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3 May, 2005. The fifteenth anniversary of the adoption of the declaration 
«On the Restoration of Independence of the Republic of Latvia» by the Supreme Soviet 

of the Latvian SSR. Activists of the Russian community of Latvia protesting against 
division of Latvian population into citizens and «non-citizens». 
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Part One 

Latvian Supreme Council Decree ‘On the restoration 
of the rights of citizens and on the basic conditions 
of naturalisation’ and its political and legal impacts 

in the establishment of the Latvian state

Chapter 1 

Latvian Supreme Council Decree ‘On the 
restoration of the rights of citizens 

and on the basic conditions of naturalisation’

The August Coup in Moscow, 1991, and the subsequent recognition of Latvian 
independence by Russia on August 24, provided Latvian nationalist forces with 
an opportunity to stop holding back their radicalism and start acting decisively, 
expecting little to no resistance in the country or abroad. Most importantly, 
however, the ruling elite no longer considered the local national minorities as a 
group whose support was required. This was the underlying reason for the adoption 
of a Decree ‘On the restoration of the rights of citizens and on the basic conditions 
of naturalisation’ by the Latvian Supreme Council on October 15, 1991, at which 
point all residents of the Latvian Republic were divided into citizens and other 
residents, who after the termination of the Soviet Union in December 1991 became 
effectively stateless.1 This decree was adopted not only contrary to the promises 
made to national minorities during the Third Atmoda [Awakening] (1988 – 1991), 
but also contrary to international law, which states that the population of a defunct 
state has the right of option, i.e. a free choice of citizenship.2

The Decree started with a statement that «despite the occupation of the 
Latvian Republic on June 17, 1940, and the loss of state sovereign power, the 
totality of citizens of the Latvian Republic continues its existence, in accordance 
with the «Law on Citizenship» of the Latvian Republic from August 23, 1919».

The document then stated, «As a result of a prolonged illegal annexation, a 
large number of citizens of USSR have settled in Latvian territory, whose entry 
was not approved by any agreement between the Latvian Republic and the USSR.
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In order to eliminate the consequences of the occupation and annexation 
of Latvia by the USSR and restore the legal rights of citizens of the Latvian 
Republic, the Supreme Council of the Latvian Republic rules:

1. With regard to the citizens of the Latvian Republic, declare invalid from 
the moment of adoption the USSR Supreme Council Decree from September 
7, 1940, ‘On the procedure of acquisition of USSR citizenship by citizens of 
Lithuanian, Latvian and Estonian Soviet Socialist Republics».

2. Establish the following method of determining the existing body of 
citizens of the Latvian Republic: 

2.1. Persons belonging to a body of citizens of the Republic of Latvia and 
possessing citizenship of the Latvian Republic as of June 17, 1940, and their 
descendants residing in the Latvian Republic at the time of this Decree’s entry into 
force, will register before July 1, 1992, and receive passports of Latvian citizens in 
the manner prescribed by the Council of Ministers of the Latvian Republic.

2.2. Persons belonging to a body of citizens of the Republic of Latvia and 
possessing citizenship of the Latvian Republic as of June 17, 1940, and their 
descendants not residing in the Latvian Republic at the time of this Decree’s 
entry into force or possessing citizenship of other states, can at any time register 
and after presenting an expatriation permit receive passports of Latvian citizens 
in the manner prescribed by the Council of Ministers of the Latvian Republic.

2.3. Citizen of the Latvian Republic cannot simultaneously be a citizen or 
subject of another state.

3. Establish the following basic conditions of naturalisation:
3.1. Presidium of the Supreme Council of the Latvian Republic on the basis 

of the provision approved by the Supreme Council of the Latvian Republic 
can provide citizenship of the Latvian Republic to persons with outstanding 
achievements that benefited Latvia.

3.2. From the moment of entry into force of this Decree, persons residing 
and registered in Latvia who are not citizens of the Latvian Republic, but have 
legally entered Latvian territory and permanently resided in Latvia as of June 
17, 1940, and their descendants who at the moment of this Decree’s entry into 
force permanently reside in Latvia, will register before July 1, 1992, and if they 
lost their previous citizenship can adopt citizenship of the Latvian Republic.

Terms of this paragraph shall not apply to persons who arrived in Latvia 
in accordance to the Mutual Assistance Pact between Latvia and the Union of 
Soviet Socialist Republics from October 5, 1939.

3.3. Persons who in accordance to Article 1 of the Law on Citizenship of 
August 23, 1919, were eligible for citizenship of the Latvian Republic, and their 

descendants who at the moment of this Decree’s entry into force permanently 
reside in Latvia, will register before July 1, 1992, and can be accepted into 
Latvian citizenship if they renounce their previous citizenship and are verbally 
proficient in Latvian language. 

3.4 Persons who do not fall under categories specified in paragraphs 2.1, 
2.2, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, and who at the moment of this Decree’s entry into force 
permanently reside in Latvia, will register before July 1, 1992, and can be 
eligible for citizenship of the Latvian Republic in the manner prescribed by the 
Law on Citizenship of the Latvian Republic, if they:

1) are verbally proficient in Latvian language, the assessment of which 
is specified in a special provision approved by the Supreme Council of the 
Latvian Republic;

2) provided a statement of renunciation of their previous citizenship and 
received a permission for expatriation form the state of original citizenship, if 
this is provided by the laws of that state;

3) lived and were permanently resided in Latvia for at least 16 years at the 
time of this Decree’s entry into force;

4) are aware of the basic provisions of the Constitution of the Latvian 
Republic;

5) took an oath of citizenship of the Latvian Republic.
All conditions of this paragraph and paragraph 3.5 must be satisfied to be 

eligible for citizenship
3.5. Citizenship of the Latvian Republic is not provided to persons, who:
1) through unconstitutional methods fought against the independence of 

the Latvian Republic, the democratic parliamentary state system or the existing 
state power in Latvia, if this is established by court;

2) were sentenced to imprisonment for committing an intentional crime 
or are subject to criminal liability during the decision process on citizenship;

3) are serving in the USSR Armed Forces, Internal Troops or Security 
Service of the USSR, as well as persons who after June 17, 1940, chose the 
Latvian Republic as a place of residence after the demobilisation from the 
USSR Armed Forces, Internal Troops or Security Service, and who were not 
permanently resident in the Latvian territory at the moment of enlistment;

4) committed crimes against humanity, international or war crimes, or 
participated in mass repressions, if this is established by court;

5) disseminate ideas of chauvinism, fascism, communism or other 
totalitarian ideas, as well as the idea of class dictatorship, incite national and 
racial discord or hostility, if this is established by court;
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6) were sent to Latvia after June 17, 1940, as CPSU and Communist Youth 
cadres;

7) are registered by drug rehabilitation services;
8) have no legal source of income.
3.6 Naturalisation, except cases covered in paragraphs 3.1. and 3.2 of this 

Decree, begins on or after July 1, 1992, and is carried out in accordance to the 
Law on Citizenship of the Latvian Republic.

4. This Decree shall enter into force upon its adoption», that is October 15, 
1991.

The decree was signed by Deputy Chairman of Latvian Supreme Council 
Andrejs Krastins and as secretary of Latvian Supreme Council Aivars Endzins.3

This Supreme Council Decree directly violated post-war international 
law, as it denied the results of the 1945 Yalta and Potsdam agreements, as 
well as the OSCE Helsinki Final Act, which was signed by leaders of the 
USA, Canada and 33 European countries on August 1, 1975. None of these 
documents mentions the occupation of the Baltic republics in 1940; on the 
contrary, Baltic republics are recognised as an integral part of the Soviet Union.

Assessing the political consequences of this Latvian Supreme Council 
Decree, it is worth recognising that its adoption quickly strengthened the 
position of radical nationalists and, more importantly, made the establishment 
of a democratic political system in Latvia impossible. In other words, given 
that the basis of democracy is universal suffrage, freedom of speech, freedom 
of assembly and rights of national minorities, the adoption of this decree was 
in essence a crime against the democratic political system of the Latvian state. 

How did deputies vote?

The adoption of the Decree ‘On the restoration of the rights of citizens 
and on the basic conditions of naturalisation’ essentially meant the elimination 
of universal suffrage, which in turn made the establishment of a democratic 
political system in Latvia impossible. After October 15, 1991, the political 
elite of the country had no choice but to commence the establishment of a 
utopian «Latvian Latvia», i.e. Latvia for Latvians, without national minorities. 
It was this decree, or rather its ideology, that determined the destruction of 
Latvian industry and forced emigration of tens of thousands of people from 
the country, as well as the subsequent adoption of ethnic legislation (Laws on 
Citizenship, Language and Education), increased Russophobia, whitewashing 
of former Nazi collaborators, criminal prosecution of those who fought against 

fascism, and political and administrative pressure on those who dared to defend 
the ideals of democracy. Most importantly – the adopted Decree, along with 
the Declaration ‘On the restoration of independence of the Latvian Republic» 
(May 4, 1990), have determined the trend of non-democratic development of 
the Latvian state.

So how did members of the Supreme Council vote on this crucial for 
Latvia and its people Decree?

Of 201 deputies of the Supreme Council, only 139 were registered at the 
October 15, 1991, session. 62 elected representatives were not present in the 
hall and did not participate in this vote.

94 deputies voted in favour of this Decree, i.e. rejecting democracy and 
forming an ethnocratic political regime. 89 of those represented the Popular 
Front of Latvia (PFL). They include: 

Skaidrite Albertina (PFL), Leonid Alksnis (PFL), Georg Andreev (PFL), 
Andris Apinitis (PFL), Dzintars Abikis (PFL), Martins Arnitis, Oleg Batarevskis 

Parliament of the Republic of Latvia. In the 13th century, a Russian settlement 
had existed in the area where the building of the Parliament of Latvia is located now
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(PFL), Normunds Belskis (PFL), Aivars Berkis (PFL), Andris Berzins (PFL), 
Arnolds Berzs (PFL), Janis Blazevic (PFL), Ojars Blumbergs (PFL), Juris 
Bojars (PFL), Ivars Briedis (PFL), Antons Buls (PFL), Maris Budovskis (PFL), 
Ivars Caune (PFL), Ints Calitis (PFL), Juris Cibulis (PFL), Ejnars Cilinskis 
(PFL), Marcis Cirulis (PFL), Ivan Cuprun (PFL), Velta Chebotarenok (PFL), 
Rajts Cernajs (PFL), Janis Dinevich (PFL), Vladlen Dozortsev (PFL), Vilnis 
Eglais (PFL), Vladimirs Ejnins (PFL), Indulis Emsis (PFL), Janis Endele 
(PFL), Aivars Endzins (PFL), Teodors Enins (PFL), Ivars Elerts (PFL), Andris 
Fels (PFL), Janis Freimanis (PFL), Peteris Gabranovs (PFL), Janis Gavars 
(PFL), Imants Geidans (PFL), Ilmars Geige (PFL), Guntis Grube (PFL), 
Andris Grutups (PFL), Janis Gulbis (PFL), Egils Ejnars Jursevics (PFL), Agris 
Jaunklavins (PFL), Imants Kalnins (PFL), Ojars Kehris (PFL), Edvins Kide 
(PFL), Janis Kinna (PFL), Juris Kiriusins, Arturs Kodolins (PFL), Victor 
Kokoris, Petr Horosevski, Atis Kramins (PFL), Peteris Krugalauzs (PFL), 
Janis Krumins (PFL), Raimonds Krumins (PFL), Juris Karlsons (PFL), Ivars 
Krastins (PFL), Girts Krumins (PFL), Janis Lagzdins (PFL), Peteris Lakis 
(PFL), Aivars Lembergs (PFL), Alfreds Mactams (PFL), Ruta Sac-Marias 
(PFL), Sarmis Mednis (PFL), Visvaldis Mucenieks (PFL), Linards Mucins 
(PFL), Indulis Ozols (PFL), Andrei Panteleev (PFL), Andris Plotnieks, Gunars 
Preinbergs (PFL), Arturs Punovskis (PFL), Andris Puzo (PFL), Stefans Razna 
(PFL), Rolands Repse (PFL), Rolands Rikards (PFL), Bronislavs Salitis (PFL), 
Antons Seiksts (PFL), Vilis Seleckis (PFL), Ivars Silars (PFL), Druvis Skulte 
(PFL), Indulis Strazdins (PFL), Voldemars Strikis (PFL), Janis Skapars (PFL), 
Kasimir Shliakota (PFL), Kasimir Spogis (PFL), Anna Sejle (PFL), Andris 
Teikmanis (PFL), Ludvig Teteris (PFL), Arijs Udris (PFL), Janis Vaivads 
(PFL), Mavrik Vulfson (PFL), Jevgeni  Zascerinski (PFL).4 

Among those who voted in favour of the Decree were deputies who 
were elected from regions with a considerable Russian-speaking population, 
which still did not prevent these deputies to deprive their own constituents of 
citizenship. A striking example of such action was deputy Anton Buls, elected 
by Olaine constituency N171, where almost two thirds of the population were 
Russian-speakers. Deputy Kazimir Spogis also voted to deprive his constituents 
of citizenship, elected by Vilane constituency N163 in Rezekne area, where 
more than half of residents were Russian-speakers. 

Also among deputies who voted for this decree were two members of 
Interfront: Juri Kirjusin from Indra constituency N137 and Viktor Kokoris from 
Kraslava constituency N135, who not only betrayed their constituents, but also 
went against their own faction. Deputy from Graveri constituency N136 Petr 

Horosevski also voted in favour of the decree. Interestingly, all of them were 
from Kraslava district, where 57.5% of the population were Russian-speaking, 
according to the 1989 population census. 

Russian deputies Vladlen Dozorcev (PFL), elected from Jurmala 
constitnuency N86, also populated by many Russians, and Mavrik Vulfson 
(PFL), also voted in favour and as a result were deprived of their citizenship, as 
they weren’t descendants of pre-war Latvian nationals. An interesting paradox. 
Although, it is worth mentioning that Latvian citizenship was soon awarded to 
them for outstanding achievements, since they voted for the adoption of the 
Declaration ‘on restoration of independence of the Latvian Republic». At the 
same time, many of their voters who believed their promises are still deprived 
of Latvian citizenship.5 

30 deputies held democratic positions and voted against the adoption of this 
decree. These are: Anatoly Alekseev, Anatoly Bartashevich, Andrey Belukha, 
Eduard Berklavs, Juris Celmins (PFL), Yevgeni Drobot, Boris Fershalov, Igor 
Garayev, Ivan Ivanov, Mikhail Ivanov, Odissey Kostanda, Vladimir Kostin, 
Leonid Kurdyumov, Peteris Lazda (PFL), Yuri Lialin, Konstantin Matveev, 
Gregory Morozli, Oleg Mantulnikov, Ivan Prokofiev, Galaktion Radionov, 
Gennady Romashov, Anatoly Safonov, Vladimir Smirnov, Victor Stefanovich, 
Philip Stroganov, Valdis Steins (PFL), Dainis Vanags (PFL), Sergey Zaletaev, 
Vladimir Zatuliviter and Tatiana Zhdanok.

7 deputies abstained from voting: Juri Anton, Martian Bekasov, Albert 
Bels (PFL), Dainis Ivans (PFL), Vladimir Mihailov, Andrei Reshetnikov and 
Peteris Simons (PFL).6 

A group of deputies elected on Interfront platform, who later created their 
own faction in the Supreme Council «Centre of Democratic Initiative» (Albert 
Zuk, Stanislav Buka, Mihail Gavrilov, Oleg Shchipitsov, Valery Prischepov and 
Sergei Dimanis, who was on a business trip during the vote), made a decision 
not to participate in the vote, because in their opinion, the decree did not reflect 
the interests of the Latvian people. Two deputies from the Popular Front were 
also absent during the vote – Andrei Krastins and Ziedonis Ziedins.7

Could it have been different?

Some Latvian scientists (I. Apine), polticians (O. Schiptsov, S. Zaletaev, 
R. Sac-Marias) and publicists (Juris Dubrovskis) believe that the harshness of 
the decree adopted by the Supreme Council was determined not only by errors 
in Russian politics at the time and the growing radicalism within the Popular 
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Front and the Supreme Council, but also the stubbornness of the opposition, 
which would not back down from the «zero option» of solving the citizenship 
problem.8 

Politics is the art of achievable, and from this point of view the opposition’s 
willingness to go for a compromise, albeit a painful one, could have facilitated 
a «softer» version of the decree under certain political circumstances. These 
conditions, according to Oleg Schiptsov – Supreme Council deputy from the 
Equal Rights faction («Ravnopravie», Lat. «Līdztiesība») – were present in 
May 1990. He believes that at that time, many Popular Front members openly 
feared the situation changing not in their favour. «It was particularly noticeable 
on May 15, 1990, during the demonstration at the Supreme Council. Many 
deputies were visibly panicked. This fear of radical nationalists should have 
been immediately used in the interests of a democratic Latvia. It was necessary 
to rally not for the preservation of mythical socialist ideals, but for the provision 
of Latvian citizenship to as many people as possible. However, when this issue 
was discussed at the Equal Rights faction meeting, my colleagues called me 
a traitor, claiming that nobody even needs Latvian citizenship.» Schiptsov 
concludes, «Thus, we can identify two underlying reasons why such a harsh 
decision was made to divide all residents of Latvia into citizens and non-
citizens. First – unbridled nationalism of some Supreme Council deputies 
and second – ideological blindness and lack of political experience of some 
deputies in Equal Rights».9 

Ruta Sac-Marias, Supreme Council deputy from the Popular Front of 
Latvia, believes that certain conditions for solving the citizenship issue also 
existed in March 1991, after the general Latvian population survey on the 
independence of Latvia. There was an opportunity to adopt one of several 
versions of the citizenship law proposed by the Popular Front, and such 
attempts were made. Although, none of these versions was «zero option», as 
it was in Lithuania, there was one that provided fairly expansive opportunities 
for obtaining Latvian citizenship. Sac-Marias believes that at that time it was 
possible to adopt a more liberal citizenship law, but the stubborn position 
of Equal Rights, insisting on the «zero option», ruled out this possibility. 
«Deputies from this faction blocked the adoption of the law and thus further 
radicalised the parliament,» Sac-Marias writes in her memoirs, Kaleidoscope 
of My Memory.10

Sergei Zaletaev from Equal Rights faction also believes that in March 
1991 there was a real opportunity of solving the citizenship issue, but it was 
incompetently missed by the opposition. He wrote in SM-Segodnya newspaper, 

«It was necessary to make a sober assessment of prospects, display at least some 
minimal flexibility. But any mention of possible steps towards potential allies 
was rejected on the spot. Belief in the fairness and rationality of the original 
position took such exaggerated proportions that it turned political convictions 
into dogma instead of a guide to action».11  

Nevertheless, was there really an opportunity to adopt a citizenship law 
in March 1991? Answering this question it is worth remembering that the 
Popular Front faction in the Supreme Council had an absolute majority and 
could adopt a law without any support of the Equal Rights faction whatsoever. 
However, majority of PFL faction had no desire to adopt a citizenship law at 
the time, because the rules of the game were set no longer by the moderates 
in the Popular Front or the Supreme Council, let alone the opposition, but by 
politicians who professed radical nationalist ideology. 

In July 1990, only two months after the adoption of the Declaration of 
Independence, a prominent Latvian politician and political scientist Boris 
Cilevics wrote, «Suddenly, but fact. The issue of Citizens Assembly or Supreme 
Council was once again in the agenda. It would have seemed that the decisive 
victory of the Popular Front during Supreme Council elections should have 
put an end to the raging controversy on this subject – but here we are again: 
petitions, people protesting against the possible adoption of the Citizenship 
Law… The dilemma remains – either the concept of Citizens Committees or 
the «zero option.»12  

Three months later, in October 1990, the nationalist ideology of the Citizens 
Congress (Latvian: Latvijas Republikas Pilsoņu Kongress) was entirely 
determining the shape of the law on citizenship. 3rd congress of the Popular 
Front of Latvia, which took place at that time, adopted a new programme 
that unequivocally supported the position of Citizens Congress, including the 
demand for de-occupation of Latvia and the need to de facto restore the old 
Latvian Republic of 1918. The programme also stated that Latvia has to be not 
only democratic, but also LATVIAN. After the adoption of this programme, 
the difference between the positon of PFL and ultra-nationalist organisations 
virtually disappeared.13 

In an environment where all those who in this critical moment could defend 
the relaxation of the citizenship law towards the zero option were listed as 
traitors of the Latvian people14, adopting a liberal citizenship law – essentially 
changing the established trend of political development – was impossible. 

Furthermore, radical nationalists would simply not allow such a change, 
regardless of any concessions of the opposition. In addition, both the USA, 
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Europe and Russia essentially gave them complete freedom of action, allowing 
radical nationalist gain momentum in Latvia. Therefore, the possibility of 
adopting a citizenship law in March 1991 was miniscule, and the toughness of 
the October 15th Supreme Council Decree was predetermined. 

Daina Bleiere, co-author of a controversial book History of Latvia: XX 
Century, agrees with this conclusion. She explains that the decision to divide 
the population of the country into citizens and non-citizens was mainly due to 
the fact that after May 4, 1990, «Duma and Administration of the Popular Front 
changed its composition, with the majority of deputies being radically minded. 
PFL’s parliamentary faction in the Supreme Council was also changing towards 
radicalism. However, up until August (1991 – V.G.) this wasn’t apparent, 
because the pressure from the Soviet Union and the need for a compromise 
limited the influence of the liberal wing, represented in the PFL by D. Ivans 
and I. Godmanis. Although, after August 21, these limitations disappeared and 
by September it was clear that what PFL proposed in its 2nd programme – 
automatic assignment of citizenship to all permanent residents of Latvia, who 
lived in its territory for at least ten years – was impossible. On September 12, 
1991, the parliamentary faction of the Popular Front had splintered. A new 
faction, Satversme, was created to advocate for the restoration of the Latvian 
state on the basis of the 1922 Constitution. This meant that the citizenship 
issue had to be considered by the Saeima and not the Supreme Council, and the 
election of Saeima itself required a legitimate body of citizens.15 

On October 15, 1991, Supreme Council adopted the Decree ‘On the 
restoration of the rights of citizens and on the basic conditions of naturalisation’. 
Under this law, citizenship was granted to those who possessed it on Jule 17, 
1940, and their descendants living in Latvia and registered before July 1, 1992. 
Subsequently, the law was expanded to include citizens and their descendants 
living abroad, and the re-registration deadline had been extended. Meanwhile, 
all Western Latvians were entitled to dual citizenship».16 

Adding to above, when trying to understand why the radical position of 
the Citizens Congress prevailed on October 15, 1991, it is worth remembering 
the events of March 1991. Then, on the proposal of deputy Rolands Rikards, 
deputies not only declared themselves irrevocable, but also removed the 
requirement to comply with their electoral programmes from previous 
legislative acts.17 

Moral and ethical degradation of political power in Latvia was only a 
matter of time. Betrayal of the ideals of Atmoda became inevitable – rejection 
of building a democratic state and the drift towards nationalism.»

Finally, it must be noted that Western countries also played a role in the 
radical decision on citizenship. On September 12, 1991, German Minister of 
Foreign Affairs Hans-Dietrich Genscher arrived in Riga. At a press-conference 
held in the Red Hall of the Supreme Council he said, «The restoration of 
independence of the Latvian Republic and its inclusion in the CSCE marked 
the end of 50 years of injustice that prevailed on this land».  With his statement, 
Hans-Dietrich Genscher essentially agreed with the claim of occupation of 
Latvia in 1940, but more importantly, showed support for the political forces 
that were advocating the radical solution of the citizenship issue. Given the 
long history of the so-called «Baltic issue», repeatedly brought up by the 
United States since 1945 in order to fight the USSR, and taking into account 
the political or other influence of the USA over other Western countries 
(particularly Germany, where American forces were continuously stationed at 
the time), the root cause of Genscher’s statement becomes clear. 

To summarise, it is important to note that the Supreme Council Decree 
‘On the restoration of the rights of citizens and on the basic conditions of 
naturalisation’ was not adopted in compromise, as the PFL parliamentary work 
group had developed. The compromise solution to the citizenship problem was 
completely ignored on October 15, 1991. The decree was essentially adopted 
under an ultimatum from the Citizens Congress, which simultaneously 
demonstrated the political influence of this radical nationalist organisation and 
the quick deterioration of the moderate right-wing liberal role of the Popular 
Front.

Influence of the Citizens Congress did not diminish over time. Their 
objective – postpone Saeima elections as much as possible – was successfully 
achieved. First Saeima elections of the Second Latvian Republic took place 
only in summer 1993.

U.S. Helsinki Commission criticises 
the Supreme Council Decree

 ‘On the restoration of the rights of citizens 
and on the basic conditions of naturalisation’

Adoption of the Decree ‘On the restoration of the rights of citizens and on 
the basic conditions of naturalisation’ on October 15, 1991, de-facto and de-
jure meant that the Latvian state does not recognise the Yalta and Potsdam 
agreements between the Soviet Union, United States, and Great Britain, as well 
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as the conference in San Francisco where the decision to establish United Nations 
was made. The decree was also contrary to the Helsinki Final Action, which was 
signed on August 1, 1975, by the United States, Canada and 33 European states. 
Therefore, it is no accident that about a month afterwards, in November 1991, 
the U.S. Helsinki Commission* criticised the document adopted by the Latvian 
Supreme Council in October 1991 and demanded a more democratic citizenship 
law. Acting Director of U.S. Helsinki Commission Jeri Laber writes in her letter 
to the chairman of the Latvian Supreme Council Anatolijs Gorbunovs (this letter 
was also directed to the chairman of Latvian government, Ivars Godmanis, and 
chairman of Estonian government Edgar Savisaar):

«U.S. Helsinki Commission firmly urges the Supreme Council of Latvia 
not to adopt the citizenship bill prescribed by the decree ‘On the restoration 
of the rights of citizens and on the basic conditions of naturalisation’. The 
bill categorically denies citizenship to people who before August 21, 1991, 
were considered citizens in Latvia and enjoyed in full the rights and privileges 
provided by citizenship. We recognise that as a sovereign state, Latvia has the 
indisputable right to set new norms in the field of citizenship and naturalisation, 
but we also urge you to prevent this law from restricting the rights of people 
who settled in Latvia before its independence, who were law abiding citizens 
and could not foresee the events that would change their legal status. We ask 
you to consider the possibility of adopting a citizenship act that would observe 
the difference between such persons and the individuals who arrived or could 
arrive in Latvia after its independence.

Many conditions included in the naturalisation bill are contrary to CSCE 
documents**, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. In joining the CSCE, Latvia*** has committed 
to comply with the standards of human rights as defined in these documents. Thus, 
the norms of Latvian citizenship must comply with these standards.

* U.S. Helsinki Commission, is an independent U.S. government agency created by Congress in 1976 to 
monitor and encourage compliance with the Helsinki Final Act and other Organization for Security and 
Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) commitments. The Commission consists of nine members from the U.S. 
House of Representatives, nine members from the United States Senate, and one member each from the 
Departments of State, Defence, and Commerce.

** CSCE (Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe) – permanently operating since 1973 
conference of the United States, Canada and 33 European states. It’s main goal is early warning, conflict 
prevention, crisis management, and post-conflict rehabilitation. In 1995, CSCE was renamed into 
Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE).

*** Latvia joined OSCE at the Moscow CSCE conference on September 10, 1991.

We find particularly objectionable the provisions 2), 5), 6) of paragraph 3.5, 
which respectively deny citizenship to persons convicted of criminal offences; 
persons found guilty of «spreading ideas of chauvinism, fascism, communism 
or any other ideas of totalitarianism, as well as class dictatorship» (sic); persons, 
who were sent to Latvia after June 17, 1940, as CPSU and Communist Youth 
cadres; persons registered in drug rehabilitation facilities. 

These political and medical categories are not clearly defined, which gives 
for a broad and arbitrary interpretation. If observed, they would restrict the 
right to equal treatment, fair trial and other rights and freedoms of permanent 
residents in Latvia

When an individual is put on trial for «disseminating chauvinism…» the 
rights to freedom of conscience and speech are clearly narrowed and the 
restrictions on freedom of speech are broadened, as prescribed in paragraph 
20 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. Furthermore, 
a court that wishes to award punishment on such charges would risk arbitrary 
definitions of, for example, the term «class ideology». We also draw your 
attention to the fact that the bill does not define the court of which state has the 
power to deny naturalisation. Finally, a court verdict that would categorically 
deny citizenship to such individuals would mean that an already sentenced 
man would receive a heavier punishment ex post facto. Assigning a heavier 
punishment than the one put in force at the time of offence violates paragraph 
15 of the International Covenant. Thus, paragraph 3.5 violates the rights of 
prisoners and convicted persons.

Subparagraph b) of paragraph 3.5, based on the erroneous assumption 
that in obtaining Latvian citizenship the affiliation with a political group is 
placed above individual rights, deprives an entire group of people of civil 
rights. Thus, putting more emphasis on individual’s affiliation to a political 
group violates the provisions of paragraph 5.9 of the 1990 CSCE Copenhagen 
Document, which states that all persons are equal before the law and prohibits 
discrimination. 

Moreover, subparagraph b) permits restrictions on the freedom of choice 
of citizens (right of association), which goes beyond the provisions of Article 
22 of the International Covenant.

Exclusion from naturalisation of permanent residents – alcohol and drug 
addicts – is a particularly cruel, arbitrary and completely unjustified violation 
of human rights. Furthermore, it deprives people of courage to search for the 
necessary solutions. Rejecting alcoholics and drug addicts in citizenship, the 
bill irreversibly assigns them the status of criminals. 
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In this regard, we draw your attention to Article 7 of the International 
Covenant, which prohibits «inhumane or degrading treatment or punishment».

U.S. Helsinki Commission believes that a truly fair citizenship law 
should provide reasonable requirements regarding the duration of permanent 
residence. Requirement of 16 years (see subparagraph 3, paragraph 3.4 of the 
decree) is excessive and needlessly changes the lives of people who (with good 
hopes) settled in Latvia, never thinking that they will become foreigners in an 
independent Latvian state.

Requirement of language proficiency, mentioned in paragraph 3.4, gives 
additional difficulties to permanent residents applying for a citizenship. This 
concerns people who find it difficult to learn a new language and an arbitrary 
point into the procedure for granting citizenship. With regard to people who 
domiciled in Latvia before its independence (as opposed to those who arrived 
after its independence), this provision is discriminatory.

Nevertheless, if the Supreme Council insists on such language requirements, 
we propose providing for a corresponding free language education in the 
Language Act. 

We urge the Supreme Council of the Latvian Republic to fulfil the 
commitments made by Latvia as a CSCE member-state, and adopt a citizenship 
law that would be fair, non-discriminatory and providing for a separate 
consideration of every application for naturalisation».18

 

Chapter 2

Legal assessment and legal impacts of the 
Latvian Supreme Council Decree ‘On the restoration 

of the rights of citizens and on the basic 
conditions of naturalisation’

Compatibility of the aforementioned Decree with the Latvian constitutional 
law at the time is crucial for its legal assessment. Former member of the Latvian 
Supreme Council, constitutional law expert Konstantin Matveev wrote in 
February 2008, «Legitimacy of the Latvian legislature is still in question, and 
consequently, as is the legitimacy of regulations adopted by it». According to 
Matveev, the roots of the problem lie exactly in the 1991 Supreme Council 
Decree, when the parliament – essentially controlled by the Popular Front 
activists – deprived more than a third of a country of the right to vote. From 
the legal point of view, this is a completely unique case, when deputies elected 
by all residents of Latvia decide to deprive a part of their own electorate of 
political rights.

«What was Latvian constitutional law like in October 1991?» Matveev 
asks. «At the time, only Articles 1, 2, 3, and 6 of Satversme (Constitution) 
were considered to be in force, along with some non-contradicting 
constitutional norms of the Latvian SSR. That was it! Meanwhile, Article 
2 of Satversme stated – All sovereign power belongs to the people. No 
jurist would be able to explain how, under these constitutional conditions, 
one could throw nearly 1 million residents outside the definition of 
«people of Latvia». The decision of October 15, 1991, was deafeningly 
unconstitutional,» Matveev concludes.1

As a result, the Latvian parliament lost a significant part of its legitimacy, 
but continued to legislate nevertheless. How legitimate are the legislative acts 
adopted by such an illegitimate parliament?  According to Konstantin Matveev, 
«These legislative acts are just as illegitimate. Furthermore, the following 5th, 
6th, 7th, 8th, 9th (as well as 10th, 11th and 12th – V.G.) Saeimas of the Latvian 
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Republic are also illegitimate, as is any legislation adopted by them. Finally, 
given that the Latvian parliament elects the President, we can state that neither 
Guntis Ulmanis, nor Vaira Vike-Freiberga, nor «Valdis Zatlers», nor the latter 
Andris Berzins have been legitimately elected. The last legally elected Latvian 
president was Alberts Kvesis, elected in 1933.»

Illegitimacy of the legislative and executive structures of power, Matveev 
believes, is also confirmed by the claim of a 50-year-long occupation of Latvia 
after 1940 – an idea professed by the ruling elite of the country. This thesis lies 
in the basis of the October 15, 1991, Decree. 

«From the perspective of an occupying state, the occupation is, by definition, 
temporary. Otherwise, the situation is defined differently. The assumption that 
Latvia has spent decades under occupation is equivalent to claiming that USSR 
never had serious intentions to consider our country as part of its territory. This 
does not correspond to reality.

Second, residents of an occupied country are never incorporated into the 
society of the occupying country. Soviet Union considered Latvia an integral 
part – a sovereign republic within the USSR. Latvian residents had the same 
rights as residents of all other Soviet republics. Latvian citizens, also citizens 
of the Soviet Union, participated in the elections to both the local and the 
Union parliament. Furthermore, Latvian residents were delegated across all 
government bodies – again, both local and Union. Latvians were represented 
in all spheres of social life. As a lawyer, I cannot find any signs of occupation,» 
Matveev says. 

«The Latvian government continues along this vicious circle to this day. 
The most significant thing in this situation is the fact that even the immediate 
enfranchisement of all Latvian non-citizens and all the positive consequences 
of this step, will not in itself remove the accumulated contradictions within 
the constitutional law. Emergence of a normal popularly elected parliament 
in Latvia will not add to legitimacy to the previous Saeimas… and ignoring 
this problem will only increase its potential devastating impact in the future,» 
Matveev concludes.2 

«You’re not second class citizens, you’re nobody!»

Visvaldis Lacis (born in 1924) said these words in September 1991. 
Formerly, he was assistant officer of the Latvian voluntary SS legion, member 
of the 9th Latvian Saeima from the Union of Greens and Farmers and member 
of the 10th Latvian Saeima from the radical right-wing party Visu Latvijai – TB/

LNNK* (in the 10th Saeima, Lacis 
became chairman of the executive 
commission on Citizenship Law). 
Saying these words, Lacis was 
characterising the legal status of 
residents who were deprived of 
Latvian citizenship. 

At the ECRI high-level panel 
meeting in 2005, Jean-Yves Camus, 
a French political scientist, has 
described the party as «on the 
borderline between conservative 
right and far-right» and «an ultra-
nationalist party comparable in 
some respect to the far right» (See: 
The use of racist, anti-Semitic and 
xenophobic elements in political 
discourse. High-level panel meeting 
on the occasion of the International 
Day for the Elimination of Racial 
Discrimination. Paris, 21 March 
2005. ECRI: 2005. — p. 20, p. 44).

All For Latvia! (Latvian: Visu 
Latvijai!) is a nationalist and far-
right political party in Latvia. Formed in 2006 from a youth organization of 
the same name, this political organization existed since 2000. Leader of the 
party from 2000 to 2007 was Raivis Dzintars, followed by Imants Paradnieks 
(2007-2008). Since 2008, both Dzintars and Paradnieks are co-chairmen. Party 
ideology is establishing a nation-state, cultural assimilation of non-Latvians 
and creating a self-sufficient economy. 

Latvian legislation defines persons without citizenship as «non-citizens». 
Russian-language media in the country has repeatedly stressed that the 
institution of non-citizenship is an Estonian and Latvian invention, that there is 

* For Fatherland and Freedom/LNNK (Latvian: Tēvzemei un Brīvībai/LNNK, abbreviated to TB/LNNK) 
is a free market national conservative political party in Latvia. The party emerged in 1997 after the 
merger of the nationalist For Fatherland and Freedom Movement (founded in 1993, heir to the Citizens 
Congress) and the moderate Latvian National Independence Movement (LNNK).

Visvaldis Lacis
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no other country in the world with people of this strange status. However, this is 
not true. In reality, as the Russian Bulletin of Human Rights (Issue 19, Moscow, 
Institute of Human Rights, 2004) notes, there were around 175 million people 
with non-citizenship status in the early 2000s (or 3% of the global population).3 
Although, traditionally people who are referred to as «non-citizens» are persons 
who are not citizens of the host country (commonly known as foreign nationals 
– trans. note). In other words, these non-citizens have citizenship, but not of 
the state in which they are temporary or permanently residing. From this point 
of view, all permanent residents of Latvia who are not recognised as citizens 
of the Latvian Republic by the 1991 Supreme Council Decree became non-
citizens, or citizens of the Soviet Union permanently residing in Latvia. They 
had remained with this status up until December 1991, when the Soviet Union 
collapsed, leaving them stateless. 

Legal status of stateless persons

After the dissolution of the Soviet Union, citizens of the USSR resigning 
in Latvia became apartheids – stateless – and some argue that they remain 
so to this day. Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of racism, racial 
discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance (2008), described Latvian 
non-citizens as apartheids and referred to the 1961 Convention, recommending 
that Latvia reconsiders the conditions for naturalisation.4 Office of the High 
Commissioner for Refugees does not consider non-citizens among the subjects 
of the 1954 Convention Relating to the Status of Stateless Persons. Nevertheless, 
it includes them in its statistics for persons without citizenship.5 

In 1992, American magazine Life accused Latvian authorities of 
conducting «ethnic segregation» to drive out the Russian-speaking population 
via discriminatory measures, as well as inaction towards anti-Semitism.6

To avoid criticism of the international community for non-compliance 
with the 1954 Convention on Stateless Persons and the 1961 Convention on 
the Reduction of Statelessness, Latvian parliament adopted the Law «On the 
Status of Citizens of the Former USSR Who Do Not Possess Citizenship of 
Latvia or Any Other State» (April 12, 1995). The law was aimed at persons 
who are not and were not citizens of any state other than the Soviet Union, 
and who meet the following requirements: «On July 1, 1992, regardless of 
residency status specified in the real estate register, they were registered in 
Latvia, or their last registered place of residence before July 1, 1992, was in 
the Latvian Republic, or a court decision established that they were resident in 

Latvia continuously for at least 10 years before the aforementioned date,» as 
well as their children, who do not possess any citizenship. 

Today, the Latvian Republic refers to this law when arguing that permanent 
residents without Latvian citizenship do not fall under the 1954 Convention 
Relating to the Status of Stateless Persons, since they have more rights than 
the subjects of this convention. However, Latvian ombudsman Roman Apsitis 
noted in 2008 that the «special legal status» of non-citizens is «questionable 
in terms of international law».7 In other words, using the term «non-citizens» 
to define the legal status of persons residing in Latvia without citizenship 
is not just legally incorrect, but also confuses the international community 
regarding the real legal status of persons permanently residing in Latvia, but 
not possessing its citizenship. A more correct definition of such persons is 
aliens (as written in passports of persons without citizenship), i.e. individuals 
who permanently reside in the Latvian Republic, but do not possess Latvian 
citizenship as a result of a discriminatory policy towards non-Latvians. 

Allien’s passport of the Republic of Latvia
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«The special legal status of persons 
without citizenship derives from the specific history 

and political situation in Latvia»

In November 1995 an international seminar was held in Riga under the name 
«Legal and Social Status of Non-Citizens: legislation and implementation». 
The event was initiated by the European Council of the International Helsinki 
Federation, Latvian Association of the United Nation, and Helsinki Committees 
of Denmark and Sweden. One of the participants – Director of the Latvian 
Centre of Human Rights and Ethnic Studies Nils Muiznieks – explained that 
in the rest of the world persons who do not possess citizenship of the country 
of their residence are defined as «stateless persons». However, when it comes 
to «stateless persons», certain international conventions must be followed. 
This was the reason for Latvian government adopting the term «non-citizen», 
as chairman of the parliamentary human rights commission Inese Birzniece 
admitted in Labrit newspaper on February 15, 1995. This was done in order 
to relieve Latvia from fulfilling international obligations, primarily those 
prescribed by the 1954 International Convention Relating to the Status of 
Stateless Persons.8 As a result, Latvian «non-citizens» (stateless persons) were 
discriminated against in the right to rent and purchase residential and non-
residential property, and employment in certain fields. It is worth remembering 
the scandalous statement of the Riga City Council (Duma) that low-income 
Latvian citizens have priority in receiving social benefits.

In 1995, Latvia was not fulfilling the requirements of the 1961 Convention 
on the Reduction of Statelessness, which stipulates that «states must refrain 
from having to increase the number of stateless persons». Part 1 of this 
Convention states that a person who was born on the territory of a country must 
receive citizenship of this country. All European countries and most countries 
in the world follow that provision. Except Latvia. 

The highlight of the aforementioned seminar was the speech of the First 
Director of Department of Citizenship and Immigration (in November 1995 – 
Chairman of the Riga City Council on Immigration and Non-Citizens) Maris 
Plavnieks*. He shocked the representatives of various Helsinki committees 

* Maris Plavnieks – Referent of the Latvian Popular Front on Migration Affairs (1989), First Director of 
the Department of Migration under the Council of Ministers (founded in April 1991) and subsequently 

– Director of the Department of Citizenship and Immigration (DCM) – founded by January 14, 1992, 
Decree Nr.14 of the Council of Ministers. Plavnieks was involved in a large number of violations of 

after he bluntly said, «Who needs these games? What are you doing, referring 
to European standards? Who follows them? You travel around the world and 
teach how we should treat non-citizens; if you – Swedish, Dutch, German, 
American – are so worried about non-citizens, take them back with you!»9

Plavnieks’ position was unfortunately typical among the ruling elite and 
was the main reason for discrimination against Latvian residents who were left 
without citizenship after 1991. Even the US State Department in 1995 admitted 
in their report on human rights in various countries that Latvian Department 
on Citizenship and Immigration «not only complicates the registration of non-
citizens, but also completely ignores the decisions of judiciary».11 

Over ten years, 1992 – 2002, the International Federation for Human 
Rights (FIDH) helped win more than 5 thousand lawsuits filed by non-citizens. 
Human rights violations were found in two cases (Ignatane and Podkolzina).12

The situation with the rights of stateless persons remained unchanged 
even after Latvia’s accession to the European Union in 2004. European Union 
and Non-Citizens booklet, prepared by the Special Assignments for Social 
Integration Ministry and financed by the EU, posed a question – «Why do 
non-citizens have a special status?» The answer in the booklet was as follows: 
«Latvian non-citizens have a special legal status which derives from the specific 
history and political situation in Latvia.» So the basis of all this is «specific 
history» and no less «specific political situation». That was it. The booklet 
made no mention of any legal basis for this status in any shape of form.13 

Verdict of the Constitutional Court
    
The lack of an international legal definition of stateless persons was 

confirmed in the conclusion of the Latvian Constitutional Court (Satversme 
Court), which after analysing the non-citizenship status on March 7, 2005,  
ruled that «Latvian non-citizens cannot be equated to any of the statuses of 
an individual that are enshrined in international instruments». Referring once 
again to the occupation and the concept of restoration of Latvian statehood that 
was interrupted in 1940, the court ruled that non-citizens could be considered 

Latvian legislation regarding the registration of permanent residents. In 1993, Plavnieks held talks with 
American human rights activists, where he did not hide his arbitrary interpretation of laws – according to 
him it is «for the benefit of the sovereign Latvia». In November 1995, Maris Plavnieks became chairman 
of the Riga City Council Committee on Migration and Non-Citizens. In 1997, he joined the French 
national-patriots in the so-called «Anticomintern», led by Le Pen.10
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neither citizens nor foreign nationals or stateless persons. These are individuals 
with a «special legal status». At the same time, non-citizen’s status is not a 
variation of Latvian citizenship and cannot be considered as such. 

The court also considered that its authority does not extend to defining the 
concept of «non-citizenship». It is not so much legal as political issue that should 
be considered within the existing democratic political process, determining the 
status of a non-citizen in international law, the Court believes. For example, 
Latvia is bound by the Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness, however 
the term «nationals» in the convention «has no official translation into Latvian 
language, and its meaning is not defined». Therefore, it is unclear whether it 
includes «non-citizens» or not.14 

Chapter 3 

Political assessment and political impacts 
of the Latvian Supreme Council Decree ‘On the 

restoration of the rights of citizens 
and on the basic conditions of naturalisation’

The adoption of the «deafeningly unconstitutional» (Konstantin Matveev) 
Decree ‘On the restoration of the rights of citizens and on the basic conditions 
of naturalisation’ became a direct violation of the Supreme Council of 
Latvian SSR Declaration ‘On the restoration of independence of the Latvian 
Republic’. This declaration of independence, adopted on May 4, 1990, states 
in paragraph 8, «Guarantee citizens of the Latvian Republic and citizens other 
states permanently residing on the Latvian territory their social, economic and 
cultural rights, as well as political freedoms in accordance with internationally 
recognised standards of human rights. Extend these rights and freedoms to full 
extent on citizens of the USSR, who express desire to live in Latvia without 
accepting its citizenship.»

This departure from the Declaration caused joy in the ethnocracy camp 
and huge disappointment for those who hoped Latvia becomes a democratic 
state. It became clear that slogans, such as «Latvia – our common home» and 
«We are all in the same boat» were just used to deceive non-Latvians. However, 
deception is not something that facilitates rapprochement and the society split. 
The state and politicians of the ruling coalition became symbols of betrayal, lies 
and hypocrisy in the eyes of the deceived people, but politicians themselves 
were not moved by this. Andrei Panteleev, chairman of the parliamentary 
commission on national security in the 5th, 6th and 7th Saeima, chairman of 
the Latvian Path (Lat.: Latvijas ceļš) party in 1997 – 2000 and Assistant to the 
Prime Minister for National Security Affairs in 2004, explained his position 
on this issue. «Theoretically, Latvians had the opportunity to honestly fight for 
their independence by force of arms, which would have led to bloody clashes. It 
was much wiser to take a different path – by legal means infiltrate government 
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bodies that existed at the time, and this required votes. Then, all residents of 
Latvia were able to vote and we used to consciously say that our goal is the 
so-called zero option. Yes, it was a deliberate lie that helped avoid casualties».1 

The decision to divide the population into citizens and permanent 
residents without Latvian citizenship created the legal grounds to remove 
a large portion of non-Latvians from local and parliamentary elections, 
and after 2004 – European Parliamentary Elections as well. These people 
effectively became politically repressed on ethnic grounds.

As a result, Latvia – in the emergence of a political system with its 
inherent features of democracy, such as parliamentarism, regular local 
and general elections, freedom of speech, freedom of assembly (which is 
gradually becoming more restricted), etc. – has a long-running democratic 
deficit, within which the new political system is forming not as democracy, 
but as ethnocracy, the core and purpose of which is objectively contrary to a 
democratic political system. 

In fact, since 1991, there is a constant struggle between the officially 
democratic political system and the daily practice of the non-democratic 
political regime. For example, the state declares the right to preservation of 
a minority language and culture, while it executes the policy of curtailing 
Russian-language education and extruding Russian language from the public 
space. The state talks about the inviolability of civil rights, while it rejects 
its citizens the right to hold a referendum on eliminating mass statelessness, 
because it is not in the interests of the ruling elite. The state publicly condemns 
Nazi ideology and practice, while holds course towards political rehabilitation 
of the former Nazi collaborators, which directly contributes to the revival of 
Nazi ideology and practice. 

