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The End of the Lithuanian  
Political “Patriarch’s” Era

From Rise to Decline and Legacies Left Behind

Ausra Park

Abstract: Top political leadership can and often does play a crucial role in countries that 
transition from one political system to another. As a former Lithuanian Communist Party 
leader, the first president of independent Lithuania, and the longest-serving prime minis-
ter, Algirdas Brazauskas is one of a few Lithuanian policymakers who has left a profound 
impact on the country. This article reviews Brazauskas’ rise to the pinnacles of political 
power, evaluates his pursued policies, and assesses the legacies he left behind after with-
drawing from politics in 2006. The author also examines the claim that Lithuania is facing 
a leadership crisis in the aftermath of Brazauskas’ departure. 
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political earthquake shook Lithuania on June 1, 2006, when a long-term political 
survivor, Algirdas Brazauskas—who served as Lithuania’s prime minister from 2001-

2006—decided to resign, together with all of his cabinet members. A prime minister’s 
departure, in and of itself a commonplace occurrence in European politics, marked a 
profound turning point in Lithuania’s political life. On the one hand, this event signified 
the end of what became referred to as the country’s political “patriarch’s” era of rule. On 
the other hand, analysts both in the country and abroad began pointing to the “leaderless” 
Lithuania phenomenon. Why was so much attention devoted to this single politician and 
his departure from a political scene in a small country on the Baltic coast? 

 Individual studies of political leaders always tackle challenging questions: “Why 
should one care about a particular individual?” and “Did he or she really matter as a 
leader?” Before these questions are addressed, a quick clarification of terminology is in 
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order. The term leadership, as used in this study, should not be understood as a simple 
holding of a high office position, but rather as a complex phenomenon that encompasses 
an important quality—the power to sway others and make people do things that they 
would not have otherwise done. Individuals in power positions are not only able to 
exercise leadership, but also to achieve success and leave a profound impact on their 
surroundings through the skillful exploitation of various opportunities (i.e., unique 
once-in-a-lifetime situations, redefined institutional structures, stretching of assigned 
constitutional powers, the political culture, or support by constituents) as well as their 
own personal skills.

Studies of political leadership have shown that every individual leader certainly does 
not matter in all situations all of the time. For instance, Anthony Mughan’s and Samuel 
Patterson’s research suggests that leaders are likely to matter more under extreme politi-
cal circumstances, such as crises and wars.1 Furthermore, Timothy Colton and Robert 
Tucker, Martin Westlake, Daniel Byman and Kenneth Pollack, Archie Brown, and George 
Breslauer have established that leaders appear to be paramount in periods of transition or 
considerable change that a state undergoes.2 Indeed, there is a general agreement among 
scholars of post-Communist states that leaders matter more when a genuine opportunity 
exists to change a state’s policies. During such times, a leader often has power concentrated 
in his or her hands; institutions, conversely, remain weak, stay in conflict, or undergo 
administrative restructuring and are not able to obstruct a leader’s policy choices and pref-
erences. In such circumstances leaders have profound personal influence on their country’s 
political life and policy choices.

At the same time, these windows of opportunity rarely remain open for an extended 
period of time, and once they close, the influence of policymakers begins to diminish while 
that of bureaucratic structures gradually increases and solidifies. Naturally, this is only 
a general tendency, and the degree of leaders’ influence in the policy-formation process 
varies on a case-by-case basis, primarily because “[t]he capacity of actors to shape events 
is a variable not a constant.”3 Obviously, depending on the timing, situation, and context, 
some of the leader’s personal traits (i.e., background factors, belief system, leadership 
style, and sensitivity to domestic and external environments) may be of greater importance 
than others.4 It is simply the degree of an individual’s impact or the intensity of a person’s 
influence that differs. In other words, not all leaders are created equal and some of them 
matter more than the others.

Which type of leader matters and why is not a simple question to answer, either. Some 
leaders are considered “great” due to the profound changes that they introduce in their coun-
try. Usually, such leaders stay in power for several years5 and/or head the country during a 
critical juncture in time. Frequently, transformational, transitional or first-generation leaders 
are in a unique position to shape a state’s intentions and institutional structures to their liking 
(although a country’s geostrategic location, domestic politics, and political culture can all be 
equally influential factors). Furthermore, such leaders’ policy choices are less restricted or 
limited, particularly during the transitional years, and they are also most likely to affect state 
policies by leaving personal imprints that reflect individual preferences.

In Lithuania’s case, the question that is being posed is not about whether Brazaus-
kas was important in the country’s political life, because the answer is an unequivocal 
“yes.” He kept the highest political posts during his lifetime, ranging from Lithuanian 
Communist Party chief; to first president of reestablished Lithuania; to Lithuanian 

 The End of the Lithuanian Political “Patriarch’s” Era 161



162 Demokratizatsiya

Democratic Labor Party and Lithuanian Social Democratic Party chairmanships;6 and, 
most recently, to the prime ministership. Unquestionably, Brazauskas, more than any 
political leader, had dominated Lithuania’s political scene at least until 2006, when 
he withdrew from active politics.7 The questions that are of interest are: How did 
Brazauskas achieve such pinnacles of power, and in what ways was he able to exert 
his influence in domestic and foreign policies of Lithuania over the span of more than 
two decades? What kind of legacy has he left behind? And, finally, is there any validity 
to the claim that after Brazauskas’ departure, Lithuania seems to be facing a politi-
cal leadership vacuum? Through the examination and analysis of this policymaker’s 
background, some of the key policies that he advocated and pursued, and the political 
successes and misfortunes that he encountered over the years, it is possible to draw 
some generalizations about the legacy that the former president and prime minister 
left behind, as well as suggest some observations on the state of political leadership 
in Lithuania today. 

