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2~he Individual and the State:

Building Bridges, Overcoming Mistrust

Introduction

As emphasized in the Introduction to this Re-
port, partnership between the individual and the state
is an important precondition for human development.
The individual and the state must understand their re-
spective roles and responsibilities and they must carry
them out responsibly. This chapter discusses the prob-
lems that exist in relations between the individual and
the state and examines the emerging reciprocal ties
between them. The chapter analyzes the reasons for
the emergence and the continued existence of the in-
dividual’s alienation from the state and, in particular,
from state political institutions. However, in evaluat-
ing changes that have taken place over the last five
years, it is important to note that trust in those institu-
tions that form the basis of civil society is growing.

Continuing the analysis already begun in last
year’s Report, the chapter looks at poverty’s manifes-
tations and consequences for society’s most impover-
ished and vulnerable groups. In highlighting how pov-
erty fosters social isolation for many people and im-
pairs faith in democracy, the Report once again un-
derlines the acute need for a poverty eradication pro-
gramme in Latvia. The main emphasis of the chapter,
however, is an analysis of the mechanisms that bridge
the gaps between the state and the individual. This
process has already begun in society. The chapter ex-
amines the decentralization of power; relations be-
tween the central government, local governments, and
the population; and the involvement of individuals and
non-governmental organizations in governance. Spe-
cific areas of analysis include the civil service as an
intermediary between the individual and the state,
problems within the civil service, and the course of
civil service reform. Recommendations are put forward
for improving the work of the civil service.

Making use of the results of various research
reports, the chapter analyzes the activities and
achievements of non-governmental organizations. It
becomes clear that people who are involved in NGOs
have greater confidence in state institutions and the
civil service. Participation offers people new skills and
helps solve concrete problems, especially for vulner-
able groups. The chapter provides recommendations
on how to strengthen non-governmental organizations
financially, how to enhance their co-operation with
local governments and the private sector, and how to
achieve a higher level of information about non-gov-
ernmental organizations within society.

The Individual and the State:

Trust or Alienation

It has almost become a cliché to say that public
confidence in state institutions is low. As pointed out
in the 1996 Report, this is part of the Soviet legacy
that lived on into the early nineties and is still wide-
spread today. Not many people in Latvia express con-
fidence in political institutions, and the main state in-
stitutions — the Saeima (Parliament), the Cabinet of
Ministers, and the political parties — are no excep-
tion (see Table 2.1). The situation has not particularly
improved since 1992 when more than 60% of the
population expressed dissatisfaction with the activi-
ties of the Saeima and the government. In 1992 ap-
proximately 5% of the population had confidence in
political parties; at the end of 1997 — approximately
10%. It is significant that society still rates the work of
the people in charge of state institutions higher than
the institutions themselves, which points to the per-
sonification of these institutions. The tendency to trust
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personalities instead of institutions weakens the posi-
tion of the latter.

It must be emphasized, however, that confidence
has increased in the educational system, the press,
the church and trade unions — that is, in those institu-
tions that are the foundation of civil society. Confi-
dence has also grown in the courts, the police, local
governments, and private business. Despite the scep-
ticism towards political parties, 71.9% of eligible vot-
ers participated in the elections to the Seventh Saeima
in October 1998. The level of electoral participation
is high in comparison with many Western democra-
cies, and indicates that people have not lost faith in
their ability to influence the political process.

A comparison of Latvia to other post-commu-
nist states and to countries with a longer history of
democracy reveals the following causes of the indi-
vidual’s alienation from the state:

1. One such cause is the atomization of society
inherited from the Soviet era, the lack of horizontal

ties, and the general distrust of both state institutions
and personal contacts. By force of habit people still
see the state as something abstract and beyond the in-
dividual’s ability to control. A change in political sys-
tems does not guarantee a change in these attitudes.
As the market economy takes root, individuals can feel
even more alienated if they have no horizontal ties
that can link them to society or stabilize their position,
because the old system of contacts and reciprocal favors
which existed during the Soviet era has ceased to be
necessary. Goods are now freely available, and em-
ployment is offered on a competitive basis.

2. A second cause of alienation, characteristic
of many people, is inordinately low self-esteem. Re-
search has repeatedly shown that individuals in
Latvian society feel less informed than their compa-
triots and are therefore uncertain about their choices
and actions. Two-thirds of the population of Latvia
believe that most people are better informed about
politics and government than they are themselves,

 ∏igure 2.1 Confidence in Institutions
(percentage answering either “trust completely” or “trust somewhat”)
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Political Attitudes of the
Population as a Whole

and of the Elite
(percentage of respondents)

The individual must take

on more responsibility

for his or her welfare 24.0 56.7

Both the individual

and the state must take

responsibility for

individual welfare 19.7 26.6

The state must take on

more responsibility for the

welfare of the population 50.5 15.7

Whole
population

The
elite

compared with one-fifth of the population of Nor-
way. Other research reveals that a person with low
self-esteem is less likely to trust political institutions.

3. Alienation is also significantly bolstered by
the fact that the political elite (i.e., the holders of po-
litical power) does not sufficiently represent the po-
litical views of the general public. At present one can
observe a radical discrepancy between the liberal-
ism of the elite and the preference of the average citi-
zen for more state intervention in the economy. This
is clearly show in a comparison of elite and popular
political attitudes (see Table 2.1). Members of the elite
exhibit greater support for private initiative, individual
responsibility, and the strengthening of private prop-
erty, while the general public is more attracted to the
egalitarian distribution of income and greater state
responsibility for individual welfare. Thus a discrep-
ancy appears between, on the one hand, the politi-
cians, who do not represent the population as a whole
and who tend toward a more or less nationalistically
coloured liberalism, and, on the other hand, the av-
erage citizens, who identify with national values and
are also attracted by the ideology of state capitalism,
with regulated wages and prices, subsidized indus-
try, and state-initiated job creation.

4. Internal problems and a lack of solidarity
amongst the elite do little to promote society’s confi-
dence in state institutions. Many writers emphasize
that a consensus-based elite, characterized by mutual
trust and a common set of beliefs on the basic issues
of social and political life, makes institutions more
stable and trusted. However, the political elite in

Latvia is characterized by mutual mistrust, recrimi-
nations, and the␣ frequent inability to agree on impor-
tant issues of state. Surveys of the elite confirm this
fact: 40% of the elite believes that politicians in Latvia
work in their own interests and cannot be trusted.

5. Mistrust of the state is compounded by the
fact that up to now state institutions have done little
to foster feedback from society. Only recently, in the
process of preparing and implementing reforms, have
state institutions started ordering public opinion sur-
veys, informing the public of their activities, and try-
ing to promote participation and support for reforms.
Positive examples of this include public opinion sur-
veys commissioned by the Ministry of Welfare on
social insurance reform, social assistance programmes,
and employment issues.

6. One of the reasons for political alienation is
that society’s values are changing from collectivism
to individualism more slowly than politics has become
oriented toward liberalism. The redistributional poli-
cies of the socialist state guaranteed everyone a sub-
sistence minimum, receiving political obedience in
return. However, a state won by the individual’s own
struggles requires different personal qualities, of which
the most important are responsibility and initiative.
The state’s retreat from its role as the guarantor of
social welfare and the inability of many individuals
to provide for themselves and attain a respectable
standard of living makes many people fall into de-
spair and weakens trust in democratic institutions.

7. One of the main causes of alienation, attested
to by numerous surveys, is corruption, or at least the
population’s heightened perception of corruption in
state and local governments.

 Changes in ideology and values are complex, as
they require time to become rooted in society at large.
Liberal ideology demands certain qualities of ordinary
people — industriousness, individualism, initiative, in-
dependence. Civil servants are expected to be serv-
ice-oriented, accountable, transparent in their dealings.
These values are foreign to a large part of the post-
Soviet population. It is true that the elite, the younger
generation, and the emerging middle class quickly
adopted these values, as they corresponded to their
future visions and life plans. Nonetheless, collectivism
as a value is still very important in society as a whole.