The democratic deficit in Latvia after October 15, 1991, has led to at least 
five important consequences:

1) Establishment of a virtually mono-national ruling elite and civil service
2) Establishment of ethnic legislation that violated the rights of national 

minorities (laws on citizenship, language, and education)
3) Division of Latvian society along ethnic and ideological lines, while 

political barriers to the formation of a unified civil society have been put in place.
4) Formation of an ethnocratic consciousness among a significant part of 

the Latvian population, emanating from the false idea that an ETHNOCRATIC 
(Latvian) Latvia is a DEMOCRATIC Latvia.

5) Formation of conditions for the emergence of movements professing 
right- and left-wing extremist views, with indirect support of the government. 

All this became possible only because the democratic mechanisms of 
national minority rights, including the right to education in native language, 
became effectively blocked and incapacitated in the conditions of a long-term 
democratic deficit.

From this point of view, adoption of the Latvian Supreme Council Decree 
‘On the restoration of the rights of citizens and on the basic conditions of 
naturalisation’ not only demonstrated reluctance to follow paragraph 8 of 
the Declaration on the Restoration of Independence (May 4, 1990), but also 
led to political consequences for national minorities that can be compared 
to the consequences of the May 15th 1934, coup – both of these events 
created conditions to eliminate or block possible democratic solutions to 
national minority issues, such as the linguistic and cultural preservation 
and development of the Russian community in Latvia. In other words, the 
Supreme Council of the Latvian Republic, after abandoning paragraph 8 of 
the Declaration on the Restoration of Independence, essentially eliminated 
universal suffrage in the country, effectively committing a crime against the 
democratic political system of the Latvian state. As a result, formation of a 
democratic Latvian state became impossible. It was no accident that Freedom 
House NGO (based in Washington, USA) placed Latvia in a special category 
of countries that took a step in the wrong direction – from democracy to 
authoritarianism, moving it from the list of «free» countries to «partly free».2 

However, the institution of non-citizenship was not the only thing that 
emerged in Latvia after October 15, 1991. Those who came in power were 
ideological heirs to the ethnocratic and authoritarian rule of Karlis Ulmanis, 
who re-established the cult of Ulmanis’ reign and his ethnic policy of 1934-
1940. Taking into account that supporters of Karlis Ulmanis’ regime actively 
collaborated with the Nazis during the Second World War, participating in 
mass repressions against the civilian population, another consequence of mass 
non-citizenship was the revision of history of the Second World War, along 
with the political rehabilitation of former Nazi collaborationists and criminal 
prosecution of those who fought Nazism in 1941-1945.

The establishment of an ethnocratic political system in Latvia, which 
justifies the division of society into citizens and stateless persons, and directly 
or indirectly justifies Nazi collaborationism, has contributed to the growth 
of xenophobia, Russophobia and neo-Nazi sentiments in Latvia, as well as 
countries like Estonia, Lithuania, Ukraine and other new republics that emerged 
after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Altogether, this also contributed to the 
spread of the extreme right ideology across the European Union. 
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Ensuring the dominance of Latvians 
in politics and economics

Rejection of automatic citizenship and, therefore, failure to provide 
electoral rights to almost a third of the population led to the deterioration of 
political relations. Political scientist Maja Krumina notes that this decision 
was a determining factor in Latvian politics.3 From now on, ethnic component 
played a decisive role in the political life of the country. Militant nationalism 
became the state ideology, as democratic ideology was rejected while 
democratic phraseology was, and is still, exploited in relations with the outside 
world. This, in turn, determined the dominance of deception and hypocrisy 
among the ruling elite with regards to ethnic policy.

Adoption of the radical nationalist ideology left its mark in the formation 
of political parties. Within this ideology, political parties that defend the 
democratic development of the country became political pariahs, whose 
presence in the political life was necessary to the state in order to convince 
the world that Latvia is a democratic country. Meanwhile, opinions of political 
pariah parties can be easily ignored.

«Since a third of the country was disconnected from the realisation of their 
human right to democracy by the existing government, to this extent it can be 
argued that with respect to these people the Latvian democracy acts as an absolute 
dictatorship or collective totalitarianism,» political scientist N. Vezenieks wrote 
in 1994.4 This assessment is generally correct, but it must be noted that after 
October 15, 1991, there was also a deformation of political relations between the 
state and the Latvian nation. Since then, Latvian political parties only considered 
the interests of specific individuals or groups, rather than the interests of the 
Latvian people. To this extent, the term «Latvian democracy» is inappropriate, 
because the state acts as an «absolute dictatorship or collective totalitarianism» 
as much towards the Latvian people as the national minorities. 

An extremely important result of ensuring the dominance of Latvians in 
politics became the dominance of Latvians in the economy. Non-Latvians, with 
some rare exceptions, were excluded from the privatisation of state property. 
By November 1996, 58.9% of employers were Latvians, 29.3% - Russians, 
11.8% - other nationalities. This was the average picture for Latvia as a whole. 
The situation was different in cities. For example, 43.6% of employers in Riga 
were Latvians, 43.9% were Russians and 12.5% were other nationals. It is 
important to note that public sector enterprises almost exclusively appointed 
Latvians to administrative positions.5 

Given that privatisation of state property was conducted in the interests 
of a very narrow group of people, the outcome was that Latvian legislative, 
executive and judicial bodies became extremely dependent on large (oligarchic) 
capital. Rather than being independent, Latvian government structures became 
somewhat a puppet as a result. 

Finally, given that the decision of the Supreme Council regarding citizenship, 
as well as regarding the ideology of the new state, was heavily influenced 
by the radical part of Western Latvian emigrants, who through ideological or 
family ties were related to the ethnocratic rule of Karlis Ulmanis and Nazi 
collaborationists, an important element of the new political discourse was the 
revision of the history of the Second World War and the political rehabilitation 
of former collaborationists. 

Thus, the deformation of political relations after October 15, 1991, has led 
to at least five negative consequences:

1) A multi-party system based on competition of ideas and programmes 
became impossible. Instead, the formation and activity of political parties was 
based on the ethnic principle.

2) Independent legislative, executive and judicial powers also became 
impossible due to extremely biased privatisation process, favouring a narrow 
group of people that began influencing all government structures.

3) Extrusion of non-Latvians from government and the public sector.
4) Foundation was laid for the revival of radical nationalism and Nazism 

in the political ideology of the Latvian state.
5) Foundation was laid for the separation of the state and people, which 

made it impossible to form a unified and effective civil society.

Course towards the «Latvian Latvia»

After the adoption of the Decree ‘On the restoration of the rights of citizens 
and on the basic conditions of naturalisation’ on October 15, 1991, when the 
population of the country was divided into citizens of the Latvian Republic 
and permanent residents deprived of civil rights, the next main goal of the 
Latvian government was building a so-called «Latvian Latvia».

History of the country already had one attempt to build an ethnically «pure» 
state – after Karlis Ulmanis coup in May 15, 1934. The result of that attempt, 
which can be considered as the Latvian take on creating an Aryan nation 
during Adolf Hitler’s Nazi regime in Germany, was not only the elimination of 
democracy, but also the self-destruction of the First republic in 1940. 
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Among political forces that rallied under the slogan «Latvia for Latvians» 
in the early 1930s, was a Latvian fascist organisation Perkonkrusts, established 
on January 19, 1932. Originally acting under the name Latviešu tautas 
apvienības Ugunskrusts this organisation was the ideological follower of the 
radical nationalist movement in Latvia, the history of which began in 1920s 
with the National Club.

The main idea behind the slogan «Latvia for Latvians» is that Latvia is a 
Latvian state, and the interests of the Latvian people is above the interests of 
national minorities in politics, economics and education. Thus, Perkonkrusts 
members justified their anti-Semitic, Russophovic and anti-German sentiments. 
Interestingly, though Perkonkrusts opposed the seven-century-long dominance 
of Germans in Latvia, allowing them to distance themselves officially from 
German fascism, in ideological terms they were related movements.

Before the 1934 coup d’état that destroyed the parliamentary democracy 
in Latvia and brought the authoritarian ethnocratic regime of Karlis Ulmanis, 
Pērkonkrusts was a banned organisation. However, as Janis Sils notes in the 
foreword of Armands Paeglis’ book, Perkonkrusts par Latviju. 1932 – 1944 (Klub 
415, Riga, 2005), their ideas essentially formed the foundation of Ulmanis’ regime.6

After regaining independence in 1991, the radical nationalist wing of the 
new political elite announced another attempt at building a utopian «Latvian 
Latvia». Ideas of Perkonkrusts were once again in demand: anti-Semitism, 
Russophobia and cult of personality of dictator Ulmanis. Historians within 
the ruling circles began actively adjust history of the country for the needs 
of the new ethnocratic regime, whitewashing Karlis Ulmanis along with the 
occupation of Nazi Germany and denigrating everything that was in any way 
related to Latvia’s time in the Soviet Union. Thus, since 1991 the main cause 
of the Holocaust in Latvia and the voluntary participation of many Latvian 
citizens in the SS legion, according to the official version, is the Soviet 
policy in 1940-1941 and June 1941 deportations, rather than the ideological 
kinship between Perkonkrusts, Ulmanis’ regime and German Nazism. This 
is how the concept that only SOME locals participated in the extermination 
of Jews is justified, although Alexandr Bergman – chairman of the Latvian 
Jewish Community, former concentration camp prisoner and one of the few 
who survived the Holocaust – believes that participation of locals in the mass 
murder of Jews was much more large-scale. In the provinces, the murderers 
were the so-called neighbours. He believes that today’ss explanation of the 
Holocaust, offered by Latvian historians, is nothing other than «an attempt to 
silence the true scale of local participation in this tragedy».7 

After 1991, to justify the legality of building a «Latvian Latvia» the concept 
of historical continuity of the independent Latvian Republic was adopted, 
where the years of Latvia’s existence as part of the Soviet Union was called 
occupation and spiritual and physical destruction of the Latvian nation within 
the totalitarian communist regime. 

A prominent political scientist and publicist Boris Cilevics (Boris Tsilevych) 
wrote in 1992 that to the new political elite, «Latvian Latvia» is based on the 
following ideas:

• Latvia is a state of Latvians; Latvians are the masters here and everyone 
else is foreign, who need to follow the host’s rules

• The historically conditioned normative character of the Russian language, 
alongside Latvian, is illegitimate. Therefore, it is necessary to bring it down 
to the level of «all other foreign languages», despite the fact that Russian 
language became normative in Latvia long before its independence – 
competing, by the way, with German and not Latvian language. 

• It is impossible to lead a more or less normal life in Latvia without 
knowing Latvian language.

• Latvian language is means to ensure advantages for Latvians in 
employment.

• «De-colonisation» includes the so-called reform of minority schools, 
main goal of which is to eliminate Russian-language schools. «You 
can get anyone through children. Maybe Russians will go too – the 
same as Jews and Germans went».8 

New followers of Perkonkrusts and the Ulmanis’ ethnocratic regime 
are striving to build a utopian Latvian Latvia in a multinational country, 
which is deeply worrying. History of the twentieth century teaches that the 
establishment of a «Latvian Latvia» is directly related to radical nationalism, 
fascism, anti-Semitism, Russophobia, forced assimilation and expulsion or 
outright destruction of national minorities. 

History of the twentieth century has several events that were aimed at or 
facilitated the creating of an ethnically «pure» Latvian state. 

First – rejection of national-cultural autonomy of Latgale after the May 
1934 coup, and the following rejection of education in Latgalian language, 
which meant forced assimilation of Latgalians.9 

Second – forced assimilation of national minorities during the authoritarian 
and ethnocratic regime of Karlis Ulmanis.10 

Third – elimination of the German community in Latvia, after the 1939 – 
1941 repatriation of Germans to their ethnic homeland.11 
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people there, most of whom have no 
connection to Latvia. Abrene could 
be declared a free economic zone 
for 2-3 years, and then incorporated 
into Latvia».13 

Mr Jurkans was of another 
opinion. Provoking the Abrene 
issue would not lead to the return 
of this territory to Latvia, and it 
will also complicate many crucial 
issues between the Latvian-
Russian relations.

The decision to remove 
Jurkans into resignation was made 
after his speech at the Supreme 
Council on October 7, when he 
said, «Dear Chairman, ladies and 
gentlemen. There is no doubt that 
Abrene is one of the unresolved 
issues in the relations with Russia, 
which must be addressed in intergovernmental negotiations. Ink is not yet dry 
on the international instruments that we signed and that state – border issues 
can only be resolved through intergovernmental negotiations – yet already a 
decision is adopted that breaks these international norms.

We are adopting a bill on citizenship, which essentially destroys what civil 
harmony we achieved through the Popular Front. Starting on this path, we were 
able to convince the majority of Latvian people only because our goals and tasks 
were clearly defined. Solving these issues, we did not ask our supporters about their 
bloodlines and language proficiency. There was one factor – loyalty towards the 
goal of restoring a democratic and independent Latvia. This parliament was elected 
by these people, convinced that independence is not an end in itself. The goal was to 
become free and independent ourselves in building a new independent Latvia.

With this truth, we went around the world, proud of the fact that despite 
crippled demographics we were able to find the support of the majority… We were 
proud of the support of Russian democrats during January events (1991 – V.G.).

We were proud and grateful to the Russian government for opening the 
way to our international recognition…

What is the situation today?

Fourth – destruction of almost 90% of the Jewish community in 
Latvia during the Second World War, largely with the help of local Nazi 
collaborationists.12 

The course adopted by Latvian ruling elite after October 15, 1991, aiming 
towards expulsion of Russian-speaking residents and restriction of rights of 
those who stayed, unfortunately continues this undemocratic path towards a 
utopian state.

«Jurkans’ Demarche» or expulsion of dissent

The course towards establishing a «Latvian Latvia» and, to that extent, 
conducting discriminatory policies towards the non-Latvian population 
unavoidably demanded the new ruling elite to «strengthen their ranks». 
Specifically, it was about driving out those who publicly criticised the departure 
of the Latvian state from democracy. However, driving these people out was 
not enough, it was necessary to make them political pariahs, marginal to 
politics. This was the fate of the first Minister of Foreign Affairs Janis Jurkans. 

Janis Jurkans was and is one of the few politicians, whose integrity, honesty 
and decency was believed in by Latvians and non-Latvians alike. Polish by birth, 
he graduated from the Latvian State University in 1974 as a philologer. After 
working as a teacher, he became co-chair of the Foreign Affairs Committee of 
the Popular Front of Latvia in 1989. Between 1990 and 1992, he was Minister of 
Foreign Affairs of Latvia. In June 1990, together with the chairman of Council of 
Ministers of Latvia Ivars Godmanis, Jurkans visited the United States, where he 
met with President George HW Bush. Jurkans resigned in 1992 due to opposition 
to the Supreme Council Decree ‘On the restoration of the rights of citizens and 
on the basic conditions of naturalisation’. He considered the territorial claims 
of Latvia regarding Pytalovsky district of Pskov region in Russia unfounded. In 
March 1994, Jurkans co-founded the National Harmony Party.

In 1991-1992, the topic of Abrene district, which in 1945 was attached to 
the Pytalovsky district of the Russian Federation, was as hot as the citizenship 
issue. On October 20, 1991, journalists who attended the first session of PFL 
Duma were expecting to witness a heated political debate. However, despite all 
expectations, the meeting went very smoothly. Chairman of the Popular Front 
faction in the Supreme Council J. Dinevics addressed the issue of Abrene district, 
saying, «Territorial issues must be settled with Russia. I personally believe that 
Abrene, as an illegally annexed territory, should be returned to Latvia. Another 
question is whether this can be done immediately, after all – there are 40 thousand 

Janis Jurkans
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Negotiations on the withdrawal of Russian troops reached a dead end. 
Instead of demonstrations of support near the Latvian Embassy in Moscow, we 
see regular threatening protests. Local non-Latvians, including our allies and 
friends, are suffering in the uncertainty of their future. Protests against human 
rights violations in Latvia are getting louder and louder around the world. 

I am criticised for saying that Latvian citizenship is not just an internal matter. 
From this high rostrum I repeat myself again – if we do not solve the citizenship 
issue in a way that satisfies the majority of Latvian population, we will have serious 
complications in both domestic and foreign politics, in the West and in the East. 

Would anyone here object to the fact that the number one issue in our 
domestic and foreign policy is streamlining relations with Russia and other 
states of the former Soviet Union? These relations cannot be streamlined until 
we arrange the relations with non-Latvians at home…

The West does not damage its relations with the new Russia. It will not 
adopt a democratic citizenship law for us; it will not pressure Russia regarding 
Abrene, and will not agree on the withdrawal of troops instead of us.

We ourselves – Latvian politicians in the parliament and in the government 
– through law have to solve the citizenship issue for Russians and other 
nationals in Latvia. Without forgetting the crimes of Hitler, Stalin, it is still 
time to move on, without looking back in the past. I have already said that the 
law on citizenship can influence international relations between Latvia and 
Russia, as well as other countries and international organisations…

Russia and Latvia have now become neighbours. Together we must find a 
good model of neighbourly relations…»14

Janis Jurkans’ speech was immediately criticised by some right-wing 
members of the Supreme Council. On October 21, Satversme faction demanded 
a motion of no confidence, which was avoided only after Ivars Godmanis 
came to his defence. Several days later, on October 26, Jurkans appeared on 
television with repeated criticism towards the Supreme Council. In response, 
leader of the Popular Front faction and chairman of the Commission on Foreign 
Affairs Indulis Berzins demanded his resignation and on Tuesday morning 
Prime Minister Godmanis called Jurkans into his office. At the following press 
conference, Jurkans admitted that he did not want to leave, but it would be 
wrong to «stand in the way of Prime Minister in the current situation». 

«Our greatest misfortune is our departure from the principles that we 
previously advocated and which the people of Latvia voted for. We disagree 
with the parliament, because it makes reckless decisions that complicate the 
already difficult relationship with Russia.

The citizenship bill has significantly complicated the international 
position of Latvia, its image in the world. Supreme Council’s biggest mistake 
will be adopting the law that would take away the rights of those who elected 
this parliament. Nobody in the world does this. Nobody adopts retroactive 
laws,» Jurkans said. «In helping the indigenous nation it is important to 
avoid violating human rights, or offending the dignity and interests of people 
who voted for the parliament and independence.»15 

Janis Jurkans’ speech at the Supreme Council on October 7 and his 
subsequent resignation on October 27 was a form of a demarche for 
democracy. While Jurkans said that he does not feel alone in his resignation, 
that Latvia has «enough people who can lead the country along a democratic 
path» and «most people are democratically-minded»16, in reality the situation 
was different. Supreme Council was becoming increasingly radical with 
each passing day when considering national policies or relations with Russia. 
The following 25 years of the Second Latvian Republic showed that Janis 
Jurkans was the first and, unfortunately, the only Latvian Foreign Minister 
who defended the democratic principles in practice. In 1992, Latvian people, 
and native Latvians primarily, did not realise this and thus there were no 
public demonstrations in Jurkans’ defence.

Barriers to a united civil society

The Declaration ‘On the Restoration of Independence of the Republic of 
Latvia’ and the Decree ‘On the restoration of the rights of citizens and on the 
basic conditions of naturalisation’ adopted by the Supreme Council of Latvia 
on October 15, 1991, created serious political, ideological and psychological 
obstacles to the formation of a unified civil society in the country. 

Civil society is defined as the «aggregate of non-governmental 
organisations and institutions that manifest interests and will of citizens; a 
collection of citizens of high social, economic, political, cultural and moral 
status that develop legal relations with the government.17 

One of the most important features of a developed civil society is bilateral 
discussion and cooperation between it and the government on various issues. 
«A sign of a mature society is when it can convince the authority to do as it 
wants,» former leader of the Popular Front, and later Minister of Foreign Affairs 
(2002 – 2004), MEP Sandra Kalniete said in 2007. «Whereas our civil society 
is developing too slow, allowing the collective Berlusconi take possession of 
power using his pet parties».18 
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This situation arose after the Popular Front of Latvia deceived national 
minorities in 1989 – 1991, when it failed to keep its promises regarding 
citizenship. This made it impossible for the state to form equal and 
interdependent relations not just with national minorities, but with Latvian 
public as a whole. After October 15, 1991, the state could essentially ignore its 
electorate’s opinion, regardless of nationality. 

To avoid accusations of deceit and repression against national minorities, 
Latvian politicians employed the thesis of «occupation» and denied the fact 
that 2nd Congress of PFL and its electoral platform contained provisions on 
providing citizenship to all willing residents. First Prime Minister of the Second 
Latvian Republic Ivars Godmanis wrote in his book, Baltic Way to Freedom, 
published to mark the 15th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence, 
«The fact that the Popular Front promised zero option citizenship for everyone 
is simply not true. We – those who wrote the programme – know that there was 
not a single word about receiving citizenship if you don’t know the Latvian 
language, if you don’t recognise the state. This is a myth often spread by our 
current and former opponents».19 

In 2008, Godmanis repeated his statement in an interview with Viktors 
Avotins, saying that Janis Jurkans and his crew make «absolutely groundless» 
statements about PFL promising zero option citizenship, «This is a lie».20 

Latvian Ambassador to Russia, Andris Teikmanis, spoke in the Russian 
parliamentary group on relations with Latvia in July 2005, where he also 
stressed that the Popular Front had never promised citizenship to all permanent 
residents of the Latvian SSR after independence. «I don’t have a short memory,» 
he added.21 

However, their opinion is challenged by a researcher from Providius 
centre of public policy. In an article, «The state should apologise to non-
citizens», Dace Akule writes, «I specifically went to the library and checked 
– programme of the 2nd Congress of the Popular Front states: ‘PFL advocates 
that citizenship is granted to permanent residents of Latvia who declare their 
will to receive citizenship of Latvia and clearly link their fate with the Latvian 
state.’ We could argue whether or not the Popular Front was in a position to 
give such promises, but people believed them».22 

Dainis Ivans, First Chairman of the Popular Front in parliament who 20 
years ago was described as the «conscience of the Latvian people», called 
the Supreme Council Decree on the restoration of the right of citizens and 
the subsequent citizenship law as betrayal of the Russian-speaking people. 
He told the Diena newspaper, «When the new citizenship law was adopted, 

radically different from what was said in 
the Declaration [of Independence – V.G.] 
and in the Popular Front’s programme, 
I was the only chairman who voted 
‘against’. I considered it treachery. Even 
though hypocrisy is a common feature in 
politics, I couldn’t have it any other way. 
My conscience would not allow it.

When we had to call people to 
the barricades, I called in Latvian and 
in Russian, and therefore I assumed 
responsibility for both. 

I could not take part in this betrayal, 
committed by everyone from Supreme 
Council Chairman to more radical deputies 
who kept silent as we were adopting the 
Declaration of Independence. Of course, 
it can be considered that we did not fulfil 
what we promised in this paragraph. This 
was unfair, but it is a political reality and we have to reckon with the fact that 
in politics it’s all about profits…»23 

Supreme Council Decree ‘On the restoration 
of the rights of citizens and on the basic conditions 

of naturalisation’ led to massive tragedies

Implementation of the Decree ‘On the restoration of the rights of citizens 
and on the basic conditions of naturalisation’ negatively affected hundreds of 
thousands of people.

Between July 1, 1992, and May 21, 1993, Latvian residents were assigned 
a personal code as part of their registration in the Population Register. 707 
117 people did not receive citizenship status and 186 295 people did not even 
receive a personal code, because they could not pass the registration. Thus, 
registration resulted in 893 412 people, or 34.28% of the Latvian population, 
losing their political and other rights.24 Those who did not receive a personal 
code lost the right to stay in Latvia. «If this is discrimination – let it be so,» 
Director of the Office of Citizenship and Migration Affairs (Lat: PMLP) 
Viesturs Pauls Karnups told the Washington post on July 25, 1992.25 

Dainis Ivans
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 Most rejections to the Population Register technically did not correspond 
to the law. Latvian officials implemented an old and tested strategy – a good-
looking act that was attached to certain provisions that distorted its meaning. 
For example, even though the law indicated that everyone except active 
military has the right to registration, the attached instructions stated that retired 
military and their family also could not apply, as well as civilians who worked 
on military enterprises and residents of dormitories. These people were given 
a round stamp in the passport.

Supreme Council Deputy Tatjana Zdanok (Lat: Tatjana Ždanoka) and the 
Latvian Human Rights Committee, established in 1992, set up legal assistance 
for those holding the round stamp.

Zdanok used her deputy status to obtain the sealed instructions of the 
Office of Citizenship and Migration Affairs (PMLP). Using this information, 
she turned to the well-known human rights activist Vladimir Bogdanov, who 
suggested that all people who were given the round stamp file a class action 
lawsuit against the PMLP. Shortly, tens of thousands of lawsuits were filed 
after Zdanok, Bogdanov and member of the Riga City Council Buzaev drew 
up a model application. However, PMLP flat out refused to comply with court 
judgements. Following that, Latvian Human Rights Committee and Zdanok 
turned to the OSCE. The West found it shocking.26 

Rejections of applications to the Population Register has been a major 
problem in the Latvian Human Rights committee for several years. For 
example, Irina Moreva was given a round stamp, because her father used to 
serve in the Soviet Army more than 30 years ago, before 1961. 

There was another typical case: a man, born in Riga, never served in the 
army, graduated from Riga Polytechnic University and worked as a construction 
site supervisor. The man joined a military construction company as a civilian 
specialist in order to advance in a waiting list for an apartment and left shortly 
after receiving it. He managed to successfully apply to the Population Register, 

but a year afterwards his «square stamp» was crossed out, because he lived in 
a «military building».

Spouses of Latvian nationals were sometimes also given a round stamp. 
There was a case, when a native Latvian citizen appealed to the Human Rights 
Committee, because his wife – daughter of a military man – was rejected and 
told, «If you don’t like it – leave!»27 

LHRC helped rejected applicants win thousands of lawsuits against the 
Office for Citizenship and Migration Affairs. However, many people could not 
cope with the brutal policy of the new government. During the first years of 
independence, 150 thousand people left the country and never returned. There 
were also extreme cases, when people committed suicide in protest of the new 
state policy. In July 1995, Russian citizen Ravil Yagudin in Daugavpils doused 
himself in petrol and set himself on fire. 

Ravil Yagudin was an ethnic Tatar, who moved to Kazan in the early 90s, 
but his family lived in Daugavpils. When he came back to Latvia to reunite 
with his family, PMLP rejected his application, leaving him jobless. As a 
Muslim, he could not cope being unable to support his family. As a result, he 
committed the act of self-immolation right in front of his house and his mother. 
In a suicide note, Yagudin blamed his death on PMLP, who prevented him 
from reuniting with his family.28 

Viesturs Pauls Karnups was Director of PMLP for only a few 
months in 1992. His predecessor and successor was Maris Plavnieks. In 
1993, Karnups was elected MP from the National Independence Movement 
list. In 2004, he became Economics PhD, after defending his dissertation 
on «Trade between Latvia and Scandinavia in 1920 – 1940.»Associate 
Professor of the Department of International Economic Relations and 
Management at the University of Latvia.
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Chapter 4

«Mistakes during the Yeltsin euphoria» 
and Europe’s double standards

There were at least four underlying factors to the October 1991 Supreme 
Council Decree ‘On the restoration of the rights of citizens and on the basic 
conditions of naturalisation’:

- Desire to resume the construction of a «Latvian Latvia» that was 
interrupted in 1940 held by the radical part of Western Latvian emigration 
(active ethnic Latvians living abroad) and local radical nationalists. 

 - Political irresponsibility of the Russian administration led by Boris 
Yeltsin during the recognition of Latvian independence. Russia did not 
negotiate any safeguards for national minorities in the new state. This was a 
necessary step, especially when the Russian Supreme Council did not ratify 
the 13 January 1991 Tallinn Treaty on International Relations between Russia 
and Latvia, which later allowed Latvian nationalists to ignore the optation 
principle written in the agreement. 

 - Political short-sightedness of representatives of national minorities 
themselves – members of the Supreme Council from the Popular Front.

 - CSCE’s agreement with the division of Latvian population into 
citizens and persons without Latvian citizenship.

The combination of these factors led to Europe not reacting to the restrictions 
imposed on the Russian-speaking population in Latvia and Estonia, which 
in essence violated the principle of option (choice of citizenship) contained 
in the international law. This was possible in part because in preparing the 
October 1991 Decree Latvian legislators managed to circumvent international 
conventions by assigning non-citizens to a «special category of residents 
whose legal status is not covered by any conventions,» M. Mitrofanov notes.1 

Mikhail Gorbachev does not bear responsibility for the emergence of 
mass statelessness in Latvia. Resolution of the USSR State Council on the 
recognition of the independence of the Republic of Latvia (September 6, 1991) 

states that the Soviet Union must «hold talks with the Republic of Latvia on 
ensuring the rights of citizens, and related to interests of the USSR and its 
constituent states in economic, political, border, humanitarian and other fields» 
(Paragraph 2). The Soviet Union was also intending to discuss «national 
minority rights and freedoms» (Paragraph 3) and stipulated that «citizens of 
the USSR who wish to stay in the Latvian republic or move to the USSR are 
under the legal protection of the Soviet Union and the republic the citizenship 
of which they adopt» (Paragraph 4).

On October 15, 1991, when deputies of the Supreme Council passed the 
Decree on the restoration of the rights of citizens, Minister of Foreign Affairs 
in Moscow Boris Pankin and his Latvian counterpart Janis Jurkans exchanged 
notes on the establishment of diplomatic relations. 

«The feast is over,» Russian Foreign Minister told Latvian journalists. 
«International talks will be very serious.» He stressed that crucial economic 
and political issues are now on the agenda, as well as issues related to 
national minorities.2

Although, USSR’s intentions to assist in national minority issues in Latvia 
were never implemented in practice. After the events of August 19 – 21 and 
Russia’s hasty recognition of Latvian independence, the Soviet Union and 
Mikhail Gorbachev were practically removed from the negotiations around 
national minorities in the new republics. This was confirmed in the Belavezha 
Accords, singed by Russia, Belarus and Ukraine on December 8, the subsequent 
termination of Gorbachev’s presidency and the official dissolution of the Soviet 
Union, adopted by the USSR Supreme Council on December 26, 1991.

Russia’s role

After August 24, 1991, Russia only had one opportunity to protect its 
compatriots who suddenly found themselves living in new independent states 

– to ratify the Tallinn Treaty (January 13, 1991), which laid foundation to 
international relations between the Russian SFSR and the Latvian Republic.

In 1992 (or 1993?), the RSFSR Supreme Council Committee on Inter-
Republic Relations, Regional Policy and Cooperation prepared a Review of 
the 1991 Tallinn treaty. The Review, singed by Chairman of the Committee A. 
G. Granberg, has the following text: 

«The Treaty on the basis for international relations between the Russian 
Soviet Federative Socialist Republic and the Latvian Republic, singed in 
Tallinn on 13 January 1991, establishes new international legal framework for 
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equal relations between two sovereign states, Russia and Latvia, in political, 
economic, humanitarian and other areas.

One of the major objectives of the Treaty is protection of the rights of 
national minorities living in the territories of the Parties, including the 
protection of the Russian-speaking population in Latvia. The ratification of the 
treaty will establish legal framework to address this issue.

The Treaty obligates both Parties (Art. III, p. 1) to guarantee citizens of the 
USSR living on the territories of RSFSR and Latvia the right to maintain or receive 
citizenship of RSFSR or the Latvian Republic in accordance with their free will.

The Treaty provides for the preparation and signing of corresponding 
agreements which establish institutional arrangements for its implementation. 
Art. X of the Agreement provides for the exchange of plenipotentiary missions 
between the Parties, coordination of activities of the Parties in international 
relations, coordination of pricing policy (Art. XV, p.2), transit operations 
and other measures.

However, the Committee notes that some legislative acts of the Latvian 
Republic do not comply with the letter and spirit of the Treaty. Latvian 
Supreme Council Decree ‘On the restoration of the rights of citizens and on 
the basic conditions of naturalisation’ recognises citizenship and allows for 
registration of citizenship only in respect to persons who were citizens of the 
Latvian Republic as of June 17, 1940, and their descendants (P. 2.1 and P. 2.2). 
Paragraph 3.5 of the aforementioned Decree contains a list of persons who 
are denied Latvian citizenship regardless of their will. Certain provisions of 
the laws ‘On languages’, ‘On public education’, and ‘On state pensions’ also 
contain discriminatory requirements. The Constitutional Law of the Latvian 
Republic divides the population into citizens, permanent residents and foreign 
nationals. The legislator sets the extent of non-political (economic) rights 
depending on that status. This legal position underlies the Law ‘On the reform 
of land ownership in rural areas of the Latvian Republic’.

These acts are partially the result of a lack of regulation of international 
relations. 

The Committee believes it is important to ratify the Treaty and instruct the 
Government of the Russian Federation to start immediately the preparation and 
signing of executive agreements prescribed by this Agreement and aimed at: 

- Protection of rights and freedoms of national minorities living on the 
territories of the Parties

- Protection of current and former military personnel and members of 
their families living on the Latvian territory

- All-round protection of all citizens on the territory of the other Party
- Cooperation in road, rail and air links, the use of ports and pipelines on 

the territory of the Parties
- Regulation of a legal ownership of property on the territory of the other 

Parties, property of the former USSR and property of citizens.
The Committee hopes that ratification of the Treaty will encourage the Latvian 

Republic to bring its national legislation in line with international law and the 
provisions of this Treaty and give Russian executive bodies the opportunity to 
seek from Latvia to strictly follow the letter and spirit of the signed Agreement».3 

Despite this conclusion, the Supreme Council of the Russian Federation, 
distracted by internal power struggle, did not ratify the Tallinn Treaty. This 
allowed the ruling elite in Latvia to take full advantage of the situation and 
start the construction of a «Latvia for Latvians».

Nevertheless, Russia continued to raise the issue of eliminating non-
citizenship in Latvia, as is demonstrated in the records of the meeting of 
Russian and Latvian government delegations regarding the withdrawal of 
former Soviet Armed Forces from the Latvian territory. Protocol of the meeting 
that took place on 23-24 October 1992 reads, (Paragraph 6): «The Russian side 
reaffirmed the priority that it places on the normalisation of the legal status of 
non-indigenous population of Latvia, including former military personnel. It 
assumes that the agreement on withdrawal of troops shall not affect the legal 
personality of these persons, and above all, their property and housing rights.» 
This protocol is signed by head of the Russian delegation Sergei Zotov and 
head of the Latvian delegation Janis Dinevics.4 

The issue resurfaced at the next meeting between the two delegations 
in November 1992, where Russia once again reaffirmed with «with special 
urgency», as the media reported, the issue of civil rights for Russian-speaking 
people in Latvia. Russian Federation insisted on the development of an 
agreement on civil rights, but as Zotov noted at the time, «Latvian side backs 
away from initiating such an agreement».5  

Latvian government blatantly ignored Russia’s position on the mass 
statelessness in the country. Finally, under the pressure of the European Union, 
Latvia adopted the Law ‘On the status of citizens of former USSR who do not 
have citizenship of Latvia or any other state» (April 12, 1992), which defined 
the legal status of citizens of the Soviet Union, and Russia was forced to accept 
non-citizenship in Latvia as an accomplished fact.

Today, when Russia points out problems in the observance of national 
minority rights in Latvia and Estonia, Europe always refers to solutions adopted 
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in the 90s. For example, the issue of Russian-speaking minority in Latvia 
and Estonia was discussed in December 2005 at a meeting of members of 
international committees from the Russian Federal Assembly and members of 
the European Parliament. Head of the State Duma Committee on International 
Relations Konstantin Kosachev once again criticised Europe’s position that 
the current «legal norms [in Latvia and Estonia] correspond to EU standards». 
However, Chairman of the European Parliament Committee on Foreign 
Affairs, Elmar Brok, told Interfax news agency that the term «non-citizens» 
was «introduced OSCE’s legal dictionary and adopted by consensus, including 
Russia».6 

«Today, Russia is trying to correct the mistake that was committed during 
the Yeltsin euphoria,» N. Narochnitskaya notes. «Although, unfortunately, 
the European Union uses double standards and doesn’t want to recognise our 
concerns yet. Unfortunately, Europe is still as ignorant in regard to Russia as 
it was in past centuries».7 

Role of the European community

The European Union, a politico-economic union currently of 28 member 
states, was conceived in 1992 and was fully established by the Maastricht Treaty 
on November 1, 1993. Before the EU, there was the European Community 
(EC), the European Economic Community (EEC), the European Coal and Steel 
Community (ECSC) and the European Atomic Energy Community (EURATOM). 
The fact that the creation of the Second Latvian Republic and the corresponding 
issues took place during the transition from European Communities to European 
Union meant that the attention of European politicians was definitely not focused 
on internal problems in Latvia, the way it resolves the citizenship issue. This had 
serious negative effects for national minorities in Latvia. 

There was another important factor at play – the increased influence of 
political forces in Europe that after the dissolution of the Soviet Union wanted 
to redraw the existing international law, abandoning the Yalta and Potsdam 
Agreements, as well as the 1975 Helsinki Final Act. Actions of the CSCE High 
Commissioner on National Minorities Max van der Stoel confirm this point. 
After expressing support for the thesis of occupation of Latvia in 1940, which 
in practice meant recognising the illegitimacy of the Helsinki Final Act, and 
Yalta and Potsdam Agreements, Max van der Stoel agreed that the new Latvian 
government can in fact reject the internationally recognised right to optation 
(free choice of citizenship, if the state of nationality ceases to exist). 

CSCE’s desire to protect national minorities on the one hand, but play up to 
Latvian radical nationalists and European political revisionists on the other, defined 
its double standards regarding national minority issues. These double standards 
played a crucial role in the establishment of mass non-citizenship in Latvia. 

Alvaro Gil-Robles, Commissioner for Human Rights of Council of Europe 
in 2004, agreed that Europe uses double standards when assessing the situation 
with national minorities in Latvia and Estonia. Commissioner was the only 
person who explicitly criticised Latvia and Estonia for their treatment of 
Russian-speakers’ rights. 

«Many in Europe do not want to talk about this – they feel uncomfortable 
in front of the political elites of these countries. However, I believe that they 
should feel uncomfortable in front of the 400 thousand Russian-speakers in 
Latvia (in fact, Latvia had more than half a million non-citizens as of 2004 – 
V.G.) and the 150 thousand in Estonia, who do have no citizenship,» Alvaro 
Gil-Robles said. «Political elites of these countries consider this issue closed, 
and it was, but now it resurfaced. The EU does not have a definition for «non-
citizen», and we cannot accept people with this strange status. Therefore, 
Foreign Ministries of several European countries are expressing concern with 
Latvia and Estonia’s position. Although, Estonia is more open to take some 
steps towards national minority rights on a local level».8 

Unfortunately, Commissioner’s position had no effect on the situation in 
Latvia and Estonia. His recommendations and Russia’s attempts to force the 
two countries to observe human rights ran into a wall of misunderstanding 
among European officials. They said that there is no such problem or noted 
that human rights do not extend to so-called «non-citizens». Russian Minister 
of Foreign Affairs Sergey Lavrov described this situation: «It turns out that 
there can be a whole nation in the European Union that does not enjoy political 
rights. In a politically correct language, they are called Russian-speakers».9 

Opinions of Swedish and Czech diplomats give a clear example of EU’s 
unwillingness to solve the non-citizen problem. Lars Peter Freden, Swedish 
representative in Latvia and Estonia in late 80s – early 90s, wrote in his book – 
The Return: Swedish Security Policy and the Baltic Countries’ First Years of 
Independence 1991 – 1994 (Riga, 2007): «Violations of international law – 
occupation and annexation committed by the Soviet Union – cannot in any way 
serve as basis for compatriots of this country […] receiving a status better than 
ordinary immigrants in Europe. […] International law does not guarantee the right 
to receive citizenship of Estonia or Latvia automatically without first satisfying the 
requirements of learning the official language and history of the country».10
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Foreign Minister of the Czech Republic Karel Schwarzenberg expressed 
a similar opinion in 2011. After meeting with his Latvian counterpart, Girts 
Valdis Kristovkis, Minister Schwarzenberg – known as an activist for human 
rights, democracy and the rule of law – noted that problems with obtaining 
citizenship exist in other countries, but if an individual is given an opportunity 
to study, work and engage in cultural activities, then the «immediate citizenship 
is irrelevant». According to Czech Foreign Minister, the state is not required 
to give civil passports to those who settled in the country due to historical 
circumstances.11

Part Two

The main vectors of Latvian ethnic policy

Chapter 1 

The discriminatory citizenship law

Speaking at the Second congress of the Popular Front of Latvia in 
October 1989, a prominent Soviet and Latvian poet, playwright and member 
of the PFL Vladlens Dozorcevs (Vladlen Dozortsev) noted that a large 
portion of Russian-speakers support the independence of Latvia. He added 
that there is one condition, however – equality in the future independent 
state. «Does that mean that it’s all rosy in interethnic relations? No, it does 
not,» Dozorcevs said. «On the one hand, there are acute Latvian issues, for 
example – dim prospects of demographic rehabilitation. On the other, there 
is an acute problem of trust. Let’s be honest, there is an opinion that Latvians 
don’t say everything, that they invite [national minorities – V.G.] only as 
temporary allies. This [opinion] is only reinforced when we see initiatives 
«not for everyone» in the Latvian community. I am talking about registering 
the primary citizens and candidates (as citizens).

Now that the leadership has shifted from the Stalinist big brother there is 
a new role for the Latvian people as a POLITICAL LEADER, and with this 
comes new responsibility for other national communities living beside Latvian.

Is the leader just? Can he separate the blame of the system from specific 
people? Is he generous, even when it is difficult for himself? These will be the 
defining questions in the interethnic climate».

Dozorcevs concluded his speech by saying, «I believe that a nation 
which suffered the humiliation and assimilation on its own skin, having won 
some of its rights and still fighting for the rest, will not humiliate and will 
not discriminate against other peoples. It won’t repeat the fatal mistakes of 
its big brother».1 
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Between 1988 and 1991, many Russian-speaking residents of Latvia like 
Mr Dozorcevs hoped that an independent and democratic Latvian state would 
adopt democratic laws on citizenship, language and education. However, as 
time has shown, those who came to power after 18 March 1990 did not intend 
on building a democratic state. On the contrary, through ethnic legislation 
they pursued conditions that would prohibit non-Latvians from enjoying 
equal rights in politics and encourage them to leave the country altogether. 
There were three laws forming the basis of this policy, as head of the Union of 
Citizens and Non-Citizens NGO Vladimir Sokolov rightfully points out: the 
citizenship law, the language law and the education law.2

The adoption of the 1991 Decree «On the restoration of the rights of citizens 
and on the basic conditions of naturalisation», which deprived more than a 
third of the population of their civil rights, made holding democratic general 
elections impossible. Having non-democratic elections was the main condition 
for adopting laws that would discriminate against national minorities. Report 
by the Russian Council for Foreign and Defence Policy, Russia and the Baltics, 
notes: «Most regulations adopted in Latvia since 1991 – laws on citizenship, 
elections, civil service, election campaigns, language and status of foreign 
nationals – discriminated against national minorities and pursued the goal of 
expelling the Russian-speaking population to their ‘historic homeland’».3

Andrejs Pantelejevs on Russians in Latvia

On October 3, 1992, almost a year after the Decree «On the restoration of 
the rights of citizens and on the basic conditions of naturalisation» has been 
adopted, Diena newspaper published an interview with the Chairman of the 
Supreme Council Committee on Human Rights and National Affairs, Andrejs 
Pantelejevs, where he provided theoretical justification for the emerging 
national inequality in Latvia. Pantelejevs believes that the ratio of Latvians 
to non-Latvians must be taken into account when dealing with ethnic issues. 
According to him, Russians in Latvia are not an ethnic minority, «it does not 
correspond to the objective truth.»

«Jews are a national minority, Poles are a national minority, but the relationship 
between Russians and Latvians cannot be characterised as a relationship between 
a minority and a majority, because physically, arithmetically, it is not so. In 
Belgium, nobody talks about a Walloon or a Flemish minority. In Cyprus, nobody 
talks about a Greek or a Turkish minority. In Switzerland, nobody talks about a 
French or Germany minority. Here we have completely different proportions 

both from political and from purely 
mathematical points of view. Quantity 
becomes quality,» Pantelejevs was 
saying. 

«Two things must be distinguished: 
issues related to national minorities 
in traditional sense and relations 
between two groups of residents – 
Russians and Latvians, which cannot 
be treated as relations between a 
minority and a majority.»

Andrejs Pantelejevs went on 
to describe how the citizenship 
issue would be solved, «There 
are two possible scenarios in the 
development of national issues. They 
are related to citizenship and other 
problems. First – the zero option. If 
we adopt this measure, Latvia will no 
longer have a Russian minority and 
a Latvian majority. It will become a 
country of two communities, similar 
to Belgium, Cyprus and some others. If we pass the zero-option citizenship 
law, applying the term ‘national minority’s to describe Russians would be 
ridiculous and politically incorrect, because it wouldn’t describe the actual 
situation. Russians would become the second community in Latvia – and 
quite a large one – members of which constitute a majority in many regions. I 
think, for a bi-communal country the obvious next step would be the adoption 
of a second official language. Zero option doesn’t lead to integration, it 
effectively leads to apartheid and the continued existence of satellite groups. 
Zero option maintains the apartheid that existed here during the occupation,» 
Pantelejevs concluded. 

Chairman of the Committee on Human Rights and National Affairs 
described the second scenario for citizenship issues, where Latvians have 
control over policies and national minorities exist in parallel and have 
appropriate privileges. The second scenario involves using the mechanism of 
affirmative action – also known as positive discrimination or positive action. 
In legal terms, this path is clear, but politically unpleasant. 

Andrejs Pantelejevs
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«Unfortunately, positive discrimination hasn’t been seriously discussed 
in international practice, because it sometimes contradicts certain equal 
rights instruments. While this didn’t bother anyone in Algeria or in Denmark, 
Australia, Alsace and the Czech Republic, right after the war, there could be 
problems if we decide to adopt them, because we have a neighbouring nuclear 
superpower – Russia.

Therefore, we must decide: if we are purposefully moving towards 
eliminating the consequences of occupation and restoring Latvia as a 
nation state using affirmative action, we must be prepared to face political 
difficulties. 

In this case, we must clearly and openly say where each of these paths lead, 
and abandon the taboo on mentioning the ethnic factor – which is considered 
bad manners in all higher European institutions. We can explain that we are 
going along the second path, avoiding a bi-communal state, because having a 
bi-communal state near Russia would mean moving towards it – towards being 
its satellite [state] in the future.»4 

Without commenting on the assertions of occupation that permeate the 
whole interview, it is worth noting that Chairman of the Committee on Human 
Rights and National Affairs Andrejs Pantelejevs was completely wrong 
in claiming that in October 1992 the Latvian ruling elite still had a choice 
between zero option and affirmative action. This choice was already made 
in May 1990 and secured on 15 October 1991, when the Supreme Council 
adopted the Decree «On the restoration of the rights of citizens and on the 
basic conditions of naturalisation». The decision was in favour of psoitive. 
The only thing that could have worried the advocates of this scenario was 
the attitude of the European community towards discrimination of Russian-
speaking population in Latvia. 

CSCE position on citizenship

High Commissioner on National Minorities of the Organisation for 
Security and Co-operation in Europe, Max van der Stoel*, visited Latvia in 
January and April 1993. On April 6, after his visits, High Commissioner wrote 
to Latvian Minister of Foreign Affairs Georgs Andrejevs:

* Maximilianus «Max» van der Stoel (3 August 1924 - 23 April 2011) was a Dutch politician and former 
Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands. He served as the first High Commissioner on National 
Minorities of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe.

«Dear Mr Minister. Following my visits to Latvia on 15-20 January and 1-2 
April 1993, I take the liberty of sending you, annexed to this letter, a number of 
recommendations concerning mainly the non-Latvian population of your country.