The Rise of Brazauskas as a Leader in Soviet Lithuania 
In his official biography, Brazauskas describes himself in a typically traditional Lithu-
anian way—from an ordinary hard-working middle-class family that resided in a rural 
area and lived modestly.8 The beginnings of his climb up the Soviet Lithuanian politi-
cal ladder can be traced to the period when Brazauskas moved to Kaunas to study 
at Snieckus Polytechnical Institute. While at the institute, he became a member of 
the Komsomol (a Communist youth organization), and in 1959 decided to join the 
Lithuanian Communist Party (LKP). Membership in the LKP allowed him to advance 
upward and to occupy relatively high political posts beginning in the early 1960s. 

Brazauskas was appointed to the post of the Minister of Construction Materials in 
1962, then became the first deputy chairman of the State Planning Committee9 and, later, 
the Secretary for the Economy of the Central Committee of the LKP from 1977 to 1988. 
All of these positions had significant and consequential influence on his personality. It 
was during these two decades that he learned the fundamentals of the Soviet administra-
tive system and economic affairs, established long-lasting contacts with high-ranking 
officials both in Lithuania and within the Kremlin, and gained the knowledge of how to 
adapt and persevere in a tense, rigid political environment. 

Brazauskas’ rise through the ranks of the LKP began after he was elected as the first 
secretary of the LKP—the country’s top political post at the time—on September 21, 
1988.10 His election was claimed by some to be only a matter of coincidence, wherein 
he had simply been in the right place at the right time. It could certainly be so. At the 
same time, others argued that Brazauskas adopted a different “[...] approach to power 
consolidation that diverged from that of his predecessors and his counterparts at the 
national level. His power and authority came to rest upon his own popular standing 
and his image of being a new style politician equipped to help Lithuania make the 
transition toward greater sovereignty and pluralism.”11 

This new approach helped Brazauskas to redefine himself as a career politician who 
was willing to take calculated risks. Subscribing to, and advocating, a rather limited notion 
of Lithuanian sovereignty within the Soviet Union, he challenged Kremlin authorities 
by declaring the LKP’s independence from the Communist Party of the Soviet Union in 
1989.12 In hindsight, as bold—and, arguably, self-destructive—as such a move could have 
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been, it firmly solidified Brazauskas’ position at the top of political popularity charts in 
Lithuania, particularly among rural voters. 

Brazauskas and his closest associates were creative as they introduced and sold the 
“native Communist” idea to the Lithuanian rural and impoverished population.13 This myth 
was perpetuated by spreading the word that the former head of the LKP had suffered the 
hardships and brutalities of the Soviet regime along with the Lithuanian people. What was 
not mentioned was the fact that members of the Communist party had special privileges: 
they shopped in special shops and grocery stores, they received treatment in special hos-
pitals not accessible to ordinary people, and they had numerous other benefits (i.e., special 
holiday retreats or immediate access to housing and cars) that were not accessible nor 
available to the majority of the local population. This type of lifestyle hardly qualified as 
the “suffering” that the LKP head and members claimed they experienced together with 
ordinary Lithuanians. Nevertheless, the stories of shared repression worked, creating the 
foundation for another soon-to-emerge myth: Brazauskas as the “savior” of Lithuania.14  

To Be the First: Rising to the Top of the Political Hierarchy in Independent Lithuania
In the light of his immense popularity, and following the 1990 first multiparty national 
elections in Lithuania—in which his party suffered a significant, albeit expected, defeat—
Brazauskas was appointed deputy prime minister. Rising national consciousness among 
Lithuanians, and the continuous struggle to gain independence from the USSR, made him 
realize that his party, the LKP, stood no chance of political survival if it was to cling to 
the old Socialist-Communist ideologies, dogmas, and name. Using his political instincts, 
Brazauskas quickly determined which changes needed to be undertaken, and he adapted 
to the political environment accordingly. The first urgent step was to change the party’s 
name. As a result, the Lithuanian Democratic Labor party (LDDP) came into existence in 
December of 1990, and Brazauskas was chosen as its leader, remaining in this post until 
1993.

As the 1992 parliamentary elections approached, Brazauskas and his party members 
launched an active campaign. The LDDP accused the then right-wing parties in power of 
inefficient economic policies and shortsighted foreign policy decisions, especially in regard 
to antagonistic relations they maintained with Russia. Brazauskas was particularly critical of 
governmental policies that, in his view, pushed Lithuania in the early 1990s into near total 
industrial collapse, uncontrollable inflation, huge unemployment, and rapidly plummeting 
living standards. He summed up the situation the following way: “[Over the past two years] 
new incompetent bureaucracies have been allowed to grow up, filled with people who are 
dilettantes and know only how to make patriotic speeches.”15 In light of this, Brazauskas pre-
sented himself and his party as knowledgeable experts who could save Lithuania and would 
help it to regain its economic prosperity, if given a chance.16 Knowing quite well the tech-
niques of how to operate the levers of power—and by using his charisma, populist oratory 
skills, network of connections, and a captivating appeal of a “true commoner”—Brazauskas 
ultimately succeeded in making the LDDP victorious in the 1992 parliamentary elections.

Although there were strong indications based on public opinion polls that the LDDP 
would win, nobody expected such a sweeping victory by this party—it won more than half 
of the seats in the Seimas (the national parliament). “We did not expect such a good result,” 
was a comment from a visibly surprised, but jubilant Brazauskas as he learned of the 
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polling results.17 While the LDDP leader was quick to reaffirm his support for Lithuania’s 
independence and speedy Russian troop withdrawal, he gave little indication as to the prac-
tical direction and political orientation of the LDDP leadership. For the right-wing parties, 
and their leader Landsbergis in particular, this was a major issue of concern; they viewed 
the LDDP’s victory as a potential threat to Lithuania’s sovereignty and independence. The 
fear was that a comeback by the former Communists could lead to the reintegration of 
Lithuania into the former USSR’s economic and political structures. 