The Individual and the State:

Through the Prism of Poverty

The individual’s relations with the state are sig-
nificantly influenced by his or her standard of living.
People want to know whether the state will really
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guarantee their security and opportunities to improve
their welfare, or whether it is following a completely
different course, ignoring the interests of the general
public and protecting other, narrowly self-serving
interests, not least those of the political elite itself. In
Latvia it has become apparent that poverty is one of
the most important factors alienating the individual
from the state.

Last year’s Report analyzed this problem in
depth. Growing poverty is one of the most painful prob-
lems in Latvia today. In 1997, according to CSD data,
16.6% of the total population and 14.7% of households
lived below the first poverty threshold. These are ei-
ther families or people living alone whose monthly
income per household member is less than Ls 28.

In order to determine the living conditions and
survival strategies of the most impoverished, in 1998
UNDP, in collaboration with the World Bank and
the ILO, made a study — Listening to the Poor: A Social
Assessment of Poverty in Latvia. Four hundred in-depth
interviews were conducted with impoverished peo-
ple from various regions in Latvia. The goal was to
investigate the problem of poverty through the expe-
rience of individuals. While the survey results can-
not be expressed quantitatively, they highlight the
main causes of poverty, its manifestations and social
consequences, thus contributing to the development
of state policy for reducing poverty.

In describing their situation, the majority of
impoverished people avoided using the word “poor.”
Instead they spoke of “surviving,” “existence,” “diffi-
cult circumstances,” and of the many things they
“can’t afford.” People of working age most often said
that they were “of limited means” (“maznodro‰inÇti”)
but not “poor.” Despite the fact that poverty today is
largely the result of changes in the economic system,
many people retain their former belief that poverty
occurs solely as the result of personal failure and that
to be poor means in effect to be ostracized. There-
fore they avoid using the word “poor,” which could
mean social isolation and dependence on others. The
exception to this rule are those families whose stand-
ard of living has sharply declined because of the con-
fluence of many factors — loss of employment, large
and unanticipated medical expenses, increased util-
ity expenses — as a result of which the family has fallen
heavily into debt. These people, as well as a majority
of pensioners, have a gloomier view of their situation
and see no way of improving it.

In describing their situation, the majority of the
impoverished rely on relativism: they compare their
situation with that of those around them and often con-
sole themselves with the fact that they are no worse off
than others and that for many people the situation is
much more difficult. They usually name social groups
to which they themselves do not belong as examples

of people whose situation is even worse. For example,
the urban poor feel that poverty and alcoholism is more
widespread in the countryside and that educational op-
portunities there are more limited. For their part, poor
rural residents view urban life as more difficult, since
in the countryside they can at least grow their own
food and they do not have to pay so much for utilities.
Nevertheless, poverty is a heavy psychological bur-
den, since many poor people were previously able to
provide for their families and satisfy various needs.
This background makes the poor especially sensitive
to cases where state institutions fail to provide hoped-
for assistance or offer only an unhelpful attitude.

In general, people emphasized the following
features of poverty: insufficient resources to satisfy
basic needs; the orientation of life solely to eking out
an existence; dependence on other people, organiza-
tions, or state institutions for help; a narrowing of
social contacts, limiting opportunities and activities.

Impoverished people pointed to various causes
of their present situation:

● Unemployment, leading not only to a lack of
resources, but also to social dislocation. As examined
in Chapter 3 of the Report, work is highly valued in
Latvian society and not having a job makes people
feel useless;

● Low wages, which are often paid late, only in
part, or in kind;

● The high price of utilities, which often are not
proportional to the low wages people receive (see
Chapter 1 on the structure of household consump-
tion);

● Monetary reform, inflation, and the collapse
of several banks in the first half of the ’90s, which
wiped out many people’s life savings and especially
affected the older generation;

● The rising cost of raising children and send-
ing them to school, which is not covered by wages or
child support;

● The low purchase prices and high production
costs of agricultural products, which affects many rural
farmsteads;

● Government incompetence and lack of inter-
est in the people’s standard of living;

● Alcoholism, which is often both a cause and
an effect of unemployment and other difficulties;

● A dependency, inherited from the Soviet era,
on the state, an inability to take responsibility, and a
lack of knowledge and initiative.

 The results of the poverty survey correspond with the
Central Statistical Bureau’s household budget surveys
and the conclusions of last year’s Report. The groups
with the highest risk of being poor are: families with
three or more children; single-parent families (usually
single mothers with children); families in which at least
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Even though the material conditions of Galina’s
family have rapidly deteriorated over the last years,
Galina doesn’t think that things are totally bad. There
are lots of people in the city who are poorer than her
family. Galina doesn’t think that her family is poor. Those
old women who beg in the marketplace – they’re poor.
Galina is sorry that she can’t do anything for the poor
old women when they ask her for help. Then Galina says
that she doesn’t have a job herself and that she has noth-
ing to give, and the old women don’t get angry.  (Unem-
ployed woman, 50)

“I feel poor, because I can’t give my children what
they need. If a working person has to think about whether
she will be able to buy bread for her children, if she has
to scrimp and save, that’s not normal. It’s not fair that
high government officials give themselves big raises, but
we get nothing like that.” (Nurse, 36)

Iveta thinks it’s terrible that they both work and
barely make ends meet. Of course, many people are worse
off. Other people make a bad situation worse by laziness
and drinking, but Iveta also understands how someone’s
spirits can sag. She often feels depressed too, she no
longer hopes that things will get better, you can’t get
anywhere with honest work. (A teacher from Riga, 33)

“Poverty means horrible dependence. I’ve never had
to live like I have the last years, not as a child, not when
I was going to school, not during my first years of having
a job.” (Man, 25)

“The worst thing about living at a subsistence level
is that you always feel dependent on someone else – on
insolent young people, on the whim of some bureaucrat,
on other people from who you need to borrow money.”
(Retired woman, 81)

“Young people wander around our village. They
don’t do anything. When did you ever see something like
that before? Go into any apartment, it’s full of women,
just sitting around. They go visit each other and just chat-
ter. When was it ever like that? You used to rush home
from work and barely had time to do all the chores.”
(Woman from a village in Eastern Latvia.)

The main problem is the high rents together with
all the utility bills. That comes to forty or fifty lats a month,
but the official wage is only 42.50. One wage isn’t enough
to pay for your apartment. Of course it was better in the
Soviet times, because you got 130 rubles a month and
payed nine or ten for your apartment and the rest was
left over for living. (Musician, 55)

KÇrlis (55) has become unemployed for the third
time in three years. He only worked one month at his
last job. They fired him for drinking. His wife (49) says
that’s because you can buy cheap, impure alcohol on
every street corner. “The city’s full of places to buy booze
on the side. A bottle costs half a lat there. If they had to
buy their alcohol in the stores, a lot of people couldn’t
afford it.”

Lolita (54) and Ivans (57) live nine kilometres from
the centre of their township, in an old forester’s cabin.
Lolita’s daughter died at the age of 5, her son fell in Af-
ghanistan. Lolita and Ivans used to work in the collec-
tive farm. She milked the cows, he drove a tractor. They
made good money. In 1992 the collective farm was liqui-
dated. The cattle farm where Lolita worked burned down.
They had to leave the house they lived in because its
pre-war owner took it back. So they moved to this old,
uninhabited house. Lolita and Ivans live on what they
raise themselves. Ivans tries to find odd jobs, Lolita picks
berries in the woods during the summer and sells them.
Their main food is potatoes. For two months last winter
they didn’t have any bread, because they didn’t have any
money. Lolita made potato bread. You grate a whole pan
full of potatoes, add a spoonful of cooking oil and bake it
in the oven. For two months that was their only food.
During the summer they buy bread with the money they
get from selling berries. When they see some bread, it
makes them want to cry. Although they are both unem-
ployed, they don’t go to the labour exchange, because
the administrative centre of their region is forty kilome-
tres away. They have never gotten any unemployment
support from the state. Lolita thinks that people their
age can’t find work. She hopes to get a partial pension
in May. That would be twenty lats a month. In two years
she would qualify for a full pension, but she can’t wait
that long, she might die before then.