When I drafted my recommendations, my basic assumption has been that, 
though a number of non-Latvians have returned to their native country and more 
might follow, it would be unrealistic to expect that such a return will be on a 
massive scale. The great majority will probably prefer to stay in Latvia, partially 
because they have been living there for a long time or have been born there, and 
partially because they feel that they have no prospect of finding homes and jobs 
if they would move to the Russian Federation or any other CIS state.

During my visits, I was told by officials of the Citizenship and Immigration 
Department that according to their estimates the number of non-Latvians that 
will have acquired Latvian citizenship before June and who will therefore be 
able to participate in the parliamentary elections scheduled for that month will 
not exceed 50%. As 98% of all non-Latvians have been living in Latvia for 
more than 5 years and 93% even for 16 years or more and as the prospects of 
finding jobs and apartments in the Russian Federation or other CIS republics 
have to be considered very small, it can be assumed that most of those who so 
far have not been able to acquire Latvian citizenship will sooner or later apply 
for it. This conclusion is supported by official data, which show that per March 
22nd out of a total of 617,443 persons registered as inhabitants of Latvia who 
are not Latvian citizens 593,008 want to acquire citizenship

On the basis of my conversations, I assume that the Government of 
Latvia, confronted with this situation, will not decide to oblige this group 
or parts of it to leave the country. Although every Government has the right 
to remove from its territory persons whose continued presence could be 
damaging to vital interests of the state, it is also obvious that expulsions 
on a massive scale would be contrary to generally accepted international 
humanitarian principles and would, moreover, probably have very serious 
international repercussions.

From the point of view of harmonious interethnic relations, it would in my 
view also be undesirable that Latvia would insist on such high requirements 
for citizenship that a great number of applicants would not be able to meet 
them. As a consequence, the percentage of citizens of Latvian origin would 
be higher and that of citizens of non-Latvian origin lower then would be the 
case if Latvia would follow a more liberal line. However, the disadvantage 
of such a very strict policy would quite probably be that there would be 
considerable dissatisfaction amongst the very many who would then not have 
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the chance of obtaining Latvian citizenship. Even though, as you pointed out 
in your speech before the un Commission on Human Rights in Geneva on 
February 15, these persons would be free to choose their place of employment, 
to engage in professional activities and private enterprise, to receive pensions 
and unemployment benefits and to have access to health care and housing, they 
would not have the right to make their views known by participating in the 
election process.

Another solution would be that Latvia would restrict itself to requirements 
for citizenship which, broadly speaking, would not go beyond those used by 
most CSCE states. […]

In a policy aiming at the promotion of continued harmonious relations 
between Latvians and the non-Latvian population the most important element 
would, of course, be the passing of legislation which demonstrates that the 
Latvian Government is taking the interests of the non-Latvians living in Latvia 
fully into account.[…]»5 

In recommendations attached to his letter, Max van der Stoel did not 
propose a zero option citizenship, unlike the U.S. Helsinki Commission 
in October 1991. The first paragraph recommended that «a new 
citizenship law should be speedily adopted, in order that the conditions 
for naturalisation be clearly defined», which primarily concerned those 
who were already permanent residents before May 4, 1990 – when the 
Declaration of Independence was adopted. This proposal was a concession 
to the radical right-wing majority in Latvian Supreme Council and 
violated the principle of optation (free choice of citizenship, if the state 
of nationality ceases to exist). 

This was no accident. In his letter to Georgs Andrejevs, Max van der Stoel 
stressed that he takes into account «the long years Latvia suffered under Soviet 
occupation» and «the bitterness caused by what is perceived as a deliberate 
policy of Russification during those years».*

Max van der Stoel’s recommendations can be regarded as an attempt to 
add democratic colours to the position of the Latvian state that formed after the 
adoption of the October 1991 Decree on civil rights and naturalisation. 

* In June 2012, President of Estonia Toomas Hendrik Ilves told «Rigas Laiks» magazine that the status of 
non-citizens in Estonia was approved by the OSCE. «Some say – you have a category of non-citizens. In 
reality, this category was proposed to us by the OSCE and Max van der Stoel,» President of Estonia said. 
According to him, the idea was to provide a certain category of persons with «more rights than foreign 
nationals». «And now we are accused of adopting what the OSCE recommended! Do we need to take the 
people supported by the Foreign Ministry of a certain country seriously? Definitely not,» he concluded.7

High Commissioner pointed out in Paragraph 2 of recommendations: 
«Children born in Latvia who would otherwise be stateless should be granted 
Latvian citizenship taking into account Article 24, paragraph 3, of the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and Article 7, paragraph 1, 
of the Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness.» 

He also recommended that the requirement of a minimum period of 
residence in Latvia should not exceed 5 years (Paragraph 3). «This is the period 
frequently adopted by states and in this case there do not seem to be good reasons 
not to adopt it. In terms of non-citizens eligible for citizenship, the difference 
between 16, 10 or 5 years period of required residence is not great (93 percent, 
96 percent and 98 percent respectively). Adopting a shorter period would also be 
a good decision for psychological reasons, since it would be seen as proof of the 
Government’s determination to resolve the citizenship issue.»

In Paragraph 4, High Commissioner proposes: «For those who are already 
residents of Latvia, the period of 5 years mentioned in Recommendation No 
3 should be reckoned from the date they came to Latvia or were born there, 
whichever may be the case.»

«In order to reduce as much as possible the uncertainty prevailing in the 
non-Latvian communities, once applicants fulfil the legal requirements for 
citizenship they should be granted citizenship without delay and no further 
waiting period should be introduced,» – Paragraph 5. 

Several recommendations touched on the requirements to know the Constitution 
and Latvian language. Paragraph 6 says, «If the new citizenship law would include 
a requirement that basic elements of the Constitution should be known, the 
requirement should be formulated in such a way that different interpretations are not 
possible. Generally speaking, the requirement that basic elements of the Constitution 
be known should not be a major obstacle to the acquisition of citizenship.»

«Whatever language requirements are chosen, they should not exceed 
the level of «conversational knowledge» which was required by the Supreme 
Council Resolution of 15 October 1991. The Government, administrative 
authorities and courts should be lenient in the application of this requirement 
as far as citizenship is concerned,» – Paragraph 7.

In Paragraph 8, Max van der Stoel proposed a clause «exempting elderly 
persons (60 years and over) and disabled persons from language requirements 
when they apply for citizenship».

Paragraph 9 reads, «It should be made explicit that any eventual requirement 
that applicants should have a steady legal income in order to qualify for 
citizenship should not apply to unemployed persons.»
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«In enacting or implementing legal provisions concerning nationality, 
citizenship or naturalisation, Articles 1 (3) and 5(d) of the International 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, 
prohibiting any discrimination based on national or ethnic origin, have, of 
course, to be fully respected.» (Paragraph 11)

«The Government should enhance its efforts aimed at informing the non-
Latvian population about the legislation, regulations and practical questions 
which concern citizenship, language requirements etc.» (Paragraph 16)

«The office of a «National Commissioner on Ethnic and Language 
Questions» should be established. The National Commissioner should be 
competent to take up any relevant complaint which he/she considers to require 
further attention with any government agency. He/she would have to actively 
find out about uncertainties and dissatisfaction involving minorities, act speedily 
in order to clarify grey areas, answer to questions within a specified period of 
time (e.g. two months) and finally act as a channel for information and as a 
go-between to the Government and the minorities in Latvia.» (Paragraph 17)

«In general, it is recommended that the Government consistently 
implement a visible policy of dialogue and integration towards the non-Latvian 
population, which should incorporate the abovementioned recommendations. 
In the High Commissioner’s opinion, early government action in this regard is 
indispensable» (Paragraph 18).

In parallel with these proposals, Max van der Stoel, on the basis of his 
position regarding the occupation of Latvia, essentially agreed that Latvian 
state has the right to restrict political rights of certain categories of permanent 
residents. 

For example, in Paragraph 10 of his recommendations, High 
Commissioner writes, «If certain persons would be explicitly excluded by 
law from acquiring citizenship, the law should stipulate that the validity of 
any allegation that a person would be the subject of such exclusion would, if 
denied, have to be established by court, in order to forestall any attempt at 
improper use of such provision.»

In Paragraph 13, Max van der Stoel adds: «In the end, a number of persons 
will neither qualify for citizenship, nor have the status of permanent residents. 
The High Commissioner would recommend that humanitarian considerations 
and reasonableness be the guiding principles regarding those persons.»

This approach allowed Latvian authorities not to concern themselves 
with national minorities or their political opponents or the need to follow the 
provisions of the Helsinki Final Act and other international instruments. It 

was enough that the CSCE High Commissioner on National Minorities did 
not demand optation (free choice of citizenship) for permanent residents* 
and agreed with the thesis of occupation of Latvia between 1940 and 1991. 
Therefore, it was natural that responding to Max van der Stoel’s letter, Minister 
of Foreign Affairs of Latvia Georgs Andrejevs did not comment on his 
recommendations at all, but instead focused on Latvia’s «suffering during the 
Soviet occupation».6

 
Permanent Representative of Latvia 

to the UN Aivars Baumanis on Russia’s position 
regarding human rights violations in Latvia

On May 19, 1993, Diena newspaper published a short article by their 
correspondent in Washington Aivars Ozolins, which described how the UN 
reacted to Boris Yeltsin’s letter warning about the impeding ethnic cleansing 
in Latvia. Aivars Baumanis, Representative of Latvia to the UN, said that 
the letter did not make an impact in the UN. According to him, a similar 
fate awaits the Latvian Human Rights Committee, which urged the UN 
to influence Latvian parliament in allowing non-citizens to participate in 
elections. 

«Best case scenario – some low-level official of the Secretariat would call 
to the Latvian Mission and ask what this could mean,» Mr Baumanis said. «We 
would answer – take a look at Ibrahima Fall’s memo. The UN does not respond 
to such slander.» [UN Commission, headed by the Director of the Centre for 
Human Rights Ibrahima Fall, made a visit to Riga in October 27-28, 1992, and 
concluded that Latvia was not carrying out a policy of discrimination against 
national minorities]. 

The same memo mentioned Ambassador of the Latvian Republic to 
the UN Aivars Baumanis’ speech on May 18 at the Prep Committee for the 
International Conference on Population and Growth which had been planned 
in Cairo in 1994. There, Mr Baumanis stressed that in terms of demographical 
changes Latvia is in a «unique position in the world». 

* Nils Muiznieks - former Latvian minister responsible for social integration, anti-discrimination, minority 
rights, and civil society development (2002–2004) – told Vesti Segodnya newspaper in May 2008, «Lack 
of citizenship among people who were born here many years ago is an ethical problem, rather than 
political or legal, because naturalisation is available to every non-citizen. The current citizenship law 
was recognised by both the OSCE, the EU and Council of Europe as corresponding to international law. 
Therefore, there will be no pressure in this field.»8
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«The Second World War and the 50 years of occupation, colonisation and 
Russification imposed by the Soviet Union, resulted in Latvia losing 40% of the 
ethnic Latvian population,» he explained. «The state has the right to form its 
population policy according to its needs and goals.» He added that Latvia would 
have to take certain measures to eliminate the consequences of colonisation and 
discrimination in order to ensure the survival of the Latvian nation.9 

Baumanis’ statements, including completely unsubstantiated assertions 
that Latvia lost 40% of ethnic Latvians between 1940 and 1991, relied on the 
changed political climate in the country. On July 9, 1992, 14 deputies from 
the Equal Rights faction were expelled from the Supreme Council of Latvia 
(I. Garaevs, V. Stevanovics, J. Lalins, I. Prokovjevs, E. Eglitis, N. Builovs, 
S. Dimanis, A. Vidavskijs, V. Zarkovs, S. Beskrovnis, O. Mantulnikovs, J. 
Antons, F. Stroganovs and A. Rubiks – who was already in prison at the time) 
and one member of the Centre of Democratic Initiative (A. Aleksejevs). All 
of them took part in the Latvian Public Salvation Committee in January 1991. 
The Commission of Inquiry into Anti-State Activities found them guilty, but 
did not move its findings to the court, instead offering to solve the issue by vote 
at the Supreme Council.10 

Supreme Council deputy Oleg Schiptsov later wrote in the Russkiy Put 
newspaper, «A member of parliament cannot in any way participate in an institution 
of parallel power that seeks to overthrow the government and parliament. In a 
democratic society, you can only win in a democratic way – through elections. 
I think that no member of the opposition should be part of the Latvian Public 
Salvation Committee, when it embarked on the path of taking all power into its 
own hands. This is a coup or a call for one. This is a path of intolerance – an 
undemocratic path. But if you look on the other hand, the Supreme Council 
of the Latvian Republic has about two dozen deputies elected to the Citizens 
Committee. Perhaps, some of them participate in the Latvian Committee as well. 
These institutions have repeatedly made claims about illegitimacy of the current 
Supreme Council and Council of Ministers, and stated their desire to form not a 
«shadow cabinet», but an interim government. They even have their own armed 
forces. These organisations are going for a neo-Bolshevist path and are probably 
ready for a revolution. They do their ‘legal exercises; through media, trying to 
prove the legal validity of their claim to power.

The Prosecution, meanwhile, is dealing with the past, while barely reacting 
to the present, which is much more important. I think that any true democrat 
would be disturbed, to say the least, about such double standards. However, it 
does not happen…

The Parliamentary Commission of Inquiry provided evidence on the 
first group of deputies, but completely ignored the radical nationalist neo-
Bolshevists deputies.

Supreme Council is a legislative power. It can hear the conclusion 
of the Commission for Inquiry and, if it deems it necessary, transfer the 
evidence to court. Only court can rule on such charges. If the court confirms 
the charges, then of course the Supreme Council would expel deputies 
in question. In this case, there was no court and the Supreme Council 
took over the function of the notorious Stalinist «troika»… Therefore, the 
expulsion of 14 Equal Rights deputies and 1 independent deputy seems to 
me unconstitutional and illegal.»11 

Expulsion of a large group of deputies who represented the Russian-speaking 
community fortified the positions of Latvian radical nationalists, allowing for 
mass violation of law during the registration of permanent residents in the Latvian 
Population Register. Office of Citizenship and Migration Affairs between 1992 
and first half of 1993 rejected 186 295 applications to the Register. 

«In those years – early-mid-90s – it was extremely difficult to combat the 
arbitrariness in the government, because there was virtually no opposition,» 
Boris Cilevics notes. «Opposition deputies of the Supreme Council, who 
protested against independence, were physically kicked out and ‘left 
underground’ as a result.» Furthermore, after obtaining a monopoly on 
information in the country and abroad, the state launched a ruthless war 
against the Soviet past by denigrating the entire period of Latvian SSR. 
«Western politicians and international organisations received information 
about the situation in Latvia from only one source – the government. The 
propaganda machine worked very effectively and all shouts of a small group 
of human rights activists were lost in its noise».12 

Opinion poll in Diena

In January 1993, Diena newspaper – the only bilingual newspaper in the 
country – held a survey among politicians on their opinions regarding the 
citizenship law. 

The newspaper asked three questions:
1. Which of the three options for the citizenship issue would you choose? 
First – citizenship law is adopted by a temporary parliament – the Supreme 

Council. The law is then submitted to a referendum of citizens, which could 
take place on the day of elections to the Saeima [permanent Latvian parliament]. 
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Second – referendum of citizens defines only the fundamental principles 
of citizenship in Latvia and its requirements for persons who arrived in Latvia 
during the occupation (language, residency requirements, etc.). Saeima then 
relies on this decision – established democratically by the people of Latvia – to 
adopt an appropriate citizenship law.

Third – responsibility of adopting a citizenship law is left to the new 
elected parliament, thus moving the focus of election campaigns to citizenship, 
instead of economic development, for example. 

2. As some UN experts noted, the 16-year residence requirement covers 
93% of immigrants, 10-year requirement covers 97%, and 5-year requirement 
covers 99%. 

Which of these residency requirements do you find most appropriate and 
why? 

Do you agree with the use of quotas in the provision of citizenship (when 
there is a limit to the number of individuals who are granted citizenship in one 
year) for persons who arrived in Latvia during the occupation period?

What objective criteria could define such quotas? 
3. Is de-occupation and cohesion of Latvian society possible without the 

integration of candidates for citizenship into Latvian environment?
Do you agree that a minimum knowledge of the Latvian language is a 

compulsory prerequisite for obtaining Latvian citizenship and is one of the 
main conditions for stability and internal integration in our country?

In assessing these questions, it is important to not two things. First, Diena 
does not list persons «who arrived in Latvia during the occupation period» 
as the people of Latvia. Second, Diena defines integration of society as the 
«integration of candidates for citizenship into Latvian environment». Thus, the 
major newspaper was expressing views of the more radical nationalist political 
forces.

The following are some of the political figures who participated in the 
survey: Anatolijs Gorbunovs – Chairman of the Latvian Supreme Council; 
Maris Grinblats – Latvian Citizens Committee; Eduards Berklavs – Latvian 
National Independence Movement; Andris Saulitis – Chairman of the Union 
of Christian Democrats; Janis Krumins – President of Club 21; Vilnis Edvins 
Bresis – Chairman of the Agricultural Union; Mihails Gavrilovs – Co-chair of 
the Centre of Democratic Initiative; Janis Straume – Chairman of the November 
18th Union; Uldis Berzins – Chairman of the Latvian Social Democratic 
Workers Party (LSDRP); Romualds Razukas – Popular Front of Latvia; Valdis 
Steins – Conservative Party; Janis Rozenvalds – Democratic Labour Party of 

Latvia; Andrejs Voroncovs – Constitutional Party of Baltics; Andra Ulme – 
Party of Greens and Environmental Protection Club.

Four respondents favoured the first, and the quickest, option in question 
one – Gorbunovs, Celmins, Rozenvalds and Gavrilovs. The third option, which 
proposed delaying this issue, was supported by 6 respondents – Grinblats, 
Berzins, Krumins, Saulitis, Steins and Ulme. Thus, LSDPR, Party of Greens, 
the Christian Democratic Union of Latvia, and Club 21 (later – Latvian Path 
party) aligned themselves with the Citizens Congress regarding the citizenship 
issue. Janis Straume, Chairman of the November 18th Union, took a different 
position. He believed that because the occupation of Latvia is ongoing, «A 
structure of power elected under the administration of the Supreme Council 
cannot be considered a fully legitimate Saeima of the Latvian Republic. There 
are serious legal and political arguments that would allow considering it just 
a structure of the transitionary period… Therefore, there will be no need for 
a new Latvian citizenship law in the nearest future.» For a Latvian state to 
ensure the existence and development of the Latvian nation, «it is necessary 
to maintain the current set of citizens unchanged in the long run (except, of 
course, changes related to birth and death rates), given that the proportion of 
non-Latvians is already significant…»

Looking at the responses it can be concluded that proponents of the first 
option were a minority. Most respondents supported the more radical version.

Answers to the second question revealed a similar situation. Most respondents, 
except Gavrilovs and Bresis, supported annual quotas for citizenship in one 
way or another. Interestingly, even the Chairman of the Supreme Council 
Anatolijs Gorbunovs and the leader of PFL Romulads Razukas spoke in favour 
of citizenship quotas. Although, while Gorbunovs thought that quotas must be 
imposed in regards to those who intend to move to Latvia in the future, Razukas 
– the same as radical nationalist parties – thought this measure should apply to 
everyone who arrived in Latvia before May 4, 1990.

In the light of responses to the first two questions, the subject of social 
integration in Latvia was considered by many respondents as «inclusion of 
non-Latvians into Latvian environment». Chairman of LSDPR Uldis Berzins 
said that the granting of citizenship means that «we acquire, we include into 
the Latvian political nation, people of different historical origins». Chairman of 
the Christian Democratic Union Andris Saulitis noted that «all issues related to 
the rights and freedoms of non-citizens in Latvia must be urgently addressed». 
He also added that «we should – within our capabilities – provide material and 
moral support for repatriates».
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Janis Krumins expressed the most liberal opinion on this issue. «Club 21 
favours a mono-communal, not multi-communal, state, without putting forward 
the slogan ‘Latvia for Latvians’». The most radical opinion was expressed by 
Janis Straume (November 18th Union): «Integration of Russian colonists into 
Latvian environment is an illusion. There hasn’t been a case in the world where 
a majority integrated into a minority. And the distorted Latvian language that 
we are hearing from them (i.e. Russian-speakers – V.G.) in the shops, on the 
streets and from television screens, will not contribute anything to the social 
cohesion and stability of the state».13 

Western media on parliamentary elections with 
absence of universal suffrage 

The task of adopting the citizenship law was given to the First Saeima 
of the Second Latvian Republic (or the Fifth Saeima of the restored Latvian 
Republic, from the Latvian ruling elite’s point of view), the elections of which 
took place on June 5-6, 1993. These were the first elections since the Supreme 
Council eliminated universal suffrage in the country. 

Western media sensationalised the fact that MPs can only be elected by 
citizens while other permanent residents – more than a third of the population 

– did not have the right to vote. Many newspaper headlines conveyed the 
same tone: «Latvia restricts voting rights» (Berlingske Tidense), «Sorting 
the voters: Not every Latvian is considered Latvian» (Suddeutche Zeitung), 
«Absurdist comedy. First free elections in Latvia: for most local Russians, their 
participation is undesirable» (Der Spiegel), «Some chant: Russians, go to 
Uruguay!» (Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung), «Many Russians feel betrayed 
despite their support for Latvia» (The Guardian).

According to Berlingske Tidense, the main reason why Russians who arrived 
in Latvia during the Soviet period did not receive citizenship is the desire to 
«provide nationalist ethnic Latvians with full control over the legislature.»14 

Citizenship in party manifestos

Majority of parties elected into the first parliament proposed radical 
solutions to the citizenship issue. Radical nationalist party «For Fatherland 
and Freedom» (Latvian: Tēvzemei Un Brīvībai) insisted that «all persons who 
during the occupation illegally settled in Latvia, their descendants and relatives 
who are not Latvian citizens, should be given a status of illegal immigrants 

and with international support achieve their return to their ethnic homeland or 
another country». Farmers Union of Latvia advocated granting citizenship on 
an individual basis by «assessing individual’s knowledge of Latvian language 
and culture, individual’s loyalty to the Latvian state, identifying the number of 
years an individual lived in the country and identifying an appropriate amount 
of other ethnicities among citizens».

Latvian National Independence Movement (LNNK) demanded restoration 
of the old citizenship law and proposed amending it with a language requirement. 
LNNK also supported a yearly naturalisation quota. Democratic Centre party 
believed that knowledge of Latvian language and the understanding of basic 
values should be a measure of candidates for Latvian citizenship, provided they 
were resident in the country for at least 10 years. Those who refuse to integrate 
should be assisted in returning to their ethnic homeland. Oddly enough, the 
Christian Democratic Union did not mention citizenship in their manifesto at 
all. Electoral association «Harmony for Latvia» (Latvian: Saskaņa Latvijai - 
Atdzimšana Tautsaimniecībai) was in favour of granting citizenship to those 
who were born in the country, spouses of Latvian citizens and those who have 
lived in Latvia for at least 10 years, know the language and registered their 
intentions to become a citizen. With regards to persons who arrived in Latvia 
after May 4, 1990, citizenship must be provided in accordance to yearly quotas. 
Latvian Way (Latvijas Ceļš) believed that citizenship law must provide for the 
development of Latvia as a national mono-communal state. Citizenship must 
be granted gradually and on an individual basis, with certain requirements for 
residency, language, marital status and merits before the state. 15 

Thus, out of seven parties presented in parliament, only Harmony for 
Latvia supported the zero option of citizenship. Latvian Way, Farmers Union 
of Latvia and LNNK were in favour of naturalisation under certain quotas. 
Democratic Centre Party and Union of Christian Democrats did not clearly 
present their positions, or did not present it at all. Finally, For Fatherland 
and Freedom (Tevzemei un Brīvībai), which derived from Citizens Congress, 
believed that the only possible solution was deportation of «colonists». 

The citizenship law

Such was the alignment of political parties when the Latvian parliament 
passed the citizenship law on July 22, 1994. The law confirmed the path 
towards a «Latvian Latvia» set out by the Citizens Congress, For Fatherland 
and Freedom, November 18th Union and Latvian National Independence 
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Movement. It also confirmed the October 1991 Supreme Council Decree, 
which stipulated that citizenship is given only to those who were citizens of 
Latvia before June 17, 1940, and their descendants. As a result, almost 700 
thousand people who still remained in Latvia were excluded from political life. 

Contrary to international practice, according to which requirements for 
naturalisation are applied only to immigrants, the new law extended these 
requirements to permanent residents, who were born in Latvia, or had lived 
there most of their life before 1991. 

In addition, citizenship law left «windows» for naturalisation under 
which stateless persons to apply for citizenship. However, applications were 
considered in the following sequence:

- From 1 January 1996: persons who were born in Latvia and were 16-20 
years old at the time of application.

- From 1 January 1997: persons who born in Latvia and were under 25 
years old at the time of application. 

- From 1 January 1998: persons who born in Latvia and were under 30 
years old at the time of application. 

- From 1 January 1999: persons who born in Latvia and were under 40 
years old at the time of application. 

- From 1 January 2000: remaining persons who were born in Latvia
- From 1 January 2001: persons born outside of Latvia who arrived in 

the country as minors
- From 1 January 2002: persons born outside of Latvia who were under 

the age of 30 when they arrived in the country
- From 1 January 2003: remaining persons.16 

The citizenship law imposed certain restrictions 
on naturalisation. The citizenship of Latvia 

was not available to persons who:
 
1. Through the use of anti-constitutional methods have turned against 

Republic of Latvia’s independence, its democratic parliamentary state system or 
the existing state authority in Latvia, if such has been established by a court decree.

2. After May 4, 1990, have propagated fascist, chauvinist, national-
socialist, communist or other totalitarian ideas or have stirred up ethnic or 
racial hated or discord, if such has been established by a court decree.

3. Are officials of institutions of a foreign state authority, foreign state 
administrative body or foreign state law enforcement body.

4. Serve in the armed forces, internal forces, security service or the police 
(militia) of a foreign state.

5. After June 17, 1940, have chosen the Republic of Latvia as their place 
of residence directly after demobilization from the USSR (Russian) Armed 
Forces or USSR (Russian) Interior Armed Forces and who, on the day of their 
conscription or enlistment, were not permanently residing in Latvia [This 
restriction did not apply to persons with one Latvian of Liv parent and who 
permanently reside in Latvia or have repatriated to Latvia, and their spouses 
if they have been married for at least 10 years; persons who were citizens of 
Latvia or Estonia as of June 17, 1940, and their descendants, if they had lived 
in Latvia for at least 5 years at the time of application; persons who had been 
married to a Latvian citizen for at least ten years and who had lived in Latvia 
for at least 5 years at the time of application].

6. Have been employees, informants, agents or have been in charge of 
conspiratory premises of the former USSR (LSSR) KGB or other foreign 
security service, intelligence service or other special service, if such a fact   
has been established according to the procedures established by law.

7. Have been convicted in Latvia or another state to imprisonment for a 
term exceeding one year for an intentional crime which was considered as a 
crime in Latvia at the moment this Law comes into force.

8. After January 13, 1991, have acted against the Republic of Latvia 
through participation in the CPSU (LCP), Working Peoples’ International 
Front of the Latvian SSR, United Council of Labour Collectives, Organization 
of War and Labour Veterans, or the All-Latvia Salvation Committee and its 
regional committees.17 

Assessing these restrictions, two aspects must be borne in mind. First 
– the fact that the new citizenship law was given retroactive force, i.e. the 
law defined as unconstitutional and anti-state the actions, organisations and 
establishments that were completely legal before August 24, 1991, because 
before that date the Latvian state did not exist de jure. This primarily concerns 
paragraphs 1 and 8.

These restrictions do not comply with democratic norms, as is clearly 
evident in Tatjana Zdanok’s case. She was expelled from the Riga City 
Council in December 1999, after Latvian Supreme Court ruled that her past 
membership of the Communist Party of Latvia means she cannot be a deputy 
in the government. She was also excluded from the list of candidates for the 
8th Saeima for the same reason. Zdanok appealed these rulings in the European 
Court of Human Rights, which in June 2004 found that in her case Article 3 
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of the Convention on Human Rights that establishes the right to free elections 
was broken along with Article 11 of the Convention on Freedom of Assembly 
and Association. ECHR ordered Latvia to pay damages amounting to 1,250 
lats as compensation for loss of salary in the Riga Council, 10 thousand euros 
in moral damages and another 10 thousand to cover legal costs.18 

Second – the clearly ethnic focus of restrictions on naturalisation (paragraph 
5). The law prohibits naturalisation of all former members of the Soviet Army 
who remained in Latvia after June 17, 1940, except Latvians and Livs and 
those who were citizens of Estonia and Latvia before June 17, 1940.

However, even this law, discriminatory towards national minorities, left 
For Fatherland and Freedom unsatisfied. They demanded expulsion of all 
«colonists» from the country and establishment of a «Latvian Latvia».

In 1996, this party organised a petition for an alternative citizenship bill, 
which would exclude all non-citizens form naturalisation. The petition that 
carried on for almost a month cost 125 thousand lats from the state budget – 
taxpayers’ money, including non-citizens’.

In the last day of their petition, For Fatherland and Freedom launched 
a massive promotional campaign in the press and on the streets, attempting 
to attract more supporters. MP from this party explained the need for a new 
citizenship law, «If we can’t achieve economic privileges for the Latvian nation, 
we should at least get political privileges.» According to him, «Even current 
rate of naturalisation (launched on February 1, 1995, when the Naturalisation 
Board was established – V.G.) is dangerous for the Latvian nation, it threatens 
its existence. And the only solution is changing that law.»19 

If For Fatherland and Freedom managed to collect enough signatures, 
the bill would have put to a referendum. The bill would have passed if the 
referendum were attended by at least half of the parliamentary electorate and 
if at least half of it was in favour. 

However, the party failed to gather enough signatures. Despite that fact, 
LNNK supporters were not going to abandon de-colonisation rhetoric – in 
April 1997, Deputy Secretary General of LNNK, T.Lace, spoke in solidarity 
with the Chechen Republic and stated: «There will be a day when we throw 
Russians out and live free!»20 

Meanwhile, «windows» in the new citizenship law caused some concern 
in Europe and USA, who were pressuring Latvia into closing them. This 
resulted in a referendum on October 3, 1998 and subsequent amendments that 
closed these «windows» to naturalisation and provided citizenship for children 
born in Latvia after August 21, 1991, on their parents’ application. Although, 

it must be noted that these amendments passed with an insignificant majority 
(52.5% against 45%). Most like, if it were not for non-Latvian voters, these 
amendments would not have been successful.21

Citizenship law as a measure of affirmative action

The number of stateless persons in Latvia on April 1, 2004 was 476 398.22 
Two years later this figure fell to 418 thousand, and by November 2012 the 
number of non-citizens in Latvia was 280 584 people. These are mostly 
permanent residents of the country that were and continue to be POLITICALLY 
REPRESSED. What other country that claims to be democratic has political 
repressions of such scale?

However, non-citizens are not the only group being politically repressed 
by the Latvian state. Members of national minorities who became citizens 
of the Latvian republic are also subject to certain restrictions, despite their 
naturalisation. Based on the principle of affirmative action the Latvian state 
has been restricting national minorities in employment in government and 
civil service jobs for 25 years. Guided by the same principle, Latvia considers 
the Russian language «foreign», despite the fact that Russian Old Believers 
have lived on its territory for at least 300 years. Today, the Latvian state is 
eliminating the Russian language school, despite its more than two-century 
history in the country.

Differences between the rights of citizens and non-citizens

Until October 15, 1991, all residents of Latvia had equal rights. After 
that date, only citizens of the Latvian Republic could enjoy the full range 
of rights provided by the Constitution. Permanent residents who became 
stateless (or ‘aliens’) found themselves restricted in political, economic, 
social and other rights.

Constitution of the Latvian Republic (Satversme) provides the following 
rights exclusively to citizens:

1. Active and passive suffrage in presidential and parliamentary elections 
(Article 8, 9, 37).

2. Participation in national referendums (Article 80).
3. Protection from extradition to a foreign country (Article 98)
4. Participation in the work of the State and of government (Article 101)
5. Participation in local government elections (Article 101)
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These Articles are not restrictive in nature (the right applies exclusively to 
citizens). Specific restrictions imposed on non-citizens, going far beyond those 
indirectly established in the Constitution, are contained within legislative acts 
and regulations, as well as in decisions of local governments, non-governmental 
organisations and certain international agreements. 

In 2004, the Latvian Human Rights Committee (LHRC) found 64 differences 
between the rights of citizens and non-citizens. 16 of those were related to 
restrictions on employment in the public sector, 8 – employment in the private 
sector, 9 – participation in public life, 9 – property rights, and 5 were related to 
entrepreneurship and business. There were 3 differences providing citizens with 
certain privileges in the social sphere and 12 were related to other fields. 23

The dynamic between the rights of citizens and non-citizens has been 
changing, but the gap remained the same. In this regard, LHRC notes three 
distinguishable periods:

1. 1991 – 1996: period of exponential growth – 87 differences introduced, 
11 removed.

2. 1996 – 2000: period of liberalisation – 10 differences introduced, 22 
removed.

3. 2001 – 2006: period of slow growth – 16 differences introduced, 10 
removed.24

The situation that formed after the Latvian state eliminated the principle of 
political, economic, social and other equality of the Latvian population as a whole 
can be described as ethnic discrimination – most non-citizens (more than 98%) 
belong to a minority ethnic group. As a result, unemployment in 2006 was 30% 
higher among non-Latvians than among Latvians. At the same time, non-Latvians 
accounted for 70% of prisoners in the country, when the overall proportion of non-
Latvians in the country was around 40%. With an overall population decline, the 
net death rate between 1996 and 2006 was 1.8 times higher among non-Latvians 
than among the titular nation. Before 1991, the birth rate of both communities was 
higher than the death rate. In the first 15 years of independence, Latvian population 
declined by 15% - mostly due to the loss of non-Latvians.25 

Continuation of Nazi repressions

When the new citizenship law was adopted in 1994, around 155 thousand 
permanent residents did not receive Latvian citizenship. These people were 
deported to Latvia from Russia and Belarus by the Nazis in 1942-1943, to 
make up for losses in workforce.26 

Many of those 155 thousand people started their life in Latvia in the 
Salaspils concentration camp. An accurate number of Russian and Belarussian 
people who passed through Salaspils camp is unknown, but is estimated around 
20 to 40 thousand.27 

When the first law concerning the politically repressed was adopted in 
the early 90s, this status was given to everyone who suffered from the Nazi 
or Stalinist regime. However, in 1995 a new law was passed, according to 
which only citizens could claim the status of politically repressed person. 
Politically repressed non-citizens lost this status along with whatever benefits 
it provided.28 In this regard, the Latvian state basically continued the repressive 
policy of the Nazi Germany.

In September 2006, Harmony Centre association of political parties 
introduced a new bill, which provided for automatic citizenship to all residents 
that suffered from Nazi or Stalinist repressions. «Official treatment of 
prisoners of Nazi concentration camps and veterans of the anti-Hitler coalition 
is a shame for our country,» Harmony Centre MP Boris Cilevics said at the 
time. «Attitude towards prisoners of Nazism is particularly outrageous – many 
of them are still not recognised as politically repressed and are deprived of 
corresponding benefits. Left-wing opposition has been fighting to correct this 
injustice for the past ten years. Right-wing politicians, constantly appealing to 
‘historical justice’, prefer to forget about the very recent history…

We have repeatedly proposed amendments to the law on the politically 
repressed persons, which would extend this status to non-citizens. But right-
wing parties blocked us every time. Even when we got the support of the 
Centre for the Documentation of Consequences of Totalitarianism, which 
substantiated our position with serious arguments. 

This time we are proposing to solve the problem dramatically. If the right-
wing politicians don’t want to recognise non-citizens as political repressed 
persons, let’s recognise the politically repressed persons as citizens and solve 
this issue once and for all.»29 Despite all efforts, the Latvian parliament rejected 
the left-wing initiative once again. 

Six months later, a similar initiative – to recognise the victims of Nazism 
who do not have Latvian citizenship as politically repressed persons and provide 
them with a range of social benefits – was presented by the For Human Rights 
in United Latvia (ForHRUL or ZaPChEL). Jakovs Pliners, head of the faction, 
noted that equal treatment of the communist and Nazi regimes, officially 
declared by the Latvian Republic, is not being observed by the state. «Unnatural 
preference to Nazism over communism is clearly seen in various laws – and the 



74 75

Latvia 1988-2015: a triumph of the radical nationalists Book 2. From the “long-term democratic deficit” to the restoration of ethnocracy

one being currently discussed is no different, unfortunately. Obtaining a status 
of a politically repressed person who suffered from the communist regime is 
much easier than be recognised as a victim of Nazism,» Pliners said. He added 
that communist terror, which ended in Latvia almost 55 years ago, resulted 
in 140-190 thousand people deported, 10-30% of whom died in prisons and 
places of exile. Meanwhile, according to Jakovs Pliners, the Nazis killed 
around 600 thousand people in Latvia, including about 100 thousand Latvian 
citizens, which is 15 times more than the communists. Therefore, ForHRUL 
proposed to strike from the law the ‘illogical restrictions’ regarding victims of 
Nazism who apply for the status. These restrictions include: the compulsory 
requirement for Latvian citizenship, restriction on the period of deportation 
(between 1942 and 1943), restriction on place of deportation (Germany only), 
etc. The party also proposed to eliminate the injustice resulting from the April 
1995 Law on the status of politically repressed persons, where this status was 
removed from several thousand people (predominantly non-citizens who 
suffered from the Nazi regime). However, only 22 MPs voted in favour of this 
initiative, 22 opposed and 41 MPs abstained.30 

Reproduction of mass statelessness

Radical nationalists made no effort to ensure that children of stateless 
persons could automatically receive citizenship of the Latvian Republic. 

In January 2007, responding to an enquiry of the Union of Citizens and 
Non-Citizens and Humanitarian Perspective, the Office of Citizenship and 
Migration Affairs disclosed information about the growth of non-citizens in 
the country. It turned out that between 1 May 2004 (date of Latvia’s accession 
to the EU) and 1 December 2006, the state issued 54 284 non-citizen passports. 
Of those, 8 142 (around 15%) were issued for the first time. This means that 
these are young people who were born in Latvia 16 years ago and who went 
through secondary education after the independence. By February 2011, the 
number of stateless children in Latvia reached 17 thousand.

According to the head of Humanitarian Perspective Elizabete Krivcova 
(Elizabeta Krivtsova), reproduction of mass statelessness continues in Latvia 
to this day, which directly contradicts the country’ss commitments to the 
European Union.31 

Indeed, the situation remained largely unchanged. In January 2015, 
researcher at the Latvian Centre for Human Rights Sigita Zankovska reported 
that there are 7 000 non-citizens under the age of 15. These children can be 

registered as citizens with the consent of their parents, but according to the 
head of the Office of Citizenship and Migration Affairs Igors Gorbunovs, the 
government does not indent to conduct any further work with these parents. 
They will reminded of this opportunity only if they personally come to the 
Office of naturalisation, and that is all.32
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Chapter 2 

Changes to the Russian language status

In October 2007, the departing Prime Minster Aigars Kalvitis (member 
of the People’s Party) said that Russians and Latvians have a long history of 
living together and they have more in common than most people think. This 
statement was a surprise for many, causing an outcry among members of the 
Historians Commission under President of Latvia, Professors Aivars Stranga, 
Inesis Feldmanis, Henriks Strods and others. «This is false! In terms of history 
and culture, Latvia and Latvians are much closer to Germany and Germans 
than Russia and Russians.»

The truth? This question was answered in November of the same year, when 
Riga Library hosted a presentation of Baltic-Slavic cultural ties: vocabulary, 
mythology, folklore – a book by a prominent Latvian literary critic, Professor 
of history Boriss Infatjevs. 

Infatjevs writes, «According to the prevailing opinion among linguists 
today, the most recent language groups that came from the common Indo-
European protolanguage were Germanic-Baltic-Slavic group, and after 
the Germanic branch separated, the Balto-Slavic linguistic community 
continued to exist. One of the compelling evidence of spiritual kinship 
and uninterrupted historical ties (between Russians and Latvians – V.G.) 
is linguistic similarity. According to Janis Endzelins, a prominent Latvian 
linguist, Baltic and Slavic languages are closer to each other than any 
arbitrarily selected adjacent languages, such as Sanskrit and Zend, 
Germanic and Romance, etc.»1 

Of course, it does not meant that our languages are so similar that Latvians 
do not need to learn Russian and Russians do not need to study Latvian. In two 
thousand years, each of the Balto-Slavic languages developed on its own terms. 
Latvian predecessors were limited to a small area, and the Slavs, wittingly or 
unwittingly, interacted with all neighbours and each such relationship left an 
imprint on the Slavic language.2 

Livonia, Courland and 
Latgale – territories that became 
an independent Latvian state only 
after the First World War – never 
had a mono-cultural and mono-
linguistic community. It was never 
just Latvian-speaking. Since the 
13th century, the German language 
dominated in the governance, and 
after Livonia ceased to exist in 
the 16th century – it was German, 
Swedish and Polish. Old East Slavic 
(Old Russian) has been used across 
the modern Latvian territories 
since the 6th-13th century and took 
on a higher status after Livonia and 
Courland was incorporated into 
the Russian Empire in the 18th 
century. However, until mid-19th 
century, German was the language 
of governance and record keeping, 
i.e. the official language. 

The most recent records of Curonian (Western Baltic), Selonian and 
Semigallian (Eastern Baltic) languages are dated to the 16th century. This was 
also the time when the first written texts in the Latvian language began to 
emerge. These were Lutheran liturgical books, imported from Lubeck in 1525, 
Catholic catechisms published in Vilna in 1585-1586, and other works.3 

The beginning of the 19th century was marked by the first Latvian publication 
of secular poems – Songs of Indrikis the Blind (1806). In 1822, Pastor Karlis 
F. Watson of Mitava (Jelgava) published the first Latvian newspaper, Latviešu 
Avīzes. At the same time, H. Ulmann opened an educational institution for 
primary school teachers in a Latvian village.

At this stage, the written Latvian language was extremely different than the 
spoken language in Latvia – languages spoken by the descendants of the Cours, 
Semigallians and Selonians. The adoption of Latvian literary languages occurs 
only in the middle/second half of the 19th century, largely due to Latvians 
finding themselves within a territory of a single state fir the first time. Latvian 
literary language gradually formed the Latvian nation. However, Latgalians 

The first Latvian newspaper 
Latviešu Avīzes
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– descendants of the tribe that lived on that territory – preserved their own 
language and developed their own writing accordingly. Although, after the 
1893 Polish revolt, Latgalian language posed a threat to the integrity of the 
Russian Empire, and was therefore banned. 

Towards the end of the 19th century, Russian Empire was strengthening the 
position of the Russian language in the Baltic provinces, gradually displacing 
German. In many ways, the Latvian language facilitated that process. In 1862-
1865, Peterburgas Avīzes – a Latvian newspaper was being published in St. 
Petersburg. Krisjanis Valdemars created Latvian-language nautical schools; 
Latvian theatre and literature was developing as well. 

Senior Research Associate at the Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology 
(Russian Academy of Sciences), Svetlana Ryzhakova PhD., notes: «starting 
in 1860s, and especially later in 1870s-1880s, we see the simultaneous 
amplification of all trends in the Baltic region – the Russification policy 
and the resistance from the privileged position of local German governance 
and language, and in the context of this struggle – growth in national self-
determination and language culture among the Baltic peoples.»4 

The linguistic situation was similar in Livonia, Courland and Latgale 
at the time the first independent Latvian state was formed in 1918 – 1920. 
However, by then the national composition of the regions had changed due to 
mass migration during and after the First World War. Political domination of 
Russian or German was no longer in question. 

Latgalian language was an important issue. To preserve and develop their 
language, some Latgalian political figures proposed political autonomy for the 
region, and while Latgale was never given an autonomy, Latgalian language 
schools existed until the 1930s.

A characteristic feature of this period was the status of the Latvian language 
in the society. S. Ryzhakova notes that Latvian language became a national 
symbol – a sanctity, to a certain extent. Nevertheless, the linguistic environment 
was fairly liberal until 1934. Latvian parliament (Saeima) operated in Latvian, 
Russian, Latgalian and German languages. However, after the revolution on 
May 15, 1934, the situation changed with the arrival of an authoritarian and 
ethnocratic regime of Karlis Ulmanis. In 1935, Latvian was legally recognised 
as a state language. Now, the parliament allowed for arguments and speeches 
only in the Latvian language. But even after 1934, in Riga for example, people 
openly spoke in three languages – Russian, Latvian and German.5 

Despite its decline, there was still a network of national schools with 
Russian, German, Polish, Jewish, Lithuanian and Belarusian education. 

Latvian language in minority schools was studied as a subject, but all other 
courses were taught in a native language. 

Majority of the population in Latgale were Latgialian- and Russian-speakers. 
The official, Latvian language was only remembered during presidential or 
government visits. 

In 1940, the linguistic situation in Latvia began to change in favour of 
the Russian language, and between 1941 and 1945 – in favour of German 
language. During that period, historian Boris Ravdin notes, the number of 
Russian-language schools had grown. «Germans were reluctant to create 
Russian schools, but they had to. Thus, while most education was in Latvian, 
there were many Russian language schools as well. Most of them were four-
year [primary] schools, but there were also several seven-year [secondary] 
schools and four gymnasiums [high schools].»6 

After 1945, the linguistic situation in the republic changed once again. 
Russian was slowly becoming the most common language, largely due to its 
return to political and administrative circles and the development of a complete 
education system in the Russian language. Opportunity to receive higher 
education abroad – in Moscow, Leningrad and other Soviet cities – played an 
undeniable role in the popularity of the Russian language in Latvia. Latvian 
language schools also started to focus on teaching the Russian language 
and literature. Furthermore, Latvian and Soviet functionaries supported this 
fact. Sociology Professor, Sergey Kruk, gives the following example: Fricis 
Rokpelnis, head of the office for cultural affairs under the Latvian Council of 
Ministers, sends a telegram to Moscow in the early 50s, where he says that 
one hour of Russian literature in Latvian schools is unacceptably low. Even if 
children do not sufficiently know the Russian language, it was decided that the 
number of Russian literature classes would be increased to three hours.7 

Philologists Boriss Infatjevs and Edite Beikmane conducted a radical 
reform of Russian language and literature studies in Latvian schools. The 
new method was based on the accepted similarity of both languages (3600 
common lexical roots, a similar system of declinations, prefixes and suffixes, 
similar syntax), which together with the bilingual environment provided the 
opportunity to master the Russian language. The new system of Russian 
language and literature studies in Latvian schools yielded great results. It is no 
wonder that today Professor Infatjevs – author of many school and university 
textbooks – is called a «catalyst of bilingualism» and «chief Russificator».8 

As a result, Russian was gradually regaining ground it lost after 1918, 
essentially becoming the most used language in the country. In administration 
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and industry, the Latvian language was used noticeably less than Russian. 
And yet, both were relatively self-sufficient – i.e. proficiency in just one of 
these languages was enough to live and work in Latvia. Admittedly, there 
were certain fields (administration first of all) where the Latvian language 
was not enough. 

In 2002, Latvian State Language Centre noted that in the conditions of 
bilingualism, the Latvian language could only flourish in culture, family and, 
partially, in education.9 

The decision of the USSR Supreme Council to recognise Latvian as an 
official (state) language was never put in practice.10 

«Nevertheless, one can’t say that Latvian language was destroyed,» 
Svetlana Ryzhakova says. «Latvian poetry, literature and journalism continued 
to develop; and Latvian theatre, film and choral culture had reached high levels. 
There were significant events in the history of artistic expression, the Days of 
Poetry and Song Festivals.»11 

Language commissions continued to function, engaged in standardisation 
of linguistic norms, development and unification of terminology, and other 
issues related to the Latvian language. Many outstanding Latvian philologists 
continued their work during the Soviet period. 