While political reintegration of Lithuania into the former Soviet area did not occur, the 
revival and return of Soviet Lithuania nomenklatura to key bureaucratic and administrative 
positions did. For instance, Bronislovas 
Lubys and Algirdas Slezevicius, both 
former Soviet system apparatchiks-
turned-businessmen with close person-
al relationships to Brazauskas, were 
nominated and became Lithuania’s 
prime ministers. Thus began the revival 
of Soviet network connections, under 
the watchful eye of the LDDP and its 
leader. At the very top of the hierar-
chy, both prime ministers brought their 
friends with them, who within a short 
period of time were appointed to a 
variety of government positions; lower 
ranked LDDP members (i.e., those elected into parliament) hired their relatives and close 
associates to work as aides. This trend led to the emergence of a phenomenon known as 
crony capitalism,18 wherein private business interests were advocated as state official poli-
cies. Furthermore, such practices by LDDP leadership laid a solid foundation for secrecy, 
lack of transparency, absence of accountability, and soon-to-root widespread corruption in 
political and government circles.

The streak of political successes enjoyed by the LDDP in the parliamentary elections 
was further solidified as Brazauskas decided to run for the presidency, eventually wining 
the race with 60 percent of the electorate’s vote. Campaigning on an alleged social-demo-
cratic platform of ideas, which included pledges to curb rampant inflation and restore a 
tolerable standard of living, the presidential front-runner was constantly reminded and 
asked about his Communist past. “Nobody in Lithuania would ever vote for Communists,” 
Brazauskas rebuked the questions, which clearly annoyed and irritated him. “Zero percent 
would want a Communist president. You have to forget biographies.”19 

Obviously, Brazauskas was not only at pains to renounce his past as head of the LKP, 
but he also insisted on forgetting the past.20  He came close to denying the suffering and 
damage that the policies pursued by the Communist regime had inflicted upon the local 
population.21 Such re-formulation of historical truths by LDDP leadership, combined with 
Brazauskas’ personal eagerness to achieve political posts at any cost, seem to testify to his 
track record as a covert opportunist, willing to exploit any chance to achieve his ultimate 
goals and be the first in securing influential political posts.

Among such “to be the first” instances was Brazauskas’ aspiration to become the 
first president of reestablished Lithuania.22 His victory in the 1993 presidential race was  

“While political reintegration of  
Lithuania into the former Soviet area 
did not occur, the revival and return of 
Soviet Lithuania nomenklatura to key 
bureaucratic and administrative  
positions did.”
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personally and politically pleasing to the LDDP head, although the position Brazauskas 
was to occupy placed him in an uneasy situation. If there was one area in which the incom-
ing president had limited knowledge, inadequate expertise, and very narrow exposure, then 
that sphere was foreign affairs and foreign policymaking. With no trips being made to 
Western Europe during the Soviet period, non-existent personal contacts with Western pol-
iticians, no good command of any foreign languages (except for Russian), and no training 
or strong interest in foreign policy, the Brazauskas presidency was launched from a shaky 
foundation. It was clear that Lithuania’s chief diplomat would have to rely on his advisors 
in formulating the country’s foreign policy, particularly in the Western direction.

Brazauskas’ background and experiences, however, were not an impediment concerning 
Lithuania’s Eastward-looking policies. In fact, improvement of relations with the closest 
neighbors of Lithuania—Russia being the primary focus—was considered paramount by 
the newly- elected president. From his point of view, the previous administration’s resis-
tance to maintain relations with any of the former Soviet republics, and its exclusive focus 
on the West, were perceived as a major shortcoming of the early 1990s foreign policy-mak-
ing. In order to counterbalance the nationalistic and primarily Westward-oriented foreign 
policy espoused by the Landsbergis administration, Brazauskas sought to reverse this trend 
by making Lithuania’s foreign policy more balanced and internationalized.

During his single term in office, Brazauskas both succeeded in normalizing good rela-
tions with Russia and played a key role in achieving another vital foreign policy goal—the 
withdrawal of Russian troops from Lithuania. The president’s connections established dur-
ing Soviet times proved to be beneficial, particularly his close working relationship with 
the late Russian president Boris Yeltsin, which dated back to the 1980s. Analysts seemed 
to agree that Brazauskas’ leadership abilities, especially in critical and tense situations, 
were commendable.23 

As for the intense advocacy of foreign policy goals in the Western direction—specifi-
cally Lithuania’s memberships in NATO and the EU—the president showed alternating 
personal preferences.24 To some extent, this trend can be explained by the absence of major 
crises erupting on the Western front, and by the president’s unwillingness to push strongly 
for one particular membership (either in the EU or in NATO). Thus, in the first four years 
of his presidency until 1997, Brazauskas was flip-flopping, emphasizing the economic 
dimension of the country’s foreign policy one year and the military-security dimension 
the next.25 For instance, the NATO membership request, which Brazauskas was forced 
to issue in 1996 amid pressure by the opposition leaders, revealed that the president was 
highly susceptible to internal pressures. Some analysts have argued that if a policy lacked 
urgency, Brazauskas preferred to take no initiatives of his own on an issue.26 

At the same time, although Brazauskas continuously claimed that his office’s “prior-
ity goals [were] to seek integration with the EU and other European political, economic, 
and security structures,” in reality the president followed those claims with few, if any, 
initiatives.27 Since Brazauskas had very limited knowledge about the procedures and struc-
tures of the EU and favored “an evolutionary, not revolutionary” reform of Lithuania’s 
economy,28 his preference for Lithuania’s membership in the EU wavered.29 Overall, this 
vacillation in the president’s stances was a prominent feature of the administration’s for-
eign policy.30 Thus, in periods when no domestic pressures were exerted on the president, 
Brazauskas favored the economic dimension of foreign policy (or EU membership); how-
ever, when he found himself under pressure from powerful domestic groups or individuals, 
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then the military dimension of foreign policy (that is, NATO membership) ranked at the 
top of his priority list.

