Introduction


Open and Responsible Policy as a Condition Precedent to Human Development





The publication Latvia. Human Development Report 2000/ 2001 addresses policy analysis and advances two main questions: is policy in Latvia sufficiently targeted to the goals of human development and what policy improvements are needed to better advance human development.





The purpose of the Report is to analyse the political process in Latvia and with the help of such analysis and recommendations make a contribution to the practical improvement of policy at different levels of governance - the Saeima, the Government, Ministries, local governments and non-governmental organizations.





There are different reasons for bringing policy issues to the center of attention.


The democratic experience must be assessed.


The technological and public responsibility of policy must be co-ordinated.


Mechanisms of power and public responsibility must be examined.


The moral and civil grounds of policy must be examined.


The tendencies of individualism must be co-ordinated with the common interests of society.


The efficacy of policy must be improved.


New agents are entering politics, the community of policy developers is expanding.





In Latvia the public more and strongly demand policy that is honest, responsible, transparent and respects the interests of different groups and social strata.


In Latvia the issue how to improve relations between the executive power and the public in order that it may not be formal and alienated but based on mutual trust and dialogue, is crucial.





Never before has the efficacy of policy been so important to human development in Latvia as at present. It has become obvious that it is the shortcomings of policy rather than lack of funds that often become the main obstruction to human development.





More and more actively new political agents - citizens’ initiative groups, non-governmental organizations, sector and professional organizations, policy analysts, active individuals - enter the Latvian political system next to the traditional centres of power - legislative power, executive power, judicial power, central Government and local governments.





The very essence of policy finds public expression in the mutual contact among individuals, groups and institutions, when these various agents search for the best mutually acceptable solutions, voicing their diverse desires and aspirations.


Open policy is the most suitable form of governance for a civil society, because it develops conditions where the people themselves may decide issues important to their lives.





In the opinion of the authors of the Report, policy is not a phenomenon alienated from the individual, it is the involvement of people in deciding issues of importance to them at all levels of governance.





Policy may be defined as involvement of the people in shaping conditions of their lives by involving themselves in decision-making.





Democracy best ensures representation of individual and common interests and mutually acceptable solutions, because democracy provides opportunities for all interests to be heard.





The Report especially emphasizes the idea of involvement.


In order to achieve the goals of human development, involvement in decision-making is necessary at all levels of governance - at one’s place of domicile, at the national level. Without involvement in politics it is not possible to bring human concerns and needs to the center of political attention.





Tenants’ associations, community and urban micro-area development organizations, rural partnerships and parents’ committees, are examples confirming the need for mutual augmenting of individual and public interests and the possibility of common action in different micro-environments.





The publication Latvia. Human Development Report 2000/2001 encourages the implementation of a democratic, responsible, competent and open policy in Latvia.


Only policy drafted and implemented involving political parties, Government institutions, non-governmental organizations, interest groups, professional associations, independent experts and other political agents, can best further human development.


The general aim of policy is a consummate public involvement in all social processes. This permits them to be the true determinants of development.
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Chapter 1.


Public Policy and Human Development





Public policy in Latvia shows a strong tendency of concealment and lack of public responsibility.





Only every tenth resident, Saeima deputy or local government leader agrees that Latvia is a country where the public support politicians and politicians are answerable to the public.





A very small part of the population (15% of respondents) and local government leaders (21% of respondents) believe that important decisions passed in Latvia serve the interests of the majority of the population of Latvia. Not even all the legislators are certain of it (57% of those polled) and even less so high ranking civil servants (44% of those polled).


Concerning the work of the Saeima, the Government, Ministries and institutions under their supervisions, and local governments, different groups of respondents - Parliamentary deputies, Ministry staff, local government leaders and the public - give the highest rating to competence in decision-making, but the lowest rating systematically goes to transparency of decision-making in theses institutions. Only about 1/5 of polled Parliamentarians believe that decision-making in Government and Ministries is transparent.





The total answers of Saeima deputies and other political experts indicate five main shortcomings in deciding important political issues:


Party dependence on economic consortia


Insufficient competence of politicians


Party and politicians’ interests dominating over national interests


Low public involvement


Corruption.





