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Excellencies,

Distinguished guests, participants and friends,

Thank you for the invitation to open this Forum on Integration and Inclusion. I spent yesterday
in Vilnius in conversation with the Lithuanian authorities and representatives of civil society
and minority communities on issues such as cohesion, resilience and the role of diverse

societies. The discussions were substantive and open — and I am grateful for that.

Today, I would like to discuss an essential component of security, and one that is very much
related to my conflict prevention mandate as OSCE High Commissioner on National
Minorities. Many of us understand “security” as hard or military security. In my contribution
to this Forum, I would like to draw attention to another important aspect of security: namely,

social cohesion.

Let me begin by stressing that integration works. Studies across the OSCE area demonstrate
that diverse societies with strong integration policies and a track record of successful
integration often experience greater economic dynamism, more innovation and an enhanced
capacity to solve problems. They also display stronger resilience. When unity is pursued or
imposed without respect for diversity, it can quickly turn into a demand for everyone to become
the same. In the same way, when diversity is celebrated or condoned without any sense of
unity, this can lead to a society that no longer knows what binds it together. True progress lies
in the space between these extremes. The challenge is not to choose between unity and diversity

— but rather to learn how to hold them together, for the sake of peace and stability.

The post of High Commissioner on National Minorities was established in 1992 to serve as an
early warning and early action mechanism when tensions arise around national minority issues
in the OSCE area. It involves helping the 57 OSCE participating States to manage diversity in
ways that promote inclusion, prevent conflict and uphold our shared commitments. I operate
with a clear mandate, recognizing that unresolved tensions involving national minority issues
can pose risks to peace and stability. I focus on finding practical, workable solutions. I advise
on specific legislation, such as how to best ensure that national minorities are represented in
public life or how to approach contested historical symbols. I work on capacity building and
consultative mechanisms. It is through quiet diplomacy, expert analysis and sustained

engagement that my institution provides impartial advice and support to national and local
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authorities, as well as to communities and civil society actors, helping them to navigate tensions

and strengthen both democratic resilience and regional security.

The key point I want to emphasize this morning is that a state’s security cannot rely on one
dimension alone. In conversations about security and resilience, social cohesion is an essential

component.

Right now, across the OSCE area, governments are investing in hard security measures at a
pace and scale not seen since the Cold War. At the same time, across the region, I observe a
growing pressure to prioritize hard security at the expense of social cohesion. This is partly a
budgetary issue. However, the States and societies that hold themselves together under
pressure, are those where citizens of all backgrounds trust their democratic institutions, where
minority communities have real stakes in their country’s future, and where the internal bonds

of a society are strong enough to resist internal or external exploitation.

The OSCE’s concept of comprehensive security rests on the understanding that lasting stability
cannot be achieved through military means alone. It requires the simultaneous, mutually
reinforcing development of political, economic and human security. No single pillar can

substitute another: all three dimensions must be strengthened together.

Within this framework, and in the context of my mandate, I see three components that a resilient

State needs to hold and develop simultaneously. These components complement each other.

The first is democratic legitimacy. From my mandate’s perspective, this is reflected in the
degree to which citizens of all backgrounds trust institutions, feel represented by them, are
meaningfully consulted on decisions that affect them and are willing to stand behind them.
National minorities are co-builders of the house in which everyone lives. When they feel that,
democratic legitimacy is strengthened. When they do not, it is fragile. Communities contribute

more fully when the State and the majority see them as partners, rather than a threat.

The second is information resilience. We know that in many OSCE participating States,
disinformation campaigns, sometimes across borders, specifically target minority communities
with narratives designed to alienate them from the States in which they live. The most effective

counter to these narratives is not necessarily only a better counter-narrative. It is a State that
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respects its minority communities — one that visibly protects them, gives them a meaningful
voice, and treats their presence as an asset. A minority community that feels genuinely
included, and a majority community that considers minorities as a valuable part of society, are

largely immune to this disinformation. Inclusion is information security.

The third is social cohesion. I understand this as the presence of sufficient common ground,
mutual trust and shared civic identity to allow a diverse society to function as a single unit
under pressure. Integration — in contrast to assimilation — is a two-way process that requires
openness, dialogue and participation in good faith from all sides. It means ensuring that every
individual feels they belong: that they have a stake in the common future, that their voice
matters, and that they can preserve and express their own cultural, linguistic and ethnic identity.
This shared sense of belonging is what transforms diversity from a potential source of tension

into a source of strength.