The Faces of Poverty

one member is unemployed; unemployed people who
are close to retirement age; and the disabled.

Poverty manifests itself in various ways within
these groups (see Box 2.1). Large families with chil-
dren have greater problems with poverty if they live
in an apartment with central heating, gas, and water,
and have not bought meters for these utilities. In such
cases the cost of these services is calculated accord-
ing to the size of their apartment (in the case of heat-
ing) or to the number of family members (in the case

of gas and water), and often families cannot afford
the cost of these services. Families with small chil-
dren cannot significantly reduce their expenditures
on heat or cooking. The expense of sending a child
to school can be considerable: clothes, schoolbooks,
lunch, transportation to school, and, finally, the un-
official tuition fees that schools are increasingly de-
manding to cover their expenses. As a result, many
large families are more or less dependent on social
assistance, which is not always available due to bu-
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reaucratic hurdles or to the difficulties of getting trans-
portation to the social assistance office.

The situation is particularly difficult for single
mothers whose divorced husbands refuse to pay ali-
mony, either because of a lack of interest or because
they are unemployed. However, poverty has led an
increasing number of families to live apart for eco-
nomic reasons. Even though they are not divorced,
one partner may work elsewhere or help relatives in
the countryside in return for food.

The middle-aged unemployed, particularly
those close to retirement, are at risk of becoming poor
for three reasons: few employers are willing to hire
people of this age, especially in jobs where they pre-
fer not to employ anybody older than 35 or 40. Even
the State Employment Service sometimes refuses to
recommend unemployed people older than 50 for
potential employment or retraining because of their
age. Many of these people experience a larger de-
gree of social isolation if they have lost their spouse
and their children have grown up and moved away.

The disabled constitute the most vulnerable
group with the highest risk of poverty. They have little
if any chance of finding work due to widespread un-
employment. Although most of the disabled receive
some type of social assistance, they feel legally vulner-
able and deprived of their rights. Those disabled peo-
ple who are able to work — for example, those with
epilepsy — are often laid off. There are also cases where
they are then unable to receive a disability pension
because their employer has not paid their payroll taxes.

People who have fallen into poverty get by us-
ing various survival strategies, of which the main ones
include reducing consumption and limiting needs,
economizing on various things, growing their own
food, getting social assistance, and finding unofficial
work and other ways of making money. Many im-
poverished families use more than one of these strat-
egies to make ends meet. Characteristic ways of sav-
ing money include making do without heat or hot
water, “juggling” bills (paying just enough of their utili-
ties bills or rent so that their utilities are not cut off
and the family is not evicted), getting by without new
clothes, limiting the purchase of food, not subscrib-
ing to newspapers, and replacing visits to the doctor
with medical consultations from pharmacists.

At the same time, impoverished families try to
raise their income in the following ways:

● subsistence agriculture, sometimes selling their
surplus at the local market;

● working for farmers for a small wage, free
housing, food, or alcohol;

● picking berries and gathering mushrooms and
medicinal plants for sale;

● working for a logging company (an option
only available to men);

● purchasing and reselling goods (for example,
selling cosmetics and cheap clothes from Lithuania
either in their own home, door-to-door, in a public
place, or at the local market);

● professional work in a former speciality (e.g.,
injecting medicine, tutoring, renovating);

● crafts and home industry;
● heavy manual labour and casual labour on

construction sites.

Research shows that low incomes and a lack of
money have a series of negative social consequences.
Poor families have more health problems as a result
of poor nutrition, constant stress, and the inability to
spend money on the prevention and treatment of
health problems. These families are frequently un-
able to pay the official cost of medical care and the
unofficial payments to doctors (see following analy-
sis). A serious problem accompanying poverty is al-
coholism, which in turn leads to injuries, automobile
accidents, premature death (especially among men
still of working age), dysfunctional families, and ne-
glected children. Although the reasons for alcohol-
ism are complex, it undoubtedly affects the emer-
gence of poverty and has poverty-related results, while
also being a factor in the perpetuation and intensifi-
cation of poverty. Analysis indicates that poverty can
become a vicious circle in which certain causes of
poverty lead to consequences which become, in turn,
the cause of even deeper poverty

Impoverished people often complain that it is
difficult to obtain clear information about their rights
and opportunities. These difficulties have various
causes, such as limited opportunities for communica-
tion (the poor cannot subscribe to newspapers or buy
or repair their televisions or radios), and shrinking
social contacts (they lose touch with colleagues and
with their former workplace, they avoid contact with
other people because they are ashamed of their pov-
erty). At the same time a lack of information impedes
people’s opportunities to rouse themselves and over-
come their problems, increasing their chances of end-
ing up isolated and exploited.

Poverty affects families in two ways. It can unite
families if people understand that solidarity is the only
way of solving their problems. However, the constant
stress can also divide families, especially if they have
a history of discord or if one of the partners suffers
from alcoholism. The experience of poverty affects
men and women differently. In interviews men spoke
of “social impotence,” because they were unable to
fulfil the socially important role of providing for their
families. As a result, many turn to drink and some
resort to suicide (see the Appendix Tables). Many
women who were interviewed also felt that men col-
lapse from stress, whereas they themselves — feeling
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The first democratically elected local governments
played a significant role in the reestablishment of inde-
pendence and the processes of denationalization and
privatization. The first phase of the change of property
rights was municipalization – the transfer of state prop-
erty to local government ownership. Local governments
assumed new functions by participating in the forma-
tion of the National Guard and the municipal police and
in the creation of municipal social assistance services.
In December 1991 the Union of Local Self-Governments
was formed as a voluntary organization uniting munici-
palities from all the different levels of local government.

Relations between the municipal governments and
the central government have developed amid a contest be-
tween the trend toward independence and the trend to-

ward centralization. Until 1995 the Ministry of Finance
prepared the state budget on the basis of its own central-
ized calculations and varied the amount of taxes it col-
lected from various local governments. Since then, finan-
cial reforms have been moving in the direction of cen-
tralization. Local governments have lost the right to intro-
duce any taxes on their own. The rajoni (district) local
governments first had their independent financing reduced
to 15% of personal income tax revenues, and later even this
financing was cancelled. The system of equalizing local
government finance has been modelled on the Danish sys-
tem. Although practically all social services are provided by
local governments, this is not reflected in their budgets.

Not only finances, but also responsibility has been
steadily centralized. Since 1992 the process of setting
teachers’ salaries, and from 1997 the financing of primary
and secondary health care have been centralized. For these
purposes personal income tax revenues are divided be-
tween local governments and the state. In this way, the
national government has taken over one of the most char-
acteristic functions of the rajoni (district) governments.

In 1996 and 1997 the so-called crisis of local govern-

The Relationship between the Central Government

and Local Governments (1990 – 1997)

ment democracy took place (see Latvia Human Devel-
opment Report 1997). The national budget was balanced
by means of a major, one-third reduction of the local gov-
ernments’ share of the state combined budget. As a re-
sult, the scope and quality of public assistance to the popu-
lation was radically reduced. The government unilaterally
refused to fulfill the obligations it had agreed to in its talks
with the Union of Local Self-Governments. This system of
consultations between the Union of Local Self-Govern-
ments and the Cabinet of Ministers had been instituted
in 1994, but reached an impasse in 1996. A normal dia-
logue was only resumed in 1998.

The trend toward centralization has been fostered
by the growing ties between business groups and the
political elite, which is interested in limiting the rights

of local government in order to retain its own
dominant position. These trends have also
been reinforced by the natural growth of the
central bureaucracy, by society’s trust in the
value of centralization, and by various other
subjective factors.