 Ultimately, at the end of his presidential term in 1998, Brazauskas could list only 
two major achievements: first, the normalization and establishment of good relationships 
with all neighboring states, and second, the withdrawal of Russian troops from Lithuania. 
However, two central foreign policy goals—membership in the EU and NATO—were not 
realized during his term. 

 As ironic as it may appear, the constitutionally defined role for the president to be in 
charge of foreign affairs was not to Brazauskas’ liking. In many ways, he aspired to be 
president simply for the sake of being the first leader of reestablished Lithuania—and to 
satisfy his personal ambitions—rather than fully understanding what this position involved 
or how qualified he was for the job.31 Toward the end of his presidential term, Brazauskas, 
then 65, expressed his determination to retire, becoming, as Lithuanian journalists jokingly 
dubbed him, the country’s “No. 1 pensioner.”32  The outgoing president, exhausted from 
the continuous standoff between his office and the parliament (headed by Brazauskas’ rival 
Landsbergis from 1996-2000) declined to run for the second term, claiming that time had 
come to let the new generation of politicians take the lead.33 The president’s supporters and 
admirers were upset by his decision not to run—and given his high ratings of popularity 
at the time he would have won without any difficulty (see Table 1 below)—but eventually 
accepted his choice.  

Return of the “Savior”?
Brazauskas did not isolate himself from domestic politics after leaving the presidential post. 
Rather, while writing memoirs about his presidency, he continued to observe closely, albeit 
from a distance, the developments unfolding in the LDDP and the economic challenges 
that Lithuania faced at the dawn of the new millennium. Under the former president’s 
watchful eye, and allegedly with his consent, the LDDP decided to merge with the Social 
Democratic party in 2001. The newly-created political unit, the Lithuanian Social Demo-
cratic party (LSDP), elected Brazauskas as its leader—a signal that the former president 
was willing to leave his retirement and return to active politics, though in a then-unknown 
capacity. Based on his personal remarks, and mentioned in his memoirs, it was becoming 
clear that he would not settle for anything less than a prime minister’s post.34

 From the very beginning, Brazauskas’ return to active politics seemed troublesome. 
Political controversies and scandals that engulfed his prime ministership early on stayed 
with him until the last days of his five-year term. In 2001, Brazauskas was caught up in 
the first mini-scandal involving a secret visit to Moscow. At first, the former president 
denied that such a visit occurred. However, when the media provided evidence that a trip 
did indeed take place, Brazauskas changed his position, acknowledging that he had trav-
eled to Russia, but was unwilling to openly admit the real purpose of the trip.35 

To divert public attention from this, and from the possible complications that it may have 
caused in Brazauskas’ securing of approval for the prime minister’s position, a campaign 
to save the country was launched by the LSDP leadership. “The country is profoundly 
debt-laden and in deplorable economic condition,” claimed Brazauskas.36 “As a citizen 
I cannot continue standing on the sidelines and only observe what is taking place in the 
country. I cannot sit with my hands crossed, when absurd decisions are being passed, […] 
when Lithuania is drowning,” argued a prime ministerial hopeful.37 
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In 2001, economic data did not support Brazauskas’ claims that the country was stand-
ing on the verge of an economic abyss.38 One must note that critical decisions had already 
been made and implemented by previous administrations in the late 1990s when, as the 
result of the 1998 Russian ruble crisis, Lithuania’s economy had indeed been in shambles.39 
Therefore, “saving” the Lithuanian economy in 2001 was a political maneuver employed 
by the LSDP leadership, and the alleged “economic crisis” had no connections to the 
country’s economic realities. 

Curiously, once Brazauskas was approved by the parliament as the new prime minister 
on July 3, 2001, the urgency of the “save the country” campaign was quickly forgotten. 

The new prime minister began voicing 
the opinion that his government would 
follow the policies and guidelines that 
were established by the preceding two 
governments.40 “The main task of the 
new Cabinet will be to continue vital 
reforms,” Brazauskas declared. “Join-
ing NATO and the European Union 
will be the major tasks of this govern-
ment.”41 Although one could get the 
impression that Brazauskas continued 
to pursue the same foreign policy goals 
that were established when he was 
president, this is inaccurate; actually, 

largely external circumstances—that is, decisions taken by EU and NATO leadership—
were at play at the time that Lithuania became a full-fledged member of these organiza-
tions in 2004. Essentially, Brazauskas’ government did not launch any special initiatives 
beyond the mere satisfaction of the already established membership criteria for the acced-
ing countries. At the same time, however, he had no misgivings in crediting himself and 
his cabinet for the successful achievement of Lithuania’s two key foreign policy goals.42 

The short-lived “savior” campaign served one primary purpose—to satisfy Brazauskas’ 
personal aspirations. Not only was he successful in becoming a prime minister, but with the 
broad decision-making powers that this position held, he was also about to reintroduce old 
Soviet-style bureaucratic practices in government that would have profound implications 
on Lithuania’s politics in the coming years. 