There are certain issues where decision-making tends to be closed. As a rule they are important issues of economic policies, affecting the interests of large business and corporate consortia.





The nucleus of closed policy is made up of tripartite relations - business consortia (party financiers), political leaders and the so-called grey cardinals.  Such relations ensure the dominance of interests of party financiers in political decisions and frequently also the satisfaction of the hidden interests of involved politicians.





The public do not quite believe in their ability to influence policy. The majority of the population place little trusts in the institutions, which they consider influential decision-makers. Less than a fifth of those polled trust the Saeima, Cabinet of Ministers and political parties.


The low level of public trust in Government institutions is related to the fact that people are not certain that the decisions taken by these institutions will be competent, honest and fair.





The public accuse politicians of egotism and selfishness, but civil servants of bureaucracy and arrogance. Civil servants and local government leaders for their part accuse politicians of the same shortcomings as the public: egotism, economic vulnerability, representation of narrow interests.





Low political trust is also related to low self-assessment of political agents and lack of faith in their opportunity to improve policy. This vicious circle may be overcome by consistently practising procedures of openness and extensive involvement in politics.


Of all political agents, Saeima deputies, Directors of Departments of Ministries and local government leaders trust professional experts the most.





Public attitude to closed policy in Latvia is negative, and the majority of the population, Saeima deputies, local government leaders and civil servants  favour open, competent, responsible and honest policy.





By co-operation of a number of Ministries (Welfare, Economy, Agriculture, Transport, Environmental Protection and Regional Development) with sector associations and non-governmental organizations, a successful decision-making practice is developing, based on joint drafting of laws.





Recommendations





Politicians must work more closely with the public, must talk to professional associations and interest groups. The public must be involved in the making and implementing of decisions.





Policy would become more open and transparent if the responsibility of politicians were increased, requiring them to answer to the public on their actions, declare their finances, declare political lobbying, and generally achieving a situation where, in the event of violations, politicians and appointed officials resign or are recalled from their posts.





Open policy would also be furthered if political parties were to be financed from the National Budget, because that would reduce the presently considerable dependency of the parties on business consortia and sponsors.





While the issue of party financing from the National Budget  has not been resolved, the parties themselves must take much more responsibility to ensure the transparency of their financing.





It must be ensured that social groups, such as urban and rural residents, have equal opportunity to access information on draft decisions and laws.


Qualified policy analysis and studies must be used more effectively in drafting and implementing policy. To this end, independent policy analysis institutes must be strengthened in Latvia.





In the interests of rural and regional development, establishment of such partnerships must be supported where the local governments of small communities and towns, rural support institutions, NGOs and private organizations work together to develop and implement district and regional development strategies.


In order to accelerate rural and regional development, community Funds should be established, to which funds are contributed by the Government, local governments, businesses and private persons. 
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Chapter 2.


The Public Policy Process





The most influential political decision-makers in Latvia are the Cabinet of Ministers, the Saeima, leaders of business consortia, leaders of political parties, the grey cardinals and the media.





The most effective channels of political influence are closed, and for the most part they are linked to payment of large amounts of money and personal contacts.





The political agenda of political parties and the Government is very different from that of the public. This promotes alienation from the powers of governance and lack of trust in it.


International organizations, especially the European Union, like no other political agent, have extensive institutional opportunities to influence the agenda of the Latvian Government





In the process of privatization acerbic conflicts between political and elite economic groups can be observed. The public has practically no opportunity to influence this extremely important process. An exception is the privatization of Latvenergo which was stopped by the results of the signature gathering campaign.





The public does have institutional opportunities to contribute to decision-making, however, these opportunities are rarely used because the public do not trust politicians and do not believe in their own powers, besides they lack specific knowledge, skills and information.





Although the Saeima is considered to be an excellent forum for discussion, in actual fact there is little discussion. Furthermore, recommendations of the opposition are most often rejected without looking into the essence of matters.





The period of rule of Governments is rather short and this endangers the continuity and conceptuality of decisions.





One of the problematic signs of decision-making in Government is the lack of horizontal co-ordination: Ministries do not sufficiently co-ordinate determining of priorities and drafting of laws.