Another problem should be mentioned – a
wider range of parties is represented in local
governments than in the national parliament,
and only 8% of the deputies elected to municipal
councils were members of one of the national
parties represented in the Sixth Saeima. This
distances members of parliament from local gov-
ernment representatives. In order to change the
negative attitude of the government and the
Saeima toward local governments, the Sixth and
Seventh Congresses of the Union of Local Self-

Governments adopted resolutions calling on local govern-
ment representatives to become more active in political
parties. Activity has increased. Approximately one-fifth of
the candidates nominated by the parties that were elected
to the Seventh Saeima were deputies in municipal coun-
cils or employees of local governments. Nonetheless, it
should be noted that more than 20% of the members of par-
liament in the Sixth Saeima were former municipal coun-
cil deputies. Experience shows that this is not enough to guar-
antee the representation of local and regional interests.

Since 1998 the situation for local governments has
been improving. The independence of local government
personnel and institutions has been strengthened; the
territorial reform has become more democratic and will
be based on studies and the interests of the local popula-
tion; the decline of local governments’ share of the state
combined budget has been stopped; and a new system of
consultations is developing with the central government -
between the Union of Local Self-Governments on one side
and the Presidium and party leaders of the Saeima on the
other. After an interruption lasting several years, invest-
ments are again being made into local infrastructure.

Local Government

and State Basic Budget

Expenditures, as a Percentage of GDP

1995 10.8 18.9

1996   9.5 17.6

1997   8.1 16.8

1998   6.5 17.3

Year Local government
basic budget
expenditures

State basic
budget

expenditures
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responsibility towards their children and being bet-
ter able to adapt psychologically — have taken on a
larger burden and are actively looking for solutions.
However, many also admitted to suffering from de-
pression. Many women also expressed their dissatis-
faction with the fact that they are often turned down
for jobs because of their age and/or physical appear-
ance, or else because they are raising children.

From the perspective of sustainable human de-
velopment, poverty has a dramatic effect on children’s
educational opportunities. Impoverished families have
difficulties not only covering their children’s educa-
tional expenses, but they practically cannot send their
children to special courses, extracurricular activities,
clubs, or cultural events. The children of these fami-
lies are rejected by “elite” state and private schools
and often cannot get a higher education due to the
costs of tuition, transportation, and residence and liv-
ing expenses. Their parents worry that poverty will
prevent their children from receiving a higher educa-
tion. A large percentage of the younger generation,
particularly in rural regions, could find itself in this
situation. When the economic situation improves they
may nevertheless end up unable to compete.

These considerations show that low wages and
financial difficulties, reinforced by many other pov-
erty factors, lead to the self-perpetuation and deepen-
ing of poverty and social exclusion. Therefore, a mul-
tifaceted approach must be used for the eradication of
poverty, taking into account the various dimensions
of the problem. Otherwise it will be difficult to meet
the challenge at hand — reducing poverty in Latvia.

As shown in the interviews with impoverished
people, poverty in Latvia is not simply the result of
institutional changes (e.g., privatization, structural
unemployment). In many cases it is related to a lack
of education and skills. This shows that a poverty
eradication strategy must pay special attention to the
development of human resources – to education,
training, and activities that stimulate people to be
enterprising and to take the initiative. We must be
aware of the fact that poverty has a serious cost for
society in the form of social payments and lost pro-
ductivity. The short- and long-term costs of poverty
should be calculated in monetary terms.

It should be emphasized that in reducing the
social and psychological damage caused by poverty,
society is in a position to help itself. The NGO sector
is doing this by stimulating the initiative of people
themselves and of local governments (see following
analysis). In addressing the problems of poverty, it is
important to bring about wide-ranging co-operation
between those individuals and families who have
fallen into poverty, local activists, non-governmental
organizations, local governments, social service or-
ganizations, and potential employers.

Interrelationship of the Population,

Local Governments, and the

National Government: Decentralization

and Participation in Governance

Latvian legislation recognizes the division of
powers between the national, rajoni (district) and lo-
cal governments. Definite powers are vested in each
level of government, and usually the tasks of one level
are delimited from the tasks of the others. Although
preconceptions, inherited from the past, about the
advantages of centralized government are still strong
and many people still almost involuntarily expect the
state to regulate things in a centralized and hierarchi-
cal way, in fact the division of responsibility has
changed and centralization is gradually being replaced
by decentralization. The goal is to bring governance
closer to the people.

Decentralization in Latvia is taking place in vari-
ous ways: through the expansion of local government
functions, the implementation of administrative and
territorial reform, the involvement of civil society in
decision making, and the co-operation between non-
governmental organizations and local governments.
However, as the following analysis will show, this
process sometimes meets with obstacles. Latvia lacks
a unified vision of how to divide functions and re-
sponsibilities between the national and local govern-
ments. As a result, there are internal contradictions
in the relations between the central government and
local governments (see Box 2.2) and the administra-
tive and territorial reform is proceeding slowly.

The population is also not psychologically pre-
pared for the gradual expansion of the role of local
governments and of their rights to influence and con-
trol them. Apartment dwellers think it is strange that
the cost of heating differs from one municipality to
another, and want to know why this cost is not the
same throughout the country. People often react nega-
tively when they find out that one school or health
clinic differs from the others. People normally feel
that they “deserve” a certain established state stand-
ard, which local governments do not provide.

Since 1 March 1997, Latvia is a member of the
European Charter on Local Government, which is
based on the principle of subsidiarity (see Latvia
Human Development Report 1997). In conform-
ity with this principle, government and administra-
tive functions must be exercised as close as possible
to the population. What can be done well by the pri-
vate sector should not be done by the public admin-
istration. What is done well by local governments
should not be done by the national government. Rec-
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Never
encountered

Often
encountered

Problem

Have to make repeated visits to government office 25 43 32

Protracted procedures 25 47 28

Uncooperative civil servants 32 39 29

Inconvenient office hours 37 39 24

Unclear procedures 41 37 22

Arbitrary interpretation of laws 53 28 19

Arbitrary decision making by civil servants 58 31 11

Hints that bribes are required 61 30 9

Unofficial payments 65 27 8

Unjustified penalties 73 23 4

Sometimes
encountered

ognizing the principle of subsidiarity is an effective
way of bridging the gap between the state, local gov-
ernment, and the individual.

The Law on Local Governments states that the
people have the right to know the agendas of munici-
pal council meetings, to attend them, and to be in-
formed of the decisions of local government authori-
ties. However, not all local governments strive to keep
society informed. The situation is different from place
to place and it is not directly related to the size of the
local government. Even some rural districts try to keep
their residents informed by publishing their decisions
in local newspapers. At the same time, many local
governments do not pay special attention to inform-
ing their residents.

Media, and particularly the local press, play an
important role in improving relations between local
authorities and society. At the moment, the two sides
have different views of their relationship. Local gov-
ernments complain that the media publishes mainly
negative information and that it is very difficult to
get positive information about important decisions
or projects into the press, radio, or television. For their
part, journalists complain that it is not possible to get
information from local governments. Informing the
public requires additional financial resources, which
local governments usually do not have. Often some
practical project, such as repairing the streets, is of
greater importance to the population than the dis-
cussions of various problems in the local press.

People participate in governance when local
governments co-operate with non-governmental or-
ganizations in the areas of social assistance, recrea-
tion, and culture. There is hardly a local government

in Latvia that does not in some way co-operate with
care centres, humanitarian aid providers, organiza-
tions for the protection of children’s rights, disabled
people’s associations, choirs, dance groups, or com-
munity theatres.

Involvement in governance can also take the
form of participation by representatives of social or-
ganizations in local government commissions and
work groups alongside municipal deputies and em-
ployees. Latvian law gives national minorities the right
to form special consultative committees. Normally the
institutional structure of local government includes
not only the commissions prescribed by law or gov-
ernment regulation (such as the Administrative Com-
mission, the Privatization Commission and the Hous-
ing Commission), but also special committees consti-
tuted for some particular purpose.

Public hearings are gradually gaining recogni-
tion. On a number of issues, such as construction or
regional development, public hearings are now man-
datory. Those local governments which initiated this
process have already acquired practical experience
in the organization of public hearings. There is rea-
son to believe that in the coming years this type of
popular participation in local events will expand.