All of this allowed a Latvian linguist and emigrant Velta Rūķe-Draviņa to 
note in 1970s, «As a result of more than 400 years of development, the Latvian 
literary language turned into the modern multi-faceted language of culture.»12 

However, other emigrated Latvian scientists, who idealised Karlis Ulmanis’ 
language policy, argued that their language suffered a catastrophe since 1945. 
Aivars Rungis was particularly adamant in this regard. The alarmist conclusion 
about the Latvian language disaster was also supported by some local linguists. 
For example, Rasma Grisle said, «In the past half-century our language was 
brought down to a disastrous state… Bad spelling harms the quality of the 
language and imperceptibly leads to the destruction of the native language – 
and as the language disappears, so does the nation…»13 

This alarmist approach to the current linguistic situation and prospects 
received widespread support during the Third Atmoda (National Awakening) 
in 1988-1991. Ideologists of the Popular Front and the radical part of Western 
Latvians (Latvians who defected to the West), started actively exploiting the 
concerns for the Latvian language and the fear of displacement of the Latvian 
people in order to mobilise Latvians.

Part of this alarmist strategy was declaring Russians, and more broadly – 
all non-Latvians, as the main obstacle to the salvation of the Latvian language 

and the Latvian nation. And when the Soviet Union collapsed, non-Latvians 
were presented as obstacles to the establishment of a mono-ethnic Latvian 
state in the image of Karlis Ulmanis’ Latvia. 

This assessment of the situation with the Latvian language and culture took 
precedence at the Plenum of the Creative Unions of the Latvian SSR on 1 June 
1998. There, Antons Rancans and Marina Kostenskaja talked about Russian’s 
national arrogance, their contempt for the Latvian language in school. They 
criticised the effectively dominant role of the Russian language in Latvia.

This conclusion had serious grounds. The 1989 population census revealed 
that out of 1 387 647 Latvians (including Latgalians, who were automatically 
recorded as Latvians), 65.7% were fluent in the Russian language. At the same 
time, out of 905 515 ethnic Russians in Latvia, only 21.2% knew the Latvian 
language.14 

It would seem that the best solution for this problem was to introduce an 
effective way of teaching the Latvian language in Russian schools, without 
destroying them. At the same time, of course, Latvian schools would continue 
teaching the Russian language. This would enable both the Latvians and the 
Russians master both languages. However, the political course towards a 
«Latvian Latvia» made for a different strategy – radical ousting of Russian 
from public space and the education system, including Latvian schools.

The new language policy was based solely on combatting the Russian 
language – the «language of the occupiers», as it was called by the early 90s in 
justification of this policy. 

At the aforementioned Plenum of the Writers Union and Creative Unions 
of the Latvian SSR, Ruta Veidemane and other writers and public figures 
proposed the need to recognise Latvian as the state language. 

On September 29, 1988, Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of the Latvian 
SSR adopted a Decree «On the status of the Latvian language», recognising 
it as the state (official) language, providing for its comprehensive study and 
development, and guaranteeing its use in public, private and government 
institutions, in education and science, etc. And on May 5, 1989, the government 
passed a language law that secured Latvian as a state language. 

On March 31, 1992, Supreme Council of the Latvian Republic adopted a 
new version of the language law.15 Where its predecessor was really aimed 
at protecting the Latvian language, the new law was based on a «completely 
different idea: eliminate the possibility to lead a more or less normal life 
without knowing Latvian language. This is a fundamental difference,» political 
scientist Boris Cilevics wrote in SM-Segodnya in 1992. «The ideological 
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justification of this approach was the same 
ethnocratic concept of statehood – Latvia is a 
Latvian State, Latvians are the masters here, 
and the rest are aliens who have to adjust to 
their hosts. This thesis constantly emerges in 
party manifestos and slogans, it is actively 
used in propaganda, appears in declarations 
and preambles. But its implementation in 
a specific legislative act – as in explicitly 
using ethnic criteria in any rules of law – 
would have been a gross violation of the 
modern international practice. Meanwhile, 
introducing language criteria allows for 
implementing an ethnocratic idea in an 
implicit, indirect form».16 

As an example confirming the state’s 
desire to «eliminate the possibility to lead 
a more or less normal life without knowing 
Latvian language», we can note a provision 
that was in force between 1996 and 

1999, prohibiting a person who does not know the language from receiving 
unemployment status.17 

Around the same time, Latvia established institutions to oversee the 
implementation of the language policy. The State Language Centre was created 
in March 1992 as a government watchdog responsible for the observance of 
the Law on State Language. The Centre consists of six specialists that govern 
the High Commission of Language Proficiency (nine experts) and a State 
Language Inspectorate (eighteen experts). The State Language Centre has the 
authority to inspect any establishment, business or organisation, meet with 
its officials and employees, summon persons subject to certification of state 
language proficiency, and punish those who do not fulfil the Law on State 
Language with disciplinary or administrative action. The Centre also has two 
permanent commissions – Commission for State Language and Commission 
for Toponymy (place names). In addition, the Institute of Latvian language 
at University of Latvia established a Commission on Terminology and an 
Advisory Centre for State Language.

On November 6, 1998, the status of Latvian as a state language was 
enshrined in the Constitution of the Latvian Republic. And shortly after, the 

Boris Cilevics 

parliament started discussing another 
language law. It was proposed that the 
new law should be more specific and 
strict in regulating «the use of Latvian 
language in structures of state power and 
administration, business, education and 
public information» than the previous 
law from 1989. The law was adopted by 
the Latvian Saeima on December 9, 1999, 
after overcoming a presidential veto in 
July. On December 21, President Vaira 
Vike-Freiberga officially announced that 
the new act will come into force on 1 
September 2000.18 

The first difference between the old 
and new language legislation was the 
name. The «Law on Languages» was 
renamed to «Law on the State Language». 
Article 3.1 of the new law stated, «The 
State language of the Latvian Republic is 
the Latvian language.» Other languages, except for Livonian, were defined as 
«foreign» (Article 5).

Tight language regulations affected even the private sector. Philology 
Professor Ina Druviete from University of Latvia, endorses this kind of 
interference in private affairs. Admitting that some experts consider this an 
interference in private life of citizens, she notes, «We must clarify the concept 
of ‘private affairs’ and identify the difference between ‘private, personal 
affairs’ and ‘private enterprise’. Of course, we shouldn’t intervene in private 
life. But can we consider it private life when talking about the association 
and employment (recruitment) of several dozen, hundreds or thousands of 
people? This is only a form of ownership of capital assets. Due to fast-paced 
privatisation process in Latvia, only 10% of enterprise in 1998 are considered 
state or public property. Companies that control electricity, fuel, communication 
and other necessities are currently privately owned.» She added that directors 
of businesses often fulfil all requirements of the language law, but the actual 
language of communication during work hours is Russian.19 Druviete believes 
that this is largely due to Latvian language having a «much lower economic 
value» than English or Russian.20 

Vaira Vike-Freiberga
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In 1999, Latvian socio-linguists 
hypothesised that providing Latvian 
with an exclusive official status does not 
ensure its widespread use. The choice of 
language in society is largely determined 
by economic relations and stereotypes 
of previous years. The linguistic self-
sufficiency of the Russian language and 
bilingualism slows down the change of 
the language hierarchy in the country.21 

The 1999 State Language Law was 
designed to change the hierarchy of 
Russian and Latvian languages in the 
country by significantly limiting the 
use of Russian and creating compulsory 
requirements to use Latvian instead. Its 
goal was to break the self-sufficiency of 
the Russian language in Latvia through 
stringent regulations.22 

This language legislation did not just 
change the status of the Russian language. It led to an ideological offensive 
on the language. «A Latvian first and always!» President Vaira Vike-Freiberga 
told the Washington Post on March 8, 2006.23 

The chief ideologist of the state language policy, Sociolinguistics Professor 
Ina Druviete believes that the competition between Latvian and Russian 
languages would be extremely «unequal» because the Russian language is 
«prevalent». The growing role of Pushkin’s language would become a real 
threat to the Latvian language.24 

Former editor of the Diena newspaper, ex-Minister of Culture Sarmite 
Erlete wholeheartedly agrees with Ms Druviete. Erlete herself had graduated 
from the All-Union State Institute of Cinematography (VGIK) in Moscow. 
She believes that in order to strengthen the Latvian language in public space 
Latvians must communicate with Russians only in the state language.25 

Given this approach, it was no surprise that in 2006, Latvian human 
rights activists were completely turned down by the government after they 
decided to advocate for minority language rights and proposed liberalising 
the regulations of the State Language Law. According to the State Office for 
Human Rights, these regulations restrict government institutions in providing 

Ina Druviete

necessary information in minority languages. Human rights activists referred 
to the Constitution and various international conventions, which guarantee 
national minorities the right to receive information in an accessible language. 
Responding to this «brazen», in government’s view, suggestion, officials 
from ministries of Justice and Culture wrote that, first, the use of minority 
languages in public space would undermine the position of Latvian as the 
only state language; and second, government institutions cannot be expected 
to distribute information in all minority languages. If they were to provide 
information in the language of one specific ethnic group, even if it is the 
largest, that would be considered discrimination against other ethnic groups, 
which is unacceptable…26 

Head of the Cultural Studies Programme in the Baltic Russian Institute 
(now – Baltic International Academy) Irina Markina said in 2005, «Today, the 
status of the Russian language in the Baltic States, and especially in Latvia… 
is extremely contradictory. Russian is perceived as the language of the former 
metropolis, the language of hostile ideology (which was exclusive and 
mandatory for 50 years). Therefore, the question of social status of the Russian 
language is inevitably politicised. The use of Latvian or Russian language 
suddenly becomes a measure of loyalty – or disloyalty – to the Latvian state. 
On the everyday level, it is not perceived as foreign, but in the context of recent 
interpretations of history it is recognised as the language of the occupiers, and 
therefore – hostile. Status of the Russian language is very indefinite at the 
moment. In all likelihood, it will continue to have this ambivalent status for the 
nearest future. On the one hand – language of an ethnic minority; on the other 
hand – a foreign language, common across Europe and the world».27 
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Chapter 3 

Gradual elimination of Russian-language education

Paragraph 8.4. Popular Front of Latvia manifesto, 
adopted on 2nd Congress, October 1989: «PFL 
supports the right of national minorities to receive 
education in their native language.»

Arturs Krisjanis Karins, Latvian American, 
leader of the Jaunajs Laiks party in the 8th Saeima1:

«Our country would have been completely justified 
even if did not give a [penny] to schools that teach 
in non-Latvian languages. We have no obligation to 
maintain schools where education is not conducted in 
Latvian. Therefore the fact that we even have schools 
that teach children in Russian is an emergency!»

Aivars Garda, leader of the Latvian National 
Front, director of Vieda publishing house: «An enemy 
of the Latvian people is the foreigner who demands 
that the state finances education in foreign languages. 
Latvians’ first duty is to work on de-occupation of 
Latvia, not integration. We will resist integration by all 
forces of our souls».

In an article «Russian school in Latvia from ancient times to World War Two 
in general and concise terms» historian Oleg Pukhlyak writes, «We can start 
the story of development of Russian education in the territory of present-day 
Latvia from the era when the Principiality of Polotsk stretched over Jersika and 
Koknese, or as they were called in Russian chronicles – Gertsik and Kukeinos. 
Each of these cities had several stone churches. Given that temples, especially 

if they were located in administrative cities, usually arranged schools, it can be 
assumed that Jersika and Koknese had such schools in their churches.»2 

According to Tatjana Feigmane – specialist on the history of national 
minorities in pre-war Latvia – documented history shows that secular Russian 
language education had existed in Latvia for at least two centuries.3 

On November 3, 1788, Russian Empress Catherine II signed a Decree on opening 
a Russian school in Riga. The school opened on February 7, 1789 (February 20 
New Style calendar). Around a thousand rubles was allocated for school textbooks 
from the budget, and another thousand was collected by Russian merchants in Riga. 
At first, schools rented rooms in private buildings, but by September 22, 1790, a 
new building was consecrated on the corner of Gogola and Turgeneva Street, with 
Andrey Vladislavlev, Semen Voytashevsky and Vasily Krasnovsky as teachers. 

In 1804, Catherine School was transformed into a district school that 
prepared for gymnasiums.4 The school burned down in 1812, its only memory 
contained in I. Klokov’s drawing on the cover of a book by Johann Brotze, a 
famous local historian.5 

Catherine School – the first Russian school in Latvia – was founded in 1789
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During the reign of Catherine II the Baltic Germans were thoroughly 
acquainted with the Russian culture. At the start of the 19th century, Libau 
(Liepaja) German merchants Hooke and Vic sent a letter to the Riga Governor 
General, where they demanded that Russian language teachers are sent to the 
city school and college. German merchants required their employees know 
the Russian language, which was one of the reasons why Russian was taught 
in a Riga boarding school since 1860s and in Dome School at the Riga Dome 
Cathedral since 1772.6 

In 1839, another two Russian elementary schools were opened in Dorpat 
(Tartu) and Jakobstadt (Jekabpils) and two years later – in Mitau (Jelgava). 
However, while there were several primary schools, secondary education in 
the Russian language did not exist at the time.7 

Russian education in Livonia and Courland was flourishing by the end of 
19th – beginning of 20th century. However, this did not mean that education in 
other languages was inaccessible. German maintained its influence in school 
education, and the first nautical school, opened by Krisjanis Valdemars in 
Ainazi in 1864, taught in Latvian and Estonian.8 

Since the mid-1860s, many non-Russian schools had optional «Russian 
classes», where the basics of the language were taught for an extra fee. 
According to official information, such courses were taught in 63 district and 
28 Lutheran schools in the Province of Livonia. 

Alexander Gymnasium for boys was opened in Riga in 1868, directed by 
N. P. Gamburtsev. He was also instructed to open Lomonosov Gymnasium for 
girls, which was subsequently directed by E. L. Maksimovskaya. 

In 1877, F. I. Pokatilov headed the new Peter I Real School in Riga. Unlike 
gymnasiums, which prepared students for universities or engage in home 
teaching, this school prepared for technical and engineering careers. 

In mid-1870s, it was decided that Russian language would be taught in all 
schools in Livonia and Courland. However, realisation of this proposal had 
stalled, as O. Pukhlyak notes. According to official sources, only 383 out of 
916 township schools in Livonia offered Russian courses. In Courland, Russian 
language courses were compulsory in 107 schools and elective in 170. 

One of the first Russian private schools in the Baltics, Lyudmila Ivanova 
School for Girls, was opened in 1884. In 1889, a Sunday School for Girls was 
opened for the poor. 

During that period, Russian schools were emerging across the whole 
territory of present-day Latvia. In 1879, Russian School for Girls was opened 
in Dinaburg (now – Daugavpils).

However, German remained relatively common in governance, in higher 
education and in public communication. 

Russian language education was banned during the German occupation 
of Courland and Livonia (1915-1918). By the end of 1918, only two Russian 
primary schools remained in Riga, capital of Livonia. The former Lomonosov 
Gymnasium now hosted the only Russian secondary school at the time. 

When the independent Latvian state was formed, the political situation at 
first favoured the preservation of Russian language education. 

On 8 December 1919, Latvian People’s Council adopted the law on minority 
schools, which enshrined the right of national minorities to receive education 
in their native langauge. In other words, national minorities were granted an 
educational autonomy. In 1920, Latvian Ministry of Education established 
Russian, Polish, German, Belarusian and Jewish National Departments that 
governed school education for their respective minorities.9 

Oleg Pukhlyak points out that by the end of the 1919/1920 academic year, 
there were 127 Russian basic schools in Latvia (11 842 students and 362 teachers) 
and 12 secondary schools (1214 students and 172 teachers). In 1929/1930, there 
were 231 basic schools (19 672 students and 886 teachers). Most secondary 
schools were in Riga (5) and Latgale (5), as well as one in Liepaja. 

Alexander Gymnasium for boys was opened in Riga in 1868
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Higher education was also available in Russian language. On September 
22, 1921, Russian university courses were registered by the Council of the 
Russian Department of the Latvian Ministry of Education. These state-funded 
courses provided higher education in the Russian language in accordance 
with pre-revolutionary Russian curriculums and taught no only Russians, but 
also Jews, Latvians, Estonians, Lithuanians and Poles. Prominent literary 
critic and writer Professor Konstantin Arabazhin was appointed as Rector of 
the university.10

This democratic solution for the problem of minority language education 
sparked strong opposition among certain radical politicians, who forced the 
Russian school to constantly fight for its survival since 1920s. 

In 1925, there was an attempt to change the education law and deprive 
the national school of the right to national autonomy. This attempt was 
unsuccessful, but in the early 30s, national schools suffered a more serious 
onslaught. Atis Kenins was Minister of Education at that time. He and his 
supporters from the Democratic Centre Party insisted that all secondary 
education must be converted to Latvian language. According to Kenins, 
«Latvianisation» of the secondary school would help bring down the wall 
of mistrust, misunderstanding and alienation that existed between the titular 
nation and ethnic minorities. The initiative was met with strong opposition 
of national minorities, with German and Jewish minorities being most vocal. 
As a result, Kenins was forced to resign in 1933. 

Nonetheless, the number of Russian-language schools started decreasing. 
Whereas in 1932/1933 there were 215 Russian basic schools, by the next 
academic year there were only 187. 28 schools were shut down in one year, 
and 44 schools since 1929/1930.11 

After Karlis Ulmanis’ coup d’état on May 15, 1934, minorities found 
themselves in much harsher conditions. One of Ulmanis’ first decisions was 
to eliminate school autonomy, and on June 1934 a new national education law 
was adopted. And although the new law provided for secondary education in 
minority languages, it no longer specified the rights of minorities in this regard. 
In practice, the number of Russian-language schools had drastically decreased 
after authoritarian rule was set up. Students were now effectively segregated in 
accordance to their nationality. Russians could only study in Russian schools, 
Jews – in Jewish, etc. Children form mixed families where at least one parent 
was Latvian had to study in a Latvian school. 

Nikolai Dubrovsky – veteran of the fishing fleet of the Latvian SSR – kept 
pre-war photos of teachers and students at Istra basic school. The school was 

situated in Vecslaboda, Ludzene region. On one of the photos, head teacher 
Putnieks stands dressed in Aizsargi uniform.

«I don’t remember Putnieks’ first name, but these are my droopy ears,» 
Nikolai Dubrovsky recalls, pointing at himself in the photo. «I will forever 
remember how we were taught Latvian. Our county was completely Russian; 
Latvians were brought here for work. Including teachers. Generally, everyone 
was sent here – police officers, postmen and other local officials. Despite the fact 
that all students in our school were Russian, we were categorically prohibited 
to speak in our native language. Those who disobeyed were put on their knees. 
The floor was sprinkled with salt, which aggravated the punishment – because 
kneeling with salt on your knees is much more painful. I’ve been there myself, 
many times. After all, kids are kids – you’d play around, forgetting about 
everything, and then accidently say something in your native language…»12 

By the end of 1930s, only two Russian state gymnasiums remained in 
Latvia – one in Riga and one in Rezekne. There was also a small Russian 
department in the Daugavpils city gymnasium N2. This was insufficient for 
Russian population’s demand for education. Some Russian students continued 
their studies in Latvian schools, which quickly became overcrowded. As a 
result, a significant part of national minorities were left without high school 
education, fuelling discontent with Ulmanis’ regime and facilitating pro-Soviet 
attitudes. Karlis Ulmanis recognised the risks of his policy, and talking with 
the head of Political Police in May 1940, he recognised the need to increase 
the number of Russian-language schools.13 

The Latvian state continued this language and education policy towards 
national minorities after regaining its independence in 1991. This suggests 
similarity between Karlis Ulmanis’ authoritarian and ethnocratic regime and 
the current, post-1991 administration. The climate in which non-Latvians are 
forced to live today is similar as well – a climate of government’s reluctance 
and disregard.

Law on Education, 29 October 1998

On October 29, 1998, Latvian Saeima adopted a new law «On Education» 
(Basic Law), which came into force on June 1, 1999. The new law established 
the conversion of schools to a national curriculum and allowed former Russian-
language schools to develop and implement their own education programmes 
for national minorities. These progressive articles of the education law were 
accompanied by articles that were aimed at eliminating secondary, vocational 
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and higher education in the Russian language, thus depriving the Russian 
linguistic group (around 640 thousand people or 33.4% of students) of the 
right to receive full education in their native language. 

First part of Paragraph 9 of the law stated that since 1 September 1999 
education in all state universities must be conducted in exclusively state 
language. The third part of the paragraph set out the same requirements for 
state and municipal vocational and secondary schools (years 10-12), which 
were to come into force on 1 September 2004. 

Article 9, Paragraph 2 determined that education in other languages is 
only possible in private educational institutions. Any state financing of these 
institutions is only allowed if they implement accredited education programmes 
in the state language (Article 59, Paragraph 2).

The second part of Article 9, Paragraph 2 determined that education may 
be acquired in another language in State and local government educational 
institutions in which educational programmes for ethnic minorities are 
implemented. However, «The Ministry of Education and Science shall specify 
in such educational programmes the subjects of study which are to be acquired 
in the official language.» 

When the law was adopted, Polish, Jewish, Ukrainian, Belarusian and 
other minority schools in Latvia were fully functioning, but their students only 
amounted to 0.4% of the national total.

Furthermore, Paragraph 6 of the same Article stated, «Raising of 
qualifications and re-qualification that is funded from the State budget or 
local government budgets shall be carried out in the official language.» And 
Paragraph 4 stated the same for professional qualification examinations. 

The Law also restricted the right of minority students to higher education 
(and receiving an academic degree) in their native language. Article 9, 
Paragraph 5 stated, «The work required for the acquisition of an academic 
(bachelor’s or master’s) or a scientific (doctor’s) degree shall be prepared and 
defended in the official language, except in cases provided for in other laws.»14 

Thus, the new Law on Education provided for full elimination of secondary, 
vocational and higher education in Russian – language of the largest linguistic 
group in Latvia. 

Simultaneously with the adoption of the education law, Ministry of 
Education and Science developed 4 draft education programmes for national 
minorities, which Russian schools would have to follow. The aim was to 
create conditions where all or most subjects are taught in the official language 
by ninth grade.

In June 1999, Ministry of Education and Science demanded that Russian 
schools select and implement one of the four models of bilingual education by 
September 1999. There was no public discussion of these programmes, and 
school directors only had a few months to make their decision – without fully 
understanding the differences between the proposed models.

1st model provided the following proportions of education in the Latvian 
language: Year 1 – 25% to 50%; Year 2 & 3 – 50% to 80%; Year 4 – 100% 
(except native language and literature courses); Year 5 – 50%; Year 6 – 70% to 
80%; Year 7 to 9 – 100% of courses taught in Latvian language. 

2nd model provided that 50% to 90% of education in Years 1 & 2 
was in Latvian; Years 3 to 6 – 50% to 75%; Years 7 to 9 – 40% to 60%. 
According to this model, subjects taught in non-Latvian language include 
native language and culture, music, foreign language, maths, physics, 
chemistry, biology and ICT.

3rd model established that started from Year 1, the number of subjects 
taught in Latvian should gradually increase. It did not provide for bilingual 
education and provided for all or most subjects taught in Latvian by the end of 
secondary school. 

4th model established that all subjects, except Latvian language studies, 
would be taught in minority language until fourth grade. Then, a selection of 
40% - 60% subjects in the Latvian language is proposed for Years 4 through 
6. In Years 7 to 9, geography, history, social studies, visual arts, economics 
and PE is taught in Latvian, and foreign language, maths, biology, physics, 
chemistry, music and ICT is taught bilingually.15 

Essentially, all four models for national minority education were designed 
to facilitate gradual elimination of general education in Russian. Public 
Council for Education, Science and Culture under For Human Rights in 
United Latvia party stated its opposition to this approach. In an open letter 
published in Latvian press, the council said that Ministry of Education and 
Science calls these models ‘bilingual education’, but it does not match the 
definition. «Bilingual education involves teaching subjects in both languages. 
These programmes, however, are models where part of the subjects is taught in 
the State language, which may correspond to the notion of ‘in-depth study of 
the State language’, but definitely not ‘bilingual education’.

… This approach in allocating languages of education makes for a 
transition from education in the native language to education in the state 
language, which prevents the development of national identity and national 
culture of students. National-cultural and integrational components are not 
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developed at all in these models. 
Thus, these are not draft education 
programmes for national minorities, 
but programmes for conversion of 
education in the native language to 
the state language without preserving 
the national identity of students.»16 

Dzintars Abikis: 
«Studying in Latvian language 

is a privilege!»

Liepaja Secondary School №8 
hosted a two-day seminar on April 
8, 1999, organised by its director 
Jevgenija Mickevica and attended by 
teachers from Liepaja, Ventspils and 
Riga, as well as MPs, members of the 
Academy of Sciences and National 
Programme for Latvian Language 
Training (NPLLT).

Guests of the seminar discussed 
the experience of school number 

8 in introducing bilingual education system and the following ‘round tables’ 
discussed the issues of preserving national identity and psychological 
development of children from different ethnic backgrounds in conditions 
where education is converted to predominantly Latvian language. 

Discussions revealed that politicians and practicing teachers have clearly 
different approaches. Politicians openly said that the time of choice is over 
for non-Latvians and they must realise that «studying in Latvian language is 
a privilege» (Chairman of the Parliamentary Commission for Education and 
Science Dzintars Abikis). Teachers, meanwhile, avoided making political 
statements and talked about actual issues, noting that many questions remain 
unanswered. Director of Liepaja middle school №12 Valerijs Jepiskopovs 
asked how his ethnic Azerbaijani, Armenian or Chechen students could 
maintain their ethnic identity if they are taught exclusively in the Latvian 
language and there is no opportunity for education in their native language. 
He received no response.17 

Dzintars Abikis

Dzintars Abikis, speaking at the seminar, tried to combine two mutually 
exclusive ideas. He noted that the «education system is the main mechanism 
for the development of civil society» and that the «conversion of the education 
system to Latvian language is in no way aiming to turn Latvia into an ethnically 
homogenous state». However, immediately after he added that education in 
Latvian language is a ‘privilege’ and that the State language should be the only 
language of education in middle schools as well as high school. According 
to him, bilingual education system is ‘appropriate’ only in primary schools, 
where children can learn in their native language as well as in Latvian. 

Meanwhile, he did not explain how the formation of an ethnically 
homogenous Latvia can be avoided when there is bilingual education in primary 
school, but only Latvian education in secondary school, where students would 
quickly lose their national identity. 

Abikis then addressed the shortage of teachers who are prepared to work 
in a bilingual system. He stressed that while there is a clear deficit of teachers, 
the process is ‘irreversible’ and everyone should ‘take this into account’. In the 
next few years, the shortage of non-Latvian language teachers would be solved 
by growing competition due to unfavourable demographic situation. The 
number of first-graders fell significantly after 2003, and many teachers were 
left unemployed. In these conditions, teachers who are not perfectly proficient 
in the Latvian language would be replaced by Latvian teachers.18 

Another MP, G. Dambergs, supported Mr Abikis and said, «Latvia is 
prepared to enter the 21st century with a unified system of education, based on 
Latvian language and understanding of both parents and teachers – this system 
is the ONLY way to receive state education in Latvia…»

He also noted that school’s main objective is to educate ‘loyal citizens’. 
«Integration of Latvian society and establishment of a unified civil society is 
only possible if people are united by common motivation, and this motivation 
can only be given by the school and united approach to education. If there is 
no such approach, it would be difficult to say what could unite residents of our 
country in the future.»19 

It is clear that talking about the need for a ‘united approach to education’ 
Dambergs referred to the language of education, because school curriculums 
for both Russian and Latvian schools had always been regulated by the Ministry 
of Education and Science and therefore complied with the national standards. 
In other words, the only remaining obstacle to integration of Latvian society 
and establishment of civil society, in Dambergs’ opinion, is education in the 
Russian language. 
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Head of the National Programme for Latvian Language Training (NPLLT), 
Brigita Silina, generally supported Abikis’ and Dambergs’ ideas. She pointed 
out that bilingual school has turned from a theoretical problem into a political 
problem, and added that bilingual education exists in Canada, Sweden and 
Switzerland. Silina admitted that bilingual education has many opponents, 
whose main argument is that the quality of education is much lower in a non-
native language. Furthermore, some argue that education in a non-native 
language can adversely affect psychological development. However, Brigita 
Silina believes that practice proves the opposite – studying in a non-native 
language is not dangerous. What is dangerous is lack of a cohesive system of 
bilingual education. She argues that if a child started to learn another language 
in pre-school, it would be logical to continue studying in a non-native language 
in school.20 

Conclusions of Russian Latvian experts

A study entitled «Latvian schools with Russian language of education: 
problems and prospects» (pedagogical centre Experiment, 2000)21 reflected 
the most complete opinion of independent experts on this issue, as did several 
articles by the Association for the Support of Schools with the Russian 
Language of Instruction (ASSRLI).22

Multiple publications of J. Pliners and V. Buhvalovs also provide insight 
into this issue, along with materials of the conference – «Problems and 
Prospects of the Russian School» – organised by the Russian community of 
Daugavpils.23,24

The main conclusions can be summarised as follows:
1. The so-called ‘school reform violates the rights of national minorities 

to receive education in their native language. 
2. The conversion of education to predominantly Latvian language would 

degrease the quality of education and facilitate assimilation of children from 
non-Latvian families. 

Conclusions of international experts

On December 12, 2002, Maritim Park Hotel in Riga hosted a conference 
Education for Integration, organised by the Soros Foundation Latvia as part 
of its Open School project. Participants of the conference were presented the 
results of an international study on bilingual education in Latvia. According to 

experts, models of bilingual education developed by the Ministry of Education 
and Science facilitate assimilation of non-Latvians and in no way encourage 
integration. On the other hand, LAShOR’s (Latvian association for support 
of schools with education in the Russian language) model, which has been 
greatly criticised and rejected by the Ministry, could really support integration 
of the Latvian society. 

In addition, analysing the Latvian school reform and its consequences, 
international experts – intentionally or not – assessed the political ideology of 
the modern Latvian state. They believe that the perception of Latvian society 
as multinational, but not multicultural, is a serious obstacle to integration and 
formation of Latvia as a democratic state. 

Who are these experts?

Among others, the conference was attended by 10 international renowned 
specialists in bilingual education: Peter Batelaan (Netherlands), editor of 
Intercultural Education magazine; Lyudmila Chumak, Professor of Philology 
at Belarusian State University; Mark Dyachkov, Professor at the Moscow 
State Social University; Francoise Green (Switzerland), Deputy Director 
of the European Centre for the Study of National Minorities; Alex Hausen 
(Belgium) Professor at Vrije University in Brussels; Alan N Crawford (USA), 
Professor at University of California; Karen Margret Petersen, Associate 
Professor at the Research Institute of Denmark; Ekaterina Protasova, Lecturer 
at the University of Helsinki, Department of Baltic and Slavic Languages; 
Iren Schwab (Switzerland), Researcher at the Department of Education 
Research; Iveta Silova, former coordinator of the Open School project at 
Soros Foundation Latvia, currently – Consultant in the Soros Foundation in 
Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. 

Expert opinions

Peter Batelaan (Netherlands):
- The officially declared goal of bilingual education in Latvia is preservation 

of native language and national identity related to it. However, models 1, 2 
and 3 developed by the Ministry of Education and Science of Latvia (MES) 
hinder the implementation of this task. These models are aimed at conversion 
to Latvian language of education.25 

MES school reform activities restrict creativity of schools.26 



98 99

Latvia 1988-2015: a triumph of the radical nationalists Book 2. From the “long-term democratic deficit” to the restoration of ethnocracy

Integration should result in the feeling of belonging to the Latvian culture. 
This is only possible if the Latvian-speaking part of society is friendly towards 
the national minorities. As Green and Schwab note, ties with ethnic homeland 
can be a priority among national minorities, which at the same time does not 
diminish their belonging to Latvia.27 

Alan N Crawford (USA):
- Bilingual education is an extremely complicated issue, which includes 

learning a second language, academic process in the native language, culture, 
teacher training, development of teaching materials, assessment of students’ 
knowledge and skills, as well as relevant policy decisions.28 There is no clear 
understanding what is bilingual education in Latvia.

Karen Margret Petersen (Denmark):
- Linguistic freedom is always regarded as one of the aspects of human 

rights in a democratic state… If a child’s native language is supported in school 
and at home, then both native and second language are developed, because the 
languages contain mutual connections. Research shows that children’s thinking 
becomes more elastic when they receive information in different languages.29 

Latvian legislation does not mention bilingualism or bilingual education. 
The education law states that education shall be provided in the State – i.e. 
Latvian – language. Latvia’s education policy indicates that the government is 
seeking to restore a nation state, where Latvian language, history and culture 
are dominating… This approach is based on national ideology and is aimed 
against other peoples and national groups that are carriers of another national 
identity. It is believed that a nation can only have one culture.30

Based on this approach, the Ministry of Education and Science developed 
4 models for bilingual education in Russian-language schools. Latvian 
Association for Support of Schools with Russian Language of Education 
(LAShOR) rightly believes that all these models are designed to facilitate the 
transition from Russian to Latvian language of education. This is indicative 
of an assimilation policy within education. LAShOR developed an alternative 
model for bilingual education, which is designed to preserve minorities’ native 
language. In its mode, LAShOR proposes to abandon the conversion to Latvian 
language of education, while maintaining bilingual education.31

Alex Hausen (Belgium):
- The main goal of the Latvian bilingualism policy is the transition to 

Latvian language of education, despite all official statements about efforts 
to preserve the native language and identity of national minorities. This is a 
purely political goal.32

Lyudmila Chumak (Belarus):
- The problem of integrating minorities into the Latvian society while 

maintaining their national and cultural identity is best resolved in educational 
programmes proposed by LAShOR and Maksima Riga Gymnasium.33 

Mark Dyachkov (Russia):
- There should not be less than 8 hours of Latvian language per week 

in school. This is a necessary condition for senior students to learn and 
linguistically integrate into the Latvian society, as well as for increasing and 
strengthening the social role and prestige of the Latvian language. 

Regarding LAShOR’s model, it seems that this document was created for 
political goals, rather than educational. It is well known that preserving and 
developing a language is only possible on the territory where this language 
functions officially. For the Russian language it is Russia, not Latvia.34

Francoise Green, Iren Schwab (Switzerland):
- Bilingual education is a particularly sensitive issue that could form 

resistance among national minorities. Aside from just teaching the language, it 

Vlad Bogov, a specialist on history of the city, is one of the authors 
of the exhibition dedicated to the history of the multiethnic Riga



100 101

Latvia 1988-2015: a triumph of the radical nationalists Book 2. From the “long-term democratic deficit” to the restoration of ethnocracy

is also necessary to form a positive attitude towards it. Transition to bilingual 
education is a long-term educational reform.35

Ekaterina Protasova (Finland):
- Russian language has a rich history in Latvia. Russian merchants 

appeared in Riga in the 13th century. But today, the Russian-speaking 
non-citizens are very pessimistic about their future in Latvia. They are not 
protected in any way. This is particularly dangerous for their children – 
belonging to and supported by neither state. Today, Latvian school faces a 
task – develop public principles that are nationally united, ethnically diverse 
and culturally open.36

Ideology behind the ‘school reform’

What was the underlying ideology behind the minority school reform? 
There were three key ideologues behind the so-called ‘school reform’ – editor 
of Nacionālā Neatkarība (National Independence) newspaper Baiba Petersone, 
Ministry of Education and Science official Baiba Kinstlere and Professor of 
Sociolinguistics Ina Druviete. Their visions of and justifications for the reform 
are given below: 

Baiba Petersone: «We need an extremely strict national policy… there 
should be no concession towards the rights of migrants and colonists who 
flooded in during the Soviet occupation. 

In my opinion, the most important thing to keep in mind is that Russian-
speakers are not a homogenous mass. They should be approached differently. 
The state policy should divide these people into different categories, each 
with a different approach and policy. The Voluntary Repatriation Fund would 
cause only the best and most enterprising to leave… while the unenterprising 
would stay – outcasts to a certain extent, those who refuse to change their 
positions. The national consciousness of a 700 000-strong community 
was destroyed. These are Soviet people, who have problems with spiritual 
values and stability. This is why this [social] layer generates an army of the 
unemployed and potential outcasts. And that is exactly why there must be a 
decisive government policy towards this underclass. This means, first of all, 
stopping the reproduction of this layer in the future. Namely – families 
having problems with alcohol abuse, who cannot lead a normal life here. 
They must be prohibited to raise children; their children must be taken into 
social care in Latvian orphanages. 

The next crucial issue related to assimilation and integration is the 
language policy. Naturally, this policy should be stricter towards these people, 
who remain in Latvia, and should provide for conversion of education in the 
State language, as soon as possible.»37 

Ina Druviete: «Bilingualism is an important condition for changing the 
language in society. […] A very valuable example for Latvia is the experience 
of Basques and Catalans in LINGUISTIC ASSIMILATION of immigrants, 
language education of teenagers, and requirements and assessment of language 
proficiency».38 

From the Programme for transitioning to secondary education in the 
State language and for increasing the proportion of subjects taught in the 
State language within general education curriculum until 2005. Compiled 
by Baiba Petersone and Baiba Kinstlere:

«After its restoration following the occupation, Republic of Latvia 
inherited a difficult demographic situation, where a large number of residents 
who immigrated into the country during the Soviet rule failed to integrate into 
the Latvian society and have no knowledge of the Latvian language, which is 
the main cause of the split in society. One of the clearest sources and examples 
of this split is the parallel system of Russian and Latvian schools, which differ 
not only in language, but also in taught values, composition of teachers and 
other indicators.»39 

As we can see, the main goals of the so-called ‘minority school reform’ had 
nothing to do with the quality of education or increasing the competitiveness 
of graduates from Russian schools. Instead, ideologues of this reform aimed to 
convert Russian schools into Latvian language of education and thus change the 
ethnic-demographic composition in the country. In other words, they were seeking 
to increase the number of people who would identify themselves as Latvians – i.e. 
gradually assimilate predominantly Russian ‘aliens’ through education policy.

Thus, this ‘school reform’ falls in line with the ideology of the radical 
Latvian National Front, whose leader Aivars Garda said, «An enemy of the 
Latvian people is the foreigner who demands that the state finances education 
in foreign languages. Latvians’ first duty is to work on de-occupation of Latvia, 
not integration. We will resist integration by all forces of our souls.» 

It is worth also pointing out that proponents of this school reform made 
statements similar to those used by the Nazis during their attempts to purify 
the Aryan race. For example – «stop the reproduction of this layer.»
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On 25 November, 2000, the first parents’ conference «To learn in one’s native language» 
took place in Latvia, on the initiative of the Latvian Association for Supporting Schools 

with Russian Language of Instruction (LAShOR). The chair of LAShOR board, 
Igor Pimenov, answering a journalist’s questions. The first parents’ 

conference «To learn in one’s native language» happened in the premises 
of the Baltic Russian Institute (now - Baltic International Academy).

On 24 November, 2001, the second parents’ conference" To learn in one’s native language", 
took place in the Riga Congress Hall, gathering  1204 participants. 

926 of them had been from Riga, 92 from Jelgava, 52 from Daugavpils, 22 from Rezekne, 
Ventspils and Valmiera each. Also, people from Riga District, Liepaja city, Aizkraukle, Bauska, 

Cesis, Dobele, Jekabpils, Kraslava, Livani, Ogre, Sigulda and Valka towns took part. 
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Pages 104 - 105. 23 May, 2003. Square near the monument to a Latvian 
national poet Rainis in Riga. A LAShOR rally «To learn in one’s native language». 

On the rostrum – Boris Tsilevich, Yakov Pliner, Oleg Denisov, Oleg Tolmachev, 
Yuri Sokolovsky, Andrey Alexeyev, members of the Parliament of Latvia.
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1 May, 2004. Pupils from schools with Russian language of instruction, protesting against 
the government plans to abolish the option of public education in Russian.

1 May, 2004. Pupils from schools with Russian language of instruction, protesting against 
the government plans to abolish the option of public education in Russian.
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June, 2009. Election poster of a nationalist alliance «For Fatherland and Freedom/LNNK» 
saying «For the interests of ethnic Latvians in Europe». 

Chapter 4 

«Non-citizens must leave!»

Juris Dobelis, member of PACE Monitoring 
Committee, MP from TB/LNNK1:«The number of 
migrants in Latvian is such that it prevents it from 
developing in the right direction».

Mirdza Bendrupe, poet. From the letter to Janis 
Peters of 26 January 19912: Latvians themselves used 
to bring in tonnes of people of other nationalities 
(including convicts), promising free registration 
and accommodation. They brought, accommodated 
– but now all you hear is «Migrants! Occupiers! Get 
out!»… Certain Latvians are much worse than some 
immigrants with other nationalities in their passports. 
One screams, ‘Migrants need to be exterminated like 
fleas and cockroaches.» Others are no better, yelling 
about some ‘Jewish-Masonic conspiracy’s to corrupt 
(morally) and destroy people of other nationalities. 
And all of these shouting people are not some ‘trash’; 
they are educated people… I believe this anti-Semitic 
and anti-immigrant witch hunt is very shameful and 
stupid». 

Raita Karnite, Director of the Institute of 
Economics at the Latvian Academy of Sciences3:«We 
allow and even encourage our people to leave the 
country and work somewhere else… All of this seems 
very unpleasant to me».
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In 1998, Director of the Centre for the Study of Public Policy at University 
of Strathclyde (Glasgow), Professor Richard Rose came to the conclusion that 
as long as there is a large part of the population who do not have citizenship in 
the Baltics, local politicians cannot guarantee political peace based on economic 
prosperity. «Sooner or later, the Russian-speaking population may require full 
integration in their countries of residence, i.e. voting rights, right to be elected to 
public office, as well as all social and economic rights vested in citizens of these 
countries. In Lithuania, with its small Russian-speaking minority, these rights 
are all virtually granted. This would be more difficult to achieve in Estonia and 
Latvia, as it would require the introduction of the second official language».4 

Making Russian second official language was not in the cards. Instead, 
Latvian ruling elite decided to push out the Russian-speaking population. 
«We need to understand one fact – rather influential political forces in 
modern Latvia set out to, by all means possible, spoil the life of ‘colonists’ by 
‘encouraging voluntary repatriation’. And they will try to achieve it through 
more amendments, more bureaucratic techniques, or by simply escalating the 
anti-immigration propaganda campaign,» political scientist and publicist Boris 
Cilevics wrote in 1992. «Simply because the ‘struggle against’ is the only form 
of creative activity for these people.»5 

Before elections to the first Saeima of the Second Latvian Republic (or, 
by nationalist count, 5th Saeima of the First Latvian Republic), the main 
mouthpieces of this policy were the Citizens Congress and the Department of 
Citizenship and Immigration. In August 1992, Citizens Congress once again 
called on the Russian-speaking population to leave Latvia. «You (non-Latvians 

– V.G.) are living on the Latvian territory illegally. […] Citizens Congress of the 
Latvian Republic […] proposes you leave Latvian soil. You will have to do it 
sooner or later anyway. By delaying your departure you are encouraging those 
who are prepared to solve de-colonisation of Latvia by force, which is not in 
your interests.» In 1993, Press Secretary of the Department of Citizenship and 
Immigration said, «Department continues to remind and stress that all of these 
700 000 people will have to leave Latvia sooner or later.»6 

Chairman of the Latvian Supreme Council Anatolijs Gorbunovs adopted 
this rhetoric, despite previously advocating for the zero option of citizenship. 
Heading to the annual UN Conference in September 1992, head of the Latvian 
state said, «Those who occupied and incorporated it (Latvia), those who cannot 
accept its independence will have to leave.»7 

These were not empty threats. 186 295 Latvian residents were rejected 
from registering in the Population Register. As a result, they were unable to get 

married, baptise their children, receive benefits or find employment. This, no 
doubt, contributed to 160 thousand people leaving Latvia shortly afterwards.8 

After the first parliamentary election the ‘de-colonisation’ rhetoric 
continued. Except now it was Latvian MPs who insisted on non-Latvians 
leaving their country. For example, in an open letter to the OSCE High 
Commissioner on National Minorities published on 16 November 1993 in 
the Diena, Latvijas ceļš (Latvian Way) MP Karlis Leiskalns wrote, «Latvians 
who live in large cities feel discomfort every day. Tensions arise on the street, 
in public transport, shopping and even in one’s own apartment (??? – V.G.). 
After the terror of occupation, people are reluctant to express their thoughts 
on national issues out loud, but in countless conversations with Latvians I 
found that at least nine out of ten, while not hating specific immigrants, still 
dream of Russians […] leaving  Latvia. We must look for ways to encourage 
voluntary return of colonists to their homeland, or their emigration to countries 
who could take these people in without detriment to their indigenous nation 
and provide them with descent living conditions. […] If we have to choose 
between several generations of hostile co-existence with foreign people and a 
relatively quick uncomfortable resettlement, then, I think, we should choose 
the latter. […] Under current demographic conditions, Latvia cannot afford to 
naturalise a single foreigner.»9 

On May 14, 2001, seven MPs led by Juris Vidins from Tēvzemei un 
Brīvībai (TB/LNNK) established a work group to provide active assistance to 
foreigners leaving for their ethnic homelands. Beside Mr Vidins, the work group 
included Roberts Jurdzs, Peteris Tabuns (both from TB/LNNK), Vaira Paegle, 
Helena Demakova (both from People’s Party), and Janis Leja (Latvian Social 
Democratic Workers’ Party). According to Juris Vidins, funds for repatriation 
should come from Latvian budget and, for example, from Scandinavian 
countries like Sweden, which had already allocated funds to repatriate Russian 
soldiers who served in Skrunda.10 

A new wave of ‘de-colonisation’ rhetoric in 2003 was caused by protests 
against the forced assimilation policy conducted by the government under the 
guise of its school reform. Once again, like in the 90s and in 2000-2001, non-
Latvians were subjected to threats and ‘proposals’ to leave Latvia. 

On the eve of municipal elections on 12 March 2005, chairman of the 
Parliamentary Commission on Foreign Affairs Aleksandrs Kirsteins openly 
said that Russians must leave Latvia. 

«I believe that one agreement [with Russia – V.G.] must be similar to the 
one with the Baltic Germans. There were 700 years of co-existence, but we 
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have a new generation of Latvians – people with higher education, philosophers, 
historians – and the new cultures of two peoples could not exist in one territory. 
One of them had to assimilate or leave. 1905 was the first warning. Then 1939 
happened – an agreement about Baltic Germans leaving was concluded. Of 
course, we can say that it was related to the war, but this would have happened 
in order to avoid assimilation sooner or later. Today we have a similar situation 
– people of two cultures claim the same territory. This does not happen in the 
world. In Belgium, the Flemish and the Walloons live on their own respective 
territories, in Switzerland – communities live in cantons, without going into 
each other’s territory. 