One of the first instances that signaled a revival of Communist-style practices in 
Brazauskas’ administration occurred in early 2002, when the prime minister presented 
the Government’s Performance Report to the parliament. This report, as well as the sub-
sequent annual reports given by Brazauskas, established and followed a pattern typical of 
Soviet-style ministerial cabinet accounts: the text involved an overwhelming number of 
statistical data and self-glorifying achievements, and revealed only the positive accom-
plishments of the cabinet. Such government reports stunned the parliamentarians, while 
domestic political commentators were taken aback by the return of the old Soviet-school 
reporting style. 43 Predictably, for the next five years the government’s reports included the 
same undisputable “accomplishments”: continued growth of the GDP, increasing industrial 
output, declining unemployment, rising minimum wage, strong collection of taxes, and 
the like.44

“‘Saving’ the Lithuanian economy 
in 2001 was a political maneuver 
employed by the LSDP leadership, and 
the alleged ‘economic crisis’ had no 
connections to the country’s economic 
realities.”
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What was not addressed in government reports to the parliament were some of the key 
problems that Brazauskas had returned to “solve” in 2001: high state’s debt; indefinitely 
stalled tax, pension, health care, public finance, and higher education reforms; increas-
ing lack of transparency; and growing secretiveness in regard to government actions and 
decisions. Moreover, government reports never included analyses of how Lithuania’s 
economic performance compared to that of other countries, nor did they touch on such 
important questions as high unemployment, low monthly pensions for the unemployed, 
growing emigration, low birth rates, spreading corruption, and decline in government 
trustworthiness.45Also not mentioned in the reports was the fact that every sixth person in 
Lithuania lived below poverty line.46 

Brazauskas enjoyed not only being a prime minister, but also took pride in heading 
Lithuania’s economy. In late 2002, as the country was in the midst of the presidential elec-
tions, it became evident that the prime minister’s office was gaining more and more politi-
cal weight. After a surprising win by Rolandas Paksas over incumbent Valdas Adamkus in 
the 2003 presidential race, the political pendulum unquestionably pointed in the direction 
of Brazauskas. The inexperienced President Paksas was no match for the old political 
heavyweight; it did not take much time to observe that the true head-of-state, and the only 
person who held the true reins of power in his hands, was Brazauskas. As some observed, 
“Brazauskas was bathing in a sea of unrestricted power.”47 Albeit short, the golden era of 
“King Algirdas”48 peaked between early 2003 and late 2004.

Then, a perfect political storm struck. The impeachment of President Paksas, the first 
and thus far only head of state to be impeached on the European continent, nearly paralyzed 
Lithuania’s political circles. As the parliament and the Constitutional Court addressed the 
matter, Brazauskas came to be viewed by politicians, activists, and the public at large as 
the only guarantor of stability in the country. Announcing his views on the national radio, 
the prime minister suggested that “There [was] no government crisis in the country. There 
[was] only one problem and that [was] the president.” He urged Paksas to resign.49 

With the removal of President Paksas from office,50 Brazauskas refused to yield to his 
supporters’ calls to run for the presidency. On a personal level, Brazauskas wanted to stay 
in the prime minister’s post. “I like concrete work in the post of prime minister. I don’t like 
going abroad, and as a president, one has to travel a lot,” he explained.51 In addition, since 
Brazauskas preferred real political power more than symbolic power, it was the post of a 
prime minister in which he wished to stay. Furthermore, on a political level, Brazauskas 
was unwilling to leave his beloved party leaderless—a situation that was acceptable nei-
ther for him personally52 nor for the LSDP, given that the party had no other identifiable 
leader of Brazauskas’ stature and visibility. The LSDP was Brazauskas, and Brazauskas 
was the LSDP. 

2004 brought major changes into Lithuania’s political landscape—a new round of presi-
dential elections and fall parliamentary elections were scheduled to take place. Although 
Brazauskas’ LSDP was successful in gaining a few dozen parliamentary seats, the biggest 
winner in these elections was a newly-formed Labor party, headed by Russian-born mil-
lionaire-turned-politician Viktor Uspaskich.53

The surprising success of the populist Labor Party (DP) and the personal ambitions of 
Uspaskich signaled the end of the “King Algirdas” era. Unexpectedly, Uspaskich’s politi-
cal maneuvering allowed him to hijack the role of Lithuania’s “savior” that Brazauskas 
used back in 2001. With two “saviors” in the country at the end of 2004, intra-institutional 
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tug-of-war, bickering, scandals, and power struggles were soon to become daily occur-
rences in Lithuania’s political realm.

 Although Brazauskas was re-nominated for the prime minister’s position and was con-
firmed by the parliament, his so-called “second” return was quite different from the first one 
on several counts. First, his prime ministership acquired a derogatory label, AMB—Algirdas 
Mykolas Brazauskas—a combination representing the first letters of Brazauskas’ full name, 
which in informal colloquial Lithuanian came to imply a self-important, pretentious, and pomp-
ous individual who used political arm-twisting tactics to achieve both his personal goals and 
those of his closest friends and associates.54 Second, the prime minister’s attitude and behavior 
had fundamentally changed.55 Brazauskas became arrogant in his public discourses and sought 
closer ties with influential business lobbying groups, while at the same time distancing himself 
from the working class—a fundamental image-reversal from that of the “people’s person” and 
“voice of the poor in rural Lithuania” that he had established as his trademark in the early 
1990s.56 As could have been expected, the prime minister’s prestige and approval ratings fell 
(see Table 1 and refer to Table 2 for comparative purposes on previous governments’ approval 
ratings). 