It is quite complicated for the public to influence Government decision-making because of a lack of appropriate institutional mechanisms. Furthermore, the influence of various consultative councils and social partners is limited.





Local governments are not aware of Government or Saeima  support, nor do they see broad opportunities to work with the public, a fact which has promoted “encapsulation” of local governments. Local government activities are also restricted by the incomplete administrative territorial and regional reform.





Local government funds are insufficient for the performance of functions entrusted to them. However, local governments could increase the efficiency of use of funds at their disposal.





In local governments their leaders have much influence. Decisions of local governments may also be significantly influenced by local business people, a fact which, linked to the influence of local government leaders, reduces transparency in decision-making and creates threats of corruption.





During recent years considerable progress has taken place in the area of administrative openness in Latvia. The open information law has been passed. More and more officials are aware that the public is entitled to demand from Government institutions all information to which access is not restricted by law.





It can hardly be noticed that in recent years the openness in debating and passing of important drafts of political decisions (open policy) has increased. The average resident of Latvia lacks complete, reliable and correct information on financing of political parties, origin of property owned by high ranking Government officials, on important interests and arguments in relationships of political powers.





It is characteristic in Latvia that involvement is often massive, of the campaign type and short lived. On the other hand, average political involvement (except Saeima and municipal elections) by the public in Latvia is very low.





Political decisions in Latvia are often made without sufficient analysis of the situation and possible consequences of the decisions.





Recommendations





In order to have drafting and adopting of decisions change for the better, dependency of parties elected to the Saeima on narrow interests must be reduced.





An atmosphere of mutual trust would be promoted by listening to and debating the views of the opposition in Saeima.





Strengthening the capacity of the Parliament to analyze by providing each faction with additional financial resources or even establishing a specific analysis service would increase the importance of Saeima in decision-making.





Increased efficacy of Government decisions could be achieved by reducing the work load of the Cabinet of Ministers by delegating the deciding of less important technical issues to Ministries. This would considerably strengthen the role of strategic leadership of the Cabinet of Ministers.





A more intensive involvement of independent experts in drafting decisions would provide an opportunity to extend the list of alternative solutions and promote public involvement in decision-making.





Increased public involvement in decision-making would also be achieved by the fact that drafting of decisions would become more transparent already at the Ministry level. It would be desirable to establish a register of draft decisions, accessible to the public, where documents could be examined before they are announced at the meeting of State secretaries.





Strict and correct application of normative acts guaranteeing the public the right to information should be enforced in all Government and local government institutions.


In order for local governments to achieve a long term perspective, it is necessary to complete the administrative territorial and regional reform as soon as possible, but considerately and unhurriedly. It is very important to ensure a more effective use of allocated funds.
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Chapter 3. Involvement Entering Public Policy





Only about 5 - 7% of the population of Latvia become actively and deliberately involved in policy development.





The most popular form of involvement in Latvia are voting activities - taking part in the election of Saeima and local governments and referendums. The number of respondents taking advantage of long term and regular forms of involvement is much smaller.





According to the data of various studies, only 1 - 2% of the population of Latvia are active in parties, although they are influential in politics.





Good normative mechanisms for involvement exist in Latvia, but there is a lack of knowledge and experience for employing the knowledge. People active in public life admit that they are satisfied with the opportunities for involvement provided in normative acts, but they find it difficult to take advantage of the opportunities.





The means of influence at the disposal of the public are often not strong enough for the public to truly realize their interests. The law on access to information does not solve situations when an institutions refuses to give information.





In democratic countries judicial power is an important instrument of co-operation in deciding important issues and realizing public interests. However, NGOs in Latvia consider defending public interests in Courts an expensive, time consuming and often ineffective exercise.





The financial basis of NGOs in Latvia is not diverse and as a rule each organization relies on only one or two sources of funding. As a whole, there are few NGOs which are financially secure, they exist mainly from one project to the next.





Most donors support specific projects and events. Therefore organizations with long term goals of action and targeted to defending a broad spectrum of public interests and exercising the role of watchdogs, find it difficult to attract local funding.





NGOs is an area where Latvians and other nationals are equally active.





Organizations with long experience indicate that their activities experienced a jump. At first their activities were related mostly to providing information and education. Now at the center of attention is influencing policy and defending interests.