Our situation is unique. There is a cultural nation – Latvians, whom 
some people consider inferior – and then another cultural nation appears out 
of nowhere – and not with the Russian culture of universities and libraries, 
but with some ‘local’ culture. They have their own ‘historians’, who interpret 
history in completely the opposite way, their own schools – but not their own 
territory. And now they are forced to live with some ‘hans’ who are strangling 
them. This time there are only two possibilities. Either those who consider 
themselves part of a community that should pay taxes separately leave, or they 
voluntarily assimilate…

I always had the same proposal – we need to find the ‘three occupiers’, 
realise the Declaration of Occupation of Latvia, assist repatriation, set up a 
brass band near trains, hand out awards, diplomas, certificates that they had not 
committed any crimes in Latvia… and just like that, with music, send them off 
and draw a legal line under de-occupation,» Kirsteins told Latvijas Avize. «But 
it turned out that we can’t find these three occupiers. They do not exists – there 
are only those who must be integrated. Latvia was subjected to the strangest 
occupation in the world, the one without a single occupier…» 

According to Aleksandrs Kirsteins, the ‘three occupiers’ are «the military, 
which, thank God, we managed to see off […], occupiers themselves – civilian 
occupiers, foreigners, or how you should call them […], and the lost territory». 
(By ‘lost territory’s, Kirsteins means Abrene, which was incorporated into 
Russia – V.G.)11 

It is worth reminding that, while still a member of the Movement for 
National Independence of Latvia (LNNK), Kirsteins was among the authors of 
the project for quick removal of Russian-speakers from the country. «We were 
proposing a project that involved providing 700 000 people with temporary 
residence permits, which I think would have solved the current problems 
regarding non-Latvians,» he recalled in 2003. «If this project were approved, all 

citizens of the former Soviet Union would have received temporary residence 
permits, after which their stay in Latvia would have been legalised depending 
on their services to the country. Unfortunately, this law has not been approved 
– everyone was allowed to remain in Latvia, causing the consequences we still 
see today.»12 

Assessing the integration programme adopted by the Latvian government 
in 1998, Aleksandrs Kirsteins told Latvijas Avize that only a third of non-
citizens should have been integrated – only those who are willing to integrate 
themselves. «Around a third wanted to go to the rich West, a third – home to 
Russia, and only a third wanted to integrate into the Latvian society. […] We 
had almost started believing into integration in good faith, when the school 
protests started. They said that they are disgusted by the ‘hans’, disgusted by 
this language and by living in a small country. Turns out, they are prepared to 
live here under one condition – everything here must be according to the same 
laws as in Russia…»

Imposing integration, in Kirsteins’ opinion, turned this process into a 
‘cartoon’. «[…] In patriotic sense, this integration programme turned into a farce. 
Naturalisation is encouraged even for people who hadn’t done so previously to 
avoid military service,» said the head of parliamentary commission. 

Newspaper Chas published excerpts from this interview and rightly 
concluded that Mr Kirsteins wanted to conclude an agreement with Russia 
regarding resettlement of Russians from Latvia (Chas, March 3, 2005). 
However, the politician himself did not like it. Several days later he told Vesti 
Segodnya, «I have no idea where the Russian press got the idea that I called for 
deporting someone on ethnic grounds. I never spoke against Russians, Jews or 
Latvians. Nationality has nothing to do with this. We are talking about specific 
individuals, who refuse to abide by Latvian laws, who in the press openly call 
for ‘sabotage of the education law’ […] We are talking about those who seek to 
create their own isolated community and pay taxes to it, and not the state. How 
can such people remain in Latvia? Why aren’t they prosecuted?

Of course, any repatriation must be legally correct, which is why I am 
proposing to conclude an agreement with Russia that would provide for the 
departure of persons who feel uncomfortable in our country…

I have always said – and I won’t deny my words today – that we cannot 
integrate everybody. The integration programme is not bad in and of itself, 
but it has to be designed for around 200 thousand people, who according 
to opinion polls are prepared to integrate into the Latvian society and pass 
naturalisation. However, for some reason, the state is trying to extend this 
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programme to half million non-citizens. This is despite the known fact that 
around 300 thousand of people will never pass naturalisation; they don’t 
consider Latvia their homeland; and are isolated from the state. Do we need 
to integrate them forcibly? This is absurd! Maybe, it would be better to help 
them leave. […] The best approach – move to your historic homeland. As the 
Russian authorities themselves say – their country has massive unpopulated, 
uninhabited territories…»13 

We will not focus on Kirsteins’ blatant lies about non-Latvians’ unwillingness 
to study the Latvian language and that they are repulsed by ‘hans’ and living 
in a small country, and his attempt to absolve himself of responsibility for 
calling for deportations of non-Latvians. Instead, it is worth pointing out that 
despite President Vaira Vike-Freiberga officially condemning his statements 
(«Politicians must bear moral responsibility for their words»), Mr Kirsteins 
continued his rhetoric. On April 6, 2005, speaking at a TV programme Kas 
notiek Latvijā («What’s going on in Latvia»), Aleksandrs Kirsteins said that 
Latvia is not interested in the occupation, but in its ‘consequences’ – the ethnic 
composition of the population and the Abrene issue. «After 1991, Russia left 
5 million Russians in the West, and 15 million in the former Soviet republics. 
Russia should have taken these people in.»14 

Kirstein’s proposal to solve the non-citizens problem through their 
resettlement in other countries was supported by Chairman of the Union of 
Greens and Farmers parliamentary faction Leopolds Ozolins. «Back in the day, 
Latvia was able to reach an agreement with Germany and in 1939 Germans 
collectively left the country. So there is nothing impossible, and such an 
agreement regarding Latvian Russians must be concluded with Russia today,» 
he told Vesti Segodnya.15 

Indeed, the negative historical experience (including, first of all, the 
‘ease’ with which the ‘German issue’ was solved in Latvia in 1939-41), 
actively used by radical nationalists to justify the establishment of a purely 
Latvian state, still worries many people in Latvia to this day. Statements 
quoted above reflect, in essence, the position of the right-wing majority 
in the Latvian parliament. Former Latvian President Vaira Vike-Freiberga 
supported this position. In spring 2004, she said on Krustpunkti radio 
programme, «If Russia really wanted to help its compatriots, it would have 
helped them repatriate.»

Supporting this position, Latvian Saeima adopted Aleksandrs Kirsteins’ 
«Declaration condemning the regime of totalitarian communist occupation, 
realised in Latvia by the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics» on May 12, 

2005. The declaration stated, «Cabinet 
of Ministers must conclude a special 
agreement with the Russian Federation, 
which would establish mutual 
obligations in covering material costs 
and in assisting immigrants and their 
families who move to their historical or 
ethnic homeland.» In addition, «Latvian 
Saeima urges the Russian Federation 
to continue the repatriation of soldiers 
of the Russian Armed Forces and 
their families in accordance with the 
agreements concluded between Latvia 
and Russia.»16 

Petropavlovsky should to be 
given citizenship!

Yuri Petropavlovsky, activist of the 
Russian School Defence Staff (2003-2005) and member of the For Human 
Rights in United Latvia (ZaPChEL), passed the naturalisation process, but 
was removed from the list of candidates for citizenship by the decision of 
Indulis Emsis’ government (in forces from 9 March to 2 December 2004). The 
People’s Party was particularly active in this decision. Member of the party 
and Emsis’ successor Aigars Kalvitis told Latvijas Avize, «When it comes to 
Petropalovsky, it was the People’s Party that had to use political pressure to 
ensure that this man is not given Latvian citizenship. It’s understandable why 
– he is not loyal to the Latvian state and acts against it.»

According to Kalvitis, events that led up to Petropavlovsky being denied 
citizenship indicate that the Citizenship Law must be tightened. In his case, 
security services failed to provide the ‘decision-making institutions’ with 
necessary recommendations. «Shifting responsibility on politicians in fact 
shows that authorities are evading their responsibilities,» Prime Minister 
Kalvitis noted. 

The ‘legal reasoning’ behind rejection of citizenship was given to the 
public by the Ministry of Justice in January 2005. In its conclusion and 
response to the Administrative Court that considered Petropavlovsky’s appeal, 
the Ministry of Justice pointed out that the candidate for citizenship must by 

Yuri Petropavlovsky
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law give an oath of loyalty to the state. 
Loyalty, according to the Ministry, is 
«strict compliance with existing laws, 
DEVOTION AND OBEDIENCE TO 
THE GOVERNMENT.»17 

Soon after his citizenship application 
was rejected, Petropalovsky appealed to 
one of the regional administrative courts 
of Riga and MEP Tatjana Zdanoka 
filed a complaint with the European 
Parliament Committee on Petitions. 
The Committee on Petitions considered 
Yuri Petropavlovsky’s case on 19-20 
April. Speaking on behalf of the Latvian 
Foreign Ministry, Inga Reine said that 
granting or non-granting of citizenship 
is an internal matter of any European 
state. Meanwhile, Latvian MEPs Inese 
Vaidere, Rihards Piks and Roberts 
Zile noted that after 50 years of Soviet 
occupation, Latvia has a unique situation 

and therefore it cannot be given the same requirements as other European states. 
Tatjana Zdanoka, in turn, pointed out that ‘Petropavlovsky case’ is the first 

case where citizenship was rejected on political grounds. After the hearings, it 
was decided that the ‘Petropavlovsky case’ will remain opened at least until 
Latvian courts make a legal ruling.18 

On December 16, 2005, Regional Administrative Court discontinued the 
proceedings, ruling that the decision on non-granting of citizenship is political, 
rather than administrative, and therefore is not subject to judicial review. The 
ruling was made despite the fact that the court adopted Petropavlovsky’s claim 
in first place, instead of rejecting it as outside of its competence. This case 
demonstrated lack of separation of powers – legislative, executive and judicial 

– as the judiciary essentially recognised that government’s actions are not 
subject to liability. In political terms, this decision could set a precedent that 
would allow extra-judicial persecution of political opposition, i.e. political and 
legal arbitrariness in the country.19

Tatjana Zdanoka,
Latvian MEP from ZaPChEL

Obstruction of naturalisation

Both the ruling radical nationalists and the so-called «non-citizens» 
(permanent residents without Latvian citizenship) are well aware that 
naturalisation in the form and conditions it is conducted is not a procedure 
intended for forming a civil society and a political nation in Latvia. Rather, it 
is a political mechanism intended by the ruling elite to «divide and conquer». 
The main objective of this mechanism is to allow radical nationalists to stay in 
power as the number of citizens rapidly increases. After all, suppose if all non-
citizens take part in municipal elections, the ethnocratic rule would crumple 
and one of the pillars of ethnic discrimination would be destroyed. 

Furthermore, Latvian naturalisation policy has other specific and 
UNDEMOCRATIC political objectives. In addition to ensuring radical 
nationalists remain in power the policy is intended to force «non-citizens» 
to accept Latvian Popular Front’s lie regarding citizenship and take 
responsibility for the so-called «occupation», while recognising the ruling 
elite’s right to conduct the policy of ethnic discrimination, corruption and 
falsification of history. 

Radical nationalists never hid the fact that naturalisation, even if very slow, 
is contradictory to the interests of ethnocracy – because every new citizen is 
a voter, who will most likely vote against their representatives in government. 
Thus, adherents of this policy are trying their best to suspend the naturalisation 
process at least briefly.

Since late 2004, the ruling coalition started actively discussing options for 
tightening the naturalisation procedure or even suspending it temporarily. The 
first discussion, oddly enough, was initiated by the Naturalisation Board (!).

Eizenia Aldermane, head of the Naturalisation Board, first proposed 
toughening the requirements for citizenship. Ministry of Justice soon joined 
the debate, after introducing an absurd and undemocratic requirement of 
«OBEDIENCE TO THE GOVERNMENT» following «Petropavlovsky case». 

Activist of an unofficial public association Russian School Defence Staff 
Yuri Petropavlovsky was nominated as a candidate for Riga mayor on March 
12, 2005, by the For Human Rights in United Latvia party. However, he was 
unable to take part in the elections after the Cabinet of Ministers rejected his 
citizenship application, despite him passing the naturalisation process. On 
January 5, 2005, Cabinet of Ministers directed a decision signed by Prime 
Minister Aigars Kalvitis to the Administrative court, stating that the reason 
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for the rejection of Petropavlovsky’s 
application is his ‘disloyalty’s. In 
its decision, the Cabinet cited 
Latvian encyclopaedia (A.Gulbis) 
that was published from 1935 to 
1937 – during the ethnocratic regime 
of Karlis Ulmanis. The citation 
stated, «To be loyal is to be honest 
and faithful to the existing state 
order, the constitution and the 
government.» Thus, according to 
the Latvian Cabinet, any opposition 
that criticises the government is 
considered ‘disloyal’. 

On April 6, 2005, Minister of 
Social Integration Ainars Latkovskis 
joined in supporting a tougher 
citizenship law. Discussing possible 
changes to the citizenship law with 
the head of the Naturalisation Board, 
Minister noted that this issue became 
particularly relevant after Yuri 

Petropalovsky’s application had been rejected. According to Latkovskis, this 
case showed that requirements for citizenship must also include proof of 
LOYALTY to the state.20 

This loyalty requirement for non-citizens, and all non-Latvians in general, 
was not invented by Prime Minister Kalvitis or Minister of Integration 
Latkovskis. As was mentioned previously, the chief ideologist of the Citizens 
Congress, Elmars Vebers, argued that foreigners and their descendants – i.e. 
residents who arrived in Latvia after June 17, 1940 – must «prove in writing 
their loyalty to the Latvian state». Though after joining the Social Democrats, 
Philosophy PhD Elmars Vebers headed an expert group for developing a social 
integration concept and abandoned his extreme right views. Furthermore, he 
later publicly criticised one of the leaders of TB/LNNK, Aigars Kimenis, who 
demanded ‘absolute loyalty’ from non-citizens in the Diena newspaper on 
October 26, 1999. Responding to this article, Elmars Vebers wrote in the New 
Day (November 29, 1999), «[…] What is meant by ‘absolute loyalty’? What 
do you do if a Latvian is not ‘absolutely loyal’? Demanding absolute loyalty 

Eizenia Aldermane, 
head of the Naturalisation Board

brings back the memories of the days when we had to follow obediently the 
dictates of one party. A free citizen in a democratic country does not have to 
be ‘absolutely’ or blindly loyal. Rather, it is more desirable if he were not only 
loyal, but also free thinking and conscious.»21 

Nonetheless, the subject of integration lost its popularity in the Saeima by 
spring 2005 and the opinion of ‘chief integrator’ Elmars Vebers was no longer 
in demand. By then, as leader of the National Harmony Party Janis Jurkans 
says, the climate in the parliament was absolutely right-wing.22 

At the meeting of the parliamentary committee on integration (!), held on 
April 19, 2005, TB/LNNK MP Peteris Tabuns proposed a moratorium on the 
granting of citizenship. Ilze Brands-Kehre was invited to the session as head of 
the Centre for Human Rights and Ethnic Studies, the largest NGO working in 
the field of minority rights. However, her opinion was virtually of no interest 
to the deputies; the meeting was used to express again their opposition to 
naturalisation. Peteris Tabuns said at the session, «While there was no total 
mass naturalisation, everything was normal! Rapid naturalisation only leads to 
conflict. What are we to do if a person is naturalising, but is disloyal? […] We 
need a moratorium on the granting of citizenship.»23 

On April 23, Aleksandrs Kirsteins People’s Party MP and chairman of 
the parliamentary committee for foreign affairs also called for a temporary 
suspension of naturalisation and an ‘audit’ of ‘new citizens’.24 

It is worth noting here that Tabuns’ and Kirsteins’ proposals were completely 
in line with the position of an extreme right organisation Visu Latvijai («All for 
Latvia»), whose activists called on all ‘patriots’ to protest the mass granting of 
citizenship to Latvian non-citizens. Leader of this party, Raivis Dzintars, said 
that if naturalisation is not stopped, the political situation in the country would 
change drastically in 7-8 years and Russians will come to power.25 

Development of amendments to the citizenship law

Responding to radical nationalist demands, Ainars Latkovskis told the 
press in April 2005 that Ministry of Justice would create a special work 
group to prepare amendments to the citizenship law. He added that Aigars 
Kalvitis’ government had already been discussing possible changes to the law 
that would tighten naturalisation requirements.26 Soon thereafter, on June 15, 
parliamentary commission for the implementation of the citizenship law heard 
the first report by Minister of Justice Solvita Aboltina regarding the progress 
of the work group. According to her, amendments can be split into four stages. 
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First, contradictions regarding citizenship for children must be eliminated. 
In particular, this concerns families where one parent is a non-citizen and 
another is a foreign national. The issue gained infamy when the Office for 
Citizenship and Migration Affairs refused to register such children as Latvian 
non-citizens. Second, persons undergoing naturalisation must be subject 
to additional loyalty requirement. Third, persons affiliated with terrorist 
organisations must be rejected. And finally, some technical errors in the law 
must be addressed – particularly those related to the assessment of the five-
year residency requirement. 

Meanwhile, despite CoE recommendations, the work group did not consider 
it possible to establish automatic assignment of citizenship for stateless children 
born after August 21, 1991 – the so-called «children of independence».27 

On September 19, 2005, Cabinet of Ministers approved the amendments 
prepared by the Ministry of Justice. The term ‘loyalty’ remained undefined. 
The new text only vaguely said that «Latvian citizenship by naturalisation can 
only be assigned to persons loyal to the Latvian state and registered in the 
Latvian Population Register.»28 Thus, assessment of subject’s ‘loyalty’ was left 
to officials. 

Latvian nationalists approved of these amendments. Karlis Sadurskis, 
chairman of the parliamentary faction of the New Era Party (Latvian: Jaunajs 
Laiks), noted: «a person may not love the state, but he must be loyal. This means 
abiding by its laws in not just letter, but in spirit. It also means performing 
basic obligations – raising the prestige of the country on an international level, 
not undermining it.

«Disloyal are those in the Saeima who advocated for giving Russian the 
status of a second state language. Disloyal are those who criticise the country 
abroad…»

Maris Grinblats from TB/LNNK expressed a similar opinion. According to 
him, «A loyal person should have a positive attitude towards the country. If a 
person is affiliated with hostile organisations, partakes in protest actions and 
incites others to do the same – if the person violates laws and is criminally 
liable – his loyalty is out of the question. […] Personally, I think that we need a 
separate procedure that would regulate the process of depriving [such] people 
of citizenship.»29 

Statements given above indicate that Latvian nationalists define loyalty 
as, first of all, support for nationalists policies pursued by the Latvian state. 
However, the same Maris Grinblats admitted that there the law does not define 
clear criteria for loyalty.

Definition of loyalty as unconditional support for the ongoing Latvian state 
policy was criticised by experts. Head of the Analysis Department of the State 
Office for Human Rights Liga Biksiniece argues that loyalty requirements in 
the citizenship law makes the law subjective, allowing the political elite to 
make biased decisions.30 Head of the International Law Faculty at the Latvian 
University Kristina Krume, in turn, said that including ‘loyalty’ in the law 
without a clear definition and allowing the Cabinet of Ministers to make 
final decisions, which cannot be challenged in court, is contrary to the Civil 
Convention of the European Union and enables the government to crack down 
on their political opponents. Other critics of the above-mentioned amendments 
include ZaPChEL MEP Tatjana Zdanoka, Associate Professor at the Latvian 
University and member of the Baltic Forum Abrams Kleckins, Lecturer of 
Social Sciences at the Latvian University Sergejs Kruks, and deputy chairman 
of the National Harmony Party in parliament Andrejs Klemetjevs.31 

Despite broad criticism, it was assumed that the Cabinet would approve 
these amendments on October 18, after which they would pass to Saeima for 
further consideration. 

 
Gyorgy Frunda’s recommendations 

However, Europe interfered in this process. Member of the Monitoring 
Committee of the Council of Europe Gyorgy Frunda arrived in Riga on October 
17, 2005, to monitor the situation with human rights in Latvia. On the same 
day, Latvijas Avize published an extensive interview with Mr Frunda, where 
he was very straightforward in his support for liberalisation of the national 
policy in Latvia. Summarising Gyorgy Frunda’s statements, some Latvian 
press even said Europe is giving Latvia an ultimatum.32 In his meetings with 
Latvian politicians and public activists, Frunda said that the Latvian state must 
abandon the loyalty principle from its law on acquiring citizenship. «The 
concept of ‘loyalty’ is a moral, not a legal category and therefore it should not 
be used in legal documents. In the democratic world loyalty means residents 
paying taxes and not committing criminal offences.»33 

He added that the naturalisation process must be facilitated, reservations to 
the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities must be 
withdrawn and laws must be adopted to improve their situation.

According to the Monitor, in terms of the Framework Convention for 
the Protection of National Minorities and in terms of CoE recommendations, 
persons who arrived in Latvia during the Soviet era are considered a national 
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minority. Those who arrived in Latvia in the last five-ten years are considered 
economic immigrants. 

He urged the Latvian state to understand the border between knowing the 
Latvian language and observing human rights; to stop settling scores with history 
and calling those who arrived in Latvia during the Soviet period ‘occupiers’; to 
provide non-citizens with the right to vote in local municipal elections; and to 
allow non-citizens travel around the European Union without a visa.34

After this heavy criticism from a European official, adoption of ‘loyalty’ 
amendments to the citizenship law suddenly disappeared from the Cabinet’s 
agenda for October 19th. Minister of Justice Solvita Aboltina explained that 
after assessing the situation she came to the conclusion that a sensitive issue 
such as the citizenship law should not be touched in pre-election period. 
Since the parliamentary elections were less than a year away, changes to the 
citizenship law could cause turbulent political debates with unpredictable 
results. «These tough debates will affect not only deputies and ministers, but 
the whole population. What would we achieve if we unleashed naturalisation 
‘battles’ during the election campaign? The society would be split once again; 
there will be two hostile camps. […] This is not in our country’s best interests,» 
she told Vesti Segodnya. However, she added that this decision does not 
mean that she is abandoning her beliefs. Amendments are only temporarily 
suspended, because it is clear that candidates for citizenship must be proficient 
in Latvian language and loyal to the Latvian state.35 

Eizenia Aldermane should be relieved of her post!

Time has shown that willingness to postpone the adoption of amendments to 
the citizenship law did not mean that Latvian powers were prepared to abandon 
their plan to slow down the naturalisation process. On October 19, parliamentary 
commission on the implementation of the citizenship law considered the 
punishment for the head of the Naturalisation Board Eizenia Aldermane, after 
several officials of the institution were suspect of corruption. Investigation into 
Aldermane was supported by TB/LNNK deputies and opposed by Aigars Kalvitis. 

It is worth reiterating that it was Aldermane who in 2004 proposed to 
tighten the citizenship law and thus reduce the rate of new citizens. During 
2005, Naturalisation Board rejected 201 citizenship applications in addition to 
Yuri Petropalovsky’s.36 Therefore, it is safe to assume that Eizenia Aldermane 
was and continues to be a staunch supporter and a zealous executor of the will 
of the ruling elite. However, this did not prevent the same ruling elite from 

sacrificing Aldermane for their political interests – temporary suspension of 
the naturalisation process. 

A similar way to suspend the naturalisation process was already tried 
before the 2002 parliamentary elections, when assignment of citizenship was 
halted for several months under false pretexts in order to reduce the number of 
new citizens who would have access to elections. 

In October 2005, after their venture to tighten the citizenship law failed, 
radical nationalists decided once again to launch this mechanism by exploiting 
the reported cases of bribery in regional branches of the Naturalisation Board in 
Valmiera and Limbazi. One of the most active proponents of this measure was 
deputy chairman of the parliamentary commission for foreign affairs Leopold 
Ozolins (Union of Greens and Farmers). «Ms Aldermane must leave, and I have 
no doubts that she will have to resign,» he told Vesti Segodnya. «Political 
pressure and current circumstances will force her to do it. Investigation 
into bribery scandal is in full swing. It is obvious that there is corruption 
in the Naturalisation Board. As a result, many become Latvian citizens 
by bribing officials and intermediaries. How could the head of NB remain 
in her post? Clearly, with Ms Aldermane’s resignation we must REVISE 
THE WHOLE NATURALISATION PROCESS (emphasis added – 
V.G.). Naturalised citizens must be selectively summoned to additional 
language checks. The NATURALISATION PROCESS ITSELF MUST 
BE SUSPENDED (emphasis added – V.G.), and we, parliamentarians, 
will start developing a new citizenship law that would include quotas for 
citizenship of the Latvian Republic.»37 

However, Eizenia Aldermane remained in office, and soon afterwards TB/
LNNK prepared their own radical amendments to the citizenship law. 

 
«And the battle continues…»

Without much discussion, Tevzemei un Brivibai proposed suspending 
naturalisation until an agreement is concluded between Latvia and Russia on the 
elimination of consequences of occupation and colonisation. According to this 
party, the large number of non-citizens is not a domestic issue, but international 
one, resulting from the criminal Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact and the occupation of 
Latvia. For this reason, Latvian nationalists believe that naturalisation should not 
extend to persons who arrived in Latvia during the occupation. 

Furthermore, authors of the proposals argued that the number of persons 
passing naturalisation should not exceed 0.1% of the total number of Latvian 
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citizens per year. This would be controlled by yearly naturalisation quotas. 
In order to avoid «unconsidered and accidental assignment of citizenship», 
TB/LNNK proposed increasing the consideration period for citizenship 
applications. An application must be considered by the Cabinet of Ministers 
for at least 10 months, but no less than 1 year. When an application is 
successful, applicant must re-confirm his desire to become a Latvian citizen. 
In addition, Cabinet of Ministers reserves the right to delay or reject the 
citizenship application even if all other legal requirements are fulfilled. When 
an application is unsuccessful, applicant must wait for three years until he 
can naturalise again. 

TB/LNNK reiterated their suggestion to introduce loyalty and language 
requirements to the citizenship law. They argued that a candidate must promise 
to «strengthen Latvian as the single state language». At an interview for 
citizenship, a commission must assess how candidate «integrates into society 
and what is his attitude towards current social values».

According to these amendments, children of non-citizens who were born 
after 1992 can be registered as Latvian citizens only before they reach the age 
of 15, otherwise they must go through the same naturalisation process. Parents 
applying on behalf of their children must confirm that they will ensure their 
education in the Latvian language. 

Finally, the party suggested a simplified system for deprivation of 
citizenship. According to Tevzemei un Brivibai, many ‘disloyal’ persons have 
already been granted Latvian citizenship. Under the proposed bill, Cabinet of 
Ministers would be able to deprive a naturalised person of citizenship if there 
is competent information that the person:

- Failed to fulfil the oath of loyalty to Latvia and commitment to strengthen 
Latvian as the single state language;

- Incites national enmity, publicly expresses disrespect towards the Latvian 
state, its symbols and values, or publicly glorifies occupational forces and 
symbols;

- Affiliates with terrorism or with an anti-state or criminal organisation that 
poses a threat to national security and public order.38

On December 7, 2005, Saeima rejected TB/LNNK’s radical proposals, 
albeit reluctantly, as the press noted. 10 MPs voted in favour of the amendments, 
24 voted against and 52 abstained. By rejecting these amendments, the right-
wing parties essentially demonstrated their readiness to support them under 
better political circumstances. 

Naturalisation is unpopular

In December 2005, former Minister for Social Integration Affairs, political 
scientist Nils Muiznieks noted that even moderate parties are reluctant to 
advocate for expanding the naturalisation process. Muiznieks said that the fate 
of Eizenia Aldermane, head of the Naturalisation Board, would be the «best 
indicator of politicians’ attitude towards integration», because «she and hear 
Naturalisation Board» and the State Language Agency are «currently the main 
forces in integration».39 

Muiznieks’ conclusion that expanding naturalisation was unpopular 
in most parties is correct. However, his statement regarding Eizenia 
Aldermane can be argued. On the one hand – «better a bad peace than a 
good quarrel». In this regard, Aldermane remaining on her post as head of 
the Naturalisation Board, despite her being the first to propose tightening 
the citizenship law, is no doubt better than allowing Tevzemei un Brivibai 
initiatives to pass. 

Either way, the naturalisation process is not attributed to the process 
of political integration. Since 1991 in Latvia, these processes have been 
completely unrelated, and naturalisation conducted in Latvia today has only 
been increasing the political division of society.

Extending naturalisation requirements to the so-called non-citizens 
– permanent residents of Latvia who were not assigned Latvian citizenship 
in 1991, despite all promises by the Latvian Popular Front – has resulted in 
non-citizens regarding the naturalisation procedure as a fundamentally unfair 
political instrument for building a «Latvian Latvia»; as Latvian state extorting 
money from the Russian-speaking population in order to pay officials whose 
posts would not be needed in a properly democratic Latvia. Naturalisation 
requirement reinforces non-citizens’ resentment towards the state and promotes 
the conclusion that this country is not democratic. Hence their reluctance to 
pass naturalisation. 

«Why do we have to support this iniquity?» Natalia, a respondent in a 
survey conducted by Vesti Segodnya newspaper, asks. «400 thousand who 
remain non-citizens are indicating that they stand for the law. Only a zero 
option. How we would achieve this is another question. Everyone must send 
petitions to the European Parliament, protest… And involve Ombudsmen 
[Human Rights Commissioners] – both European and ours. We need to stand 
up for our rights».40 
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Another respondent, Boris Kuzovkov, says, «I would naturalise right now, 
if they told me why they took my citizenship away in the first place. I’ve 
worked here for 45 years for the benefit of Latvia.»41 

Other respondents complained about the difficult process of naturalisation. 
Anastasia, 55, from Limbazi told about her three failed attempts to pass 

naturalisation. «It came to fainting, to a stroke, inspectors ‘cut me down’ 
every time… Because I don’t have citizenship, I cannot get a full pension 
for my work in the Caucasian republics. I can’t find a decent job – nothing 
better than a cleaner. Because of my age, I find it difficult to fully learn the 
language. Why this treatment? I came to Latvia with a Latvian husband, gave 
birth and raised children – citizens. My husband and I voted for Latvian 
independence. I wish I could find these ballots now and appeal to court for 
fraud. That could have been one way. I will not try again for the fourth time 
– I fear I won’t survive it.»42 

«All over the world, naturalisation is reserved for immigrants who wish to 
settle in a country. In Latvia, naturalisation procedure is applied to permanent 
residents – they did not come to an independent state, it is independence that 
came to them. Furthermore, leaving a third of Latvians without citizenship 
the state questioned their loyalty. By applying naturalisation to permanent 
residents as people who wish to immigrate from abroad is essentially 
confirming the Latvian state’s distrust of them. This is the hypocrisy of the 
state policy,» member of the Riga City Council Igors Pimenovs (Harmony 
Centre) noted in September 2007 at the Latvian Information Office of the 
Council of Europe.43 

In 2003, Naturalisation Board tried to address the issue of encouraging 
stateless persons to obtain citizenship as part of its project – «Importance of 
regional aspects in matters of citizenship». The organisation interviewed 6 
825 non-citizens and 204 experts representing local governments, education, 
culture and NGOs. Results of the study showed that 34.2% of respondents 
believe that they are entitled to citizenship automatically and 17.9% consider 
naturalisation a humiliating process. As a result, 52.1% of respondents said 
they do not intend on applying for naturalisation.44 

Thus, naturalisation process was slowed down not only due to radical 
positions of the nationalist parties, but also due to psychological and political 
opposition among non-citizens themselves. In other words, a significant part of 
permanent residents who were deprived of Latvian citizenship after 15 October 
1991 refuse to recognise naturalisation in its current form as a legitimate and 
democratic process. 

Sergey Lazarev: «Give me back my citizenship!»

In the end of 2005, Sergey Lazarev sent a petition to the European 
Parliament, where he wrote that Latvia clearly violated international law by 
not providing him and hundreds of thousands of others with a fundamental 
right – the right to be a citizen of one’s own country. 

Lazarev was born and raised in Daugavpils, Latvia, and left to finish 
his education (high school and university) in Karlsruhe, Germany. Living in 
Germany on a student visa, in 2004 Sergey received an invitation to participate 
in local mayoral elections and then – European elections. 

«I was surprised,» Sergey says. «I thought there has been a mistake. 
After all, [here] I am an actual foreign national. So I consulted with the 
laws and found that everything is correct. I have the right. How could 
I have been surprised? At home, I haven’t had such rights since birth, 
even though I was born and raised in Latvia, and pay my taxes. My 
German friends did not believe it, couldn’t understand my ‘purple’ [non-
citizenship] status, studied my documents carefully. They think logically – 
if my passport is Latvian, then I am Latvian. But it says – ‘alien’. Complete 
nonsense! In Germany no one would even think about depriving aliens 
of civil rights. These are fundamental human rights – foundation of the 
European civilisation! With the unification of Germany, it was not just 
East Germans who received citizenship, but also Vietnamese and other 
foreigners, of whom there was many on the eastern side. In our country, 
however, ‘aliens’ were born in Latvia.»

In January 2007, Sergey Lazarev was invited to the European Parliament 
by the Committee on Petitions. The meeting was attended by 100 MEPs, 
members of the European Commission and Ambassador of Latvia to the 
EU. Sergey later told that he could feel strong moral support of MEPs from 
Britain, Spain, Hungary and Romania for Latvian non-citizens. Chairman of 
the Committee – Polish representative – proposed to close the subject, since 
this is an internal affair of Latvia, and this does not concern Europe. British 
MEP disagreed, «It concerns us very much, since this affects human rights, 
which uphold the European Union.» Adrian Severin, former Rapporteur on 
Latvia in PACE also gave a negative assessment of the situation in Latvia. 
Meanwhile, Latvian Ambassador to the EU was frankly misleading the 
audience, talking about ‘accelerating naturalisation’ of non-citizens – despite 
figures indicating the opposite.45 
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A rally protesting against mass statelessness in Latvia, 2001.

15 October, 2003. We are "ALIENS" for Latvian authorities. 15 October, 2003. The 12th anniversary of  mass statelessness in Latvia.
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12 March, 2005. A picket protesting against mass statelessness in Latvia. Members of Latvian Parliament, Yakov Pliner and Vladimir Buzayev, 
leading a mass demonstration against  the continuation of mass statelessness.
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18 November, 2005. Celebration of the 87th anniversary of declaration 
of Latvian independence. During the flower-laying at the Freedom Monument, 

activists from the Russian-speaking community have put a placard on the Hotel Roma 
building, with an inscription «Burial of Democracy».

18 November, 2005. Celebration of the 87th anniversary of declaration 
of Latvian independence. During the flower-laying at the Freedom Monument, 

activists from the Russian-speaking community have put a placard on the Hotel Roma 
building, with an inscription «Burial of Democracy».
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A picket against non-universal elections to the state bodies of the Republic of Latvia.  
The inscription on the placard reads: "These elections aren’t legitimate, 
for 350 thousands of Latvia’s residents are deprived of political rights".

The organiser of pickets for restoration of universal suffrage, Yuri Kotov, 
answering questions of a TV journalist from the First Baltic Channel. 

The inscription on the placard reads: "Constitutional Court, 2005: Latvian non-citizens - 
a category of persons, unknown for international law".
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In 2011, almost 300 000 of permanent residents of Latvia were victims of political 
repression, as people deprived of political rights. A poster by the Congress of Non-citizens in 
advance of the elections to the Parliament of the Non-Represented, which took place between June 
1 and June 11, 2013. Latvia being split in two – a symbol of the Congress of Non-citizens and the 

Parliament of the Non-Represented. A T-shirt of the Congress of Non-citizens Session of the Parliament of the Non-Represented. In the presidium: Einars Graudins, 
Elizabete Krivcova and Valery Komarov. At the rostrum – Yuri Alexeyev. 
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Naturalisation statistics

Naturalisation figures since 1995 have been published on the Office for 
Citizenship and Migration Affairs website (http://www.pmlp.gov.lv/lv/sakums/
statistika/naturalizacija.html). Between 1995 and 2014, Latvian citizenship has 
been granted to 142 557 permanent residents, including 14 358 children, who 
passed naturalisation with their parents. That is it! The rate of naturalisation 
can be seen in the following figures:

1995 – 984 (including 33 children)
1996 – 3 016 (including 138 children)
1997 – 2 992 (including 167 children)
1998 – 4 439 (including 305 children)
1999 – 12 427 (including 2 073 children)
2000 – 14 900 (including 2 416 children)
2001 – 10 637 (including 1 618 children)
2002 – 9 844 (including 1 305 children)
2003 – 10 049 (including 1 094 children)
2004 – 16 064 (including 1 621 children)
2005 – 19 169 (including 1 521 children)
2006 – 16 439 (including 902 children)
2007 – 6 826 (including 379 children)
2008 – 3 004 (including 158 children)
2009 – 2 080 (including 76 children)
2010 – 2 336 (including 105 children)
2011 – 2 467 (including 135 children)
2012 – 2 213 (including 125 children)
2013 – 1 732 (including 117 children)
2014 – 9 39 (including 70 children)
http://www.pmlp.gov.lv/lv/assets/documents/naturalizacija/Info%20par%20nat%20gaitu%20

lidz%202014.31.12.pdf

The table above shows that naturalisation peaked around 1999 – 2006. 
Since then, the number of naturalised persons drastically decreased, reaching 
its lowest point in 2014. 

As was already mentioned, on October 15, 1991, around 893 412 people 
(34.28% of Latvian population) were deprived of their political and other rights. 
Thus, after deducting the number of people who passed naturalisation between 1995 
and 2014, we see that 750 855 people in Latvia remain without their civil rights. 

As of January 2015, there are 262 030 persons without Latvian citizenship 
or foreign nationals. Where did the remaining 488 825 people go? Around 
150 thousand people who did not receive a personal code in 1992-1993 were 
forced to leave the country. The remaining 338 825 account for the rate of 
mortality and emigration from the country. Current head of the Naturalisation 
Board and Office for Citizenship and Migration Affairs Igors Gorbunovs said 
on January 21, 2015, that according to the Population Register the number of 
non-citizens had reduced by 20 000 in 2014. However, on average the number 
of non-citizens is reduced by 15 000 every year. This discrepancy may be the 
result of recalculation in the Register, according to Gorbunovs.46 

During the 20 years of Latvia’s independence, only one in every four 
permanent residents who stayed after 1993 have passed the naturalisation 
procedure. This fact clearly demonstrates that an absolute majority of stateless 
persons (75%) does not consider naturalisation of permanent residents as a 
legitimate and democratic process.
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Part Three 

From democratic deficit 
to relapse of totalitarianism

Chapter 1

«Castration» of the Framework Convention 
for the Protection of National Minorities

Inese Vaidere, Latvian MEP from TB/LNNK1: 
«Latvia will have to go through a lot of unpleasant moments when 

international inspections regarding the Convention start.»

After the collapse of the Soviet Union ethnic relations in almost all newly 
formed republics, including Eastern Europe, had deteriorated sharply. In 
response to this situation, Council of Europe set up an Ad Hoc Committee for 
the Protection of National Minorities (CAHMIN), which in 1994 presented 
a draft Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities. 
On November 10, 1994, the Framework Convention was adopted by the 
95th session of CoE, and since then it is available for signing to any and all 
European states. Latvia joined the Framework Convention on May 11, 1995. 

Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities is 
the first document in European history that protects the rights of persons 
belonging to a non-titular nation. Previously, ethnic and national minority 
affairs were considered a domestic issue, where the state could either provide 
or not provide certain rights to its minorities. However, since 1994, states 
parties to the Framework Convention undertook to protect minority rights 
as an integral part of human rights which cannot be considered an internal 
affair of the state. The international community has the right to assess the 
observance of national minority rights and demand compliance with the 
Convention. 

One of the main principles of the Framework Convention is establishment 
of «conditions necessary for the effective participation of persons belonging 
to national minorities in cultural, social and economic life and in public 
affairs, in particular those affecting them.» 

Each state party to the Convention creates its own model to implement 
this principle. For example, Romania and Croatia allocates a certain amount 
of seats in parliament for minority parties. In Slovakia, meanwhile, all issues 
related to the Hungarian minority are advised by and agreed upon with the 
leaders of this community. 

Latvia’s ratification of the Framework Convention

After joining the Framework Convention for the Protection of National 
Minorities in 1995, Latvia was reluctant to ratify it for 10 long years. The 
European Commission and Parliament have made multiple recommendations to 
ratify this Convention. Since 2000, Latvia received 7 such recommendations – 5 
to ratify the Convention urgently and 2 to ratify it without reservations. Council 
of Europe made four recommendations – on behalf of PACE, on behalf of ECRI 
and on behalf of the High Commissioner for Human Rights of the Council of 
Europe. In their last recommendation, OSCE Parliamentary Assembly demanded 
Latvia ratifies the Framework Convention without reservations.2 

Nonetheless, Latvia stubbornly refused to ratify the Convention until 2005. 
One of the reasons for this was if the Russian-speaking community in Latvia was 
recognised as a national minority, Latvian state would have had to abandon their 
idea of a «Latvian Latvia». This would mean returning Russian language street 
signs, allowing communications with public institutions in the Russian language, 
printing Russian language forms and, most importantly, guaranteeing Russian 
language education. Latvian political elite found this idea appalling. 

In spring 2005, the ruling elite realised that under pressure from the West 
the Convention would have to be ratified regardless of their position, and it 
is better to do so whilst there is an overwhelming right-wing majority in the 
government. As a result, it was decided that non-citizens and a significant part 
of non-Latvian nationals must be removed from the scope of the Convention 
– i.e. ratify the Framework Convention with reservations that would allow 
continuing the current national policy. 

Ina Druviete, Minister of Education and Science from New Era party 
and member of the work group for the implementation of the Framework 
Convention, explained the need for these reservations:
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«When it comes to Russians, not all of them are a national minority – 
only hereditary citizens. For example, the Old Believers – they have lived in 
Latvia for centuries. Therefore, parliament must ratify the Convention with 
reservations, which would apply only to citizens and those who have strong 
ties with Latvia.

«There is another important issue. In pre-war Latvia, Ukrainians were 
not considered indigenous people in Latvia – most of them arrived in Latvia 
during the Soviet era. Therefore, it is difficult to call Ukrainians a traditional 
minority in Latvia. However, if we introduce a quantitative criterion, it would 
be difficult to list Estonians or Germans as national minorities… 

«How do we distinguish a minority that falls under the Convention from 
a minority that does not? Since we at the Ministry work group have agreed 
not to name ethnic groups, I can offer my own classification – as Professor of 
Sociolinguistics. 

«Now, national minorities can be autochthonous and allochthonous. 
Livonians, for example, are an autochthonous majority. All others are 
allochthonous (i.e. arrived later) minorities. The latter, allochthonous 
minorities can be divided in traditional minorities and immigrants. Ukrainians, 
for example, are an allochthonous immigrant minority, because they have not 
lived [here] for more than 100 years, or three generations. The same category 
– allochthonous immigrant minority – covers Armenians, Tatars, and so on…

«Therefore, you won’t see Russian language signs on Latvian streets. This 
goes against the state language law. When it comes to the right to communicate 
with public institutions in the Russian language, this is also incorrect. Our 
Constitution (as of 1998 amendments) does not provide for appeals in any 
language other than Latvian. 

«In this regard, Russian non-citizens are not a national minority. Russian 
non-citizens are the consequence of Soviet occupation in Latvia...»3 

On May 26, 2005, on the eve of OSCE High Commissioner on National 
Minorities’ visit Latvian MPs hastily ratified the Framework Convention. 
Parliamentary debates around the Convention lasted 13 hours. 

A few noteworthy statements by right-wing members of parliament are 
given below:

Aleksandrs Kirsteins (People’s Party): «We need to adopt a Luxembourg’s 
option, where it declared that there are no national minorities in the country at 
all, but 40% are immigrants who are not subject to the Convention.»

Leopolds Ozolins (Union of Greens and Farmers): «The Convention 
should apply only to the Roma and Livonians, since they have no homeland.»

Dzintars Abikis (People’s Party): «The Convention would allow for 
strengthening education and language laws. Nobody prohibits us from shutting 
down Russian classes where there is no demand for them.»

Peteris Tabuns (TB/LNNK): «The Convention aims to protect small 
national groups. On this territory, the small nation is Latvians. They should be 
protected from all those who came here.»4 

After debates the parliament by majority vote (64/9) adopted the document 
on the ratification of the Convention with reservations, establishing that Latvian 
Saeima disagrees with the following: 

«In areas inhabited by persons belonging to national minorities 
traditionally or in substantial numbers, if those persons so request and 
where such a request corresponds to a real need, the Parties shall endeavour 
to ensure, as far as possible, the conditions which would make it possible 
to use the minority language in relations between those persons and the 
administrative authorities.» (Article 10)

«In areas traditionally inhabited by substantial numbers of persons 
belonging to a national minority, the Parties shall endeavour, in the 
framework of their legal system, including, where appropriate, agreements 
with other States, and taking into account their specific conditions, to display 
traditional local names, street names and other topographical indications 
intended for the public also in the minority language when there is a 
sufficient demand for such indications.» (Article 11)

In addition, Latvia submitted a declaration that defined the notion 
«national minorities» which has not been defined in the Framework 
Convention.  The definition is identical to the one used by Estonia in its 
cultural autonomy law from 1993. Same as Estonia, Latvia declares that 
this definition shall apply to citizens of Latvia who differ from Latvians in 
terms of their culture, religion or language, who have traditionally lived in 
Latvia for generations and consider themselves to belong to the State and 
society of Latvia, who wish to preserve and develop their culture, religion 
or language. Latvian non-citizens, however – persons who permanently and 
legally reside in the Republic of Latvia – were brought beyond the scope of 
this definition. Thus, around 500 thousand non-citizens (as of 2005) were not 
covered by the Framework Convention. This step was taken despite the CoE 
Advisory Committee (which reviews the reports on the implementation of 
the Framework Committee submitted by states parties) stating in its Opinion 
on Estonia (14 September 2001) that it will regard both citizens and non-
citizens in Estonia as national minorities.5
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However, even this ‘castrated’ version of the Framework Convention 
did not find support among the TB/LNNK nationalist association. On May 
28, Tevzemei un Brivibai adopted a statement condemning the ratification of 
the Framework Convention. Head of the party’s parliamentary faction Maris 
Grinblats said that a hastily adopted Convention gives too wide a definition 
for ‘national minorities’, allowing hostile to Latvia forces the opportunity to 
protest. In particular, he said, Russian school activists would be able to demand 
cancellation of education reform. In other words, an excessively broad scope of 
the Convention without a precise definition of the notion ‘national minorities’ 
is not in the interests of the Latvian people…6 

The fact that the ruling coalition did not include non-citizens as national 
minorities is a «big problem», Director of the Latvian Centre for Human 
Rights and Ethnic Studies Ilze Brands-Kehre said. «It makes it so that there is a 
dividing line separating people within national minorities. Some ethnic groups 
that are active in various organisations and societies will not receive this status 
at all, because they ‘traditionally’ lived in Latvia. This is unacceptable!»7 

Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs also heavily criticised the reservations 
to the Framework Convention. After Latvian Foreign Minister Artis Pabriks 
said at an international conference in Riga (December 2005) that what Latvia 
has done in this field «reflects high European standards» and added that 
Latvia even managed to «surpass many European countries that haven’t yet 
ratified this Convention», the Russian Ministry said they are «puzzled» by 
such statements, since the adoption of the convention with reservations was 
regarded by many «profanation». 

Reservations «violated the basic rights of nearly a quarter of the population 
of the country, which even in areas of their compact settlement are not 
allowed to correspond with the authorities in their native language, or use it in 
topographical names, or participate in the local elections.» In these conditions, 
Latvia has «no grounds» to set itself as an example of «high legal standards».8 

What made the right-wing majority in the Latvian parliament to vote in 
favour of reservations to the Framework Convention for the Protection of 
National Minorities? Boriss Cilevics (Boris Tsilevych) – one of the recognised 
Latvian experts in national minority rights (in 2005, elected Chairman of the 
Subcommittee on Minority Rights of the Committee on Legal Affairs and 
Human Rights) – believes it is because Latvian laws do not meet international 
standards. «Current Latvian legislation is so contrary to the Framework 
Convection that it would have to be seriously revised for the CoE report,» 
Cilevics said. «The parliamentary majority, meanwhile, has no will to do 

that. […] If they start bringing legislation in line, they wold have to cancel 
the notorious ‘reform’, since it’s absolutely clear that there is a demand for 
Russian education, there is a clear need for it and there are all opportunities 
for it […].»9 

Similarly, the language law also does not meet the requirements of the 
Framework Convention. Currently, the law prohibits the use of any language 
except the official (state) language in written communication between 
individuals and government institutions – local or central – even in areas where 
minorities make up the vast majority of the local population.