The Downfall of Lithuania’s Political “Patriarch”
Plummeting public approval ratings were not the only problem that Brazauskas faced at this 

time. As Lithuania joined the EU and NATO in 2004, a number of scandals arose—corrup-
tion allegations about allocating structural funds received from the EU for Lithuanian small 
and medium-sized business projects; the inappropriate use of taxpayers’ money for personal 
pleasures by the government officials; the prime minister’s protection of his cabinet members 
who worked or had links with the Soviet secret police, the KGB; a shady privatization in the 
early 1990s of a hotel that Brazauskas’ second wife owned; and the political favoritism charges, 
especially at the Ministry of Economics headed by Viktor Uspaskich.  In all of these instances, 
the local media implicitly or explicitly blamed the prime minister for his inaction.57 “Some-
body does something and I’m the one who is constantly asked to give an explanation! I don’t 
like it. I’m not and will not be put in the role of a school teacher,” fired back the exasperated 
Brazauskas, refuting the growing criticism of his cabinet in local press.58 

The prime minister’s unwillingness and inability to address or solve the snowballing socio-
political problems, and his indecisiveness amid an already tense political environment, were 
soon perceived as Brazauskas’ personal incompetence and lack of leadership. Apparently, “no 
changes, no actions, hence no turmoil” became the new defining characteristics of Brazaus-

TABLE 1. Trust in Brazauskas as president

Date of poll Trust (%) Do not trust (%)

April 1993 88 10

December 1996 54 33

October 1997 73 20

January 1998 76 19
 
Sources: Polling agencies “Baltijos tyrimai” and “Spinter”
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kas government.59 As one observer put it, by mid-2006 the 73-year-old Brazauskas looked  
“knackered” as a result of continuous domestic infighting and mounting political criticism.60

Brazauskas’ docility led to decision-making paralysis within the cabinet. Eventu-
ally, the decision by the DP to pull out of the coalition government led Brazauskas to 
resign as prime minister. By late May 2006, the political whirlwind that was surround-
ing his administration had forced him to realize that he could “not see any possibility 
of continuing his work.”61 After five years in office, Lithuania’s political “patriarch” 
left office—this time, apparently, with a firm determination not to return to politics 
again.

Brazauskas’ Legacy
Although Brazauskas’ prime ministership received and still receives mixed evaluations, 
those critical of his and his cabinet’s performance seem to predominate. Therefore, it is 
important to evaluate what kind of legacy the former LKP party leader, ex-president, and 
ex-prime minister left behind after withdrawing from political life. 

Supporters of Brazauskas do credit him with a number of achievements. They point out, for 
instance, that the LKP was transformed and survived largely thanks to the political instincts 
and the leadership skills of Brazauskas. Without a doubt, the LKP (then the LDDP and later 
the LSDP) was and is the only political party that continues to be in power (either holding the 
majority of governmental posts or in coalition with other parties) during Lithuania’s entire 
post-independence period—clearly, not a negligible achievement by any means.62 

Beyond keeping his beloved political party at the top of the power hierarchy, however, 
Brazauskas’ legacy as a president receives mixed evaluations. On the one hand, he was 
successful in using his political power, non-confrontational governing style, and personal 
contacts to negotiate the Russian troop withdrawal from Lithuania—the first former Soviet 
republic to achieve such a goal—and was able to turn Lithuania’s relations with Russia from 
icy to lukewarm. Therefore, in the Eastward-looking foreign policy direction—especially 
Lithuania’s normalization of good neighborly relations with Russia, but also in regard to 
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TABLE 2. Trust in Lithuanian government

Date of poll Prime minister Trust (%) Do not trust (%)

January 1996 A. Slezevicius 16 77

November 1996 L. M. Stankevicius 25 63

February 1997 G. Vagnorius 35 54

February 1998 G. Vagnorius 35 57

February 1999 G. Vagnorius 33 59

October 1999 R. Paksas 34 57

October 2000 A. Kubilius 32 54

November 2001 A. Brazauskas 30 61

December 2002 A. Brazauskas 30 63

 
Source: Polling agency “Baltijos tyrimai”



immediate neighbors such as Belarus, Poland, and the other CIS states—Brazauskas’ per-
sonal input was invaluable and appreciated. Because of these efforts, the country’s foreign 
policy particularly toward its Eastern neighbors became more balanced, diversified, and 
lost its staunchly confrontational characteristics.63

On the other hand, however, during his presidency Brazauskas was not successful in 
West-oriented foreign policy initiatives, and failed to attain Lithuania’s membership in 
NATO and the EU; he also did not aid the country in achieving diplomatic leadership 
positions on the European stage. As argued above, Brazauskas lacked the experience, 
expertise, and skills in the foreign affairs arena to express a strong commitment to these 
foreign policy objectives. He ultimately did not show personal dedication, passion, or 
interest in investing his political capital to strongly advocate and pursue either goal; it was 
largely due to internal pressure, primarily from opposing right-wing parties, that Braza-
uskas was forced to continue advocating Lithuania’s aspirations to become a member of 
the EU and NATO. In addition, Brazauskas viewed the country’s integration with the West 
as a long-term process rather than an immediate urgency. Apparently, when operating in 
daily situations unrelated to the above-mentioned issues, Brazauskas preferred to take on 
limited initiatives.64 

At the same time, even if Brazauskas did not succeed in achieving Lithuania’s key 
foreign policy objectives during his presidency, he did manage to build and establish an 
influential presidential office despite an initially weak performance.65 Brazauskas’ suc-
cessor, Valdas Adamkus, further strengthened the presidency, but the first president of 
Lithuania certainly deserves merit for giving this institution political weight, power, and 
influence on par with other much older domestic bureaucratic structures.