The media in Latvia more and more effectively watch the work of Government institutions, but they are only dimly aware of their role in policy development and, according to public assessment, exercise it hardly at all.





Recommendations





A good normative base has been established defining public rights. It is now necessary to provide guarantees and mechanisms to implement those rights.





For the public to enter politics and become involved, four points need to be addressed:


achieve a situation where Government structures accommodate the public;


strengthen public capacity to become involved;


improve mechanisms of public monitoring;


promote co-operation among NGOs in defending public interests.





Government structures must provide mechanisms for true co-operation targeted to hearing public interests and reporting on decision-making.





Another way to have the public enter and become involved in politics is to strengthen public capacity for involvement. This can be achieved by educating the public in civil procedures.





Government support must be given to the very basis of involvement - NGOs. This support must be both financial and moral.





The Government must establish a clear tax policy with regard to NGOs.





When organizations handle donated funds for the purpose of public goals, they should not be taxed. At present NGOs share any funds they have attracted with the Government.





The Government must promote philanthropy by providing favourable conditions for donations and endowments - tax relief and promoting establishment of public Funds.





A necessary step is to evaluate the present experience of co-operation between the Government and NGOs. Experience provided by delegating functions of governance to NGOs has still not been adequately assessed.





More unified and targeted working methods in defending public rights. could be recommended to NGOs. Much can be achieved by finding potential interest groups and working with them.





Of the NGOs, the most influence in policy development belongs to experts and professional organizations. This potential must be activated and supported.
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Chapter 4.


Capacity of Institutions of the Administration in the Context of Human Development. Involvement entering Public Policy





In Latvia administrative capacity at the level of central and local governance does not develop equally rapidly or successfully. In certain aspects much higher capacity has been achieved at the central level than at the local level, for example, regarding access to information, internal audit and procedures for ensuring public responsibility, and a common training system.





The present capacity of the central institutions in Latvia is insufficient for Latvia to join the EU or to overcome the obstacles of the period of transition and develop an up-to-date, rule of law, autonomous democracy.





The polled Directors of Departments of Ministries mentioned the general lack of co-ordination as one of the most important problems in developing effective policy.





Independent expertise is an important part of policy development. In analyzing the policy development processes in Latvia, it becomes clear that only rarely such expertise is officially invited.





Several experts, when considering the situation of political analysis in Latvia, have concluded that the level of policy analysis in Latvia is quite low, although there are some exceptions.





For many people the local government is the closest and thus the best known and understood level of governance.





Local governments are not equally  divided according to the volume of population and very large and very small local governments exist side by side, furthermore, the percentage of the latter is especially high. The size of the local government often determines available resources and ability to act effectively.





A number of potential risks exist, endangering the efficacy and democracy of governance in local governments.


Limited political options


Presence of personal sympathies and antipathies in governance;


Lack of human resources in governance;


Weaknesses in administrative procedures;


Insufficiency of financial resources.





As a whole, the present democratic link between political agents at the local government level can be considered as being at the stage of searching and developing, or trial and error, and at present ineffective.





Recommendations





The processes of drafting and adopting the Budget must be linked to national strategic priorities and vision.





Agreement must be reached on the long term vision and priorities of national development, because only then goals of human development can be set, and achievement of these goals  monitored and assessed.





In order for the co-ordination of inter-sector policies to become more effective in reaching the goals of human development, the principle of team work must be strengthened in Ministries, unhealthy competition between Ministries must be eliminated and obstacles to co-operation among Ministries in the policy development process must be removed.





Government public relations mechanisms must be developed to increase transparency and political responsibility. To this end, not only the traditional media must be employed but also INTERNET and new technologies.





Annual reports of local governments, which are planned to be introduced, should observe the same principles as those of the annual reports of Ministries. Such reports would promote transparency of local government activities.





Necessary amendments must be made to the system of ordering national policy analysis, in order to learn from the studies ordered by Government institutions and ensure that priorities of policy analysis are considered in accordance with the priorities of the national policy.





Inter-ministry co-operation in studying inter-sector issues must be encouraged.





In order to improve in the near future the efficacy of public policy, consideration must be given to increasing the capacity of independent experts of policy analysis and independent political institutes.