It is worth noting the CoE Parliamentary Assembly Resolution 1236, 
adopted on 23 January 2001:

The Assembly calls on the Latvian authorities to pursue their policy towards 
consolidation of democratic reforms and social integration by undertaking the 
following:

- to ratify as a matter of priority the Framework Convention for the 
Protection of National Minorities (signed by Latvia on 11 May 1995) and to 
amend and implement legislation, in particular the amended State Language Law, 
in conformity with the provisions and the spirit of the framework convention;

- to amend and implement the Education Law of October 1998 in 
accordance with the provisions and spirit of the Framework Convention for 
the Protection of National Minorities;

- to devise and adopt a law on the protection of national and language 
minorities and establish a state body in charge of minority affairs.

The resolution also stressed that the Assembly considers it to be essential 
that Latvian authorities maintain an open dialogue with the non-Latvian 
speaking community on the further implementation of this law, in particular on 
issues concerning the introduction of Latvian as the sole language of instruction 
in secondary schools by 2004, and the implementation of minority education 
programmes in primary schools.10 

However, Latvian authorities did not even start a dialogue with national 
minorities regarding the issues of education. And after the ruling elite was 
essentially forced to adopt the Framework Convention for the Protection of 
National Minorities, it openly defended «Latvian Latvia», ignoring opinions 
of the democratic opposition which called for ratification of the Convention 
without any reservations, ignoring A. Nevitsky (Council of NGOs in Latvia), 
who called on the Latvian authorities to recognise that a group of people 
belonging to the non-titular nation and permanently residing in the country 
must be considered a national minority.11 
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Chapter 2

Language Repressions 

Latvia media constantly claims that the self-sufficiency of the Russian 
language and its higher economic (market) value is a threat to the Latvian 
language. On this basis, Latvian radical nationalists made a simple conclusion 
– in order to strengthen the position of Latvian language, the self-sufficiency of 
Russian language must be reduced.

This is a false conclusion. Indeed, both Latvian and Russian languages 
are currently self-sufficient in Latvia, i.e. knowledge of one of these 
languages is enough to live and work in the country. At the same time, 
Russian language does not threaten the self-sufficiency of the Latvian 
language in any way. 

So what does threaten the Latvian language? Does this threat even exist 
today? The answer to the latter question is affirmative – yes, such a threat 
exists and its source is the state language policy. The state striving to displace 
Russian language from education and public institutions while taking repressive 
measures against persons belonging to national minorities who, in state’s eyes, 
do not have sufficient knowledge of the Latvian language predictably resulted 
in alienation of non-Latvians from Latvian language and culture. 

To change non-Latvians’ attitude towards Latvian language and culture 
from negative to positive, the state itself must radically change its language 
policy – abandon all repressive measures and promote Latvian language by 
promoting Latvian cultural values. There is no need to eliminate the Russian 
school or conduct policies aimed at forced assimilation and marginalisation 
of non-Latvian population. All Latvia needs is to return to a democratic path 
of development.

However, today – 25 years since independence and elimination of 
universal suffrage, when the Latvian elite realised the benefits of national 
inequality in the country – it is naïve to believe that this government would 
voluntarily give up former policies, even in the name of preservation of 
Latvian language and culture. 

This did not happen when Latvia was preparing for joining the European 
Union, or after it joined in 2004. The state continues to use two methods in its 
language policy – assessment of language proficiency and punishment for lack 
thereof. Should a state inspection, conducted in private and public enterprise, 
find that an employee has insufficient language proficiency, he or she may be 
subject to fine or even dismissal. 

On June 16, 2005, when Latvian parliament urgently adopted amendment’s 
to the education law, MP Peteris Tabuns (Tevzemei un Brivibai) said: «Thank 
God that [school reform] started in 1998, when Ministry of Education and 
Science was headed by Grinblats [member of TB/LNNK]. That is when we had 
the courage to teach as is necessary in an independent state, so that all students 
know the state language.

«Unfortunately, talking about all this, I would like to note that we are still too 
shy, too timid, we acted too carefully when implementing education in the state 
language. It’s crucial that all those who live here, not to mention school students, 
know the state language! It’s crucial that a Latvian has his own land, where he 
doesn’t have to speak Russian. And therefore, I don’t want to hear all this nonsense 
that it has been 15 years since the restoration of independence, but we still find it 

Political cartoon by Sergey Tyulenev, 
"Burial of human rights and national minority rights in Latvia".



148 149

Latvia 1988-2015: a triumph of the radical nationalists Book 2. From the “long-term democratic deficit” to the restoration of ethnocracy

scary and difficult, this and that, and that’s why the quality of education falls, etc. 
All of this is nonsense and demagoguery! In 15 years everyone, old and young, 
should have learned that Latvian language! That is should have happened!

«Thus, Ministry of Education and Science needs to act more radically, 
especially in respect to those who still occupy leading positions, in respect to 
teachers who basically don’t know Latvian language.»

This approach – punishing lack of language proficiency, rather than 
instilling love for the Latvian language – underlies the policies of relevant state 
institutions, most active of which is the State Language Centre (SLC) headed 
by Antons Kursitis.

In 2006, SLC held 1308 inspections into compliance with the state 
language law (5462 persons assessed). It considered 557 administrative cases 
and imposed fines in 553 of those, amounting to 8,760 lats.

In 2007 the State Language Centre held 3803 inspections (5908 persons 
assessed). It considered 2063 administrative cases and imposed fines in 721 of 
those, amounting to 12,320 lats.1 

In 2006 the State Language Centre was inspecting Latvian prison wardens, 
moving on to prison medical workers and firefighters in 2007.2 

Furthermore, in the first half of 2007 SLC jointly with the Latvian 
Association of Merchants and the Consumer Rights Protection Centre inspected 
more than 200 stores across the country. Director of the State Language Centre 
Agris Timuska believed that it would encourage the retail industry to strictly 
abide by the law on state language.3 

Simultaneously, the Centre was inspecting schools and the public transport 
industry. As a result, 136 people were sanctioned by SLC for not meeting the 
state language requirements in the first five months of 2007. Among these 
people were 18 teachers, one headmaster and two deputy principals. Another 
two headmasters were punished for employing staff who did not meet the 
language requirements.4 

After holding an inspection of SIA Rīgas Transporta Sabiedrība, the State 
Language Centre fined three taxi drivers for not speaking Latvian. According 
to Centre’s Press Secretary Atis Skalbergs, inspectors concluded that most of 
Riga taxi drivers do not speak Latvian to an extent that is necessary for the 
performance of their duties.5 

Antons Kursitis, at the time heading the SLC department of control, told 
Latvijas Avize that «most serious violations» of the state language law have 
been found in Riga and Daugavpils – places where most of the population is 
historically non-Latvian.6 

In 2008, the State Language Centre ramped up its activities. In just the 
first three months, it fined 225 people, including 144 people for not using 
Latvian in the professional field. 61 owners of retail outlets were punished for 
selling imported goods without labels in the state language.7 By October 2008, 
423 workers had been sanctioned. Among them were retail workers, public 
transport drivers, teachers, a manager and a headmaster.8 

Meanwhile, Minister of Justice Gaidis Berzins (TB/LNNK) introduced 
draft amendments to the existing language legislation. On April 1, 2008, despite 
objections of Ivars Godmanis’ Cabinet, the government supported the bill. 

New amendments provided for administrative liability for using stamps 
and stationary in foreign languages and specified employers’ responsibilities 
for employing persons who do not speak the Latvian language.9 

Several days afterwards, Ministry of Justice published yet another batch 
of amendments that expanded the list of occupations where Latvian language 
proficiency is compulsory.

Gaidis Berzins said that he finds it ‘categorically inadmissible’ when he is 
unable to receive information or service only because «some service industry 
profession is not included in the list of professions where Latvian language 
proficiency is compulsory».

«Even though there is an increasing amount of opposition to government 
demanding state language proficiency in multiple industries, my position 
remains the same – the position of the state language in the country must 
be reinforced,» Minister Berzins stated. He then added that this can only be 
achieved by demanding that residents of the country know and use the Latvian 
language.10

Ultimately, amendments proposed by the Ministry of Justice have been 
adopted and the list of occupations where Latvian language proficiency is 
compulsory grew 25 times – from 48 to 1200.11 

Berzins’ initiatives coincided with the scandal around senior Latvian 
politicians, when prominent radical nationalist politicians Sandra Kalniete, along 
with former Minister of Education Karlis Sadurskis and Ina Druviete, started 
openly condemning President Valdis Zatlers and Prime Minister Ivars Godmanis 
of speaking Russian at a press conference. On April 9, the State Language Centre 
joined their position, declaring that henceforth all communications with Russian-
speaking journalists shall be conducted only in Latvian.12 

Altogether in 14 years since 2000, the State Language Centre fined 10 
475 workers and employees. This includes 500 persons for not using the state 
language in posters and advertisement; 344 persons for not complying with 
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state language regulations in the public sphere; 2 466 persons for lack of or 
insufficient use of the state language in labelling, user manuals, warranty cards 
or technical guides. The largest number of employees (6 756) were fined for 
not using the state language in workplace communication to an extent that is 
necessary for the performance of duties.13

In its activities, ostensibly aimed at protecting and reinforcing the Latvian 
language in everyday life, the State Language Centre opposed the women’s 
health campaign in 2013.

Until 2014, the Latvian state annually spent 800 thousand lats on free tests 
for breast and cervical cancer. Latvian National Health Service (NHS) was 
sending out invitation letters, encouraging women to visit their GPs. When the 
programme was launched in 2009, the NHS requested the invitation letters to 
be done in two languages. However, it was rejected. 

In 2012, around two hundred thousand women received NHS letters, 
although only one-third responded – possibly due to the fact that invitations 
were distributed only in the Latvian language. In 2013, the National Health 
Service was preparing to send out its letters in Russian as well. Press Secretary 
Laura Lapina said, «These letters must be understandable by anyone, so that 
they know the conditions and what they need to do.» The State Language 
Centre, however, prohibited the NHS to accommodate Russian-speaking 
women. The letters in Russian were never sent out as a result.

By this decision, the State Language Centre murdered five women, 
according to Boris Ginsburg at University College of London. The economist 
estimates that this is the amount of Russian-speaking women who could have 
been ill with cancer, and to whom this information was unavailable. 

On October 21, 2013, Latvian Ombudsman and the European Commission 
received complaints against the State Language Centre. Olga Procevska, 
researcher at the Latvian University and author of the statement, said that with 
its decision the SLC violated Article 91 of the Constitution – human rights 
shall be realised without discrimination of any kind; the EC Directive 2000/43 
– healthcare must be implemented on the principle of equal treatment between 
persons irrespective of racial or ethnic origin; and the European Social Charter, 
which requires the contracting parties to take appropriate measures to remove 
as far as possible the causes of ill-health.14 

However, these complaints had no effect on the State Language Centre. In 
January 2015, the institution headed by Antons Kursitis continued its offensive 
against the Russian language in Latvia and urged all workers in Latvia to 
speak only Latvian at the workplace. SLC noted that the state language law 

does not extend to private communications, but if a conversation between two 
workers can be heard by other people – in public transport, by office visitors or 
customers – it cannot be considered private. «Therefore, it is unacceptable that 
workers carrying out their professional duties communicate with each other in 
a foreign language,» Antons Kursitis said.15

SLC’s initiative sparked heavy criticism from the Russian Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs and the Russian media, which called the Centre a «language 
gestapo».16

Given that methods of Latvian state language watchdogs – the State 
Language Centre, for example – are virtually identical to methods of their 
Estonian counterparts, it is natural to assess them in the same way.

Language policy in Estonia also received a lot of criticism. In February 
2007, Amnesty International called its language watchdog a «repressive body» 
and heavily criticised the amendments to Estonian law on language coming 
into force on 1 March 2007.

Amendments to Estonian law «On language» were adopted by its 
parliament on February 8, 2007, and extended the powers of the language 
watchdog to exercise state supervision over the use of Estonian language 
among national minorities. The Language Inspectorate received the power 
to inspect employees and private persons/entrepreneurs on their Estonian 
language proficiency. Those who are not sufficiently proficient in the language 
are sent to a compulsory examination. 

Secretary General of Amnesty International Irene Khan said that the 
«repressive and punitive nature of the Language Inspectorate prevents the 
realisation of human rights for all in Estonia.» In a letter to Prime Minister 
Andrus Ansip, Ms Khan noted that many persons belonging to linguistic 
minorities are «afraid of and feel harassed by the Language Inspectorate» and 
are now «in an even more vulnerable position on the labour market».17 The 
same conclusion applies in full to the State Language Centre in Latvia. 

 



152 153

Latvia 1988-2015: a triumph of the radical nationalists Book 2. From the “long-term democratic deficit” to the restoration of ethnocracy

Chapter 3

Forced assimilation of non-Latvians 
under the slogan of «social integration»

Karlis Sadurksis, former Minister of Education, 
Chairman of the majority faction New Way (8th 
Saeima): «Integration means realising that your 
grandchildren will be Latvians».

Vaira Vike-Freiberga, President of the Latvian 
Republic: «Russians must accept that [Latvia – V.G.] 
is an independent country and become Latvians – of 
Russian decent, but Latvians. If they wish to be Russian, 
they should go to Russia».

Einars Repse, former Prime Minister, Minister 
of Defence under Aigars Kalvitis: «Parties that have 
not only Latvian, but also Russian members must 
be banned from the elections. We need to ruthlessly 
eliminate the so-called fifth column in Latvia».

In March 1999, Latvian Cabinet had approved a programme called 
«Integration of Society in Latvia». For five years, between 2002 and 2006, this 
programme meant to lay the framework for planning and implementation of 
measures aimed at social integration.1 However, its results and achievements 
were not apparent even after its conclusion in 2007. Indeed, there was nothing 
to report. Furthermore, social scientists say that the disregard of the Latvian 
government for the non-Latvian community during the so-called «school reform» 
had aggravated the political, ideological and ethnic split in the Latvian society.

So what was it that hindered the political and ethnic integration of the 
Latvian society between 1999 and 2006?

Political scientist Maja Krumina notes, «Integration cannot be regarded 
as just a linguistic and cultural phenomenon. Mastering the Latvian language 
is certainly an important condition for integration, but not the only one. 
Integration of ethnic minorities means their active inclusion in all fields of 
public life, their ability to grow as persons, families or groups without losing 
their ethnic, linguistic, cultural and other identities, while maintaining their 
self-determination which is different from the titular nation.»2 

Such integration is possible in a state which conducts a democratic 
national policy. However, Latvian state ideology was primarily influenced by 
the radical part of Western Latvians, thus forming and then implementing anti-
democratic, revanchist tendencies in the integration policy. Local politicians 
perceived integration not as the unification of Latvians and non-Latvians into 
a single society based on universal democratic values and multiculturalism, 
but as the inclusion of non-Latvians in a «Latvian Latvia» – i.e. assimilation 
of non-Latvians and their recognition of radical Western Latvians’ ideological 
values, such as rehabilitation of Karlis Ulmanis’ ethnocratic regime, revision 
of World War Two history and glorification of the Latvian SS voluntary legion. 

Sarmite Erlete*, former chief editor of the Diena, ex-Minister of Culture 
and Prime Minister Valdis Dombrovskis’ Advisor on Integration Affairs, best 
described the goals of integration 2013. On February 19, she told the First Baltic 
Channel, «The goal [of integration] could have been expressed in the following 

* Sarmite Erlete (Latvian: Sarmīte Ēlerte; born 4 April 1957 in Riga) –  Latvian politician, journalist, and 
Minister of Culture of Latvia (2010-2011).
In 1975, Erlete graduated from Riga secondary school and joined the School of Journalism in the Latvian 
State University (graduated in 1980). In 1983 – 1987, she studied at VGIK in absentia as film critic 
Since 1983, Erlete worked in Literature and Art newspaper. Was one of the founders of the Diena 
newspaper, where she worked as first deputy chief editor since 1990. After the newspaper was privatised 
in 1992, she became chief editor. Between 1993-1996, Erlete was a member of the Board of Directors at 
the Latvian branch of Soros Foundation. From 1997 to 2007, she was Chairman of the Soros Foundation. 
In 2008, Sarmite Erlete decided to leave the newspaper. In 2009, the National Council for Cultural 
Affairs has been established and Erlete was elected as Chairman. In the end of 2009, she joined the Civic 
Union party.
On 21 March 2010, she founded the Meierovics Society for Progressive Change.
On 3 November 2010, Erlete was approved to the post of Minister of Culture of Latvia.
Sarmite Erlete was awarded the Order of Three Stars for merits in strengthening the independence of 
Latvia. 
Erlete is a proponent of the official Latvian position that the country had been occupied by the Soviet 
Union between 1940 and 1991. On 10 August 2011, she told LNT channel that May 9th is a day that 
divides people. 
She was advisor to Prime Minister Valdis Dombrovskis. On 26 November 2012 she was nominated a 
candidate for the office of mayor of Riga by the Unity party.
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result: All Latvian residents know the Latvian language. Everyone. Knows 
and speaks. We must all be fully aware of the 20th century, the occupation of 
Latvia. All residents in Latvia must have an understanding of history based 
on true facts. And furthermore, it would have been a welcome gift from the 
neighbouring country if Vladimir Putin apologises for the occupation of the 
Baltic States during the Second World War.»3

Campaigns during the 5th Saeima elections have already been fraught with 
slogans and pledges to build a «Latvian Latvia» in platforms of most political 
parties.

Tevzemei un Brivibai party, for example, stated that Latvia must be «de-
occupied», «de-Bolshevised» and «de-colonised». Meanwhile, the Christian 
Union declared in their campaign slogan: «Our Latvia – Latvia of Janis Cakste, 
Zigfrids Majerovic and Karlis Ulmanis» – thereby equating a democrat Janis 
Cakste and dictator Karlis Ulmanis. Defying its own party programme adopted 
at the 2nd congress, the Popular Front of Latvia (PFL) also declared that only 
an independent, democratic and Latvian (hereinafter emphasis added – V.G.) 
Latvia could become a guarantor for spiritual and economic revival of the 
Latvian nation. The radical Latvian National Independence Movement (LNNK) 
also heavily advocated the ideals of a Latvian Latvia. The Democratic Centre 
Party supported the revival of the «Latvian way of life», while the Union of 
Christian Democrats insisted that people of Latvia should be guaranteed a 
life and development in a Latvian nation state. Even Latvijas Ceļš (Latvian 
Way), positioning itself as a liberal political force, campaigned for protecting 
the interests of the Latvian nation in a Latvian nation state. The only «black 
sheep» in this list of advocates for a utopian «Latvian Latvia» was the union 
«Harmony for Latvia», whose election campaign mentioned nothing about a 
Latvian Latvia.4 

In light of such ideological tenets, the task of effective social integration 
was directly contradicted by the task of building a Latvian Latvia – i.e. 
establishing a mono-national state in a multinational and multicultural 
country, which inevitably requires repressive policies against the non-Latvian 
population. However, some argued that even this course of government policy 
is a concession to the non-Latvians. Radical political parties like Tevzemei 
un Brivibai and LNNK called for deportations of non-Latvians who did not 
possess Latvian citizenship. 

A significant part of the Latvian intellectual elite shared this radical position. 
On April 4, 1998, the Association of Intelligentsia held a conference in the 
Riga Latvian Society House dedicated to national relations and national policy 

in Latvia. The event was overfilling with radical emotions. Speeches of Boris 
Cilevics and MP Vladilens Dozorcevs, who described the Latvian citizenship 
institution as an instrument of discriminatory policies against non-Latvians, 
provoked a strong reaction among the radical Latvian elite in the audience. 
In response, some members of the Russian intellectual elite cancelled their 
speeches and left the conference.

A definite highlight of the conference was a statement by the student 
administration of Bauska 1st secondary school, which called for deportation 
of non-citizens in order to save the Latvian nation. 

«Are we ready for social integration, to work on reinforcing the united 
society, or are there still overwhelming views that integration is unacceptable, 
that Latvians need to distance themselves from foreigners?» philosopher and 
social scientist Elmars Vebers asked from the tribune. As the Diena newspaper 
noted, the conference gave a rather negative answer.5 

Confirming this attitude was the rather short life of the Secretariat for 
Special Assignments of the Minister for Social Integration – a body that was 
supposed to implement the state policy for integration. Established in November 
2002 the Secretariat existed for just 6 years. Talks about its disbandment 
started in 2008 and by next year the Secretariat no longer existed, despite 
numerous protests of national minorities. Its functions were first transferred to 
the Ministry for Family and Children Affairs, which was soon also eliminated, 
then to the Ministry of Justice, and then – to the Ministry of Culture.

New social integration programme in Latvia

Four years after the previous social integration programme ended, the 
Ministry of Culture headed at the time by Minister Sarmite Erlete presented a 
new programme in March 2011 called «The basic principles of the policy of 
national identity and social integration for 2012 – 2018».6

The new programme identified the Latvian people as a «national and 
democratic community, the unifying framework of which is the Latvian 
language, culture and national identity, as well as European values, preservation 
and enrichment of the unique cultural space». Authors of the project also added 
that forming a «cohesive national memory» is a necessity, because «different 
assessment of 20th century history, namely the Second World War, prevents 
integration».

The programme states that despite the knowledge of the Latvian language 
significantly improving, its use in public space is still insufficient. Self-
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sufficiency of the Russian language in particular is clearly visible – especially 
in localities with large populations of non-Latvian speakers, where Latvians 
are passive in communications with Russians and not always speak Latvian. 
In addition, there is a practice of unnecessarily requiring Russian language 
proficiency in certain jobs.

It is also said that part of the society is prone to misconceptions about the 
occupation of Latvia and its consequences, which prevents cohesion of society.

To solve these problems, the new social integration programme will focus 
on three main areas. First, the section titled «Civil Society and Integration» 
provides for the development of civil consciousness through formal and informal 
methods, integration of socially isolated groups and greater involvement of the 
media.

The section titled «National identity: language and cultural space» ensures 
the use of the Latvian language in public space, and its training for Latvians 
living abroad, national minorities, non-citizens, and new immigrants, as well 
as establishing the Latvian cultural space as the basis for social cohesion.

Finally, the section titled «Cohesive Social Memory» intends to form an 
understanding of the country’s history that is based on true facts and democratic 
values.7 

The new programme sparked sharp criticism from the Institute of 
Philosophy and Sociology of the Latvian University. Scientists argued that the 
document is riddled with inaccuracies, factual errors and, more importantly, 
conceptual failures. In particular, experts point to lack of a clear definition 
of the term «Latvian people». The Basic Law of the country talks about the 
Latvian people and has a much broader definition of the term than just ethnic 
Latvians. 

Experts from the Institute of Philosophy and Sociology also criticised the 
document on social integration (!) for not even mentioning the need to involve 
national minorities in the political life of the country.8 

Latvian Council of NGOs (CNGOL) issued an official Declaration on 
September 27, 2011, where it said that the new programme will aggravate 
interethnic tensions and degrade the society as a whole. 

Council of NGOs pointed out that the «so-called integration programme» 
proposed by the Ministry of Culture is aimed at total assimilation of national 
minorities. According to the organisation, the basic principles of integration put 
forward by the Ministry are «fundamentally incompatible» with democratic 
values, including «modern society’s acceptance of its multicultural heritage 
and the right of national minorities to develop their culture». 

«In fact, integration implies mutual understanding and consideration for 
all national components in the Latvian society,» CNGOL’s Declaration reads. 
«This means mutual efforts based on mutual respect and consideration for the 
society as a whole, rather than just one Latvian part of it which imposes and 
dictates its inadequate conditions to more than 40% of the Latvian population.

«In addition, the one-sided and unsubstantiated understanding of Latvia’s 
history in the 1940s, which according to programme authors should bring 
together the two communities, is in reality intended to eliminate alternative 
views, borrowing from a totalitarian state with strict censorship and deliberate 
rejection of dissent. In modern conditions of globalisation and open access to 
information this is unacceptable and contrary to democratic values, particularly 
the right to have own opinion.»

Council of NGOs said that an integration programme must be based on 
acceptance and mutual respect for cultural and intellectual values of both the 
national majority and the minority groups living in Latvia. In other words, an 
integration programme must take into account the cultural and intellectual needs 
of society as a whole and not just its Latvian part. In addition, an integration 
programme must be aimed at establishing and maintaining multicultural 
relations between all national communities in Latvia.

«Without taking these requirements into account any further development 
of the national minority integration programme based on their total assimilation 
into Latvian society appears futile and meaningless,» CNGOL concludes. 
«Council of NGOs in Latvia is prepared to participate in the drafting of a new 
integration project.»9

Latvian Ministry of Culture did not pay attention to Council’s opinion. On 
October 11, 2011, the Cabinet quietly adopted the new programme with no 
further changes.10 

Dictate over dialogue

The primary condition for conducting an integration policy is dialogue 
between the state and society, dialogue between the titular nation and national 
minorities. However, since 1991 the Latvian state preferred dictate over dialogue. 
Why is it that Latvia reject a permanent and meaningful dialogue with national 
minorities, instead only imitating it? Professor of social sciences at the University 
of Latvia Juris Rozenvalds proposes that the main reason is that today «Latvia 
has more Bolsheviks than former communists», referring to the dominant way of 
thinking in the country, which does not recognise the right to dissent.11 
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Professor of Ethnology I. Apine also 
believes that our society has not been 
brought up democratically. «Our political 
elite […] is not blessed with democratic 
upbringing. Those who sit in Saeima and 
in the government don’t understand the 
democratic rules of the game. If our Saeima 
failed four times to ratify the Convention 
(CoE Convention for the Protection of 
National Minorities – V.G.) only because 
it was proposed by the opposition, then 
it’s completely fair to talk about violations 
of democratic norms. In any other country 
– Germany, for example – propositions 
of the opposition are accepted if they 
are reasonable. In our country, though, 
everything that comes from the opposition 
is rejected.

«Neither Latvians nor Russians here 
are democrats, and provincial ignorance is inherent in society as a whole…»12 

Professor Apine’s conclusion that our society lacks democratic 
upbringing and Professor Rozenvalds’ opinion that there are more 
Bolsheviks in Latvia than former communists evokes no doubt. However, 
the assertion that «neither Latvians nor Russians here are democrats» is 
debatable. Like any nation, the Russian-speaking population in Latvia 
is very diverse in terms of political culture. Among Russians, there are 
both democrats and antidemocrats. However, after finding themselves 
under Latvian nationalistic dictatorship in 1991, the Russian population 
of the country adopted democracy at a faster rate than Latvians, because 
commitment to democracy was the only way the Russian population in 
Latvia could survive and self-preserve. Furthermore, majority of Russian 
Latvians were not under the influence of nationalistic or other totalitarian 
ideologies (such as communism) – In a 1998 study titled New Baltic 
Barometer, Professor Richard Rose found that only 9%-10% of Russian-
speakers in the Baltic States favour returning to the former communist 
regime.13 Instead, they actively opposed the policy of discrimination of 
national minorities, thus directing Latvia’s development towards democracy. 
The Russian-speaking community has been known to actively stand for 

Professor of Ethnology I. Apine 

equal rights for the entire population, and oppose assimilation policies in 
education and formal rehabilitation of Nazism and fascism. At the same 
time, the support for the Socialist Party of Latvia – the successor of the 
banned Communist Party – is extremely insignificant. On all these issues 
Latvians either support the official position or act as passive observers. 
There are very few among Latvians who stand together with the Russian 
community in the struggle for democracy and their position, more often 
than not, is met with misunderstanding and disapproval in the Latvian press.

Thus the unique paradox of the Latvian situation is that Latvians are the ones 
who demonstrate at large the lack of democratic political culture, unlike the local 
Russian population, which – albeit not without mistakes – tries to form and support 
a democratic political culture under the pressure of a nationalist dictatorship.

Integration Policy Index – Latvia’s last place

In May 2008, the British Council with the support of Migration Policy 
Group and the European Commission conducted a comparative analysis of 
integration policy in 25 European member states (excluding Bulgaria and 
Romania), as well as in Norway, Switzerland and Canada. 

The study was indented to identify the effectiveness of integration policy – 
i.e. inclusion of all residents into the society in each of the 28 states, including 
legislation and implementation.

The study identified six key areas of integration policy. Effectiveness of each 
state in these areas was then assessed based on 140 different indicators, each of 
which characterised a certain aspect of integration policy. The sum of these factors 
provided an index – a quantitative characteristic of integration policy in each of the 
key areas, as well as the integrated indicator of integration policy in general. 

It is important to note which areas the European experts consider most 
significant in terms of integration and how they assess Latvia’s policies in 
each of these areas - political scientist Boris Cilevics says. The six key areas of 
integration policy include the following:

1) Access to labour market. Researchers believe, the fewer obstacles for 
migrants and non-citizens, the more effective the integration policy. Sweden, 
Spain and Portugal received the highest scores in this area. Latvia, meanwhile, 
scored last with a «critically unfavourable» integration policy. 

2) Family reunification. Integration policy is more effective the easier 
the process of unification of spouses, children, parents. Sweden scored the 
highest, Latvia scored 23rd out of 28. 
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3) Status of a long-term resident. Effective integration policy corresponds to 
a simple and clear procedure for obtaining the status of a permanent resident after 
a short term of living in the country (no more than 5 years). Additional regulatory 
requirements (such as tests for knowledge of official language), according to 
experts, diminish (!) the successfulness of integration. Integration is effective if 
there are safeguards against deprivation of permanent resident status (a person may 
be deprived of this status only for committing a serious criminal offence). Sweden 
scored the highest again, while Latvia shares 20-22 positions.

4) Political participation. Researchers unequivocally conclude that 
opportunity to participate in decision that affect the lives of the whole 
population facilitates integration, rather than diminish it. Not surprisingly, 
Latvia is last in 28th place. Highest score given to Sweden and Norway.

5) Access to citizenship. Effective integration policy is characterised 
by transparent and accessible naturalisation policies, encouraging the desire 
to become citizens and friendly attitude to non-citizens. In this area, Sweden, 
Belgium and Portugal scored the highest. Latvia is in 26th place.

6) Anti-discrimination laws. Clear guarantees of equal opportunities, and 
responsibility for violation of equal rights on the basis of race, ethnic origins, 
citizenship and religious beliefs – are crucial to ensure effective integration. In 
this area, Latvia is shares 24-26 place (Estonia being last). Sweden, Portugal 
and Hungary are in the top three. 

In conclusion, the sum of all indicators show that Latvia ranks last 
among other countries subject to study.14

Unfortunately, this assessment had not changed since. On October 3, 2011, 
the OSCE discussed political participation of non-citizens and permanent 
residence of OSCE countries during the review on the implementation of human 
dimension commitments. Migration Policy Group presented another study, 
«Migrant Integration Policy Index» (MIPEX), where migrants were defined as 
all people who do not have citizenship of the country they are resident of. The 
study found that Latvia still ranks last and is the most unfriendly country towards 
foreign nationals in Europe. Latvia received the lowest scores for its integration 
process, education system and lack of political rights for non-citizens.15

Ethno-psychological reasons for the failure of integration policy

The dominating understanding of integration policy in Latvia as the policy 
of assimilation of non-Latvians or deportation of those who are unwilling to 
assimilate is largely influenced by ethno-psychological factors. 

Formation of a national character depends on many different components. 
One of the most important factors is statehood. Until 1918, Estonians and 
Latvians did not have a state or land to call their own. For many centuries, 
Estonian and Latvian people have been part of various state formations, living 
under the rule of Germans, Swedes, Poles, Russians and others. 

Lithuania is a different story. This country has ancient and heroic 
traditions of statehood, which every Lithuanian is proud of. Thus, Latvians, 
Estonians and Lithuanians have different historical memories, and the latter 
two associate it with the most severe, century-long national and feudal 
oppression. It makes sense, then, that in 1940 Franklin D. Roosevelt looked 
to the interests of Lithuanians living in the US when he announced America’s 
non-recognition of the incorporation of the Baltic States into the USSR. It 
is also no accident that the US Senate Resolution from May 2005, which 
called upon Russia to recognise the fact of occupation of the Baltic States in 
1940, was initiated by not Latvians, not Estonians, but again the Lithuanian 
diaspora in the US.   

Contemporary Latvian author Laima Muktupavela published a collection 
of quotes by members of different nations about Latvians and vice versa. 

German national Garlieb Merkel wrote in his book Die Letten («Latvians») 
the two brightest character traits of Latvian farmers in Vidzeme – servile timidity 
and distrust. There is nothing glorious in the image of Latvians, he writes. 
«Underdeveloped, stupefied. Most of them wonder through life knowing no 
greater happiness than stuff themselves with bread, knowing no feat greater 
than raising their eyes to their lord, knowing no greater wisdom than get away 
with theft. To get wasted on Sunday is their law; to avoid a thrashing is their 
honour. In truth, they are what people can become when everything human in 
them has been munched by dragon teeth.»

To be born a Latvian in a time when human life was worthless, had already 
meant great misfortune. New children are always extra mouths to feed. It was 
common that many mothers, having heard about someone ill with smallpox, 
hurried to the patient and fed his scab to their children. The reason why they 
did it could shock a Spartan – «Better the child dies now if the fate wills it than 
he eats a lot of bread and leaves anyway.»

Latvians are considered to be calm people. While they were serfs, there 
were no manifestations of national pride. Merkel even stated that if a Latvian 
manages to get freedom and establish himself in any other class, he would 
consider it a great insult to be called a Latvian. He strives to distance himself 
from his brethren, pretending that he no longer understands their language, 
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and should he get power over some of them, become a prefect, for example, 
he becomes even more ruthless and avaricious than the Germans themselves. 

 In a collection of sermons by Lenz, 1764, Latvians are characterised 
as follows: «You, Latvians, are unkind… sometimes ruthless and cruel to 
outlandish travellers. If he is a stranger or German, you would not even show 
him the way. One, if asked where the path lies, would say: ‘I don’t know…’ 
Another godless one would give a different, false way.»

One cannot understand the national character of people without knowing 
their attitude to other nations. 

In 1868, Latviesu Avizes wrote that one cannot accuse the Labus 
(Lithuanians – V.G.) of being gourmets. Their delicacies – just barley cakes, 
meat, milk and bad beer. «Labus rarely get drunk. Local Latvians, meanwhile, 
faithfully indulge in this sin. The Labus and Latvians don’t get along, they 
scold and despise each other. The Labus despise Latvians for crowding them 
out and for not being Catholic. Latvians, in turn, despise the Labus for being 
sluggish and sombre.»

Latvian author Apsesdels (1880 – 1932), born and raised near the Estonian 
border, characterised the two peoples through figurative, comparative language. 
«Estonians, sometimes, say – Estonians are pigs, and Latvians are sheep. If 
misfortune befalls on one Latvian, the others will observe calmly or flee. But if 
one Estonian is attacked, all other Estonians, like pigs, will rush the attacker.»

German quartermaster J. Petri also wrote about Latvians and Estonians: 
«Estonians live together in neat villages, while Latvian houses are a mess. 
Even more differences manifest in characters of the two peoples. Latvians are 
accommodating, diligent at work. Polite and humble, like the Russians. At the 
same time, slightly arrogant, unsophisticated and very superstitious. Estonians, 
on the contrary – deceitful, jealous, quarrelsome, revengeful, crooked and 
have noticeable lackey properties – they treat other people mercilessly, rejoice 
when they can hurt others, especially a German. They are impolite to anyone 
and rarely take off their hats.»

A pamphlet from 1841 said, «Russians, Poles and Latvians tolerate 
serfdom with great patience, while Estonians – with bitterness and obstinacy. 
Baltic Germans despise Latvians, and fear Estonians. Estonians are more lazy, 
more dirty and insolent than Latvians. However, both peoples can be equally 
accused of theft.»

Laima Muktupavele adds: «If you need to clean Augean stables, if you 
need to roll a stone up a hill – call Latvians. If you need to level a hill or 
a ravine – call Latvians. They would extinguish your conflicts, and, without 

blinking an eye, arrange a revolution, break a stranger’s neck just as well as 
their own. This was already done, sorry…

«What is happening over the fence is of little concern for a Latvian. He’s 
indifferent to his neighbour’s fate… Latvian talent for intrigue is unmatched. 
To grab a meatier piece, Latvian is ready to tear pieces alone, rather than get a 
group of like-minded. He would quietly rejoice that another is not as lucky, but 
smile nicely meeting face to face…

«The sweetest dish for a Latvian is another Latvian. Even better if your 
neighbour can be chewed into small pieces, feather by feather. Preferably by 
other people’s hands. There is a whole pack of helpful suck-ups among us, 
Latvians. 

«Latvians are introverts. Rather melancholic than sanguine. They would 
sooner shut the door, than let someone in. They won’t accept a stranger. Won’t 
listen to other opinions. There is only one truth, Latvian thinks – My own!

«Latvians is a nation that does not breathe freely today, but instead complains 
about the ruins of the past times, while building the Castle of Light… Inability 
to let go of past grudges is one of the defining properties of Latvians.»16 

So what are they like, the Latvians? The obviously incomplete picture is 
as follows:

- Latvians are accommodating, but don’t like Lithuanians and Estonians.
- If misfortune befalls one Latvian, all others will observe calmly or flee. 

What goes on over the fence is of little concern to a Latvian. He is indifferent 
to his neighbour’s fate.

- The sweetest dish for a Latvian is another Latvian.
- Latvians are polite and humble, like Russians, while slightly arrogant, 

unsophisticated and very superstitious. There is a whole pack of helpful suck-
ups among Latvians.

- Latvians are diligent at work. If you need to clean Augean stables, if 
you need to roll a stone up a hill – call Latvians. If you need to level a hill or 
a ravine – call Latvians. They would extinguish your conflicts, and, without 
blinking an eye, arrange a revolution, break a stranger’s neck just as well as 
their own.

- Latvians are introverts. Rather melancholic than sanguine. They would 
sooner shut the door, than let someone in. They won’t accept a stranger. Won’t 
listen to other opinions. There is only one truth, Latvian thinks – My own!

- Latvians is a nation that does not breathe freely today, but instead 
complains about the ruins of the past times, while building the Castle of Light… 
Inability to let go of past grudges is one of the defining properties of Latvians.
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Given the above, it seems that the main obstacle in conducting a social 
integration policy in political and interethnic relations was the position of the 
state itself, which was based on the radical political sentiments of a significant 
part of the Latvian population, caused, in turn, by some national characteristics 
inherent to Latvians.

Latvian researcher Sergejs Kruks agrees with this conclusion. «Our 
integration programme is based on an identity paradigm that was established 
by Young Latvians [Latvian: jaunlatvieši] and which, in turn, inherited the 
insecurities of the Baltic Germans.

«Young Latvians tasked themselves with creating evidence of their 
difference from others – Castle of Light, Centre of Contemporary Art, a Concern 
Hall,» Kruks continues. «Reason for building those – other civilised nations 
have these things, so we must as well. If some stranger rejects something based 
on personal or professional taste – a Latvian sees it as rejection of national 
culture, a display of disloyalty.»

The Integration Programme turned into a «Balalaika Integration», according 
to Kruks. «In essence,» Kruks says, «it facilitates disintegration, because it 
encourages non-Latvians to be even more different in public communications 
and reject features that are unnecessary for business communication.»

«Obligation to know and love the values of traditional ethnic identity in 
general slows down social cohesion, because identity is not a permanent and 
clearly defined concept. Ziedonis failed to take stock of Latvian mentality, 
nor is it written in the normative acts of the Cabinet so it could be used to 
determine the degree of integration that ensures loyalty. Russians must keep 
guessing what they are expected to do…

«Latvians think that by changing the rules of the game they are acting 
pragmatically. Non-Latvians perceive it as chaos at best, as reputation with a 
minus sign at worst. Supporters of independence were promised citizenship, 
but Interfront turned out to be right in warning people that Latvians cannot be 
trusted. They didn’t even give out a piece of metal in memory of the barricades 
as a consolation prize. The reason for the ever-changing rules of the game are 
never explained, and nothing is publicly said about the accuracy of universal 
assessment criteria. On the one hand, calls to naturalise – as the EU demands; on 
the other – clear attitude with xenophobic slogans shouted by the conservative 
crowd. The cause of problems is seen in external factors, rather than in the 
ideological ‘Latvianism’. Latvians are convinced that you can win the trust of 
others by showing off – this is becoming the most prominent component of 
their identity. 

«Integration in its current form is doomed to failure,» Krus concludes. 
«No matter how much the Russians integrate, they will continue to be disloyal, 
because they will always be outside of blood relations. Successful functioning 
of society depends only a little on integration of non-Latvians based on 
traditionalism. And integration into modern society is difficult, since every 
Latvian is yet to integrate with his compatriots, so that the model of modern 
business relations has a place for non-Latvians.»17 
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Chapter 4 

The ruling elite opposed to universal suffrage

In Autumn 2006, former Minister for Special Assignments for Social 
Integration Affairs Karina Petersone was interviewed by Uppdrag Gransknig 

(«Mission: Investigation») programme on Swedish television. When asked why 
the Latvian state is not permitting non-citizens to vote in local elections, she said:

«If we let them vote, it would ruin stability!»
«Why not just give them citizenship,» correspondent inquired

«They will vote without understanding!»
«Understanding of what?»

«Everything,» Petersone declared.

European institutions – the Parliamentary Assembly, the OSCE, Congress 
of Local and Regional Authorities of the Council of Europe, and others – have 
been repeatedly calling on Latvian authorities to take measures to reduce 
mass statelessness in Latvia and facilitate social integration, which includes 
providing non-citizens with the right to vote in municipal elections. However, 
as The Wall Street Journal (USA) pointed out, «The political class [in Latvia], 
consisting of ethnic Latvians, is stubbornly resisting calls by the international 
community to make concessions to the Russian-speaking minority,» including 
the issue of allowing non-citizens to participate in local elections.1 

This was also confirmed by a survey conducted among a number of 
prominent politicians regarding non-citizens’ participation in local elections in 
2009, which was conducted by an online portal Dialogi.lv on March 12, 2005. It 
turned out that the ruling elite and representatives of the official political science 
are categorically against letting non-citizens participate in municipal elections. 

Several typical opinions are listed below:
Andris Argalis, candidate for Mayor of Riga from the People’s Party:
«If non-citizens are given the right to vote at the next municipal elections in 

four years, a very unpleasant situation could arise. How would we look in the eyes 
June, 2009. Nationalist alliance «For Fatherland and Freedom/LNNK» expresses a stance against 

ethnic non-Latvians being the majority of the population of Riga.
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Zaneta Ozolina, Professor at the 
Latvian University (LU), head of the 
Department of Political Science*, head 
of the Strategic Analysis Commission 
under the President of Latvia, and 
member of the Latvian Transatlantic 
Organisation and European 
Movement of Latvia:

 «The situation where non-citizens are 
deprived of the right to elect deputies in 
local governments has been around for 15 
years. […] Of course, some innovations in 
the form of electoral rights for EU citizens 
are unfamiliar, but given the small number 
of non-citizens from EU states living in 
Latvia, this will not be a problem…

«As for non-citizens living on 
Latvian territory, there are no obstacles 
to naturalisation and after receiving 
citizenship – to participate in various 
elections and referendums. The issue of 
freedom of choice cannot be resolved 
under pressure or politicised…

«Given the social tension on different 
issues and in different regions and cities of 
Latvia, radical changes in the electoral process, in my opinion, would be unwise.

Andris Runcis, Associate Professor at the Department of Political 
Science (LU):

«The debate around granting voting rights to non-citizens at a local level 
cannot start before the next local elections, as in not before 2009.

«The process of receiving citizenship is one of the key indicators of how a 
person identifies with the state. If a person does not wish to receive citizenship 
of a state where he was born or has lived for a long period of his life, it means 
that he does not identify himself with this state and would probably not identify 
himself with his local government. If an individual does not identify himself 

* In 1991, the Department of Scientific Communism at the Latvian University was reorganised into the 
Department of Political Science. Most of the faculty staff was preserved.

of people who had passed naturalisation, if some decree comes out and all the lazy 
ones, who could not be bothered to naturalise, will be able vote! This would terribly 
upset the people (around 85 thousand!) who became citizens! Former non-citizens 
were studying, preparing for exams, and suddenly people who were slacking get 
the right to vote! This would be terribly unfair. We can’t solve issues this way!»

Anta Rugate, chairman of the parliamentary commission on the 
implementation of the Law «On Citizenship», People’s Party MP:

«How many non-citizens there are in Latvia in ten years depends only on 
non-citizens themselves. I can neither deduct nor re-count, neither add nor 
subtract. What non-citizens decide themselves is what will happen – they can 
stay here under the same status, they can adopt Latvian citizen, or they can 
leave to another country. Non-citizens are free people in a free country, and 
the state gives them the opportunity to become citizens or choose another path. 
This is their choice and their problem…

«As for letting non-citizens vote in elections to local governments, I believe 
that in no way can this be done! […] Why did Estonians give their non-citizens 
the right to vote? Ask them!»

Juris Dobelis, MP from TB/LNNK:
«Issues with non-citizens are governed by existing legislation and I don’t 

like that it’s too mild. Today, there is no problem with becoming a citizen! 
Why aren’t non-citizens applying for citizenship? I think that it’s because of 
propaganda. No doubt, Russia plays a role in this, since it needs to play this 
card in the struggle for minority rights. Russia always aggravates the issue with 
non-citizens and national minorities, but you can see that in recent years the 
rate of naturalisation has been increasing. Where are non-citizens’ problems? 
Where? Latvia is now a member of the European Union and by becoming a 
Latvian citizen, the person becomes a citizen of the EU. 

«Right now, I very much doubt that four years down the line non-citizens will 
be given the right to vote in local elections, like in Estonia. For non-citizens to 
receive this right, there need to be amendments to the Constitution, and at least two 
thirds of Saeima deputies must support them. But in the nearest future, there will 
be no two thirds of MPs would vote for such decision. I simply don’t believe it!»2

Official political science supports 
the ruling elite

Members of official political science circles have similar reasoning. Two 
notable examples:

The studies by University of Latvia Faculty 
of Social Sciences on the development of 
Democracy in Latvia (How democratic 
is Latvia. Audit of Democracy. - Riga, 
2004; How democratic is Latvia. Audit of 
Democracy. 2005–2014. - Riga, 2014) are 
silent on the fact that the creation of mass 
statelessness has led, in the PACE evaluation 
of 8 November, 2002, to the formation of a 

"long-term democratic deficit".
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with this state, then, most likely, he 
identifies himself with something else 
– another state, another society. Most 
likely, this individual does not have 
a specific attitude towards the state 
policy. 

«In my view, this exact reason 
will be the main obstacle to providing 
non-citizens with voting rights…

«I think, granting voting rights 
to non-citizens would significantly 
reduce the rate of naturalisation, and 
maybe even stop this process.»3

Latvians are opposed to the 
return of universal suffrage

In August 2005, Marketing and 
Public Opinion Research Centre SKDS 
published the results of his sociological 
survey «Opinions on interethnic 

relations in Latvia». The study showed that negative attitude regarding admitting 
non-citizens to local government elections, which was professed by the ruling 
and academic elite in 2005, is also supported by more than half of the Latvian 
population. 