Individuals are also guaranteed the right of par-
ticipation by a series of laws. These include the obliga-
tion of deputies to hear out and the obligation of local
government agencies to provide answers to any com-
plaint, proposal, or request. Local governments have
instituted regular hours for receiving their constituents.

However, these civil rights are not always re-
spected by national and local government agencies.
People often encounter difficulties, such as protracted

~able 2.2 Problems Encountered in Contacts with National

and Local Government Agencies (percentage of respondents)
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“Have You Ever Had to Give Money or an Unofficial “Thank-You”

at a National or Local Government Agency?” (percentage of respondents)

Yes No responseNo

Non-monetary thank-you (presents, souvenirs, etc.) 58 38 4

Compensation through provision of services 66 28 6

Monetary bribe 77 17 6

procedures, uncooperative civil servants, and the
necessity of having to make repeated visits to gov-
ernment offices (see Table 2.2).

The practice of making unofficial payments at
national and local government agencies must be eradi-
cated. Non-monetary ways of saying “thank-you”
(souvenirs, candies, presents) and social barter (ex-
changes of favours), both of which could be called
“soft corruption,” are fairly widespread (see Table 2.3).
Surveys show that almost one-fifth of all respondents
admit to having given national and local government
employees monetary bribes — most often to health
care workers and the traffic police. Bribes are also
given to get a passport or registration of residence, to
register real estate, to get a job, or to come to an agree-
ment with the housing authorities.

The devastating effects of corruption were ex-
amined in last year’s Report and also in Chapter 4
of this Report. The recent World Bank study of cor-
ruption in Latvia also indicates that corruption in the
provision of public services is a serious problem.
Corruption undermines the legitimacy of public au-
thority, therefore it must be fought not only by legis-
lative means, but also by ensuring transparency and
providing society with extensive information. This
applies to all forms of corruption: national and local,
“grand” and “small.”

In order to improve the public services offered
by local governments and to make their work more
effective, rights and responsibilities must be delegated
as much as possible to individual local government
employees. Both society’s trust and the training of
local government employees and deputies are neces-
sary to achieve this goal. At present this training is
financed from local government budgets, interna-
tional assistance projects, and personal funds.

According to the Law on Local Government,
only local government councils are allowed to take
decisions on a large number of specific legal issues.
As a result, 80 to 90% of the councils’ time is devoted
to deciding issues of little consequence. This leaves
little time for strategic decisions, thus lowering the

effectiveness of their work.
Another fundamental problem is changing lo-

cal governments’ approach to their work, changing
their focus from “administrative convenience” to the
interests of their clients (individuals, groups, busi-
nesses, residents). In many countries over the last ten
or twenty years local governments have established
“one-stop” agencies. The goal of this type of organi-
zation is to be a timesaver for its clients by making
sure that as many procedures as possible are taken
care of in one visit. 70% or more of all issues can be
handled in this way.

This means that residents would no longer have
to wait repeatedly in long lines and go from office to
office and agency to agency in order to collect all the
necessary documents and signatures. These services,
simplified as far as possible, would be performed by
local government employees. The “one-stop” agency
concept and information about ways of implement-
ing it are becoming increasingly widespread. How-
ever, these ideas have yet to gain general recogni-
tion, and their introduction requires improved infor-
mation systems and training for civil servants.

The Civil Service as Intermediary

between the Individual and the State

The population’s contacts with the civil service␣ —
the embodiment of state power — contribute to their
trust in or alienation from the state. After regaining
independence in 1991, Latvia inherited a civil service
characterized by red tape and a negative public im-
age. The reform of the civil service began in 1992. In
May 1994 the Law on the State Civil Service was
adopted, creating the legal basis for a well-functioning
administrative system and a loyal, professional corps
of civil servants. The reform was supposed to be com-
pleted in two or three years, but even now it is not yet
done. The Law on the State Civil Service has been

~able 2.3
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Number of Candidate

Civil Servants, 1998

As of 1 June 1998Ministry

Ministry of Defence 263

Ministry of Foreign Affairs 288

Ministry of Economy 556

Ministry of Finance 214

Ministry of the Interior 27

Ministry of Education and Science 253

Ministry of Culture 133

Ministry of Welfare 754

Prosecutor’s Office 85

Ministry of Transport 117

Ministry of Justice 1,370

State Chancellery 94

Office of the Comptroller General 123

Ministry of Environmental Protection

and Regional Development 375

Ministry of Agriculture 3,489

European Integration Bureau 11

Bureau of Public Administration Reform 35

Total 8,187

amended six times and many of its provisions have
not been carried out. The reasons given for this are
lack of funds and appropriate political leadership, as
well as the unsatisfactory work of the State Civil Serv-
ice Administration. The Public Administration Reform
Council and the Bureau of Public Administration Re-
form were established in 1997. The latter currently su-
pervises the State Civil Service Administration and the
School of Public Administration.

There are currently 8,187 candidate civil serv-
ants. They have passed the Civil Service Administra-
tion’s qualifying examinations and certification pro-
cedures for becoming candidate civil servants and
work in various government agencies (see Table 2.4).
The qualifying examinations for becoming a full civil
servant have been postponed indefinitely, and at the

moment, Latvia officially has no civil servants, but
only candidate civil servants (their social profile is
provided in Box 2.3).

Candidate civil servants make up 8% of all pub-
lic sector employees. At present, the number of civil
servants in Latvia depends on the financial resources
of the state. Thanks to amendments to the law and
Cabinet regulations allowing individual candidate civil
servants or whole government agencies to leave the
civil service and work for the government on a con-
tract basis, since 1996 the number of candidate civil
servants has fallen from 11,818 to 8,187. Currently the
employees of such agencies as the Revenue Service,
the Social Insurance Agency, the Privatization Agency,
and the larger part of the Ministries of Finance and
Justice work under contract. In 1996 and 1997 most of
the agencies reporting to the Ministry of Transport were
also transferred out of the civil service.

A major problem at present is the negative atti-
tude toward civil servants on the part of both the
population and the politicians. Politicians attribute this
to the ineffectiveness of civil service reform, while
the population is not satisfied with the civil servants’
bureaucratic approach to their work. The population
is not adequately informed about their rights and
about what services they can receive and where.
There is a lack of information about what rules and
procedures apply to interaction with the state. A stand-
ard of service quality recognized by both civil serv-
ants and the population is also lacking. Therefore,
the words “civil servant” have come to be used in a
pejorative way. One of the causes of the insufficiently
effective civil service reform was the premature liq-
uidation of the Ministry of State Reform and of the
government programme “Link with the Citizen.”

From the point of view of civil servants, prob-
lems are created by the constant changes in the civil
service system, the unclear status of civil servants (can-
didate civil servants), inflexible wages, and unclear
career opportunities. As a result, there is high turno-
ver among mid- and low-level civil servants, a de-
clining quality of work, and the frequent referral of
questions and complaints to other civil servants or
agencies.

A practical problem is that it is difficult for the
civil service to attract and retain good and skillful
employees, particularly in low- and mid-level posi-
tions. Government agencies are very often used to
supplement one’s education and as a trampoline for
a career in the private sector. The civil service often
recruits university students or recent graduates, who
gain experience in government administration, re-
ceive additional training, and become competitive on
the labour market. The most talented candidate civil
servants often leave for better-paying jobs in the pri-
vate sector. The brain drain from the civil service to

~able 2.4
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The average age of Latvia’s (candidate) civil serv-

ants in 1998 was 41 (in 1996 it was 39). In high-ranking

positions, the average age is even higher – 44 for state

secretaries and their deputies and 42 for department

directors, while division heads are slightly younger.

Women make up 55% and men 45% of the civil service,

but in the ministries’ core departments the relationship

is reversed – 70% men to 30% women. Moreover, high-

ranking positions such as state secretary, department

director, or deputy department director are occupied pri-

marily by men.

