays an important role in promoting 
the ideology of violent nationalism – i.e. the ideology of a «Latvian Latvia» 
and political rehabilitation of the former Nazi collaborators.

«For example, remember the pro-independence newspaper Lauku Avize, 
which until then diligently promoted authoritarianism and during the last days 
of the crisis walked into the House of Press under the red flag,» Ivans said. 342 
With this and other examples, Ivans wanted to show the duplicity and hypoc-
risy of many supporters of Latvian independence, who were ready to abandon 
democracy and support totalitarianism. 

After August 24, this is exactly what happened. The transition towards 
building a «Latvian Latvia» inevitably demanded a corresponding ideological 
justification. The new ideology adopted by the ruling elite was carbon copy of 
the radical ideology professed by the western Latvian emigration. From now 
on, the history books would have to assert a-priori the eternal existence of 
the Republic of Latvia, as well as Latvians and their culture. Period of Karlis 
Ulmanis’ authoritarian rule thus had to be characterised as a «golden age» in 
the life of the Latvian nation, while the revolutionary changes of 1940s that 
interrupted the first attempt at a «Latvian Latvia» – described as occupation. 
Accordingly, the collaboration with German Nazis, during the Nazi occupation 
of Latvia was characterised as a struggle against Bolsheviks and simultaneous-
ly – struggle for an independent Latvia. 

Russian linguistic community in Latvia and friendly relations with the new 
Russia did not fit in this ideology whatsoever. The Russian-speaking communi-
ty was now generally considered to be formed after 1945. Latvian nationalists 
perceived them as completely alien people, who disregarded Latvian language 
and culture. The centuries-long history of Russians in Latvia was essentially 
removed from new history textbooks, while Russia with its desire to protect the 
rights of Russian-speakers became one of the biggest ideological opponents. 

In the late 90s and early 00s, the course towards forced assimilation of 
national minorities found its expression in the so-called «school reform.» This 
is when the ruling elite began justifying its national policy with the ideology of 
Western liberalism. The main thesis was as follows:

Latvia follows the path of the developed Western countries, and the na-
tional policy in Latvia is no different form the policy pursued by the interna-
tional democratic community. France was given as an example, where current 
legislation does not recognise the existence of national minorities at all – all 
residents of France, regardless of their ethnicity and without their consent are 

political stability simply unimaginable for the vast majority of the Baltic pop-
ulation,» writes a University of Wisconsin Professor Mark R. Beissinger. 340

Latvia’s movement towards capitalism simply did not have an alternative 
after 1991. However, the privatisation of state property quickly gained an ex-
tremely criminal character. Privatisation was carried out not in the interests of 
the people, but in the interests of a small group of individuals closely related 
to criminal organisations. At the same time, national minorities were virtually 
excluded from the privatisation process. 

In addition, Professor Beissinger is mistaken in saying that democracy did 
not have an alternative. Large part of the Latvian population of the country 
currently supports not a democratic ideology at all, but an ideology of ethnoc-
racy – and this, in turn, makes democratic development of the Latvian state 
impossible. 

In fact, period of democratic development of the Second Republic of Lat-
via was very short-lived – just over a year, from May 4, 1990 to August 24, 
1991. At that stage, national minorities were not completely cast aside; they 
were at least formally taken into consideration, since their attitude towards 
the new government influenced the attitude of the massive USSR towards the 
small Latvia. 

After the failure of the 1991 August putsch, Latvia became independent 
overnight and with Russia’s blessing. Period of dual power had passed and 
Latvia remained with a single and independent government system. Now the 
Latvian ethnocracy could come into the open and under the pressure of the 
radical western Latvian emigration, it started building not a democratic state, 
but a «Latvian Latvia.» 