The ability of these policy analysts and policy institutes to analyze specific action policies and anticipate their consequences must be increased,  applying cost-benefit analysis and also social “costs”.





Opportunities must be increased for studying specialists to obtain the necessary skills in policy analysis in the higher education system.





Public involvement in the decision-making by local governments must be considerably activated, especially in important issues related to community development and improvement of living conditions. This can be achieved by organizing public debates, involving groups of the civic society in decision-making and development planning, organizing partnerships of local governments, NGOs and business organizations.





In order that local governments may carry out their functions in accordance with present day requirements, one of the priority tasks is to increase the technical abilities of local governments.





One of the solutions for increasing the capacity of local governments, is to develop various models of local government co-operation, thus respecting the sovereignty of local governments and their choice to merge or retain present local government.
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Conclusion. Develop your civil affiliation yourself!





Politics in Latvia have good human resources and institutional framework but a low systematic capacity, namely, it is unable to implement effective policy in activities and as a whole and effectively steer it towards the goals of human development.





The Report takes the stand that policy in Latvia become open and responsible. It may become so if a number of conditions are met:


the law is observed;


information on draft decisions is accessible;


decisions are based on study of problems and action political analysis;


the public becomes involved in decision-making;


in their decision-making, politicians observe the principle that policy must be publicly responsible, fair and effective;


the public is informed of political decisions and solutions;


mechanisms exist for the public to protest decisions;


the public is involved in implementing policy;


there are many NGOs which not only provide social services but also defend interests;


politicians are answerable to the public;


policy is monitored and evaluated.





Policy does not belong to the State, the Parliament or the Government, it belongs to the entire civil society as a whole. Politicians merely manage that part of public interests which the people have entrusted to them as public issues.





Responsibility for human development cannot be expected from the Government and politicians alone. Individuals must themselves become involved in addressing social and political issues.





The individual him/herself is the one to shape policy. By becoming involved in politics, he/she confirms his/her civic affiliation.





Citizenship does not mean different colour passports but a consummate relationship with one’s country. It means that people are informed of decisions and they understand the principles of policy development. People are interested in becoming involved in social and political activities and do so.





The goal of democracy is not to develop the ideal society, but rather to expand the public space of freedom and responsibility where everyone has the right to act. This is only possible if the people themselves form an active civic community. 





Latvia has good conditions precedent for developing open, responsible and effective policy:


a high level of education of the people;


generally speaking, politicians and civil servants are competent and responsible and are aware of their mission;


the public is demanding more and more strongly that policy be targeted to public interest, that it be responsible, skilful, transparent, fair, honest and open to involvement;


a good institutional framework and legal base have been established for democratic policy;


there are good indicators of establishing systematic links and examples of co-operation between politicians, NGOs and Government institutions;


the number of NGOs and citizens’ groups actively involved or wishing to become involved in addressing public issues is on the increase.


new partners are becoming involved in developing public policy - NGOs, sector associations, public policy institutes, scientists, and others; there is a desire apparent among politicians and civil servants to improve policy and eliminate its present shortcomings; many politicians and Government institutions, for example, the State Secretariat, support attempts to make policy more and more open.
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Appendix. Summary of the Main Indicators of Human Development.





Human development is determined by the prosperity, education, health, physical and mental development of each individual.





In 1999  the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of Latvia increased by 1.1%, but in 2000 by 6.6%.





The per capita GDP in Latvia is relatively low - in 1999 it was Ls 1,603.00 per person.  In 1999 per capita GDP calculated in parity units of purchasing power was only 28% of the EU average.





There are considerable regional differences in the per capita GDP. For example, in the Riga region it is twice as high as that in the Latgale region.





In 1999, compared to 1990, actual income of the population had decreased more than two times.





Since 1996, when the purchasing power of the population was at its lowest, it has increased during the past three years by almost 4 percentage points.





In 1999 the average per capita household income, compared to the previous year, had grown by 3.9% The increase of consumer price index during that time was lower: 2.4%, thus the purchasing power of the population had increased by an average of 1.5%.





Household income in rural areas does not increase at the same rate as in urban areas. In 1999 it had increased by 5.5% in towns but had decreased by 0.9% in rural areas.