Looking at democratic legitimacy, Lithuania made a pivotal choice in the 1990s. When it began
the process of rebuilding itself as a State after occupation, it extended citizenship to all residents
regardless of ethnicity — building a civic rather than ethnic State at a moment when it would
have been easy, and perhaps popular, to do otherwise. That choice has paid dividends for
thirty-five years. It is part of the reason Lithuania’s social fabric has held firm under a variety

of pressures.

Lithuania’s current Government Programme reflects this civic identity in concrete and specific
terms. The rights of persons belonging to national minorities are not an afterthought or a
compliance obligation in that document — they are a substantive political commitment,
covering identity preservation, the strengthening of minority-language schools, the funding of
cultural projects and minority-language media initiatives, and paying specific attention to
youth. In some OSCE participating States, minority policy features in government programmes
either as a security concern to be managed or not at all. Lithuania’s approach — treating
minority inclusion as a positive political priority deserving dedicated resources and attention

— 1is one to be sustained and developed.

After years of deliberations and preparation, Lithuania established a comprehensive legal
framework for minority protection: the Law on National Minorities, adopted in 2024. Legal

certainty matters. It tells persons belonging to minority communities that their rights are
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anchored in law rather than dependent on political goodwill. It removes ambiguity that can be
misunderstood or exploited. It also signals to the international community that Lithuania means

what it says about inclusion.

At the same time, a law on national minorities should be viewed as a living document — one
that evolves as society evolves. The true value of the Law on National Minorities will be
measured not by its adoption but by its implementation — in the municipalities where minority
communities live and in the schools where minority children study. A law that exists on paper
and a law that is felt in daily life are two different things. In this regard, I commend the Ministry
of Justice for establishing a Working Group that has been tasked with further refining the law’s
provisions with the aim of having an inclusive, consultative process that strengthens both the
legislation and the trust of those it serves. My office stands ready to support this process,

drawing on comparative experiences from across the OSCE region.

When it comes to information resilience, Lithuania’s work on media literacy, on countering
disinformation and on ensuring that minority communities have access to credible journalism
in their languages, deserves explicit recognition. The Government Programme’s commitment
to support minority-language media is not a cultural indulgence, it is a rational approach: a
community that receives trustworthy news in its own language is a community that is far harder

to reach with hostile narratives.

Regarding social cohesion, Lithuania has an institutional infrastructure that can serve as an
example to various other OSCE participating States. The National Communities Council
provides a structured channel for minority voices at the national level. The network of cultural
centres sustains minority identity in a way that strengthens rather than threatens civic
belonging. Bilateral co-operation frameworks with neighbouring countries on minority issues,
such as education, represent a practical tool that turns legal commitments into lived experience.
They also reflect the growing visibility of minority representatives in Lithuanian public life on

the basis of merit and shared values rather than in compliance with ethnic quotas.

And this forum is itself evidence of that successful integration culture. The fact that it exists —
that it brings government and civil society and researchers and members of minority
communities together to discuss difficult questions openly — 1is evidence of a deliberate

investment in social cohesion.



Here I want to pay specific tribute to the Department of National Minorities and to its Director,
Dainius Babilas. The Department’s work co-ordinating policy across ministries, monitoring
hate speech, actively combating discrimination and building channels of communication
between minority communities and State institutions is a form of institutional bridge-building
that holds diverse societies together. Director Babilas and his colleagues promote minority
voices in spaces where they might otherwise go unheard, build trust where suspicion is the
easier default, and maintain dialogue where political pressure sometimes pushes toward
monologue. I am grateful for the co-operation between their Department and my office, and |

look forward to deepening it.

Looking ahead, I see the following areas for further investments.

States have a legitimate interest in ensuring a strong command of the State language as a
foundation for equal participation in public life. Lithuania is currently navigating a significant
shift in minority-language education, with the legitimate goal of ensuring that all pupils achieve
strong proficiency in Lithuanian. What will determine the quality of this investment is the
approach to get there: whether the transition is accompanied by adequate teacher capacity, by
genuine consultation with the affected communities, by careful monitoring of educational

outcomes, and by sufficient time for schools, families and children to adapt.

The Advisory Committee of the Council of Europe’s Framework Convention for the Protection
of National Minorities has noted that pupils in Lithuanian minority schools generally acquire
strong Lithuanian proficiency and face no linguistic barriers in higher education or the labour
market, which is a testament to what this system, when well-resourced, can achieve. My
office’s recommendations on this are provided in The Hague Recommendations and clearly
state that having access to quality minority-language education and acquiring a high level of
proficiency in the State language are not competing objectives. They are mutually reinforcing
ones. The evidence from across Europe consistently shows that children who receive
high-quality instruction in their mother tongue develop better proficiency levels in the State
language. Quality is the key consideration here. And quality requires resources, teacher

capacity, monitoring and time.
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I encourage Lithuania to firmly hold onto that principle as it navigates any debates on reforms.
Closing minority-language schools, or any proposals thereto, will neither improve
Lithuanian-language proficiency nor lead to better integration. The strongest signal a State can

send to minority communities is that it is investing in their children’s educational success.