Thus, 56% of Latvians answered negatively to the question «To what extent 
do you support the need for changes in legislation that would provide non-citizens 
with the right to elect local governments?»4 

This rather categorical position of the majority of the Latvian population, as it 
turned out, is based on the alarmist sentiments and distrust for the Russian-speaking 
population. For example, 46% of Latvian respondents agreed that the large number 
of Russian-speaking population is a threat to Latvian language and culture. 67% of 
respondents said they disagree or somewhat disagree with a statement that Russian-
speaking residents are loyal to the Latvian state.5 At the same time, 47% believed 
that the Latvian state considers the interests of the Russian-speaking population 
«more than necessary», and only 18% responded «less than necessary».6 

The survey revealed a sufficiently high proportion of Latvian respondents 
who, should the situation between Latvians and Russian-speakers escalate, were 

prepared to actively support political parties and organisations that adhere to tough 
positions on the national issue. Altogether there were 15.4% of such respondents.7 

Prime Minister Aigars Kalvitis: 
«Slesers’ proposal is not thought through»

The debate around non-citizens’ participation in local elections received new 
life on 27 January 2007, after leader of the Latvian First Party (LPP) Ainars 
Slesers told the Diena newspaper, «Local governments are economic bodies and 
we could allow non-citizens, as taxpayers, to determine the economic life in their 
territory.»8 Slesers repeated this proposal at his party’s congress soon afterwards.

This subject has been touched on many times in the parliament, brought 
up by members of left-wing factions. For HRUL MP V. Buzaevs reported that 
between December 1993 and April 2007, the democratic opposition (Harmony 
for Latvia, Equal Rights, National Harmony Party, Socialist Party of Latvia, 
ForHRUL and Harmony Centre) has made 29 attempts to facilitate legal 
recognition of non-citizens’ right to participate in local elections.9 However, 
right-wing politicians never supported these initiatives. Moreover, these 
initiatives never caused any serious response in the media. This time, however, 
it was different. Furthermore, suddenly Slesers’ ideas found support of some 
right-wing politicians. 

Among the supporters was chairman of the parliamentary commission for 
foreign affairs (LPP MP), ex-Prime Minister Andris Berzins:

«Latvia had ratified the Convention for the Protection of National 
Minorities,» Berzins told the Chas newspaper. «We are an EU country. And 
this restriction that exists in relation to non-citizens will have to be removed 
sooner or later. It is unfair that an EU national who only lived in Latvia for half 
a year gets the right to vote in municipal elections, while people who had lived, 
worked and paid taxes here for 30-40 years aren’t given this right… I think we 
need to discuss this subject.»10 

Edvins Inkens, former TV presenter (hosted the programme Labvakar, 
during the Atmoda) and co-founder of the Latvian Path party and currently 

– a successful entrepreneur, also commented on Mr Slesers’ initiative from a 
different perspective. While assessing the initiative positively, Inkens said that 
the right to participate in local elections would discourage non-Latvians from 
participating in big politics, which he thought is a good thing. 

Speaking with the Nedēļa magazine, he said, «It’s a matter of what we want 
to achieve. What Ainars wants is completely different from what I want. If we 

Vladimir Buzaev
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give the right to elect local governments to people who have been living here 
for a long time, they will settle down. Then, the issue of automatic granting 
of citizenship will lose its relevance. These people will no longer worry about 
being unable to learn the Latvian language due to their old age, and they will 
lose interest in obtaining citizenship. In my opinion, these elderly people really 
are more interested in their street and garbage removal. 

«Do we need them to have even one incentive to become Latvian 
citizens? I don’t think so. Will we lose something from their participation in 
local elections? We will lose only one city – Riga, where the situation will 
become similar to Daugavpils. Of course, it would be sad, but what political 
issues do local governments deal with? The only issue a municipality can 
decide on is Legionnaires Day. It can also decide on gay parades, which isn’t 
a political issue, but was made so here. So it can happen – that Tevzemei [un 
Brivibai party] will have to advocate for this idea, so that non-citizens lose 
an incentive to become citizens, and so that non-citizens cannot influence big 
politics in Latvia.»11

First Prime Minister of Latvia Ivars Godmanis also supported having a 
discussion about providing non-citizens with the right to vote in local elections. 
He told Vesti Segodnya, «Presence of a huge number of people in the country 
without citizenship is ground for instability. First, because there is a whole 
range of political organisations who speculate on non-citizens and incite 
people to a certain extent. Second, non-citizens today are essentially alienated 
from participation in socio-political processes. This is quite dangerous, 
because when people are not given an opportunity to influence affairs through 
political means, they seek other options how to express their position. Thus we 
are stimulating radical sentiments and radical manifestations. This is highly 
undesirable.»12 

In a May issue of Nedēļa magazine, Ivars Godmanis elaborated his 
views on non-citizens’ right to participate in local elections. He noted that 
Latvian Path manifesto clearly states that only citizens can participate in 
elections. It also turned out during preliminary discussions within the party 
that its regional members have different views on the issue. In regions with 
low numbers of non-citizens, local deputies were more in favour, whereas 
deputies in regions with large numbers of non-citizens were opposed. 
Simultaneously, Godmanis noted that he does not know how to assess the 
fact that an increasing number of Latvian non-citizens are adopting Russian 
citizenship (in 2004, the number of Russian citizens living in Latvia was 
18 thousand, in 2005 – 22 thousand, in 2006 – 24 thousand). Former Prime 

Minister believes it does not speak in 
Latvia’s favour.*13

However, other right-wing 
politicians did not support Slesers, 
Berzins, Inkens and Godmanis. 
Perhaps the main reason for this was 
that in their understanding giving non-
citizens access to local elections would 
allow them to not just make economic 
decisions, but also affect the political 
future of the country. After all, local 
governments can directly influence 
the general election to Saeima, by 
expressing more favourable attitude 
towards some candidates and less 
favourable to others. This is exactly 
what happened during the Supreme 
Council elections in 1990. Former 
activists of the Popular Front of Latvia 
testified to the fact that PFL’s victory 
in these elections was largely made possible by them receiving large support 
in the municipal elections a year before. Popular Front’s municipalities then 
supported PFL candidates to parliament, which subsequently allowed them to 
form a majority in the Supreme Council. 

However, rejecting Slesers’ initiative the ruling elite did not say that 
expanding the rights of non-citizens could endanger its own existence. Instead, 
other reasons were mentioned.

Chairman of the co-ruling parliamentary faction TB/LNNK Maris 
Grinblats reminded of such obstacles as Article 101 of the Basic Law, which 
states: «Local governments are elected by the full citizens of Latvia.» Grinblats 
noted that to provide non-citizens with access to local governments, there need 
to be new changes to the Constitution, voted by at least two-thirds of MPs. 
Composition of the 9th Saeima would make this highly unlikely.

* By mid-2012, there were already 41 262 citizens of the Russian Federation permanently residing in 
Latvia, which is 1.9% of the total Latvian population. In 2010, their number grew by 5 thousand, or 16% 

- Russian citizenship was adopted by more than 5000 Latvian non-citizens. In 2011, more non-citizens 
adopted Russian citizenship than Latvian.14

Ex-Prime Minister Andris Berzins
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Grinblats’ opinion was supported by 
Marek Seglins, People’s Party MP and formed 
head of Ministry of Internal Affairs; Augusts 
Brigmanis, member of the Union of Greens and 
Farmers; Solvita Aboltina, New Era party MP 
and former Minister of Justice; and others.15 

Former Minister for Special Assignments 
and Social Integration Karina Petersone also 
reiterated her position regarding non-citizens’ 
participation in local elections, which she 
first expressed on Swedish TV programme 
Uppdrag granskning. When asked why the 
Latvian state is not permitting non-citizens 
to vote in local elections, she said that «it 
would ruin stability».

«Why not just give them citizenship?» 
correspondent inquired.

«They will vote without understanding.»
«Understanding of what?»
«Everything,» Petersone declared.16 

Head of the Naturalisation Board Eizenia Aldermane also joined the 
chorus, stating that giving non-citizens the right to vote in 2009 local elections 
would be «too early».17 

Meanwhile, informing the public about the situation in the field of 
citizenship in April 2007 Aldermane pointed out one uncomfortable trend – the 
general sense of belonging to the Latvian state weakens every year. This also 
includes Latvian citizens. If a few years ago, 80% of citizens and 49% non-
citizens felt proud of their country, now it was only 66% and 37% respectively. 
In 2000, 57% of citizens expressed their readiness to bear arms and protect 
their country, but in 2007 this figure decreased to 44%. Only 28% of non-
citizens wold do the same. 

«As of now, there are 386 222 stateless persons living in the country (or 
17% of the general population), 49% of them are over 52 years old. The rate of 
naturalisation is decreasing – the number of people applying for citizenship is 
300-400 per month. Most active age groups are 15 to 30 and 30 to 41. According 
to our statistics, people older than 61 do not consider citizenship relevant to 
themselves. Therefore, the state should help them. People over 65 should only 
go through an interview and know the national anthem.»

Eizenia Aldermane is «inclined to think» that giving major political rights 
to stateless persons would not change the balance of political forces in the 
country. There are some «active» non-citizens – people who use their political 
rights, and some «real citizens» – to whom the main question is «what benefit 
do I and my family get?»

Aldermane said that she believes that among non-citizens there is 
potentially more ‘real citizens’ than ‘active citizens’. However, concluding her 
speech, Aldermane said that giving these political rights to non-citizens before 
the 2009 local elections would be «too early».18

Finally, the initiative was opposed by President Vaira Vike-Freiberga and 
Prime Minister Aigars Kalvitis. 

President Vike-Freiberga appeared on LNT’s programme 900 Seconds, where 
she said that she does not, in fact, support giving non-citizens the right to participate in 
local elections. According to her, this would «distort the meaning of being a citizen».

Latvian President recognised that in some countries non-citizens have the 
right to vote locally and equal rights is one of the key tasks of the European 
Union. However, adopting this model in Latvia would be reckless according to 
Ms President, because Latvia is in a «unique situation». The aim of state policy 
is encouraging stateless persons to become citizens. If Latvian non-citizens 
and citizens have equal rights, the meaning of being a citizen loses its value – 
Vike-Freiberga explained.19 

Prime Minister Aigars Kalvitis also said that the initiative proposed by the 
leader of the First Party of Latvia Ainars Slesers was «not thought through». On 
January 29, Prime Minister told the press that this idea is completely contrary 
to the current integration policy. He believes that allowing non-citizens to vote 
would discourage them from applying for Latvian citizenship.20 

According to the director of the Public Opinion Research Centre «Latvijas 
fakti» Aigars Freimanis, it is not surprising that Slesers’ initiative was not 
received well by the ruling coalition, since participation of non-citizens in 
elections could change the balance of political forces in large cities. It is a 
threat to the right-wing parties on the local level. However, maintaining this 
restriction leads to a paradoxical situation – temporary residents from the EU 
states can participate in local elections, while Latvian non-citizens, majority of 
whom lived here their whole life, cannot.21 

Associate Professor at the Department of Social Sciences (Latvian 
University) Feliciana Rajevskaja agreed with Slesers’ proposal. She believes 
that letting non-citizens participate in local elections would reduce their 
alienation from the state, i.e. facilitate real integration of the Latvian society. 

Feliciana Rajevskaja
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Rajevskaja gave Estonia as an example, where stateless persons have been 
participating in elections since the 90s, though without the right to be elected.22 

Among the academic circles, Ilza Ostrovska was an unexpected opponent 
to providing non-citizens with the right to vote in local elections. She agreed 
that the electorate needs to be expanded, but not by giving the right to vote 
to «everyone at once». According to Ostrovska, there need to be referendums. 
«Not throughout Latvia as a whole, but in certain localities. Let citizens of each 
region decide themselves if they agree to expand the electorate or not».23 

The result of discussions around Ainars Slesers’ initiative was expressed at 
the Latvian First Party (LPP) congress in May 2007. The party decided it would 
be most appropriate to arrange a referendum on non-citizens’ participation in 
local elections.24 

A little later, their coalition allies from the Latvian Way (LC) party came to 
the same conclusion. However, this referendum never took place. In 2007, LPP 
and LC formed a single party – Latvijas Pirmā partija/Latvijas Ceļš, (LPP/
LC). Ivars Godmanis and LPP leader Ainars Slesers became co-chairs of the 
new party, which came third in the 2009 local elections in Riga, receiving 12 
seats out of 60. Under Mayor Nils Usakovs, LPP/LC and the Harmony Centre 
formed a ruling coalition in the city council. Slesers’ hopes to become mayor 
did not come true and soon afterwards his popularity began to decline. In 2011, 
LPP/LC did not pass into the 11th Saeima and soon the party was disbanded. 

Mass statelessness facilitates growth 
of radical nationalist parties

Like all previous elections in Latvia since 1993, the 2014 parliamentary 
elections were not «general», or as the CoE Parliamentary Assembly said in 
2002 – were held under conditions of a «long term democratic deficit». In 
other words, election to the 12th Saeima took place in the absence of universal 
suffrage, which means they cannot be recognised as democratic and fair.

282 thousand permanent residents of the country did not have the right 
to participate in the 2014 parliamentary elections. The vast majority of non-
citizens live in cities. The following table describes their numbers accordingly:

City  Population
Riga  643 368 (including non-citizens – 145 825)
Daugavpils 87 403 (including non-citizens – 16 332)
Liepaja  71 926 (including non-citizens – 14 382)
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Statistics on the number of non-citizens living in cities of Latvia. Photo below: on 4 October, 2014, 
when the elections to the 12th Parliament took place in Latvia, activists from Latvian Human 
Rights Committee (F.I.D.H.) and other NGOs had held a picket against continuation of mass 

statelessness, noting that the results of the elections would not be legitimate.
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Jelgava  57 332 (including non-citizens – 9 596)
Jurmala  49 750 (including non-citizens – 9 385)
Ventspils  36 677 (including non-citizens – 6 976)
Jekabpils  23 269 (including non-citizens – 2 761)
Rezekne  29 948 (including non-citizens – 2 101)
Valmiera  23 657 (including non-citizens – 1 450) 25

Non-citizen’s non-participation in elections (any, no just parliamentary) is 
perceived by the Latvian ruling elite as a matter of course, and by the EU – as 
a sad, but not contrary to European law fact. Shortly before the election day on 
October 4, CoE High Commissioner for Human Rights, a Latvian American 
Nils Muiznieks said that institute of non-citizens is a unique phenomenon for 
the European Union, but it does not contradict European legislation in any 
way. He said, «The institute of non-citizens violates no legal framework of 
European legislation, because the EU law simply does not specify regulations 
with respect to non-citizens».26 

Looking at Europe’s persistent reluctance to solve the problem of mass 
statelessness in Latvia, the Latvian people (that is, of course – primarily the 
Latvian Russian-speakers, since majority of ethnic Latvians were quite happy  
with this situation) got used to such pseudo-elections, and, unfortunately, 
no longer intends to fight for universal suffrage, which would be the only 
way to achieve any change towards a democracy. This was evidenced by the 
extremely small number of people that turned up for an anti-statelessness 
protest that was organised on the election day by the Latvian Russian Union 
party, Latvian Human Rights Committee (FIDH) and several other human 
rights organisation.

Although, no rule is without exception. During the protest, which was held 
near a polling station near Riga House of Congress, a woman turned to its 
participants and said that even though she is a non-citizen, she came to cast 
her vote nonetheless. She declared to polling station staff that she has lived 
in Latvia for 48 years and therefore has the right to vote and be elected and 
demanded they give her the ballot papers. Caught off guard by such insolence, 
members of the election commission tried to explain to this woman that Latvia 
has a special «democracy» and she has no right to take part in elections, and 
then firmly escorted her out. 

Unfortunately, this is a unique case. In general, Latvian people no longer 
believe in any change. As a result, the voter turnout was the lowest since 
independence. Corresponding statistics were published on the Central Election Information from the Congress of Non-citizens, 2013.
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Commission website (www.cvk.lv):

- Elections to the 5th Saeima (June 5-6, 1993) – voter turnout: 89.9% or 
1 118 316 individual voters.

- Elections to the 6th Saeima (September 30 – October 1, 1995) – voter 
turnout: 71.9% or 955 392 individual voters

- Elections to the 8th Saeima (October 5, 2002) – voter turnout: 71.51% 
or 997 754 individual voters.

- Elections to the 9th Saeima (October 7, 2006) – voter turnout: 60.98%
- Elections to the 10th Saeima (October 2, 2010) – voter turnout: 63.59% 

or 965 538 individual voters.
- Snap elections to the 11th Saeima (September 17, 2011) – voter turnout: 

89.9% or 1 118 316 individual voters.

Finally, the voter turnout in the most recent elections to the Saeima 
(October 4, 2014) was 58.8% or 912 600 individual voters. Therefore, more 
than 40% of eligible voters had ignored the last parliamentary election.27

«Triumph of will» or National catastrophe is closer

In light of the ongoing tragedy in Ukraine it is worth noting that according 
to expert assessment by the International Human Rights Movement «World 
Without Nazism», published in its monitoring of manifestations of neo-
Nazism in 18 countries in Europe, the highest level of neo-Nazi threat is in 
Greece (-67.5%). Greece is followed by Estonia (-60%) and then – Ukraine 
and Latvia (both score -57.5%). Lithuania and Hungary are in the fifth-sixth 
place (both with 47.5%).28 What do these scores tell us? They indicate that 
Ukrainian events can also occur in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. Not in terms 
of pro-Russian separatism – there have never been any objective prerequisites 
for that – but in terms of further spread of the totalitarian ideology and practice 
and further curtailment of democracy; in terms of mass repressions against 
national minorities and Russian community in particular. 

The root cause of this policy is undoubtedly the emergence of mass 
statelessness in Latvia and Estonia, accompanied by the formation of 
ethnocratic political regimes in the Baltics with support of the United States 
and the European Union. 

Prominent Latvian political scientist Iveta Kаzoka described the political 
parties presented in the Latvian parliament: «Even a political philosopher (let 
alone your average policeman) would not always be able to determine where 
fascism ends and one of Saeima parties starts».29

This particularly relates to the so-called National Alliance – a bloc consisting 
three radical nationalist political parties – Tevzemei un Brivibai («For Fatherland 
and Freedom»), Latvijas Nacionālās Neatkarības Kustība («Latvian National 
Independence Movement») and Visu Latvijaj («All for Latvia»).

Radical nationalists have always been in Latvian parliament. In the 5th 
Saeima they had 21 seats, in the 6th – 22, in the 7th – 17. Afterwards there 
was an almost decade-long decline, with the extreme right receiving only 7 
mandates in the 8th parliament (in these elections, left-wing forces joined in a 
single list, which allowed them to get 25 mandates and protect Russian school 
from total elimination in 2004). In the 9th parliament, nationalists won 8 seats, 
which was when the extreme right organisation Visu Latvijaj appeared on the 
political scene. Visu Latvijaj quickly proposed that nationalists join forces, and 
while the extreme right still won 8 seats in the 10th parliament, they gained 
6 more in snap elections a year later. In the most recent election to the 12th 
Saeima radical nationalists won 17 seats.30

18 January, 2011. A press conference in the European Union House in Riga. 
Human rights activists Vladimir Sokolov and Elizabete Krivcova inform the media 

about the letters on the need to allow «non-citizens» of Latvia to participate in local elections, 
sent to the Council of Europe and OSCE.
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At first glance these numbers may not seem significant – 17 seats out of 
100 – but the specifics of local politics should be taken into account. Namely 
that all Latvian parties vote on issues related to national policy just like 
the radical nationalists. Thus, in building the so-called «Latvian Latvia» the 
radical nationalists enjoy the support of not 17 MPs, but 76. This, in turn, 
means that any obstacles to the elimination of Russian language schools, 
restriction of Russians in the media and the general suppression of minority 
rights are now gone. 

Part Four

Russophobia in Latvia – 
who is pulling the strings?

Minister of Defence of Latvia Artis Pabriks: 
«I still consider Russia as an enemy that cannot be trusted».1

Juris Paiders: «My forecast is very pessimistic. In the foreseeable 
future there will be no improvement in relations with Russia.  Our elite is 

implementing a completely different plan,  which 
friendship with Russia is not part of».2

Gunta Lidaka, head of the TV and Radio Broadcasters Association:
«The trouble is that our country has a lot of politicians who for various 

reasons – psychological or financial – don’t want friendship with Russia. 
These forces are trying to take any opportunity to end the dialogue between 

Latvia and Russia. Unfortunately, there are people among Latvians who 
despise Russia and any mention of it sets them off in a fit of rage. The reality 
is that we have a whole generation of people who see our eastern neighbour 

as a spawn of evil, a priori hostile country».3

Before 2007, when Latvia and Russia signed the long-suffering border 
agreement, the Latvian state was displaying a clearly hostile and belligerent 
position towards its eastern neighbour – Russia. «No changes on the Eastern 
front (emphasis added – V.G.),» Minister of Foreign Affairs of Latvia Artis 
Pabriks said in January 2006.4 But if there is a «front», even if just a diplomatic 
one, it means there are «hostilities». 

One example of such «hostilities» was the adoption of an «explanatory» 
declaration to the border agreement issued by the Latvian Cabinet on April 26, 
2005. In the declaration, Aigars Kalvitis’ government essentially put forward 
territorial claims towards Russia, despite the fact that in 1992 the Supreme 
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Council of Latvia signed the Helsinki Accords (1975) on the inviolability of 
frontiers.5 The goal pursued by the government through this declaration is 
obvious – they sought to prevent normalisation of Russian-Latvian political 
relations. They succeeded. The signing scheduled for May 10 was cancelled. 

Historical traditions of Russophobia

One of the leading British social thinkers Eric Hobsbawm points out in 
«Ethnicity and Nationalism in Europe today» that events that happened after 
the formation of the Second Latvian Republic in 1991 had already taken place 
in the past. «Baltic nationalism, which had been the least of the Tsar’s political 
worries and barely existed in 1917, was nurtured by setting up independent 
little states as part of the quarantine belt against the Bolshevist infection».6 

In his memoirs, Winston Churchill wrote that the Baltic States were the 
«most ardent anti-Bolshevik countries in Europe». All of them were freed 
from the Bolshevik government during the civil war in 1919-1920 and then 
crudely established societies and governments, the main principle of which 
was hostility to communism and Russia».7 

Russophobia as a political ideology has its roots in the early 19th century. 
As Russian political scientist V.K. Volkov notes, its epicentre has been moving 
from one country to another throughout history – usually the one that is most 
vocal against Russia on the international arena. «From France it quickly 
moved to England, where it flourished until mid-19th century and reached its 
climax with the Crimean War. But since 1830 – 1840 it was most widespread 
in Germany. There, with time, extensive literature emerged, primarily of 
pan-German type. Throughout long decade, pan-Germanism was forged the 
perception of Russia as the enemy. It was here, where the term pan-Slavism 
emerged, which merged together the negative attitude towards Slavic national 
movements and towards Slavic independence. It took up all elements of 
Russophobia… Speculative and odious from the very start, this term turned 
into a war cry of the anti-Russian and anti-Slavic imperialist policy that went 
down in history as Drang nach Osten».8

After the 1917 Russian revolution and the formation of the Soviet Union in 
1922, Russophobia merged with anti-Bolshevism and anti-Sovietism. During 
the Second World War, virtually all of Europe launched a crusade against the 
Soviet Union, and after the fall of Nazi Germany in 1945, the ideological, 
economic and military confrontation between the West and USSR continued 
as the so-called Cold War. 

Russophobia in Latvia after 1991

Epicentre of Russophobia once again moved east after 1991. The new 
hotbeds of Russophobia emerged in the Baltic States, as well as Ukraine, 
Belarus, Poland and even Bulgaria.9 However, the Baltic countries were clear 
leaders in this process. 

«The most hostile to Moscow!» – this is how The Washington Post (USA) 
described Russian policy of the Baltic States in anticipation of President 
George Bush’s visit to Riga, where he was to meet the leaders of the three 
countries. «MOST HOSTILE TO MOSCOW» (emphasis added – V.G.) was 
intended to «demonstrate United States’ concern with Moscow’s attempts to 
influence parts of the former empire,» the newspaper wrote.10 

Chairman of the Federation Council Sergey Mironov and head of the 
Ministry of Internal Affairs Sergey Lavrov both agreed in 2005 that the Baltics 
are leading in terms of Russophobia. A secret report on Russia’s image in the 
international arena mentioned four countries whose politicians are particularly 
zealous in discrediting Russia. They are Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia and Poland. 
The report stated that the political elite of these countries are absolutely hostile 
towards Russia and its initiative in international organisations. Furthermore, 
Baltic and Polish politicians regularly present anti-Russian initiatives in the 
European Parliament, in PACE and OSCE.11 

Between 1993 and 1998, Ambassador of Latvia to Russia was a prominent 
Latvian poet Janis Peters – one of the spiritual leaders of the National Awakening 
(Atmoda). Peters’ family was also in Moscow and his son, Krisjanis Peters, 
was studying at the Moscow State Institute of International Relations. 

In April 2006, after 7 Ministers from Einars Repse’s New Era Party left 
the Aigars Kalvitis’ government, Krisjanis Peters was appointed Minister of 
Communications. Talking to the weekly Subbota, he revealed some secrets of 
Latvian foreign policy, known to him from his father. «In late 90s, when the 
[Foreign] Ministry was headed by Valdis Birkavs, my view of this institution 
was extremely negative. It was a very hypocritical institution. I remember my 
father was preparing for Chernomyrdin’s visit to Riga, Yeltsin could have also 
visited us, there were talks about that as well. But Latvian Foreign Ministry 
did everything in its power to disrupt these visits. Relations with Russia stalled 
again. My father was very worried then…» Krisjanis said.12

Latvia’s policies towards Russia remained unchanged even after Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs was given to Indulis Berzins, another member of the Latvian 
Era Party. Mayor of Moscow Yuri Luzhkov’s first visit to Riga in November 
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2002 describes the tone of relationship between the two countries very well. 
Given the economic potential of the Russian capital, the population of which 
is five times larger than the population of Latvia, this visit could have been 
extremely beneficial to not just Riga, but the republic as a whole. Yet, not a 
single member of the Cabinet had expressed the desire to meet with Moscow’s 
mayor and his delegation consisting of representatives of practically all 
departments in Moscow government. Latvian President Vaira Vike-Freiberga 
also did not find the time to meet with Mr Luzhkov, as his visit overlapped 
with her participation in the grand opening of a pig farm in the province. 

This clearly indicative attitude to the opportunity of establishing a real dialogue 
with Russia, even if only on the Moscow level, becomes even more telling after 
taking into account George Bush’s visit on 7 May 2005. On that day, as soon as 
Bush’s plane touched down Vike-Freiberga, violating all protocols, quickly boarded 
the plane and emerged a minute later with a satisfied grin on her face, holding 
George Bush by the hand and pushing his wife away in the background. 

Leader of National Harmony party Janis Jurkans told Vesti Segodnya on March 
1, 2005, «Unfortunately, Latvia cannot offer anything else to the international 
community – just anti-Russian rhetoric and moans about occupation…

«Remarkably, even in terms of occupation the Latvian government speaks 
only in the context of Russia. As if it alone bears responsibility for Yalta and 
Potsdam. And where are the USSR’s allies?

«Obviously our authorities don’t need the EU and NATO to recognise the 
occupation. They only need to use history to settle scores with Russia. Why 
Russia – is also obvious. Latvian government needs an eternal enemy and 
Russia is the ideal candidate. Russia is our only political resource. Both inside 
the country and abroad. As long as we have the ‘Russian enemy’, as long as 
we have ‘occupation’, we can write off everything on these factors. We can 
feed the people with this Russophobia – then, there is no need to answer to the 
voters for the high inflation, for corruption and for the fact that the country was 
robbed… Russia as an enemy is the ideal and unfortunately the only trump 
cards the nationalists have».13 

Russophobia and anti-Semitism

Russophobia is at the forefront of Latvian nationalism, and as Professor 
V.K. Volkov points out, manifestations of Russophobia surprisingly resemble 
the «phenomenon of anti-Semitism». These include «uniform manifestations 
of national intolerance and the creation of a hostile image».14 

Former American Ambassador to Latvia Brian E. Carlson delivered a speech 
at the memorial opening in Rumbula on November 30, 2002. He said: «On 
November 30th and December 8th 1941, more than 25 thousand Jews were killed 
in the Rumbula forest. Among 1700 murderers, there were 1000 to 1500 residents 
of Latvia from SD, Regional and Riga police, police battalion that was trained for 
military action in Russia, as well as around 100 Riga ghetto guards… It is sad that 
in the modern, free and democratic Latvia someone can justify such crimes, saying 
that ‘these were difficult times’ or that the criminals were not volunteers».15 

As it turned out, this «someone’s» position is a serious obstacle to prosecuting 
Latvian citizens guilty of the Holocaust. Efraim Zuroff, member of the Simon 
Wiesenthal Centre presented a list of 67 possible suspects in the murder of Jews 
during the Nazi occupation to Latvian Prosecution. None of these 67 people 
have been prosecuted during the Soviet era. Furthermore, in January 2000 the 
Simon Wiesenthal Centre handed President Vike-Freiberga a list of 41 suspects 
of war crimes whom Latvia recognised as politically repressed by Stalin’s regime. 
However, the Wiesenthal Centre received no response in either case. Zuroff later 
noted that many other countries are also quite reluctant to investigate Nazi and their 
collaborators’ crimes. «In this regard, Latvia is no exception,» he said. «But Latvia 
is different in its complete indifference to the search for war criminals».16 

Why does the Latvian state have no desire to objectively and promptly 
investigate all available information regarding the still-living Latvian citizens 
who may have been involved in the Holocaust?» 17 

Why is it that after 1991 there was an emergence of fascist forces in Latvia, 
members of which have repeatedly desecrated the memory of the Soviet 
soldiers and Jews who are currently buried in Fraternal Cemeteries in Jelgava, 
Riga and other cities? Why is it that Jewish cemeteries are being regularly 
desecrated with swastikas and ‘Sieg Heils’?» (Late on April 1, 1998, an 
explosion occurred near the Riga Choral Synagogue, and a Jewish memorial 
stone was desecrated in Liepaja.18)

Why is it that in 2004 a nationalist website Latvians.lv published the 
following post: «Immediately eliminate Zdanoka, Pliners, Cilevics, Kogans, 
Lipmans, Bukongolts and other Jews. Cut their throats and let them bleed 
out»? Why is it that when leader of ForHRUL in parliament Jakovs Pliners 
requested criminal proceedings against the authors of this post, they were only 
initiated in six months later? 19

Finally, why is it that President of Latvia Vaira Vike-Freiberga, heading to attend 
a conference on the Holocaust in Stockholm on January 26, 2000, said through her 
advisor on history affairs that she «does not intend to apologise to anyone»?20 
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The Peitav-Shul synagogue, located in Old Riga, on 6/8 Peitavas Street, is the only 
Riga synagogue, which has survived the Holocaust. It is also the only active synagogue in Riga 

and one of the two active synagogues in Latvia (the other one is located in Daugavpils).

Why is it that six years later, in February 2006 in Israel, Latvian President 
admitted «with a sense of bitterness and regret» that there were people in Latvia 
who participated in the destruction of Jews during the Second World War, and 
apologised for Latvia’s involvement in the genocide of the Jewish people? 21 

The answer to all these «whys» is not easy, as it has many components. 
The most important one perhaps is that the Latvian state ideology is not a 
democratic one. On the contrary, it in many ways repeats the totalitarian idea of 
the Nazi Germany. Nazis fought for a pure Germany and Latvians are trying to 
build an ethnically pure «Latvian Latvia». This is why the majority of Latvian 
MPs are tacitly approving of the blatantly Nazi escapades of Aleksandrs 
Kirsteins – who called for deportation of 300 thousand non-Latvians. Why 
criticise him, if he voices the opinion of the majority in parliament? President 
Vike-Freiberga’s opinion also, by the way. It is worth reiterating that in spring 
2004 she called for the same thing on Latvian Radio, when she said: «If Russia 
really wants to help its compatriots, it could help them repatriate.»

Western Latvians and Russophobia in Latvia

A significant influence in Russophobic ideology still comes from Western 
Latvians. They include Norbert Klaucens – millionaire permanently residing 
in the USA and former honorary consul of Latvia to the US in Chicago; doctor 
Aivar Slucis and multimillionaire Vilis Vitols, who returned to Latvia from 
Venezuela in 1999.

In March 2006, Klaucens published a letter online where he called to cancel the 
NATO summit in Riga. His logic was that NATO is insufficiently opposed to Russia.

«Rarely a Latvian believes that NATO would protect Latvia from possible 
Russian aggression, given that Russia is Latvia’s only enemy… Since Latvia has a 
large mass of aliens compared to other countries, its problems are unique. Politicians 
have been put in the government who decided to once again turn Latvia into a Russian 
colony and consistently interfere with Latvia restoring its national identity, protecting 
its language, culture and nationality,» Klaucens said in his letter.22 

Two months earlier, Latvians.lv published Klaucens’ call to fight aliens not just 
through appeals but by economic methods as well. In particular, he urged Latvian 
patriots to boycott shops, restaurants and establishments that do not respect the 
Latvian language and do not support Latvian independence and sovereignty (?).23

Vilis Vitols expressed similar demands on the pages of Latvijas Avize in April 
2008. First of all – government funding of Russian schools and nurseries must stop. 
Second, he said, it is unacceptable to teach Russian language in Latvian schools. 



192 193

Latvia 1988-2015: a triumph of the radical nationalists Book 2. From the “long-term democratic deficit” to the restoration of ethnocracy

«Teaching Russian language in Latvian schools is a grave strategic error,» 
he explained. «It doesn’t lead to social integration. We need to act on the 
contrary – stop teaching the Russian language in state schools for at least 50 
years, so there are no more people in Latvia who speak Russian, so the use of 
Latvian language increases and social integration speeds up.»

Vitols also proposed tough sanctions against employers who discriminate 
against Latvians in recruitment by not employing Latvians who do not speak 
Latvian. Finally, he urged Latvians who work in service industry to not speak 
Russian with their customers, even if customers or employers demand it. 
According to him, only Latvian language should be spoken in Latvia.24 

Aivars Slucis expressed no less radical views. On December 3, 2010, 
Slucis published an advertisement in the Diena newspaper in the form of a 
letter, titled «Affirmative Action». He presented his readers with his version of 
Latvian history and called for an end of discrimination against Latvians in their 
homeland through repatriation of Russians. 

Slucis notes that America has such concept as «affirmative action» – a 
series of policies aimed at eliminating inequality of certain groups. Slucis finds 
it difficult to find a Latvian language equivalent of the term, but in Russian it 
can be called «positive discrimination». 

He argues that today Latvians in Latvia are in need of «super affirmative 
action» and it must be carried out by the USA, EU, NATO and Russia, because 
discrimination against Latvians in Latvia «was substantially higher than against 
women and minorities in the West.»

«Latvia needs huge ‘affirmative action’ and it should be expressed as 
repatriation of 500 thousand Russians to their homeland, which is what Putin 
wants, in fact. Included in this number should be people in any way related to 
the Russian army, police and intelligence services,» Slucis says.

He adds that for Latvia the war did not end in 1945. «We can only dream 
about it, because the war continues to this day, as Russification of Latvia and 
creeping occupation.»

Slucis split Latvia’s history into three periods: from 1940 and until Stalin’s 
death in 1953 – when Latvians were murdered, deported to die in Siberia; from 
1945 until 1991 – when the remaining Latvians were discriminated against in 
every way to benefit the colonists. 

Finally, the third period, which according to Slucis started in 1991 and 
continues to this day. This period was marked with robbing of Latvia to such 
an extent that almost nothing remains. «Everything was taken by Russian 
businessmen, commies and Russified Latvian oligarchs. And now they want 

to rob us of the last thing we have – our language.» He added that Russian 
language is already self-sufficient in Latvia, and not just Latvian.25 

It was revealed in 2010 that Slucis maintained close ties with the leader of 
the extreme right Civil Union, Girts Valdis Kristovskis. Their conversation was 
published by pietiek.com on November 3, 2010. In the conversation, newly-
elected Foreign Minister Kristovkis agreed that Latvians and Russians cannot 
be treated the same. Doctor Slucis MD wrote that he could not «treat Russians 
the same as Latvians.» Leader of the Civil Union replied in a letter on October 
15, 2009, «I agree with your vision and assessment.»

Slucis also told Kristovkis that «there is less Russians in the world, but 
Latvia is the only country except Russia where Russians are moving forward.» 
In his reply, Kristovkis said that he has no objections to his views. «Hi Aivars! I 
agree with your vision and assessment. I wold like to reiterate that neither I nor 
the Civil Union would ever abandon representation of Latvians’ interests».26 

In January 2011, Aivars Slucis called on Latvians again to speak just 
Latvian and not say a word in Russian.27 

Spread of Russophobia into relations 
between Latvians and non-Latvians

«Velvet fiasco of the language policy» (rus.Delfi.lv, February 1, 2008) or, 
in other words, inability of the ruling nationalist elite to influence the linguistic 
situation in the country in favour of the Latvian language as the only language 
for public communication has another simultaneous consequence – increased 
aggression and radical nationalism among some members of the Latvian 
community towards the Russian linguistic community. Linguistic policy of 
the Latvian government causes interethnic tensions to escalate from ethno-
politics to everyday public life. This was not the case previously, as many 
social, political and ethnic scientists note. Even though this is expressed in just 
a few cases, none of them, however, were met with appropriate condemnation 
by the state.

Here are just three examples:
In September 2008, bar staff in Riga International Airport allegedly did 

not provide appropriate service to her customer – i.e. did not speak Latvian 
– who then threw hot coffee in her face. He was detained by airport security, 
handed over to police and subsequently fined 50 Lats for hooliganism. And that 
would be that, but no. Customer – Andris Engers – demanded compensation 
of 165 Lats from the coffee shop for being late to his flight to Berlin. He also 
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filed complaints to all possible institutions – the State Language Centre, the 
Consumer Protection Centre and Ombudsman. Andris’ version of the incident 
is as follows: «I spoke Latvian, but got replies in Russian. They threw a cake 
on my plate as if I was, I don’t know. They said – ‘miserable fascist’… I can’t 
take it calmly if I am called a fascist. As for the coffee – I didn’t throw it in her 
face, it just got on her clothes a bit…»

When it comes to the alleged «thrown cake», the CCTV recording clearly 
shows how the customer is being gently served a piece of cake on a plate 
with a spoon. He was also addressed only in Latvian. The coffee, however, 
was indeed splashed on waitress’ chest. The First Baltic Channel and Channel 
«Russia» both showed the video, where all of this is clearly seen. 

The weekly Vesti wrote that the incident in Coffee Nation, located in the 
transit area of the Riga international airport, despite its name did not help 
to unite nations around this fragrant drink. Instead the incident reflected all 
problems in the Latvian society, which today resembles a divorced couple 
forced to live under the same roof.28 

No less egregious incident also occurred in Riga. Dace – a Latvian 
University student, working part time in a kiosk – refused to serve a customer 
in Russian, calling him an «occupant». Dace was promptly fired, but she 
wasn’t left without moral support. Gathered near the Freedom Monument in 
Riga city centre, chairmen of Visu Latvijai nationalist party awarded her with 
a Certificate of Merit. Soon afterwards, the party website published Dace’s 
call to all Latvian retail workers to only speak Latvian with their customers, 
if they are not visitors.29 Interestingly, her calls found support in the State 
Language Centre. 

Finally, chairman of Vilani hospital, member of the Civil Union Juris 
Vidins (also member of the Helsinki – 86 group, one of the founders of the 
Latvian National Independence Movement and former TB/LNNK MP) told 
Latvijas Avize that he wold deny medical care to the «Russian chauvinists».

«If I get a patient who has a Soviet tattoo on his body, I will not treat him. 
The same if a patient comes to me and asks me to speak Russian. I would 
ask him to go to another doctor. To me, it is absolutely clear that I would 
deny treatment to a Russian chauvinist, except for when first aid is required. 
If I don’t help then, I could be faced with criminal charges,» Vidins said and 
added: «In my practice there was a case when a patient with acute psychosis 
felt great hatred for Latvians. I directed her to Daugavpils metal hospital. If she 
comes to me again, I know that I will refuse her. If I see a clear psychological 
incompatibility, I have the right to send a patient to another colleague. Has 

anyone counted the number of Latvian patients who are forced to go to Russian 
doctors, who don’t fully speak the state language and therefore cannot fully 
delve into patient’s problems? Is this not discrimination of ethnic Latvians?» 30 

Russophobia forever?

Russophobic policies conducted by the new ruling elite in Latvia since 
1991 contradicts historical and national traditions of both the Latvian people 
and national minorities, and therefore it contradicts the interests of the 
sovereign Latvian state. Russophobia is generally not inherent to Latvian 
people, it is more politically opportunistic in nature. Russophobia among the 
Latvian population is rather a reflection of a weak national consciousness – 
opportunistic politics, which lead to clear weakening of the Latvian state and 
its dependence on other countries. 

In fact, history has far more examples of what unites the Latvian and 
Russian peoples. The 19th century cannot be crossed out from the history of 
Latvian-Russian relations, when Russia supported the education system in the 
Latvian language and supported Latvian culture in general. No less important 
was the fact that twice in the 20th century it was up to Russia whether or not 
Latvia becomes a sovereign and independent state – and both times Russia 
answered «yes». Thousands and thousands of Latvians in the 19th and 20th 
centuries were educated in Russia, absorbing Russian – not Anglo Saxon, 
for example – culture. After 1945, despite all repressions of Stalin’s regime, 
Latvian schools with Latvian language of education were never under any 
threat, neither was the Latvian language. On the contrary, until the late 80s 
Moscow provided huge funds to develop the material base of the education 
system and Latvian culture. 

«Atmoda in Latvia cannot be regarded through the lens of the Latvian 
part of our culture,» notes the chief ideologist behind the Third Atmoda 
(National Awakening) and first Latvian Ambassador to Russia, Janis Peters. 
«Contribution of other peoples who enriched the spiritual life of Latvians 
– that’s a separate topic. Our poets translated Russians and Ukrainians, 
Georgians and Moldovans, Azerbaijanis and Gorno-Altai poets. Thus, the 
famous poem by Moldovan Grigori Vieru called «Mother Tongue» became the 
anthem of Latvian manifestations, their national treasure, like Vysotsky’s and 
Okudzhava’s songs and candid Russian novels…» 31 

Roots of Russophobia that emerged in the Latvian society since 1991 is 
anti-Soveitism and Russophobia inherent to the Western Latvian emigration 
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and policies of the Western countries. In 1996, Janis Peters warned the public 
that Baltic States should not let the West turn them into a «cordon sanitaire» 
that would act as a dividing line between Western Europe and Russia, as it 
happened after the Bolshevist revolution in 1917 when the West recognised 
Latvian, Lithuanian and Estonian independence mainly because it wanted to 
distance itself from Bolshevist Russia.32 However, the Latvian state acted in a 
directly opposite way.

Gunta Lidaka, head of the TV and Radio Broadcasters Association of 
Latvia notes, «The trouble is that our country has a lot of politicians who 
for various reasons – psychological or financial – don’t want friendship with 
Russia. These forces are trying to take any opportunity to end the dialogue 
between Latvia and Russia. Unfortunately, there are people among Latvians 
who despise Russia and any mention of it sets them off in a fit of rage. The 
reality is that we have a whole generation of people who see our eastern 
neighbour as a spawn of evil, a priori hostile country».33 

Responsibility for educating hatred towards Russia and local Russians 
among Latvians in the past 25 years lies with the Latvian intellectual elite, 
Latvian media and the Ruling Latvian elite. 
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on granting voting rights to non-citizens of Latvia 

(published Latvian Human Rtghts Committee 
http://www.lhrc.lv/index.php?lang=en&mendes=men2_men2c&tid=59)

UN

Concluding observations of the Committee on the Elimination of 
Racial Discrimination: Latvia. CERD/C/63/CO/7, 10 December 2003

12. The Committee recognizes that political rights can be legitimately 
limited to citizens.

Nevertheless, noting that most non-citizens have been residing in Latvia for 
many years, if not for their whole lives, the Committee strongly recommends 
that the State party  consider facilitating the integration process by making 
it possible for all non-citizens who are long-time permanent residents to 
participate in local elections.

h t t p : / / w w w. u n h c h r. c h / t b s / d o c . n s f / ( S y m b o l ) / C E R D . C . 6 3 .
CO.7.En?Opendocument

 
Concluding observations of the Human Rights Committee CCPR/

CO/79/LVA, 05/11/2003
18.  With regard to the status of non-citizens, the Committee notes the policy 

of the Government to further social integration through naturalization. However, 
the Committee is concerned about the large proportion of non-citizens in the 
State party, who by law are treated neither as foreigners nor as stateless persons 
but as distinct category of persons with long-lasting and effective ties to Latvia, 
in many respects comparable to citizens but in other respects without the rights 
that come with full citizenship. The Committee expresses its concern over the 
perpetuation of a situation of exclusion, resulting in lack of effective enjoyment 
of many Covenant rights by the non-citizen segment of the population, including 
political rights, the possibility to occupy certain state and public positions, the 
possibility to exercise certain professions in the private sector, restrictions in the 
area of ownership of agricultural land, as well as social benefits (Article 26).

The State party should prevent the perpetuation of a situation where 
a considerable part of the population is classified as «non-citizens». In the 
interim, the State party should facilitate the integration process by enabling 
non-citizens who are long-term residents of Latvia to participate in local 
elections and to limit the number of other restrictions on non-citizens [ in order 
to facilitate participation of non-citizens in public life in Latvia.

http://www.unhchr.ch/tbs/doc.nsf/(Symbol)/CCPR.CO.79.LVA.
En?Opendocument

 
UN Special Rapporteur on Contemporary forms of racism, racial 

discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance. Addendum on the 
mission to Latvia of the report to Human Rights Council

A/HRC/7/19/Add.3
88. (..) the granting of voting rights in local elections for non-citizens who 

are long-term residents of Latvia should be considered by the Government and 
the subject of broad discussion within Latvian society (..)

http://daccessdds.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G08/116/23/PDF/G0811623.
pdf?OpenElement

 
EU

European Parliament’s resolution on the comprehensive monitoring report 
of the European Commission on the state of preparedness for EU membership of 
the Czech Republic, Estonia, Cyprus Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, Malta, Poland, 
Slovenia and Slovakia (COM(2003) 675 – C5-0532/2003 – 2003/2201(INI))

74. Welcomes the increase in the naturalisation rate in 2003 mainly due 
to the referendum campaign for the EU accession, even if the naturalisation 
process remains too slow; therefore invites the Latvian authorities to promote 
that process and considers that minimum language requirements for elderly 
people may contribute to it; encourages the Latvian authorities to overcome the 
existing split in society and to favour the genuine integration of «non-citizens», 
ensuring an equal competitive chance in education and labour; proposes that 
the Latvian authorities envisage the possibility of allowing non-citizens who 
are long-time inhabitants to take part in local self-government elections; (..)