In 1999 inequality of income across the population had increased. The Gini coefficient in Latvia has increased steadily: in 1997 it was 0.31, in 1998 - 0.32, and in 1999 - 0.33. The Gini coefficient shows how equally the total prosperity of a country is distributed.





Society is becoming more and more stratified and is divided into the very rich, who are few in numbers, and those eking out a living or even are very poor.





20% of the poorer households have at their disposal 10.3%, but 20% of the wealthier households, 37% of the total income of all households.





In all households, the main priority is food costs (39%) and cost of housing and its maintenance (18%). The third priority is transport (7.6%). Expenditure for clothing and footwear has decreased by 2.2% and education by 1.7%.





In November 1999, 14.5% of employable people in Latvia were looking for work - 0.7% more than in November 1998. One of the main causes of unemployment is lack of experience presently demanded by employers. The highest number of unemployed is among young people, aged 15 - 19, 36.6% (November 1999).





The population of the country has decreased between the years 1990 and 1999  by more than 200,000.





In 1999 the total population of Latvia had decreased by 15,200: 13,400 by natural movement and 1,800 as a result of migration. 





At the same time as the rate of natural increase of the population has decreased, the direction of the migration processes, too, has changed: emigration has rapidly increased, exceeding immigration many times.





The total ageing process of the population has increased. The percentage of children and teens (0 - 14) of the total population has decreased from 22.8% at the beginning of 1990 to 17.8% at the beginning of 2000.





The death rate of men in practically all age groups is higher than that of women.





The most often encountered cause of death in Latvia are circulatory diseases. A fifth of the population consider their health to be bad or very bad.





Implementation of the health care reform is made difficult by insufficient financing. Budget funding for these purposes is a little more than 4% of the GDP, whereas in most European countries it is 6 - 9%.





One of the main problems of the educational system caused by the transition period of the country, is non-attendance at general education schools.





The level of education in Latvia is shown in the fact that according to the 2000 census, 12% of the population, beginning with the age of 7, have higher and 45% - intermediate education.





The percentage of the GDP of the total expenditure in the area of science has remained practically unchanged for several years, 0.51 - 0.49%.





Human development indicators show that positive trends have appeared in the intellectual area. Young people have a desire to add to their knowledge and obtain good education, which is a condition precedent for successful competition in the labour market.





In the Human Development Report in 2000 Latvia was in 63rd place among 174 countries according to the value of the human development index (0.771). Such a low place for Latvia is mainly determined by the per capita GDP, which in Latvia is much lower than that in developed countries.





The upward trend in economy in recent years has not significantly improved the welfare and living conditions of the population.
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What makes me proud in Latvia?


Quotes from texts of guests of the Report





“I am proud that music has not been totally forgotten. I can enjoy splendid musical events in the musical life of Latvia, such as the Opera and choral culture where Latvia has always existed and continues to develop.”





“For the first time in the history of the Baltic States the President is a woman of a strong political stature and her own views. By this step Latvia proved that in the matter of women’s role in society she is a step ahead of the other new democratic countries.”





“Business has become smarter and more and more often makes use of professional associations to manifest their stand on various issues related to the specific area of business.”





“In a positive way Latvia excels by being a country with a rich cultural heritage and a great cultural potential in the future.”





“I am proud of my people. Of those whose achievements far exceed the average criteria and permit them to shine, as well as of those I have casually passed.”





“I like it that Riga is being renewed and modernized at a rapid rate. The center of Riga is maintained clean and orderly. The parks of Riga and other cities are orderly and well kept.”





“I am proud that Latvia is a free country and want her to remain so in the future.”





“Latgale, although a region having the lowest economic indicators in Latvia, is the first to have a document of development complying with requirements of the EU - the Latgale regional development strategy.”





“A new trend can be observed - the regions looking for ways to work together. As political influence increases, the self confidence of regions also increases.”





“People always want to live better and that is good, but if we look back over recent years sufficiently self-critically, it must be admitted that we already live better.”





“I feel proud that modern technologies, all-encompassing projects are introduced into our every day life, and infrastructure is rapidly aligned.”


Executive Summary	                                  Latvia.  Human Development Report 2000/01
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