The legacies of Brazauskas’ prime ministership are much more controversial than those 
of his presidency. It would be difficult to deny that, upon his return from a brief retirement 
and the assumption of a prime minister’s post, Brazauskas took full charge of Lithuania’s 
economy. During his term in office, the country’s economy recovered, and even showed 
substantial growth.66 Also important is the fact that Lithuania had become member of the 
EU and NATO in 2004—two key foreign policy goals to which the country aspired since 
the early 1990s. It has to be noted that the achievement of membership in these organiza-
tions was not the result of the groundwork that Brazauskas laid while being president (as 
argued above, he personally was not proactive in pursuit of these foreign policy goals). 
At the same time, Brazauskas had no reservations to credit himself and his government 
for these successes, despite the fact that previous administrations had launched tough 
economic reforms and made unpopular decisions in order to restructure the economic 
fundamentals after the country’s devastating economic performance during the 1990s.67 
Finally, Brazauskas’ admirers and supporters also recognize his contributions of guidance, 
reassurance, and political stability that he gave to the public during President Paksas’ 
impeachment process.

And yet, the amount of credit that should be given to Brazauskas’ personal leadership 
skills in all of his self-assigned achievements, especially in the economic sphere, is open 
to debate. Some argue that it was a natural progression that the country followed, and the 
prime minister played no significant role whatsoever in the process; Brazauskas was at 
the right place at the right time, harvested the fruits of others’ labor, and took full credit 
for it.68 Others contend that without the guidance and leadership of the prime minister, 
Lithuania would not have achieved the economic growth and success that it did. The latter 
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group maintains that it was primarily Brazauskas who succeeded in keeping the Lithuanian 
economy relatively stable.

Despite the lack of consensus on Brazauskas role in Lithuania’s strong economic per-
formance during the first years of the new millennium, there seems to be a nearly uniform 
agreement as to the negative ramifications of his prime ministership. When Brazauskas 
decided to return to active politics in 2001, many political analysts forecasted that this 
would also herald the return of his larger “entourage” from the Communist era. Among 
the most worrisome trends to emerge would be the reintroduction and firm entrenchment 
of Soviet-style practices in government structures, political dealings, and decision-mak-
ing—all of which would ultimately blur the line between national interests and those of 
big businesses, resulting in widespread corruption, entrenchment of crony capitalism, and 
Russian-style oligarchy.69 

Predictions proved right. Indeed, whenever possible, the prime minister offered admin-
istrative posts within the government apparatus, state-controlled enterprise, and industry 
to his friends and close associates from Soviet times.70 It was believed that by embedding 
the former Soviet Lithuania apparatchiks in key positions, the prime minister would not 
only be able to completely control the state’s assets and wealth, but would also provide his 
network with crucial influence in the government’s decision-making, especially concern-
ing economic and energy matters.71 

Brazauskas also promoted individuals from his inner circle of colleagues, the old nomen-
klatura members, to ambassadorial posts and high-ranking positions at different European and 
domestic institutions. For instance, Juozas Bernatonis, a longtime friend of Brazauskas from 
the LKP days, succeeded in securing an ambassadorial nomination to Estonia after a prolonged 
fight with the parliament’s Foreign Affairs Committee; Brazauskas allegedly made a few phone 
calls to some “troublesome” parliamentarians.72 Romualdas Visokavicius, chair of the Board 
of Directors of the Lithuanian Bank (who had received highly negative evaluations on his 
monetary politics), later became ambassador to Kazakhstan primarily due to his personal and 
political ties with Brazauskas.73 Thus, the trend of selecting individuals based on “their politi-
cal affiliation and even parents’ background rather than on their individual skills, abilities, or 
knowledge of the EU structures and inner workings”74 was also firmly established. 

As a result of Brazauskas’ five-year long prime ministership, a deeply flawed, corrupt govern-
mental structure took hold as an inseparable and fully integral part the country’s political life.75 
In other words, Brazauskas’ years in power marked a firm entrenchment of the “golden age” of 
nomenklatura—a characteristic of governance that the former prime minister did not perceive as 
either problematic or troublesome. After all, rewarding friends and close associates with ambas-
sadorial posts or well paying jobs was a widely accepted practice during Brazauskas’ five-year 
long prime ministership—a practice that became so customary that it continues to this day.76 

Another legacy of the former prime minister is the failure to acknowledge and accept personal 
responsibilities, especially those of a moral or ethical nature, for official failures. Full conform-
ism, public obedience and subordination to political institutions, and the expectation that those 
who work in government institutions should have no independent personal opinions of their own 
became integral parts of Lithuania’s political culture during Brazauskas’ years in office.77

Blatant populist politics also became a daily occurrence in the country, frequently 
accompanied by political scandals, slander, intrigue, widespread corruption, increasing 
detachment between government structures and the rest of the population, ethical lows 
reached by local politicians and administrative employees, and a noticeable disregard for  
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the opinion of ordinary people. It was Brazauskas and his cabinet—fairly or not—who 
were held responsible on all these counts.78 The general opinion held that it was during 
Brazauskas’ time in office that these unpleasant developments took root and flourished. As 
could have been expected, when Brazauskas decided to leave the prime minister’s post in  
2006, public distrust in his cabinet and the government as an institution had reached an  
all-time high—an astounding 73 percent (see Table 3).79 

FIGURE 1. Trust in government
Sources: Spring (February 1997-February 1999), Vilmorus (June 1999-December 2002) and  
Eurobarometer (Spring 2003-Fall 2008).

FIGURE 2. Trust in parliament
Source: Eurobarometer (2002-2008).
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FIGURE 3. Trust in the domestic legal system
Source: Eurobarometer (2002-2008).

FIGURE 4. Satisfaction with how national democracy works
Source: Eurobarometer (with exception of years marked by asterisk [*], the data for which came from 
Baltijos Surveys public opinion polls). Note: The item “Satisfaction with democracy” is dichotomized 
here. Originally, it ranged from “very satisfied,” “fairly satisfied,” “not very satisfied” to “not at all 
satisfied.” Two positive and two negative answers are summed up.