Culture sustains a sense of belonging across generations, and tells minority communities that
their identity has a recognized and valued place in the society in which they live. Cultural
centres, minority-language media, heritage programmes, commemorative events — all of these

are the spaces where a sense of belonging is actually felt, not just declared.

State-language courses, however necessary, do not themselves build a sense of home. Cultural
and institutional investment does. Institutional capacity matters. It is important that funding
that is currently reaching minority cultural life and minority media is sustained, predictable and
insulated from budget cycle pressures because social cohesion is built over the course of many

years and can erode quickly when investment lapses.

I want to name a complexity that Lithuania is navigating in real time: the coexistence of two
distinct integration realities. Established national minority communities — Polish, Russian,
Belarusian, Jewish, Tatar, Karaims and others — have generations of roots in this country, a
settled legal status and a cultural infrastructure built over decades. Since 2022, more than
100,000 refugees have arrived in Lithuania, predominantly from Ukraine and Belarus, with
different needs, different legal trajectories and different timelines. Labour migration from
different parts of the world has increased as well — the number of foreign children in Vilnius’
municipal schools has quadrupled in six years, illustrating the pace of change that communities
are absorbing. While the same standards and principles apply to all minority groups, these two
realities require differentiated responses. Investment in newcomer integration must
complement — not compete with — the sustained protection of established minority rights.
Getting this balance right is one of the most important integration challenges Lithuania faces
in the years ahead — and one where my office stands ready to offer comparative experience

and practical support.

Political discourse sets the tone for the societal narrative — and on this dimension, Lithuania
deserves genuine credit. Across the OSCE area, we see political environments where minority

communities are treated as problems to be managed, where the language of security displaces
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the language of belonging. Lithuania has largely resisted this tendency, and that resistance is

itself a strategic choice.

Lithuania’s political leadership has, in the main, maintained a rhetoric of unity. Its Government
Programme treats minority rights as a positive commitment rather than a reluctant concession.
The public debate — even on difficult issues — has remained largely anchored in the language
of integration rather than exclusion. This is not to say that the discourse is without tension. It
signals to minority communities that the State sees them as partners. Sustaining that course —
consciously, consistently, and even when electoral pressures make simpler narratives tempting

— 1s one of the most valuable investments Lithuania can make in its own resilience.

My office is Lithuania’s partner in all of this work. I bring comparative experience from
different OSCE participating States, practical recommendations grounded in evidence, and a
commitment to constructive engagement over the long term. I do not issue verdicts. I work
alongside States to strengthen what is working and to think through what can be strengthened
further. Lithuania has always been a co-operative partner in that process. I am grateful for it,

and I look forward to deepening it.

I have discussed the various institutional advancements in Lithuania: the democratic
commitment, information resilience, the Law on National Minorities, the Department that
builds bridges between communities and the State, the Government Programme that works on
minority inclusion. Beyond these steps at the Government level, there are the people that
sustain and strengthen them. The teachers investing extra effort to reach students whose mother
tongue is not Lithuanian, the community organizers sustaining cultural life in difficult
circumstances, the officials who choose dialogue when the easier path would be silence, and
the young people building their futures in a language that was not their first. These everyday
acts of inclusion create the real fabric of integration. They demonstrate that unity and diversity

are not abstract concepts to debate, but lived experiences to nurture.

The discussions over the next two days on the multilevel governance of integration, on political
representation, on multicultural education, on media trust, on hate speech and memory are
central to Lithuania’s security and resilience agenda. We will hear from municipalities about
what implementation looks like on the ground. We will hear from researchers about what the

evidence shows. We will hear from civil society about where policy ambition and lived
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experience diverge. And I look forward to hearing from minority community representatives

— not as subjects of this discussion, but as its most important participants.

In conclusion, true resilience is found in societies whose diversity is a source of strength.
Societies that turn inclusion into participation, and participation into shared ownership of the
future. Lithuania has many of the building blocks for this. It is important to continue bringing

them together, with the meaningful involvement of the communities it concerns.

I wish you all a fruitful discussion.
Thank you.
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