On August 25 – four days after the failed putsch, and while deputies of the 
Supreme Council were waiting for the return of the Latvian delegation from 
RSFSR with the signed declaration of the recognition of Latvian independence 
– the first deputy chairman of the Supreme Council Dainis Ivans spoke from 
the tribune. Former chairman of the PFL Duma stated, «We need to realise 
that we are now in a completely new situation, where Latvia has no external 
enemies – the USSR, the KGB, the Central Soviet government… From this 
moment forward, we need to consider ourselves in the context of a democratic 
Russia and a democratic Europe. We need to really understand, that the tran-
sition period, which several political forces used to fight for, is over…» He 
added, «neo-Bolshevism and our enemies – are within ourselves.» 341

He gave several examples that, according to him, evidenced neo-Bolshe-
vism in the modern history of Latvia. One of these examples was directly re-
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declared French. In Latvia, accordingly, in spite of the existing traditions of 
solving the ethnic issue, all national minorities must become Latvians.

Former President of Latvia Vaira Vike-Freiberga said in 2004, «Russians 
must accept that this (Latvia – V.G.) is an independent country, and become 
Latvians – of Russian origin, but Latvians. If they want to be Russian – let 
them go to Russia…»

Around at the same time, Prime Minister’s assistant on national security 
Andrejs Pantelejevs stated, «Russian community does not fit into the concept 
of a national Latvian state… Such proposals – the second official language, 
the ‘zero option’ of citizenship – do not correspond to the concept of Latvia 
as a nation-state. The French model really suits us, since France was the first 
nation-state in Europe.»343

In the context of not just a multi-ethnic state, but when Latvians make 
up just over half of the total population, the ideology of a «nation-state», or a 
totalitarian «Latvian Latvia», made it unavoidable to shift away from a demo-
cratic state towards rebuilding an ethnocratic state, which was launched after 
the coup on May 15, 1934, but interrupted after June 17, 1940.The adoption 
of the Resolution ‘on the restoration of the rights of citizens and on the basic 
conditions of naturalisation’ (Supreme Council, October 15, 1991) was the 
first step towards this goal.By this resolution, the Supreme Council elected 
by all residents of Latvia, deprived 893 412 of its electorate (34.28%) of civil 
rights.344

This essentially rendered the Supreme Council of Latvia along with its 
decisions since October 15, 1991, illegitimate. At the same time, Supreme 
Council’s decision to eliminate the universal right of suffrage in the coun-
try created an opportunity to create ethnic legislation and set the course 
towards revising the results of world war Two, including the political re-
habilitation of the former Nazi collaborators. 
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Documentation

Eighth Conference of Organizations 
of Russian Compatriots in Latvia

Riga, June 27 2015

On the 25th anniversary of the adoption of the Declaration 
on the Restoration of Independence of the Republic of Latvia

4 May 2015 marked the 25th anniversary of the Declaration on Restoration 
of Independence of the Republic of Latvia. The Declaration was adopted on 4 
May 1990 at the first session of the Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR, elected 
in the elections on 18 March 1990,the latest universal elections in the modern 
history of Latvia. 

The actual guidance on the preparation of the text of the main provisions 
of the Declaration was performed by the exile World Federation of Free 
Latvians (WFFL), the main role in which was played the by ideological heirs 
of ethnocratic political regime of Karlis Ulmanis (1934 - 1940) and Nazi 
collaboration during the Nazi occupation of Latvia (1941 - 1945). 

The Declaration proclaimed the restoration of the Republic of Latvia of 
1918. At the same time, domestic political reasons for change in 1940 were 
denied and the elections to the People’s Saeima on 14 and 15 July 1940 were 
evaluated as taking place ‘in the occupied Latvia in the conditions of political 
terror on the basis of illegally adopted unconstitutional law.’ This People’s 
Saeima, as it was stressed in the Declaration, ‘did not have a constitutional 
right to decide whether to change the system of state and to eliminate the 
sovereignty of the Latvian state’ because ‘these issues were to be decided only 
by the people, but no free nationwide vote was carried out.’ Based on this, it was 
concluded that ‘the inclusion of the Republic of Latvia into the Soviet Union 
from the point of view of international law is void, and the Republic of Latvia 
as a subject of international law, exists de jure to date which is recognized by 
more than 50 countries in the world.’ 