A Social Profile of Latvia’s Civil Servants

Candidate Civil Servants by Age Group

(as of 1 August 1998)

Although the salaries of candidate civil servants

have been frozen for the last few years, many people still

believe that civil servants have high salaries. Low sala-

ries, particularly for mid- and lower-level candidate civil

servants, and an inflexible system of remuneration have

created a crisis situation in the civil service and in civil

servants’ motivation for professional development. This

is confirmed by the many complaints about their lack of

professionalism. The civil service has a high turnover

rate: in 1998 300 people were hired while 418 left their

jobs.

Almost two-thirds of candidate civil servants have a university education,

while the rest have either a general or a specialized secondary education.

Educational Level of Candidate Civil Servants

(as of 1 September 1998)

The survey “Employee Sat-

isfaction in the Civil Service”

showed that civil service em-

ployees are most satisfied with

good relationships with their

colleagues (81% of surveyed

civil servants), management

(74%), the regular opportuni-

ties for training (49%), and

various types of awards and

benefits (39 to 49% of surveyed

civil servants). 39% of those

surveyed were satisfied with

career advancement possibili-

ties, but the lowest level of sat-

isfaction was with salaries (36%

of respondents). At the same

time, the survey revealed that a

competitive salary is the most

important component of the sys-

tem of remuneration for those

employed in the civil service.

Apparently, at present civil serv-

ants’ satisfaction with their

work environment, manage-

ment, and colleagues compen-

sates for their low salaries.

The survey also revealed

that civil servants’ allegiance to

the goals of their organization,

their desire to put forth addi-

tional effort for the good of the

organization and to retain their

place within the organization is

quite high (an average of 7.2 on

a 10 point scale).

20 and younger (25)

21 – 30 (1,625)

2,500

31 – 40 (2,381)

41 – 50 (2,366)

51 – 65 (1,762)

65 and older (28)
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University
education
61 %
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12 %
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private business cannot be seen as a sustainable form
of co-operation between the state and the private sec-
tor. The state should make sure that good civil serv-
ants receive better salaries.

One of the main tasks of public administration
reform in Latvia is the creation of a modern civil serv-
ice, which would be professional, independent of
political parties, and responsible for the implementa-
tion of state policy. The government, which is made
up of politicians, changes, but civil servants remain,
accumulating experience and skills. They guarantee
the continuity of the state. At present, such a civil
service is only in the process of emerging. The Euro-
pean Commission’s Opinion on Latvia also points to
the need to speed up public administration reform.

An important future goal of civil service reform
is strengthening administrative capacity to effectively
implement policy and to introduce and implement
EU law. However, enhancing the civil service’s ac-
countability to the public is equally important. There-
fore, the activities of the civil service must be trans-
parent; the public must be able to find out the number
of civil servants, the amount of resources available to
them and the size of associated expenses; and stand-
ards for serving the public must be established and
implemented.

The process of public administration reform
should help develop co-operation between society
and the state. This could take place through the es-
tablishment of consultative councils, the transfer of
appropriate functions from the state to the private
sector and social organizations, and the observation
of the principles of transparency in the workings of
government agencies. In this sense, the civil service’s
new approach, “facing society,” corresponds to the
positive developments and the decentralization of the
work of local governments, which have already been
discussed, and the growing role of non-governmen-
tal organizations, which will be analyzed later. At
present the delegation of state functions to the non-
governmental sector has only begun. However, the
Regulations on the Delegation of the Functions of the
State Administration to Authorized Institutions,
adopted in 1998, are a good start.

However, in the process of reforming the civil serv-
ice, these regulations should be implemented with care
so as to avoid the wholesale exclusion of various state
agencies from the civil service system. As already men-
tioned, when whole agencies leave the civil service sys-
tem due to salary restrictions, the situation becomes in-
creasingly unclear: How can these agencies use employ-
ment contracts to prevent conflicts of interest? What
are the rights of these agencies to make decisions on
behalf of the state? How can transparency of responsi-
bilities and salary levels be ensured? How can the qual-
ity of services for the population be guaranteed?

The education and training of civil servants are
important issues. 24 training centres for civil serv-
ants were established in 1994, of which 14 are located
in R¥ga and 10 in other cities. A training programme
has been developed for civil servants, including vari-
ous courses in management, economics, personal
skills, legislation, and information technology. Around
10,000 civil servants have attended these courses.

Quality control for civil servants has also been
introduced. If a candidate civil servant commits an
infraction, disciplinary proceedings are begun and the
case examined either by the relevant government
agency or by the State Civil Service Administration.
From 1 January 1995 to 1 July 1998 a total of 1,703
disciplinary proceedings were instituted and 1,506
penalties imposed. The most common types of misde-
meanours involve failure to perform one’s duties — 928
disciplinary actions; insufficient control of one’s sub-
ordinates’ work — 128 disciplinary actions; and over-
stepping one’s jurisdiction — 108 disciplinary actions.
Complaints involving formalistic attitudes towards cli-
ents, impoliteness, and intolerance have also been re-
viewed. However, these cases are comparatively rare.
People who experience these problems do not always
report them because they do not know where to turn
in such instances or how to lodge a complaint.

Latvia should establish an independent, quasi-
judicial institution where inhabitants could turn with
complaints or suggestions about the work of govern-
ment agencies. This institution could be modelled on
the ombudsman, an institution popular in the Nordic
countries. However, in Latvia’s case such an institu-
tion would not only have to be established by law, but
also by tradition. The authority of an ombudsman will
not develop all by itself. The development of this type
of institution could be begun by encouraging wide-
spread discussions in society about the draft Law on
Administrative Procedure.

Despite these difficulties, a trustworthy, profes-
sional, and stable civil service, with professional and
motivated employees who demonstrate the desire and
ability to work in the interests of the citizens and the
state and to defend state interests during the process
of European integration, is developing in Latvia.

Non-Governmental Organizations

as the Link between the Individual,

the State, and the Private Sector

The Latvia Human Development Report
1996 analyzed the consolidation of civil society. Non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), along with free
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At the beginning of September 1998 there were
3,698 public organizations and 532 not-for-profit limited
liability companies registered in Latvia.

An analysis completed at the beginning of 1997 of
non-governmental organizations by location showed that
71.8% of them were located in R¥ga. In a year and a half,
the number of organizations registered outside R¥ga has
increased substantially, currently accounting for 60% of
all the organizations registered in Latvia. One of the rea-

NGO Development in Latvia:

Quantitative Indicators, Major Activities, Rural and Urban NGOs

NGOs by Place of Registration

Data from the NGO Department of the Company Register

sons for this increase is the special support shown by
the NGO Center and by donor organizations for NGOs in
the countryside.

The main activities of NGOs are social work, sup-
port for education, culture and recreation, the protection
of interests and legal rights, democratization, and envi-
ronmental protection. It is difficult to categorize these

organizations as operating strictly in one sphere, because
the objectives of many of the NGOs include not only pro-
tecting and providing assistance to the socially disadvan-
taged, but also informing the public. The largest number
of NGOs is involved in compensating for the absence of
social policies, providing assistance to the impoverished
and to socially vulnerable groups: the disabled, disabled
children, families with many children, single-parent fami-
lies, orphans, pensioners, and the unemployed.

With the support of the Danish
government, the NGO Center was
formed in 1996 to support the devel-
opment and consolidation of the
third sector in Latvia. At present the
operation of the Center is financed
mainly by the Danish government,
the United Nations Development
Programme, and the Soros Founda-
tion – Latvia. The NGO Center col-
laborates with all non-governmental
organizations, offering educational
opportunities, financial support, con-
sultations, and technical advice. Cur-
rently, more than 700 organizations
have registered as users of its re-
sources. The majority of them oper-
ate in the social sphere, as well as in
education and in public interest ad-
vocacy.

Along with these services, the NGO Center partici-
pates in drafting legislation and informing the public
about non-governmental organizations, facilitates co-
operation between the third sector, the state, and local
governments, oversees various financial support pro-
grammes for non-governmental organizations, and pro-
motes volunteer work.