    Furthermore, regardless of Brazauskas’ touting of Lithuania’s economic achievements 
to the EU and other international organizations, these numbers reflected only a part of the 
more complex developments unfolding in the country. Despite the economic boom that 
Lithuania had experienced during the time of Brazauskas’ prime ministership—mostly 
noticeable in the metropolitan areas, especially Vilnius—the rest of the country, particu-
larly the rural areas, saw little change in poverty rates, real income, or European funding 
for social projects. It is not surprising then that another side effect of the post-Brazauskas’ 
prime ministership became the growing apathy in the Lithuanian electorate and increasing 
disillusionment with anything related to politics. Some political analysts suggested that 
during Brazauskas’ five years in office, the country entered into a “deep political freeze” 
phase.80 

Finally, although it cannot be directly linked to the prime minister’s withdrawal from 
active politics, local political analysts draw connections between Brazauskas’ ministership 
legacies (i.e., the strengthening influence of nomenklatura, widespread corruption, the 
increasing power of the local oligarchs, and the lack of impartial justice) and the intense 
apathy of Lithuanians toward politics and political matters in general.81 Public discontent 
is mostly expressed by withdrawing from participation in the political sphere; very high 
distrust in key political institutions,82 particularly government and parliament (see Figures 
1 and 2) and the domestic legal system (Figure 3); massive emigration; and declining 
satisfaction with how national democracy works (see Figure 4). 

One could only wonder if Brazauskas continues to believe that the price he paid by los-
ing popular trust and support was indeed worth the variety of political posts that he had 
occupied during his long political career (refer to Table 3).83

“Leaderless” Lithuania?
With the first generation of highly influential leaders leaving politics, a question lingers in 
the minds of policymakers and political analysts: Is Lithuania heading into a political leader-
ship vacuum? Uneasiness that is felt about “leaderless” Lithuania is quite acute, especially 
as the first generation of highly influential leaders (i.e., former President Adamkus, current 
European parliament member Landsbergis, and now former prime minister Brazauskas) have 
or are about to leave the domestic political scene.

What can be said with some degree of certainty, however, is that Brazauskas, his life-long 
friends, and many other first generation leaders (including Landsbergis) did somewhat of a 
disfavor to Lithuania. On the one hand, their dominance and long stays in office prevented 
new and younger leaders to enter the spotlight; the impenetrable old-boys’ network proved to 
be too much of a challenge for young, upcoming individuals who might have otherwise con-
sidered a career in politics. Therefore, seeing the absence of opportunities or breakthroughs, 
new political aspirants often opted for other career paths, many of them choosing to work in 
the private or business spheres.

Brazauskas’ long-lasting dominance of the country’s political scene also contributed to 
the emergence of populist politicians such as Viktor Uspaskich and Rolandas Paksas, who 
presented themselves as viable alternatives to the old and “boring” leadership that the Lithu-
anian electorate loves to hate.84 Unquestionably, these so-called “one-day leaders”85 were 
largely products of PR companies and the local mass media. Predictably, their presence 
on the domestic political stage was not only short-lived, but was unsustainable in the long 
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term. After all, it was slogans and campaigns created by local PR companies that succeeded 
in bringing these politicians temporary popularity and political power, not their own ideas, 
action plans, or visions. As soon as the novelty of these populist politicians waned, so did 
their political importance, influence, and power.

Additionally, and most shortsightedly of all, is that none of the first generation leaders, 
including Brazauskas himself, thought of training younger political heirs—a situation that 
has resulted in the relative absence of influential, innovative, and knowledgeable statesmen 
or stateswomen in Lithuania.86 Given that Brazauskas would personally terminate any discus-
sion about a potential successor for the LSDP while he held the prime ministership, it is not 
surprising that by 2006 his preference to surround himself with people who did not object 
to him or challenged his views eventually led to a situation wherein only his old friends 
remained around him.87 Meanwhile, young and innovative political aspirants have found it 
nearly impossible to break through the established leadership wall with which Brazauskas 
and his close associates encircled themselves. 

In contrast to other countries—for instance, Estonia, where young politicians have and 
continue to dominate domestic political arena88—Lithuania finds itself with very few influen-
tial politicians in their 30s or 40s. The remaining powerful positions are occupied by the same 
50-to-70-year-olds who have been dominating the country’s politics for the last two decades. 
In other words, Lithuania is experiencing the absence of political generational change. It is 
not surprising, then, that articles with headlines such as “the country is at the crossroads in 
search of leaders” have been appearing in local newspapers since the late 1990s,89 and the 
debate about “leaderless” Lithuania and the difficulties that the country’s closed-up, clan-
like political system presents for the emergence of new leaders became particularly acute 
in 2008.90 

Arguably, with the country’s leadership arteries91 having been clogged by older 
politicians for much too long, it can be expected that Lithuania’s political landscape 
and political life will not attract much attention except for populist slogans blaring 
occasional short-term politicians (such as above mentioned Viktor Uspaskich, Rolan-
das Paksas, and a recent addition, Arunas Valinskas, a wealthy TV-showman-turned- 
politician). Not surprisingly, political apathy and disengagement have been, and continue to 
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TABLE 3. Trust in Brazauskas as president

Date of poll Trust Distrust

2001 24 65

Fall 2002 27 63

Fall 2003 31 59

Spring 2004 31 59

Fall 2004 38 54

Spring 2005 25 66

Fall 2005 27 66

Spring 2006 21 73

Source: Eurobarometer, 2001-2006



be, among some of the most prominent trends across the country, reaching new highs almost 
every year. The “leaderless” Lithuania that has taken shape in the wake of the Brazauskas 
era appears to be a reality, at least for some time to come. 
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