343 Iz intervju pmoschnika premjera Latviji po nacionalnoj bezopasnosti Andrejsa 
Pantelejevsa. Published: IA REGNUM http://www.regnum.ru/allnews/265330.html 
(last viewed: 12.10.2014)

344 Kolichestvo zitelei Latvijskoj Respubliki (LR), kotorije posle zavershenija ih 
registraciji po sostojaniju na 21 maija 1993 goda ne poluchili status grazdanina LR. 
Latvian State Archive. Fund 1873, Inventory 1, Book 11, p. 29. Proposals to address 
the problem of non-citizensin Latvia. Published: http://www.kongress.lv/ru/materi-
al/165 (30.03.2015)
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The statement, relying on the Western countries’ numerous political 
declarations adopted during the post-war years, that ‘The inclusion of the 
Republic of Latvia into the Soviet Union from the point of view of international 
law is void, and the Republic of Latvia as a subject of international law exists 
de jure to date which is recognized by more than 50 countries in the world’ 
actually has nothing to do with international law. Inter-state agreements and 
treaties signed by official representatives of states and then ratified by the 
legislative authorities in these countries can be deemed to be the standards 
of international law. These legally binding norms of international law were 
used, for example, when making the decision in April 1945 in San Francisco 
(USA) Conference on the creation of the United Nations and the adoption of 
its Charter. If the Republic of Latvia as a subject of international law continued 
to exist after 1940, it would have to be on the list of the founders of the UN, 
but it is not listed there. The Final Act of the Conference on Security and 
Cooperation in Europe, which was signed by 33 countries of Europe, USA and 
Canada on 1 August 1975 also belongs to legally binding norms of international 
law. In this document, the international community recognized the borders that 
had developed in Europe after the Second World War. This also applies to the 
boundaries of the Soviet Union, which the Latvian SSR was a part of at the time. 

It should also be noted, that the changes in 1940 led to the entry of the 
former Republic of Latvia in the USSR as one of the republics. However, there 
has never been any government-in-exile of the Republic of Latvia outside the 
Soviet Union, which would represent a supposedly occupied the Republic of 
Latvia and on behalf of which some action recognized by the international 
community would be performed. 

In addition, other things should also be borne in mind. The reference in 
the text of the Appeal of All-Latvian congress of people deputies of April 21, 
1990, as well as the reference to ‘clearly expressed will of the population of 
Latvia, who gave the most votes to those MPs expressing in their election 
program their determination to restore the state independence of the Republic 
of Latvia’, could not serve as a constitutional basis for Latvia’s decision to 
withdraw from the USSR. Thus, only the results of the referendum could 
serve as a constitutional basis. However, the leadership of the Popular Front 
of Latvia refused such a referendum being held, casting doubt on the legality 
of the Declaration on Restoration of Independence of the Republic of Latvia.  

After the recognition of independence of the Republic of Latvia by the 
Russian Federation, the new political elite had already completely accepted 
the radical ideology of the Western Latvian emigration. The elite has started 

to claim that international recognition of Latvia’s independence, at the same 
time, supposedly confirmed the recognition of 50-year period of occupation 
of Latvia by the Soviet Union by the same international community. This, in 
turn, allows the new political elite in Latvia to request the de-occupation and 
decolonization and to adopt the laws on citizenship, language, education, and 
others, in line with such requests. This, in fact, lays the foundation for the 
construction of the so-called ‘ethnically Latvian Latvia’. Simultaneously with 
the adoption of the mentioned laws, an active campaign to rewrite the history 
of Latvia, the main goal of which is political rehabilitation of ethnocratic and 
authoritarian regime of Karlis Ulmanis and Nazi collaborators of the period 
of the Nazi occupation of Latvia in 1941 - 1945. As a result, the Latvian state 
once again, as in the 1934-1940, is being built as an ethnocratic one. 

Russian linguistic community of Latvia recognizes the independence of the 
Republic of Latvia. At the same time, the delegates of the Eighth Conference 
of Organizations of Russian Compatriots in Latvia would like to make a 
statement. The theseson a 50-year occupation of Latvia and the continuity of 
the existence of the Republic of Latvia de jure from 1918 to 1991, proclaimed 
in the Declaration for the Restoration of Independence of the Republic of 
Latvia on May 4 1990 and adopted by the ruling elite, are contrary to the 
norms of international law in force at the time of the Declaration and do not 
meet the challenges of building a democratic state of Latvia and the interests 
of the people of Latvia.

Sincerely, 
Delegates of the Eighth Conference of Russian Compatriots in Latvia
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