R¥ga (1,360)

37 %

R¥ga district (115)

3 %

Elsewhere in

Latvia

(2,223)

60 %

and responsible individuals, are the foundation of civil
society. People’s participation in NGOs is voluntary
and is not directly dependent upon state or political
power. By uniting in organizations on the basis of
collective interests, ideas, and values, people bring
everyday democracy to life. They are better able to
resolve their common problems and take advantage
of their right to participate in decision making and
the governance of society. Therefore NGOs should
be considered an important resource for human de-
velopment.

NGO involvement has great significance in ar-
eas where state institutions lack resources or estab-
lished systems, and where the private sector is not
presently active, for example, in adult education,
environmental protection, human rights, providing
assistance to vulnerable groups, and the populariza-
tion of cultural values. The large number of organi-
zations active in the social sphere in Latvia have made
a significant contribution to alleviating social stress
among society’s vulnerable groups. NGOs often pro-
vide these services at lesser cost than state institutions

±ox 2.4
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The Pensioners’ Social Assistance Fund of the City
of Talsi was founded in June 1996. At present there are
80 members, a board, an internal audit committee, 65
home-visitors for pensioners, medical personnel, a librar-
ian, and a lawyer. The Fund’s activities are aimed at the
reintegration of pensioners and disabled people into so-
ciety. At the moment pensioners make up 37% of the city’s
population and a large number of them are needy - many
are forced to do without medical services, cultural ac-
tivities, and other needs.

In order to limit social stress and to help pensioners
and the disabled, the Fund is active in four main areas:

1. Health care programme. Three doctors, two
nurses, and one massage therapist work for the Fund
and provide services for pensioners free of charge. Me-
dicinal supplies and glasses are regularly requested and
provided both by Latvian and foreign sponsors and are
distributed free of charge. A psychotherapist has begun
to work for the Fund. A trainer from the Talsi Sport Hall
leads a health exercise programme on a volunteer basis.

2. Sports activities programme. In the summer, com-
petitions are organized near Lake Usma, tourist excur-
sions are organized in the spring and fall, and parlour
game competitions are organized on a monthly basis.

3. Cultural programme. The Fund organizes excur-
sions around Latvia, trips to the theatres in Riga, and
meetings to exchange experiences with other pensioner
associations. Transportation for these trips is paid for
by sponsors. Berry picking and mushroom gathering trips
are also offered free of charge. Exhibits of handicrafts,

paintings, and flowers as well as pensioner parties take
place at the Fund, which also has its own reading room
with newspapers and a library with over 600 books. Lec-
tures and meetings with local deputies and members of
parliament also take place.

4. Social programme. Visits and help are provided
for pensioners at home. The city is divided into 64 zones
and someone is assigned to each zone to report on pen-
sioner needs and problems. A register of pensioners has
been established, particularly noting those who cannot
walk, who are living alone, and who are disabled.

The Fund co-operates with the Talsi Pensioner As-
sociation, the Disabled People’s Association, various pen-
sioner associations from other rural districts and regions,
the Talsi Adult Education Society, the Talsi branch of the
Rainis and Aspazija Fund, and the Talsi Music School. At
the beginning of 1998 the Fund became an associated
member of the Association of Social and Health Care Or-
ganizations. The Fund has good co-operative ties with
the Talsi City Council, which provides both material and
moral support. Funding has been secured from the City
Council, local businesses, the NGO Center, and the
Queen Juliana Fund of the Netherlands. A project pro-
posal has been submitted to the PHARE programme. Last
year information about the Fund was published 27 times
in the local newspaper Talsu Vïstis, once in Kurzemes
Ekspresis, and once in Diena (a national daily). Thanks
to its activities and widespread contacts, there is a good
chance that the Fund will become the core of the Talsi
Non-Governmental Organization Support Center.

One Non-Governmental Organization’s Co-operation

with Local Governments, Other NGOs, and the Private Sector

and they often use resources which are not available
to the state: grants from foundations, donations, and
volunteer work.

The development of non-governmental organi-
zations over the past years is reflected in Box 2.4.
Two main laws regulate the work of NGOs: the Law
on Public Organizations and Their Associations and
the Law on Not-For-Profit Organizations. A step to-
ward enhancing the role of non-governmental organi-
zations is the aforementioned Cabinet of Ministers’
Regulations on the Delegation of the Functions of the
State Administration to Authorized Institutions, which
opens the door for non-governmental organizations
to become involved in the process of governance.
These regulations allow for the delegation of func-
tions to occur on the initiative of either public or pri-
vate institutions, based on submitted suggestions. This
means that non-governmental organizations have
increased opportunities to prepare recommendations
on the delegation of definite functions and to submit

them to the relevant government agencies so that the
most appropriate solutions can be achieved through
dialogue. Discussion about such dialogue and co-
operation should be encouraged and best practices
disseminated.

As the experience of the last few years has
shown, associations and coalitions of non-governmen-
tal organizations are being formed geographically (on
the district and regional level) and functionally (on
the basis of co-operation to reach common goals).
Local governments, government agencies, the me-
dia, international organizations, and private busi-
nesses also take part in this co-operation (see Box 2.5).

However, stable collaboration in a wide range
of areas between NGOs, local governments, and state
institutions does not yet exist. There are only isolated
examples of such collaboration, because the delega-
tion of functions is accompanied by such crucial is-
sues as the granting of money to fulfill these func-
tions, the readiness of the organizations to assume

±ox 2.5
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What People Know about Non-Governmental Organizations
(percentage of respondents)

Know a fair amount

5 %

Know a great deal

1 %

Know nothing

44 %

Know fairly little

20 %

Know very little

25 % Hard to say

5 %

these functions, and the confidence of state institu-
tions in the capabilities of non-governmental organi-
zations. It seems that in order to find the most effec-
tive organization for the performance of a specific
assignment, the only method is to advertise it as an
open tender.

The further development of the third sector re-
quires the expansion of its financial base. This could
be promoted by the enactment of the Law on Char-
ity, which defines the applicability of tax deductions
to donations. This would stimulate financial support
from the private sector for various NGO initiatives.

At present the three most important factors hin-
dering NGO development are: the restrictions on who
is allowed to found public organizations; the restric-
tions on the number of salaried employees an NGO
can have; and the restrictions on annual turnover.
The draft amendments to the Law on Public Organi-
zations are intended to lift these restrictions.  Another
factor hindering the work of non-governmental or-
ganizations is their limited access to information on a
range of questions, including parliamentary and Cabi-
net agendas, the priorities of government ministries,
potential co-operation with ministries (e.g., in devel-
oping legislation, participating in committees, delegat-
ing competencies), budget expenditures, as well as
on local government plans and the possibilities for
the public to participate in their design and imple-
mentation.

 At the NGO Forums which took place in 1998

in the cities of Rïzekne, Kuld¥ga, Cïsis, Jelgava and
R¥ga, another limitation on NGO activities mentioned
was the limited opportunity to obtain financing for
administrative expenses and the insufficient profes-
sionalism of NGO managers and members. It was
also asserted that in many areas NGO activities are
limited by the lack of communication and co-ordina-
tion. Forum participants expressed the opinion that
NGOs are held back by that the population’s low
standard of living, apathy toward volunteer work, lack
of information and human resources (education, ini-
tiative, management skills, creative approach), and
the mass media’s lack of competence in reporting on
the NGO sector.

Despite an increase in NGO activity and their
contacts with national and local government agen-
cies, the general public is poorly informed about the
third sector and these organizations have low name
recognition (see Figure 2.2). Only 6% of Latvia’s popu-
lation are well informed about NGOs, and these are
mainly people who belong to such an organization.
The rest of society is far less well informed and only
every fifth inhabitant of Latvia is aware of the activi-
ties NGOs are involved in and problems they are
helping to solve.

Research conducted on NGOs reveals that the
reasons for participating in these organizations are
quite varied and this participation has benefits that
strengthen civil society. The people who become in-
volved with NGOs are usually socially active. A com-

 ∏igure 2.2
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mon reason for participation is a sense of mission —
people feel they have a responsibility, or duty, or sim-
ply the ability to solve their own and others’ prob-
lems and improve their surroundings. Participation
also promotes solidarity — a desire to help people with
similar problems. Another noteworthy motivation is
the need for contact with like-minded people and for
moral support, as well as the opportunity to spend
time in an interesting way, learning new things and
gaining experience and contacts.

Focus group discussions with people who have
been active in an NGO for a significant period of
time revealed the following benefits of participation:

● By working in NGOs people have achieved
many concrete goals and either solved or diminished
concrete problems;

● Participation in NGOs has increased self-con-
fidence, belief in one’s ability to solve problems and
improve one’s situation;

● Participation has fostered practical skills that
have been helpful for the further resolution of other
problems, for example, finding work;

● Participation has increased political trust and
faith in people’s ability to influence politics; it has
placed former exaggerated beliefs in the significance
of an authoritarian leader in perspective;

● Participation in NGOs has expanded people’s
social networks; they have a better understanding of
the opportunities that co-operation presents, thus re-
lying less on individual leaders;

● Dissatisfaction with the work of government
agencies and civil servants is accompanied by a con-
structive attitude toward the state; people become
convinced that social organizations can co-operate
with local governments, government agencies, me-
dia, and private businesses;

● Organization members have become ac-
quainted with a variety of people, thus increasing their
tolerance toward different opinions, and have en-
hanced their discussion and debating skills.

Conclusions and Recommendations

It should be stressed that the population’s dis-
satisfaction and passivity is accompanied by the par-
allel development of positive relations with the state.
There are a number of ways in which this positive
experience is developing in Latvia: power is decen-
tralized and brought closer to the people; the popu-
lation is involved in decision making; ties between
local government and the population are strength-
ened; the services offered by government agencies
and the civil service are adapted to the needs of the
people; people get involved in non-governmental or-

ganizations and local initiatives. Even though this store
of knowledge is still fragmentary, it nevertheless en-
hances society’s ability to organize itself, people’s self-
respect, and confidence in the state. More should be
done to popularize such positive examples. Herein
lies the hope of ending the transition period, which
would mean the achievement of a balance between
the individual and the state, between the state and
civil society, and the growing predominance of posi-
tive attitudes. This would allow people to view the
state as their ally during their working years and the
guarantor of their security in old age.

From the perspective of sustainable human de-
velopment, it is crucial that the vertical ties between
the individual and the state are balanced by the hori-
zontal ties that are formed between members of soci-
ety. If these horizontal ties do not develop, the verti-
cal ones are also weakened, as they require some
source from which to draw their strength. This can
be provided by civil society, which is formed by the
voluntary participation of people in various groups
and associations. By participating in such groups,
people are able not only to solve problems together,
but also to become convinced that their own choices
determine the course of their lives. Safeguarded by
the state, civil society can organize itself, join together,
and solve many problems on its own.

Poverty in Latvia is one of the most painful prob-
lems hindering human development. Based on recent
research into this phenomenon and on an evaluation
of its social causes and consequences, an anti-poverty
programme must be prepared as quickly as possible.

The use of various words must be more specifi-
cally defined, beginning with the word state, which is
often used very loosely to describe the entire public
sector. It is also necessary to define the terms state ad-
ministrative functions and services.

Future reforms of the civil service should include
the transfer to NGOs or to the private sector of those
functions for which they are better suited than the
state. The functions of civil servants and of state insti-
tutions, as well as standards of responsibility and qual-
ity should be more clearly defined.

Clear procedures for conducting business with
the public should be drawn up for national and local
institutions. By means of appropriate publicity cam-
paigns, the public must be informed about how to
handle their relations with the state; about the rules
and procedures relevant to various questions; about
their duties; and about the services they can expect
from civil servants. Standards defining the quality of
service should be drawn up and made known to both
civil servants and the public. Surveys must be con-
ducted regularly to measure the public’s satisfaction
with the work of local governments and government
agencies and to get better feedback from society.
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Latvia should establish an independent, quasi-
judicial institution where inhabitants could turn with
complaints or suggestions about the work of govern-
ment agencies. This institution could be modelled on
the ombudsman, an institution popular in the Nordic
countries. However, in Latvia’s case such an institu-
tion would not only have to be established by law, but
also by tradition. The authority of an ombudsman will
not develop all by itself. The development of this type
of institution could be begun by encouraging wide-
spread discussions in society about the draft Law on
Administrative Procedure.

A new system for remunerating civil servants
should be developed in order to attract highly quali-
fied professionals to the civil service and to make them
more performance oriented. To achieve this, the level
of remuneration should be tied to performance and
results. At the same time, the unified system of wages
for institutions funded by the budget, which is cur-
rently being reintroduced, must be actively opposed.

In the process of reforming the civil service, the
Regulations on the Delegation of the Functions of the
State Administration to Authorized Institutions, issued
by the Cabinet of Ministers, should be implemented
with care. Active measures should be taken to avoid
the wholesale exclusion of various state agencies from
the civil service system. As whole agencies leave the
civil service system due to salary restrictions, the situ-
ation becomes increasingly unclear: How can these
agencies use employment contracts to prevent con-
flicts of interest? What are the rights of these agen-
cies to make decisions on behalf of the state? How
can transparency of responsibilities and salary levels
be ensured? How can the quality of services for the
population be guaranteed?

The Bureau of Public Administration Reform
should conduct special studies into the delegation of
functions to determine whether they take place at the
initiative of the state or of the relevant NGO. The
results of these studies should be made public, so that
society can evaluate the state’s policies with regard
to the NGO sector.

Local governments should actively co-operate
with the national government in developing every
level of local government into a “one stop” agency.
The development of these centres should be co-fi-
nanced from the state budget, and local governments
should be more active in informing local residents
about the opportunities offered by such centres.

The Law on the Organization of the Cabinet of
Ministers should be improved by making the partici-
pation of NGOs and the private sector in the draft-
ing of legislation and regulations obligatory. There
should be well-defined procedures for consulting
these organizations and allowing any organization to
follow and participate in the development of draft

laws and regulations.
Procedures and institutions should be estab-

lished allowing NGOs to participate in the negotia-
tions on joining the EU.

When considering the challenges of reducing
poverty, female unemployment, and other acute so-
cial problems, active discussions should be promoted
in society about a system of social economics based on
self-activization, self-help, and the mutual provision
of services by non-governmental organizations and
social groups. The goal of such a discussion would be
to determine guidelines for state policy with regard
to the NGO sector. An analogous process is currently
taking place in the European Union: for the first time
the EU is developing a policy on relations with the
NGO sector, to be laid out in the White Paper on
Social Economy.

The laws regulating NGO activities should be
optimized, a process which should not be limited to
the drafting of a law regulating charitable contribu-
tions. NGOs should be legally classified according
to: 1) whether they are associations, or foundations
handling financial resources; and 2) whether they are
public benefit organizations or mutual benefit organi-
zations. At present it is not possible to change the
system of taxation to the benefit of NGOs because
the Ministry of Finance cannot differentiate between
those organizations which should be entitled to tax
benefits and those which should not.

To promote the financial sustainability of NGOs,
studies (including pilot projects) should be done on
the feasibility of establishing public trust funds, which
could be funded by NGOs, individuals, and busi-
nesses. In other countries this sort of fund allows
NGOs to finance their activities from the interest on
their investments. Foundations and NGOs quite of-
ten support their activities at least in part by building
up an endowment, and this is the normal route to the
financial independence of this sector. This is critically
important for Latvia, as the current largest donors to
the sector — UNDP and the Soros Foundation — Latvia
— cannot continue their financial contributions indefi-
nitely. Therefore, the following questions should be
actively studied: whether current legislation allows
for the formation of such funds, what are the barriers
to their formation, and what is the attitude of poten-
tial donors in the private sector.

Positive examples of NGO activity should he
popularized and new ways should be sought to pass
on best practices. One effort in this direction is a joint
project of the Union of Local Self-Governments and
the NGO Center, aimed at collecting and publiciz-
ing such examples by co-operating with the press,
radio, and television, by organizing little “market-
places of ideas,” and by joint public relations activi-
ties and conferences.
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