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//
TEXT+TA+P5-TA-2004-0180+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN
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OSCE
 

Final report on the parliamentary elections in Latvia, 5 October 
2002 20/11/2002

 
XI. Recommendations
(..) 2. The Issue of Municipal Voting Rights for Non-Citizens - The 

OSCE/ODIHR
would encourage a full and public discussion on the issue of voting rights for non- 

citizens in municipal elections. The Council of Europe and the Council of the Baltic 
Sea States have previously urged Latvia to grant voting rights to «non-citizens» for 
municipal elections. Involving non-citizens 
in local decision-making could represent 
a first and tangible step toward eliminating the current democratic deficit, as 
represented by the 22% of the population with no voting rights at national or 
municipal level.

http://www.osce.org/documents/odihr/2002/11/1441_en.pdf

OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights. Republic 
of Latvia: Parliamentary Elections. 8 February 2007

2. Consistent with previous recommendations by OSCE/ODIHR and other 
international organizations, the Saeima should give consideration to granting 
the «non-citizens» of Latvia the right to vote in municipal elections. In 
addition, the Government should further intensify its endeavours to encourage 
non-citizens to initiate and undergo the naturalization procedure.

http://www.osce.org/documents/html/pdftohtml/23213_en.pdf.html
http://www.osce.org/documents/odihr/2007/02/23213_en.pdf
 
 
Resolution on national minorities (Edinburgh, 2004)
The OSCE Parliamentary assembly
16.  Strongly recommends that the Latvian authorities create conditions for 

participation of stateless persons in the political life of the country by granting 
them the right to vote in local elections

http://new.oscepa.org/images/stories/documents/declarations/2004_-_
edinburgh_declaration_-_english.2314.pdf

 Council of Europe
 
Parliamentary Assembly. Recommendation 1625(2003)
8. The Assembly therefore recommends that the Committee of Ministers:
(..) iv. call on member states to:
(..) c. grant immigrants who have been legally living in the country for at 

least three years the right to vote and stand in local elections and encourage 
activities to foster their active political participation;

http://assembly.coe.int/Mainf.asp?link=/Documents/AdoptedText/ta03/
EREC1625.htm

 
Parliamentary Assembly. Resolution 1527(2006): Rights of national 

minorities in Latvia. 17 November 2006
17. The Parliamentary Assembly therefore invites the Latvian authorities 

to: (..)
17.5. consider all possibilities and explore all appropriate ways leading to 

the implementation of the pertinent recommendations made by the Assembly, 
the Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights, and by relevant OSCE 
and United Nations bodies, in order to grant voting rights at local elections to 
all permanent residents;

http://assembly.coe.int/Main.asp?link=/Documents/AdoptedText/ta06/
ERES1527.htm

 
Commissioner for Human Rights

 
CommDH(2004)3 Report by Mr. Alvaro Gil-Robles, Commissioner for 

Human Rights, on his visit to Latvia. 5 – 8 October 2003
132. In the light of the preceding findings, and with the aim of assisting 

Latvia in the promotion of the respect for human rights, the Commissioner 
makes the following recommendations in conformity with article 8 of 
Resolution (99)50:

(..) 5. With a view to encouraging non-citizens to naturalise and promoting 
their integration, increase their participation in the political life of the country, 
notably by examining the possibility of granting them, amongst others, the 
right to vote in local elections; 

https://wcd.coe.int/ViewDoc.jsp?id=112881&BackColorInternet=FEC65
B&BackColorIntranet=FEC65B&BackColorLogged=FFC679
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 Memorandum to the Latvian Government: Assessment of the progress 
made in implementing the 2003 recommendations of the Council of Europe 
Commissioner for Human Rights. CommDH(2007)9, 16 May 2007

 
43. The exclusion of non-citizens from political life does nothing to 

encourage their integration. The Commissioner stressed this point in the 
previous report, recommending

that Latvia examine the possibility of granting them, among other 
things, the right to vote in local elections. It should be highlighted that the 
overwhelming majority of non-citizens belong to minorities, and that this 
status debars them from participating in the political life of their country. They 
can neither vote nor be elected, even at the local level. Although a bill has been 
drafted granting non-citizens the right to vote at the local level, the text has not 
yet been examined by Parliament. The Commissioner hopes that Parliament 
will soon adopt a law improving the participation of non-citizens in political 
and social life.

https://wcd.coe.int/ViewDoc.jsp?id=1134279&BackColorInternet=FEC6
5B&BackColorIntranet=FEC65B&BackColorLogged=FFC679

ECRI
 
ECRI Second Report on Latvia  CRI (2002) 21
34. «Non-citizens» do not enjoy eligibility and voting rights in neither 

national nor local elections. Noting that most non-citizens have resided in 
the country for most or all of their lives, ECRI recommends to the Latvian 
government to confer eligibility and voting rights to resident non-citizens in 
local elections.

http://www.coe.int/t/e/human_rights/ecri/5-Archives/1-ECRI%27s_
work/5-CBC_Second_reports/Latvia_CBC2_en.pdf

 

ECRI Third Report on Latvia. CRI (2008) 2
132. Noting that most non-citizens have resided in the country for most or 

all of their lives, ECRI urges the Latvian authorities to confer eligibility and 
voting rights to resident non-citizens in local elections.

http://www.coe.int/t/e/human_rights/ecri/1-ecri/2-country-by-country_
approach/Latvia/Latvia_CBC_3.asp

 Congress of Local and 
Regional Authorities of Europe

 
Recommendation 257 (2008)
11. Recommends that the Latvian authorities: (..)
b. enact new legislation or amend existing laws, granting non-citizens the 

right to vote in local elections so as to foster their increased involvement in 
political life and hence their integration into Latvian society;

https://wcd.coe.int/ViewDoc.jsp?id=1366765&Site=Congress&BackC
olorInternet=e0cee1&BackColorIntranet=e0cee1&BackColorLogged=F
FC679

  
Recommendation 47 (1998)
9. Considering the large number of Latvian residents who have no political 

or civic rights, reaching nearly 50% of the population in some cities, such 
as the capital, and having regard to the Preamble of the European Charter of 
Local Self-Government:

a) Believes that it is important to integrate these residents into the country’s 
democratic system and that local democracy offers a significant opportunity to 
achieve this;

b) Recommends that the Latvian parliamentary and governmental 
authorities recognise the people’s right to vote on issues within the competence 
of local authorities by acceding to the European Convention on the participation 
of foreigners in public life at local level.

https://wcd.coe.int/ViewDoc.jsp?Ref=REC(1998)047&Language=lanEn
glish&Ver=original&Site=Congress&BackColorInternet=e0cee1&BackColo
rIntranet=e0cee1&BackColorLogged=FFC679

 
 European Parliament resolution of 8 September 2015 on the situation 

of fundamental rights in the European Union (2013-2014) (2014/2254(INI))

The European Parliament ...
167.  Condemns the fact that more than 15 million nationals of non-EU 

countries and 500 000 stateless persons are being discriminated against on 
account of the refusal to recognise their citizenship; calls on the EU and its 
Member States to respect the fundamental right to citizenship and in particular 
calls on the Member States to ratify, and give full effect to, the 1961 Convention 
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on the Reduction of Statelessness and the 1997 European Convention on 
Nationality...

h t t p : / / w w w . e u r o p a r l . e u r o p a . e u / s i d e s / g e t D o c .
do?type=TA&reference=P8-TA-2015-0286&language=EN&ring
=A8-2015-0230

USA position

LATVIA 2016 HUMAN RIGHTS REPORT 
Country Reports on Human Rights Practices for 2016 United States 

Department of State, Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor.

Stateless Persons
According to UNHCR, there were 262,802 stateless persons in the 

country as of mid-2015. As of July, the Office of Citizenship and Migration 
Affairs listed 178 persons as stateless and 247,104 persons as «noncitizen 
residents.» Although UNHCR included most of the country’s large noncitizen 
population in the stateless category, the government preferred to designate 
them noncitizen residents, as most of them were eligible to naturalize under 
the law. The government recognized as stateless only those persons with no 
claim to foreign citizenship or noncitizen resident status. Persons categorized 
by authorities as stateless may pursue citizenship through naturalization after 
obtaining a permanent residence permit and lawfully residing in the country 
for five years. Noncitizen residents accounted for approximately 12 percent 
of the population. Noncitizen residents, mostly persons of Slavic origin who 
moved to the country during the Soviet occupation and their descendants, did 
not automatically become citizens when the country regained independence in 
1991. They have permanent residence status, consular protection abroad, the 
right to return to the country, and the right to all government social benefits. 
They also have employment rights, except in some government and private 
sector positions related to the legal system, law enforcement, and national 
security. Noncitizens may not, however, vote in local or national elections and 
may not organize a political party without the participation of at least an equal 
number of citizens.

The law also establishes conditions whereby members of the resident 
noncitizen population can obtain citizenship. In many cases these include a 
test of Latvian language skills and knowledge of the country’s constitution 

and history. The law exempts certain persons from the tests, including persons 
with disabilities and persons who completed high school with a curriculum 
taught at least 50 percent in Latvian. The law allows dual citizenship in 
some circumstances. The rate of application for citizenship by noncitizen 
residents remained low. Through July authorities received 614 naturalization 
applications. They approved 629 applicants and rejected 95 who failed the 
examination three times or did not appear for the examination (many cases 
adjudicated in 2016 were originally filed at the end of 2015). In a 2015 
Office of Citizenship and Migration Affairs survey, 48 percent of noncitizen 
respondents described their poor language skills as a barrier to passing the 
naturalization exam. In public surveys of noncitizen residents, the majority 
of respondents who did not seek naturalization reported that, in addition to 
language barriers, their reasons for not doing so included political objections 
to the requirement and their understanding that Latvian citizenship was not 
necessary for travel to Russia and EU member states. Some NGOs criticized 
the government’s failure to allow noncitizen residents to participate in local 
elections or to reduce the number of professions closed to noncitizens. Activists 
and opposition politicians also complained that noncitizens were not allowed 
to vote in European Parliament elections.

https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/265650.pdf
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RUSSiAN SOCiETY iN LATViA

We demand to carry out democratic elections!

Statement

Taking into account the conclusion contained in the Report of the Ad 
Hoc Committee at the EC Parliamentary Assembly for the Observation of the 
Parliamentary Elections in Latvia (October 5, 2002) (Doc. 9621 Addendum III 
(revised, English only) as of November 8, 2002) assessing the Parliamentary 
Elections in Latvia, which took place in October of the same year, the said 
conclusion expressly indicating, that for the reason of non-participation of so 
called «aliens» in the above-mentioned elections Latvia now experiences long-
term democratic deficit, and also taking into account, that the recommendation 
of the said Ad Hoc Committee at the ECPA aimed at elimination of this «long-
term democratic deficit» by allowing so called «aliens» to participate in election 
of local municipal authorities was not implemented in Latvia, we state hereby, 
that the elections on March 12, 2005 to local self-governmental authorities 
were not democratic.

Riga, 2005, March 25 

Signed by: Pyotr Antropov, Publicist; Yakov Pliner, Dr.Paed., Chairman 
of the faction of Political Association «For Human Rights in the United Latvia» 
(PA «FHRUL») with the 8th Saeima of the Republic of Latvia; Alexandr 
Gaponenko, Dr.Oec., Professor, President of «Russian Club»; Yuri Abizov, 
Chairman of Latvian Association of Russian Culture; Anna Iskenderova, 
Chairwoman of Public Organization «Strasbourg»; Victor Gushchin, Kandidat 
of Historical Sciences; Vladimir Bouzayev, Member of the 8th Saeima from 
the PA «FHRUL»; Victor Dergounov, Deputy of Riga City Council from 
the PA «FHRUL»; Bronislav Zeltserman, Member of the Board of Russian 
School Teachers’ Association; Eduard Goncharov, Co-Chairman of the 
United Congress of Russian Communities in Latvia

To the Presidium of the Saeima (Parliament) of the Republic of Latvia
To the Presidium of the State Duma of the Russian Federation 

To the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe
To the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe 

To the foreign ambassadors in Latvia

On the evaluation of the elections 
of the 9th Saeima on October 7, 2006

a declaration by the Russian communities of Latvia
    
Four years ago, on November 8, 2002, a special committee of the Parlia-

mentary Assembly of the Council of Europe, evaluating the elections of the 8th 
Saeima which took place in October,  2002, has noted that a «long-term demo-
cratic deficit» had formed in Latvia. The existence of a «democratic deficit» in 
Latvia is also noted in the Final report on the Latvian parliamentary elections 
of 2002, presented by the OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human 
Rights on November 20, 2002.

In our opinion, the essence of the «long-term democratic deficit» is, that 
the division of the population of Latvia into citizens and «non-citizens», i. e., 
stateless people, has created a basis for conducting local and parliamentary 
elections which are neither universal nor democratic, and that the ruling elite 
has thus ensured in advance its domination in elections over the course of 15 
years already. It has also ensured smooth building of a so-called «Latvian Lat-
via» in a multiethnic country, i. e., conducting a policy of forced assimilation 
of minorities or creating for them such living conditions so that they would 
prefer to leave the country on their own.

The Russian communities of Latvia are supporting the development of the 
state of Latvia as an independent and sovereign one, while also stating that after 
1991, an undemocratic political regime of an ethnocracy has formed in Latvia. 
This regime is a threat not only for national  minorities, but also for the ethnic 
Latvians and the whole Europe. Particularly dangerous is the willingness of the 
ruling elites to initiate a revision of the results, including the territorial ones, of 
the World War II, and to re-habilitate on political level the Latvian Volunteers’ 
SS Legion, which cannot be separated from re-habilitation of Fascism. 

The Russian communities of Latvia are against building an undemocratic 
state in Latvia. We are unequivocally opposed to the policy of forced assimila-
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tion. We are unequivocally opposed to the political re-habilitation of Fascism. 
Latvia has always been multiethnic, multicultural and multilingual, and our 
goal is a democratic country, equally protecting the opportunities to preserve 
and develop the language and culture for both the titular nation and the natio-
nal minorities, including the Russian one.

While defending the democratic way of development for Latvia and rea-
lizing that labeling one more undemocratic election as a democratic one will 
not only further conservation of an ethnocratic political regime, but also lead 
to fulfilment of the plan of radical nationalists to forcibly assimilate national 
minorities and to go on with political re-habilitation of Fascism, the Russian 
communities of Latvia call upon the international community not to recognize 
the elections of the 9th Saeima on October 7, 2006, as democratic ones, be-
cause the current laws deny the right to take part in the elections for 400,000 
permanent residents of the country, who either were born in Latvia, or have 
been living in Latvia since long before 1991, having become «non-citizens», 
i.e., stateless people, after 1991, against their will. 

United Congress of Russian Communities of Latvia
Russian Community of Latvia
Russian Society in Latvia

October 8, 2006

Appeal

of the Regional conference of Russia’s compatriots 
in the Baltic countries (Vilnius, October 31 – November 1, 2009)

to the President of the European Parliament, Mr Jerzy Buzek, and 
to the President of the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities 

of the Council of Europe, Mr Ian Micallef 

Dear Sirs,
On June, 6, in Latvia, and on October, 18, in Estonia, two member states of the 

European Union, the local elections took place. Sadly, those permanent residents 
of Latvia, who had the rights of USSR citizens before 1991, and got the status of 
«non-citizens» or foreigners after 1991, once again could note vote, despite having 
been either born, or lived for decades in the country.  In Estonia, the former USSR 
citizens now being foreigners or «non-citizens» have active voting rights, i.e., they 
can vote, but not the passive voting rights, i.e., they cannot be elected. 

PACE, OSCE and the UN have repeatedly evaluated the situation in Latvia 
as a «long-term democratic deficit» and recommended to the Latvian authori-
ties to ensure full participation of foreigners and «non-citizens» in local elec-
tions. The electoral law of Estonia allows to conclude that there is a long-term 
democratic deficit in Estonia, too.

Simultaneously with the local elections of June, 6, the European elections took 
place in Latvia, as well as in Estonia. The number of members of the European 
Parliament from Latvia and Estonia has been calculated based on the whole po-
pulation of those countries, not on the number of citizens only. This has created 
a built-in advantage for the candidates of the political parties currently in power. 
Such an approach allows to question the democratic nature of these elections. 

Universal elections are a cornerstone of democracy. In Latvia and Estonia, 
there has been no universal election for 18 years. This has resulted in lack 
of political competition and sharp decrease in the quality of decisions made 
by the ruling political establishment. Besides, the continuation of a long-term 
democratic deficit in Latvia and Estonia hinders integration of Latvia’s and 
Estonia’s society and leads to resurrection of elements of totalitarianism in the 
ideology and practices of the Latvian and Estonian states.

The Regional conference of Russia’s compatriots in the Baltic countries is 
supporting the recommendations by PACE, OSCE and the UN оn the necessity 
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to end the long-term democratic deficit in Latvia and calls upon the European 
Parliament and the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of the Council 
of Europe to actively further conducting genuinely legitimate and democratic 
local and European elections in Latvia and Estonia, i.e., elections with partici-
pation of all permanent residents of those countries.

Vilnius, November 1, 2009

ADDRESS TO:

Chairman Mr. Joseph Daul
Group of the European People’s Party (Christian Democrats)
European Parliament
President Mr. Martin Schulz
Group of the Progressive Alliance of Socialists & Democrats
European Parliament
President Mr. Guy Verhofstadt
Group of the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe
European Parliament
Co-Presidents Mrs. Rebecca Harms 
and Mr. Daniel Cohn-Bendit
GREENS/EFA Group European Parliament
Chairman Mr. Michał Tomasz Kamiński
European Conservatives and Reformists Group
European Parliament
President Mr. Lothar BISKY
Confederal Group of the European United Left - Nordic Green Left
European Parliament
Сo-Presidents Mr. Nigel FARAGE and
Mr. Francesco Enrico SPERONI
Europe of Freedom and Democracy Group European Parliament

Riga, 25. November 2010

Dear ...
Desiring to enhance the implementation of the common European 

principles of democracy and respect for human rights, our NGO is active in 
field of political rights for long-term Latvian inhabitants having the status of 
non-citizens and composing 15% of Latvian population. We are arguing for 
voting rights for Latvian non-citizens in the local elections. 

We would like to know the position of your political group about 
participation of Latvian non-citizens in the local elections similar as citizens 
of other EU member states. We are aware that the voting rights is national 
issue, therefore we are expecting your statement in light of common European 
context of democracy and human rights. 
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The issue of Latvian non-citizens was addressed in many reports of 
international organizations. We would like to draw your attention to the parts 
110-118 of the third report on Latvia of European Commission against Racism 
and Intolerance (CRI(2008)2) adopted on 29 June 2007, to  the part 74 of the 
European Parliament resolution on the comprehensive monitoring report of the 
European Commission on the state of preparedness for EU membership of the 
Czech Republic, Estonia, Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, Malta, Poland, 
Slovenia and Slovakia (2003/2201(INI)) adopted on 11 March 2004 and on 
the part 19 of European Parliament resolution of 2 April 2009 on problems and 
prospects concerning European Citizenship (2008/2234(INI)).

Kind regards
Vladimir Sokolov

Pilsoņu un nepilsoņu savienība
(Union of Citizens and Non-citizens)
A.Deglava Str. 61-65
Riga, LV-1035
Latvia

THE FOURTH CONFERENCE OF ORGANIZATIONS 
OF RUSSIAN COMPATRIOTS IN LATVIA

Russian world of Latvia: respect for human rights 
of national minorities – a necessary condition for democratic 

development and social integration

Riga, June 19, 2011

The fourth conference of the organizations of Russian compatriots in Latvia, 
«Russian world of Latvia: respect for human rights of national minorities – a 
necessary condition for democratic development and social integration», took 
place on June 19, 2011, in the House of Moscow in Riga. There have been 
196 delegates from 86 organizations participating, as well as 41 guests and 
representatives of mass media.

Among the other documents the participants of the conference have adopted 
the Open letter to the leadership of the Council of Europe, PACE, European 
Parliament, International Council of Russian Compatriots (associated with the 
United Nations Department of Public Information) and to the heads of foreign 
diplomatic missions: «On the necessity of immediate elimination of the long-
term democracy deficit in Latvia». 

The text of the document is given below.

Open Letter 
 

to the leadership of the Council of  Europe, PACE, European 
Parliament, International Council of Russian Compatriots (associated 
with the United Nations Department of Public Information) and to the 
heads of foreign diplomatic missions: «On the necessity of immediate 

elimination of the long-term democracy deficit in Latvia»

Dear Sir or Madam,

 Starting from 1991, there have been no universal elections neither in the 
local government nor in the parliament of Latvia, but starting from 2004 – in the 
European Parliament, too. According to the evaluation given by PACE on the No-
vember 8, 2002, this situation has led to a long-term democracy deficit in Latvia. 
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 In our opinion, the basis of the democracy deficit of Latvia is not only 
the absence of universal suffrage in Latvia since 1991, but also the adoption 
of the ethnically oriented legal system (citizenship, language and education 
laws), oriented to establish a so-called «Latvia for ethnic Latvians», without 
national minorities. 

 Today, one may speak about ethnic disintegration as well as growth of 
nationalist and neo-Nazi leanings, especially among the ethnic Latvian youth, 
as a visible result of emergence and development of the  democracy deficit in 
Latvia.      

 One of the most recent appalling initiatives of a far-right political party 
«All for Latvia!» (having parliamentary representation since October, 2010) is 
to amend the Constitution of Latvia, allowing only Latvian as the language of 
instruction in public schools in Latvia. 

 The conference declares that the Russians live in Latvia from the earli-
est times, and documented history of Russian education originates from 1789. 
Thus, Russians in Latvia are equally natives as ethnic Latvians. Based on this 
understanding, any attempts of abolishing Russian schools, keeping Russian 
language in the status of a foreign language despite more than 40 % of Rus-
sian-speaking population as well as carrying out large-scale linguistic repres-
sions cannot be evaluated else as persistent endeavors to revive the practice of 
extreme nationalism and Nazism under contemporary conditions.   

 Realizing that the principal reason of such policy is the deprivation 
of hundreds of thousands of permanent residents of their political rights, and 
that maintenance of the phenomenon of non-citizenship will encourage further 
growth of nationalist and neo-Nazi leanings among ethnic Latvians, and, there-
fore, escalation of the ethnic conflict, the conference calls for immediate and 
unconditional elimination of the mass statelessness in Latvia.    

June 19, 2011, Riga

STATEMENT OF THE HUMAN RIGHTS GROUP 
OF THE COUNCIL OF NON-GOVERNMENTAL 

ORGANISATIONS OF LATVIA*

Elections and referenda in Latvia 
do not correspond to democratic standards

On the July 23, 2011, a referendum on dissolving the parliament took place in 
Latvia. It was the third time this year, when the opinion of electorate on decisive 
questions was asked directly. The previous two were attempts to gather signatures 
of 10% of electorate to put on referendum questions on eliminating public schools 
with education in minority languages and on freezing parental benefits for two more 
years due to the crisis. In the autumn, one more gathering of signatures of 10% of 
electors is scheduled – for granting co-official status to the Russian language; be-
sides, extraordinary parliamentary elections will take place.

From five above-mentioned activities, three – dissolution and elections 
of parliament as well as freezing benefits – do equally concern all population. 
The question of co-official status for Russian language, however, touches the 
fundamental interests of national minorities, overwhelming majority of which 
have Russian as native language, only. The idea to abolish education in minor-
ity languages is also concerning the interests of ethnic minorities only. 

However, 327 thousands of inhabitants of Latvia, i. e. 36 % of all repre-
sentatives of national minorities, remain stateless for already 20 years. They 
are deprived of right to vote both in the elections and referenda, including on 
questions relating to them directly. 

Besides, the Latvian Parliament discusses for 15 years bills on local re-
ferenda to decide the questions of well-being of municipalities, concerning 
everyone. The right to hold local referenda is explicitly provided by Section 
613 of the Law „On Local Governments», but it is still not implemented, and 
the basic reason thereof is unwillingness of the establishment to allow non-ci-
tizens’ participation in such ballot.

The Human rights group of the Council of non-governmental organisations 
of Latvia declares, that ongoing mass statelessness in the country does not 
correspond to democratic standards and casts doubt on the democratic character 
and legitimacy of results of all elections and referenda in Latvia.

* The Council of non-governmental organisations of Latvia comprises 86 NGOs.
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LATVIAN HUMAN RIGHTS COMMITTEE
ASSOCIATION «HUMANITARIAN PERSPECTIVE»

LATVIA’S UNION OF CITIZENS AND NON-CITIZENS

ADDRESS TO:
Mr. Jerzy Buzek, President of the European Parliament
Mr. F. Speroni, Mr. N. Farage, Co-chairs of the EFD group, European 

Parliament
Mr. G. Verhofstadt, Chair of ALDE group, European Parliament
Mr. J. Zahradil, Chair of the ECR group, European Parliament
Mr. J. Daul, Chairman of the EPP group 
Mr. D. Cohn-Bendit, Ms R. Harms, Co-chairs of Greens/EFA group, 

European Parliament
Mr. L. Bisky, Chair of GUE/NGL group, European Parliament
Mr. M. Schulz, Chair of S&D Group, European Parliament
Mr. Anwar Kemal, Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimina-

tion UNOG-OHCHR
Ms. Zonke Zanele Majodina, Human Rights Committee UNOG-OHCHR
Mr. Githu Muigai, Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of racism, 

racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance
Mr. Kurt Vollebaeck, High Commissioner on National Minorities
Mr. T. Hammarberg, Commissioner for Human Rights Council of Europe
Mr N. Muižnieks, Secretariat of ECRI Council of Europe 
Mr Janez Lenarcic, Director, OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions 

and Human Rights 
Mr. R. Hofmann, Secretariat of the Framework Convention for the 

Protection of National Minorities Directorate General of Human Rights and 
Legal Affairs (DG-HL) 
Council of Europe

Mr. Keith Whitmore, Council of Europe Congress of Local and Region-
al Authorities

Mr. Petros Efthymiou, President, OSCE Parliamentary Assembly
Mr. Mevlüt Çavusoglu, Parliamentary Assembly Council of Europe

Dear Sir & Madam, 
The NGOs we represent are monitoring the situation of large-scale 

statelessness among the national minorities of Latvia, including the pace and 

reasons of decreasing statelessness, differences in rights between citizens and 
non-citizens and efficacy of international recommendations in the field, for 
many years.

The official position of Latvia regarding the large-scale statelessness is the 
following*: while non-citizens have a strong connection with Latvia**, the status 
of a non-citizen is temporary and is not a kind of status of a citizen; the aim 
of the state is to reduce the number of non-citizens, not that of differences in 
rights between them and citizens.

On the October, 15, there will be 20 years since adoption of the 
decision of the Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia «On the 
renewal of Republic of Latvia citizens’ rights and fundamental principles 
of naturalization», depriving of electoral and other rights roughly one 
third of the persons who had right to vote in the election of the Supreme 
Council on March 18, 1990, and in a referendum (survey) on national 
independence on March 3, 1991. The «temporary» status of a non-citizen 
itself was introduced by the law «On the Status of those Former USSR. 
Citizens who do not have the Citizenship of Latvia or that of any Other 
State» of April 12, 1995.

The number of non-citizens since 1995 has fallen from approximately 
700 000 till 326 735 on January 1, 2011***, and their share among the ethnic 
minorities – from 60 till 36 %****. The reasons of this reduction are: obtaining 
Latvian citizenship in various procedures – 40 %, mortality – 32 %, emigration 
– 17 %, obtaining citizenship of foreign countries – 11 %. 

Compared with the peak observed in 2005, the number of naturalized 
persons has decreased almost tenfold, constituting, respectively, 2080 and 
2336 people in 2009 and 2010.***** The reasons of reduction of the number of 

* Judgment of the Constitutional Court of Latvia of March 7, 2005, in case No. 2004-15-0106. Paras. 16,17, 
20; http://www.satv.tiesa.gov.lv/wp-content/uploads/2004/07/2004-15-0106_Spriedums_ENG.pdf 
Opinion of the Ombudsman of September 30, 2008, on the verification procedure on the differences in 
citizens’ and non-citizens’ rights, Para. 1.1.2 of the concluding part. http://cilvektiesibas.org.lv/media/
attachments/04/10/2012/atzinums_par_pilsoNu_un.pdf

** According to our data, at least 1/3 of non-citizens are born in Latvia, and the others live in the country 
for an average 40 years.

*** http://www.pmlp.gov.lv/lv/statistika/dokuments/2011/ISVP_Latvija_pec_VPD.pdf 

**** http://www.pmlp.gov.lv/lv/statistika/dokuments/2011/ISVN_Latvija_pec_TTB_VPD.pdf

***** Number of persons having acquired Latvian citizenship through naturalization  http://www.pmlp.gov.
lv/en/home/statistics/naturalization.html
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non-citizens in 2009 were the following: mortality – 39% obtaining Latvian 
citizenship – 24%, emigration – 19%, obtaining citizenship of foreign countries 
– 18%. 

We count as many as 80 differences in rights between citizens and non-
citizens, established  by Latvian legislative acts or international agreements, 
including lack of access to professions, public service, property rights, social 
protection etc. Moreover, in 16 cases the rights denied to non-citizens (local 
residents) – are recognized for the citizens of EU member states living in 
Latvia for a short time. In particular, the non-citizens are deprived of the rights 
to participate in any elections, including (unlike the citizens of EU member 
states) in the local ones. In the same time non-citizens constitute 21.5 % of the 
population of 8 biggest cities of Latvia*. 

We are thankful to you for your recommendations** regarding the large-scale 
statelessness, including voting rights for non-citizens in local elections (this 
your recommendation is supported also by the following UN bodies: Human 
Rights Committee, Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, 
Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of racism; the following CoE 
bodies: Parliamentary Assembly, ECRI, Commissioner for Human Rights, 
Advisory Committee on the Framework Convention for the Protection of 
National Minorities; the following OSCE bodies: Office for Democratic 
Institutions and Human Rights, Parliamentary Assembly, and by the European 
Parliament***). We inform you that, starting from December 16, 1993, when this 
restriction was submitted to the parliament for the first time, the MPs from 
national minorities have tries 37 times to cancel it, unsuccessfully. In the same 
time the only government-ordered survey shows**** that 47% of those surveyed 

*  http://www.pmlp.gov.lv/lv/statistika/dokuments/2011/ISPP_Pasvaldibas_pec_VPD.pdf

** CLRA Recommendation 257 (2008) Para. 11 b)

*** HRC Concluding observations CCPR/CO/79/LVA, Para. 18; CERD Concluding observations CER-
D/C/63/CO/7, Para. 12; Special Rapporteur’s report A/HRC/7/19/Add.3, Para. 88; PACE Resolution 
1527(2006), Para. 17.5; ECRI’s Third Report on Latvia. CRI (2008) 2, Para. 132; Commissioner’s Memo-
randum CommDH(2007)9, Para. 43; Advisory Committee opinion ACFC/OP/I(2008)002 Paras. 50, 186,  
207, 215; OSCE/ODIHR Limited Election Observation Mission Final Report on Latvia: Parliamentary 
Elections 2 October 2010. Part XV Para. 1; OSCE PA Edinburgh Resolution on the National Minorities, 
July 2004 Para. 16; EP resolution on the comprehensive monitoring report… of 11 March 2004, Para. 74

**** Kvantitatīvs un kvalitatīvs pētījums par sabiedrības integrācijas un pilsonības aktuālajiem aspektiem, 
SIA „AC Konsultācijas», Rīga, 2008., 53 lpp. http://cilvektiesibas.org.lv/media/record/docs/2012/02/06/
Cela_uz_pilsonisku_sabiedribu_061120081.pdf http://providus.lv/article_files/2877/original/Cela_uz_
pilsonisku_sabiedribu_06112008.pdf?1426767913

are in favour, and only 39 % against granting this right to non-citizens. The 
local elections of 2013, if they will be conducted without participation of non-
citizens again, will be already the sixth in a row (and the third since Latvia 
joined the EU) of those which cannot be named universal.

We kindly ask to explain the position of your organization on the fulfillment 
by Latvia of its recommendations on non-citizenship problem in general and 
on allowing the non-citizens to vote in the local elections, in particular.

Yours sincerely,
Latvian Human Rights Committee, co-chair                                                          

Natalja Jolkina
Association «Humanitarian Perspective», director                                          

 Elizabete Krivcovа
Latvia’s Union of Citizens and Non-Citizens, co-chair  

                                   Vladimir Sokolov

Riga, August 21, 2011
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REGIONAL CONFERENCE OF RUSSIA’S COMPATRIOTS 
IN LATVIA, LITHUANIA AND ESTONIA

RESPECT FOR NATIONAL MINORITY RIGHTS – 
A NECESSARY CONDITION FOR  DEMOCRACY-BUILDING 
AND SOCIAL INTEGRATION IN THE BALTIC COUNTRIES

Riga, August 27–28, 2011

Elections and referendums in Latvia and Estonia 
do not meet the democratic standards

open letter 

To the leadership of the Council of Europe, of the Parliamentary Assembly 
of the Council of Europe, of the OSCE, of the European Parliament, of the UN 
Human Rights Committee

To the heads of foreign diplomatic missions in Latvia, Lithuania and Es-
tonia

 Dear Sir or Madam,
 
Since 1991, there is no universal suffrage in Latvia and Estonia. There has 

been no universal election to local councils or national parliament in Latvia 
since 1991; neither are the European elections, taking place since 2004, uni-
versal. The situation in Estonia is the same, with the only difference that in the 
latter case, so-called «non-citizens» (officially designated as people with unde-
termined citizenship) have active voting rights in local elections, i. e., they can 
elect, but cannot be elected.

The creation of the institute of «non-citizens» in Latvia and Estonia in 
1991 was the ground for  conducting in those countries a policy aiming to 
either forced assimilation of national minorities, or to, in essence, making them 
to leave the countries of residence involuntarily. In the same time, this has 
caused implementation of a course to revising the results of the World War II 
and to political re-habilitation of former Nazi collaborators.

The Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe, evaluating the con-
tinuation of  mass statelessness in Latvia, has concluded on November 8, 2002, 

that a long-term democratic deficit exists in Latvia. The head of the Limited 
Election Observation Mission of the OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions 
and Human Rights for the elections to the 9th Saeima of Latvia, Ambassador 
Boris Frlec, had noted, in turn: «I am impressed with the broad public con-
fidence the Latvian election process enjoys. However, this trust cannot be 
complete as long as citizenship, including the right to vote, remains an 
issue for a significant part of the population».

Up until now, 327 thousands of residents of Latvia, or 36 % of all national 
minorities, remain stateless and denied the right to vote not just in elections, 
but also in referendums, including those on the issues directly concerning 
them. In Estonia, there had been 97,080 «non-citizens» as at February 1, 2011. 

The Regional conference of Russia’s compatriots in Latvia, Lithuania and 
Estonia declares that continuation of  mass statelessness in Latvia and Estonia 
contradicts the democratic standards and calls into question the democratic na-
ture and legitimacy of the results of all the elections and referendums in those 
countries. 

For the sake of developing Latvia and Estonia as democratic states, it is 
necessary to abolish the mass statelessness in those countries IMMEDIATELY 
and to return to the practice of universal elections on all levels. 

Riga, August 28, 2011



238 239

Latvia 1988-2015: a triumph of the radical nationalists Book 2. From the “long-term democratic deficit” to the restoration of ethnocracy

ADDRESS TO:
José Manuel Barroso 
President of the European Commission

FROM:
Union of Citizens and Non-citizens
Reg. Nr. 40008036114, Latvia
Citizens advice bureau «Concentia»

Riga, 15 October 2012

Mr. President of the European Commission,

Whereas during the enlargement negotiations in 1995-2004 the situation 
as regards the ethnic minorities in Latvia has been a prominent cause of 
concern of the European Commission and the European Parliament, we 
draw your attention that in January 2015 Latvia will overtake the presidency 
of the Council of European Union with significant default of commitments 
undertaken by joining the European Union. During many years our NGOs 
advocate for non-citizens rights and resume dialogue with Latvian authorities, 
as well as international organisations. Unfortunately after joining the European 
Union Latvian government diminished significantly its efforts for fulfilling the 
Copenhagen criteria with regard to ethnic minorities. 

Approximately 40% of Latvian national minorities are excluded from 
participation in political life due to the precarious status of non-citizens, i.e. a 
special category of Latvian nationals with restricted amount of rights. Although the 
category of non-citizens was created as a temporary solution for transition period 
from totalitarian state to democracy at the moment 14% of Latvian population 
mainly representative of ethnic minorities are non-citizens. Acceleration of 
naturalisation process proposed by Latvian government and implemented with 
assistance of EU has had limited impact. Since 2007 the yearly naturalisation 
rate amounts less than 1% of non-citizens affected. Giving such dynamic the 
precarious category of national non-citizens will stay for decades and will 
negatively influence international law, giving the possibility to introduce such 
kinds of non-democratic legal categories by other stakeholders.  

During accession to the European Union the problem of Latvian non-
citizens was addressed in each Regular Report of the European Commission 

and in many resolutions of the European Parliament. In its last Regular Report1 
of 9 October 2002 the Commission pointed out that the naturalisation process 
remains too slow and has to be encouraged. In its final opinion on the applications 
for accession2 of 19 February 2003 the Commission called on the acceding 
states to pursue vigorously the improvements that still need to be made in the 
context of the political criteria for membership. Also the European Parliament 
in Copenhagen resolution3 of 9 April 2003 has relied on the willingness and 
capacity of the new member states to fulfill the commitments undertaken and 
to remedy the remaining deficiencies identified by the Commission. Further the 
non-citizens problem was addressed by European Parliament resolution on the 
comprehensive monitoring report of the European Commission on the state of 
preparedness for EU membership4 of 11 March 2004. The Parliament proposed 
to the Latvian authorities to envisage the possibility of allowing non-citizens 
who are long-time inhabitants to take part in local self-government elections. 
Many international organisations share the view that participation of non-
citizens in municipal elections would be a powerful factor for encouraging 
integration. To mention is the following UN bodies: Human Rights 
Committee, Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, Special 
Rapporteur on contemporary forms of racism; the following CoE bodies: 
Committee of Ministers, Parliamentary Assembly, ECRI, Commissioner for 
Human Rights, Advisory Committee on the Framework Convention for the 
Protection of National Minorities; the following OSCE bodies: Office for 
Democratic Institutions and Human Rights, Parliamentary Assembly.5 In its 
last regular report6 of 9 October 2002 the European Commission pointed out 
that it will continue to monitor the implementation of the commitments and 
obligations taken on by the acceding states, and will assist them with the 
available instruments.

With reference to the commitments and obligations undertaken by Latvia 
regarding non-citizens that are valid also after becoming the EU member state, 
it is not acceptable, that country obviously defaulting its commitments in field 
of democracy and human rights will lead the EU as a president of the Council 
of European Union. Therefore we call the European Commission to assist 
Latvia in order to elaborate an action plan for effective solving of non-citizens 
problems, including genuine encouraging of naturalisation and voting rights in 
municipal elections. 

Kind regards,
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Vladimir Sokolov                                   
Union of Citizens and Non-citizens
Board member                                         ___________________________

Elizabete Krivcova
Citizens advice bureau «Concentia»
Board member                                         ___________________________

 1Strategy Paper and Report on the progress towards accession by each of the 
candidate countries», COM (2002) 700 final, p.55.

2Commission opinion on the applications for accession to the European Union by 
the Czech Republic, the Republic of Estonia, the Republic of Cyprus, the Republic of 
Latvia, the Republic of Lithuania, the Republic of Hungary, the Republic of Malta, the 
Republic of Poland, the Republic of Slovenia and the Slovak Republic, COM (2003) 
79, Para. 9, 11.

3European Parliament resolution on the conclusions of the negotiations on 
enlargement in Copenhagen, 2003/2014(INI), Para. 17, 25, 38.

4European Parliament resolution on the comprehensive monitoring report of the 
European Commission on the state of preparedness for EU membership of the Czech 
Republic, Estonia, Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, Malta, Poland, Slovenia and 
Slovakia, of 11 March 2004, COM(2003) 675 – C5-0532/2003 – 2003/2201(INI), 
Para. 73, 74.

5 CoE CM Resolution CM/ResCMN(2011)6 Para 6; CoE CLRA Recommendation 
257 (2008) Para. 11 b); HRC Concluding observations CCPR/CO/79/LVA, Para. 18; 
CERD Concluding observations CERD/C/63/CO/7, Para. 12; Special Rapporteur’s 
report A/HRC/7/19/Add.3, Para. 88; PACE Resolution 1527(2006), Para. 17.5; ECRI’s 
Third Report on Latvia. CRI (2008) 2, Para. 132; Commissioner’s Memorandum 
CommDH(2007)9, Para. 43; Advisory Committee opinion ACFC/OP/I(2008)002 
Paras. 50, 186,  207, 215; OSCE/ODIHR Limited Election Observation Mission Final 
Report on Latvia: Parliamentary Elections 2 October 2010. Part XV Para. 1; OSCE PA 
Edinburgh Resolution on the National Minorities, July 2004 Para. 16; EP resolution 
of 2 April 2009 on problems and prospects concerning European Citizenship 
(2008/2234(INI)) Para 19.

6 Strategy Paper and Report on the progress towards accession by each of the 
candidate countries», COM (2002) 700 final

  

RESOLUTION OF THE 6TH CONFERENCE
OF NGOS OF RUSSIA’S COMPATRIOTS IN LATVIA 

August 24, 2013, Riga

To the EU Agency for Fundamental Rights,
the UN Human Rights Committee, the Council of Europe,
the European Parliament, the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities,
the OSCE, international human rights organizations 

On the non-compliance of the local elections in Latvia
held on June 1, 2013, with the European democracy standards

The European Union, the part of which Latvia has already been for 9 years, 
spends lots of efforts to export the democratic ideals to neighbouring countries. 
However, such a basic element of democracy as the universal suffrage has not 
been available to a large part of members of national minorities in Latvia (38%) 
and Estonia (22%)* since 1991. In Latvia and Estonia, there are, thus, 70% and 
22% of the stateless people** living among 500 million inhabitants of the EU.   

Among the «non-citizens» (stateless) of Latvia there are 41% of locals, in-
cluding 74%*** of persons younger than 50 years of age. 57% of «non-citizens» 
in Estonia are locals, including 22%**** of those in the third, fourth etc. generation.   

In 2012, 1156 inhabitants of Estonia went through naturalisation, in Lat-
via – 2213 inhabitants*****, which means, that for the rest of the «non-citizens» it 
should take 80 and 133 years to go through naturalisation. Judging by the pace 
of admission to citizenship per capita, Latvia ranks the 13th place, Estonia – the 
20th place among the 33 EU countries, the EFTA and candidate countries******.  

* Data on the proportion of «non-citizens» among the national minorities from the population census in 
2011 in both countries.

** UNHCR figures for 2011/12 are provided  in the book of V. Buzaev «The legal status of Russian-
speaking minorities in Latvia», Riga, 2012, page 123.

*** The second national report on the implementation of the Framework Convention for the Protection of 
National Minorities in Latvia, 2012, Table 2.

**** Census data for 2011, table PC0529. 

***** Data from migration departments of both countries for 2013.

****** Eurostat data for 2010, the source from  the book of V. Buzaev, 2012, page 130.
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There are still 80 differences in the rights of citizens and «non-citizens» 
of Latvia, including bans on certain professions, public offices, property rights 
and social security restrictions etc. Besides, in 16 cases, those rights, which 
Latvian local «non-citizens» cannot enjoy, are exercised by the citizens of the 
EU* temporarily living in Latvia. In particular, Latvian «non-citizens» do not 
have the right to participate in elections of any level (unlike the EU citizens, 
not even in local elections). «Non-citizens» of Estonia cannot stand in munic-
ipal elections as candidates, either.

In the past 20 years, there have been seven elections to the Saeima (the 
parliament of Latvia), two elections to the European Parliament. None of these 
elections could be considered as universal ones, which was pointed out by the 
OSCE finding the democracy deficit because of deprivation of the right to vote 
for a significant group of minorities. The local elections of the year 2013 have 
become the sixth in a row, and the third after joining the EU, again held with-
out participation of «non-citizens». 

During the stay in the EU, Latvia hasn’t reached any progress in expansion 
of political rights of ethnic minorities. Numerous international recommenda-
tions addressed to Latvia in this issue** have been systematically ignored. 

Moreover, Latvia has deviated from compliance with the earlier deci-
sions of the UN Human Rights Committee*** and the European Court of Human 
Rights**** on the illegality of language requirements for candidates for deputies. 
Restrictions for the candidates, which were not in force on local elections in 
2005 and 2009, regained force two months after elections in 2009 as a require-
ment to those councillors, who have won the mandate and taken the office*****.  

As the result, the Latvian municipal elections of 2013 for the first time 
were held under such conditions, when the elected councillors not only were 
required to present the C1 level of Latvian language (the 5th level out of 6), but 
there was also a procedure introduced, which would make them lose mandate. 
Compliance of these requirements with the Constitution and Latvia’s interna-

* Source from the book of V. Buzaev, 2012, appendix 1.

** The list of 18 recommendations, given to Latvia by various EU institutions, the UN, the Council of 
Europe and the OSCE, is presented in the book «Citizens of a non-existent state», Riga, 2011. In 14 of 
them, it is recommended to allow the «non-citizens» to participate in local elections.

*** The case CCPR/C/72/D/884/1999, 2001. 

**** Case 46726/99, 2002. 

***** Source from the book of V.Buzaev, 2012, appendix 2.4.3.

tional obligations, including the Regulation 1994/80/EC laying down detailed 
arrangements for the exercise of the right to vote and to stand as a candidate in 
municipal elections by citizens of the EU residing in a member state of which 
they are not nationals, was contested before the Constitutional Court*. From 
all the EU countries, language requirements on councillors are imposed only 
in Belgium, without the right to remove from office those who do not comply.  

According to the data of representative surveys** (2008), there are about 
80% of citizens – non-Latvians, which is about 300 thousand people, who do 
not comply with language requirements set for local councillors. Another 260 
thousand «non-citizens» in voting age are deprived of the right to vote, which 
means that the right to be elected is not available or significantly restricted for 
almost 90% of adult representatives of national minorities or 30% of the whole 
population of the country. 

Long-term democracy deficit, manifested in non-correspondence of elec-
tions in local governments to the criterion of universal suffrage, has led to a 
sharp discrepancy between the proportion of candidates and members of ethnic 
minorities even with their proportion among persons formally exercising polit-
ical rights (table 1) ***.  

Such disproportion is common for all Latvian statistical regions (table 2) ****. 
In 70% of local authorities, there was not more than one representative of nation-
al minorities elected, in 49% of local authorities – there were none. At the same 
time, the number of ethnic minorities among citizens in these local authorities is 
fluctuating between 3% - 33%, and 4% - 42% among the population. 

The situation in Latvia with the mass statelessness and disproportionate 
language requirements, as well as the situation with unfair municipal elections, 
which are very far from the criterion of universal suffrage, is a provocation to 
European democracy. We hope the European and international human rights 
organisations to be aware of this provocation and to take appropriate measures 
to resolve the situation in accordance with the proclaimed international stand-
ards on human rights.        

* The trial  initiated on 13 December 2012 will begin on 8 October 2013.

** The Baltic Institute of Social Research. Language. March-April 2008, Table 7.

*** Data on candidates for deputies and deputies for 2001-2009 - CBS, Table Pr10; for 2013 - CEC. From 
1618 deputies elected in 2013, 411 did not specify their ethnicity to the CEC, and it is stated in our 
experts’ review. The corresponding proportion is extended also for data of the years 2001 - 2009. 

**** There is a combined data about nine major cities in the republican subordination. Thus, the data on 
cities is excluded from the 4 statistical regions.
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Table 1
Percentage of candidates and councillors from ethnic minorities com-

pared to their number in the population over the period from 1997 to 2013.  
Year candidates councillors voters population

1997 6.02  21.7 43.4
2001 7.9 7.55 23.2 42.1
2005 11.14 9.72 25.4 41.2
2009 12.2 9.34 27.8 40.7
2013 13.72 10.5 27.7 39.5

Table 2
Percentage of councillors from ethnic minorities in statistical regions 

of Latvia after elections in 2013. 
 councillors voters population
Major cities 30.81 41.5 56.0
Latgale 18.18 36.9 42.2
Vidzeme 6.61 14.5 22.6
Zemgale 5.63 14.6 23.0
Kurzeme 4.50 6.7 10.7

EIGHTH CONFERENCE OF ORGANIZATIONS 
OF RUSSIAN COMPATRIOTS IN LATVIA

Riga, June 27 2015

June 27 in Riga in Moscow cultural and business center «Moscow House» 
held the 8th conference of organizations of Russian compatriots in Latvia. 
The conference was devoted to the 70th anniversary of the victory over Nazi 
Germany in the Great Patriotic War of 1941 - 1945. and was held under the 
slogan «We remember! We are proud of!»

The conference was attended by 234 delegates from 103 public 
organizations of Russian compatriots from all the cities in Latvia, as well as 28 
media representatives. 

Final Resolution (Excerpt)

Eighth Conference of Organizations of Russian Compatriots in Latvia 
notes with concern that since August 2014 and the Seventh Conference the 
political situation in Europe continues to deteriorate. 

The ruling political elite of Latvia is still fully supportive of the anti-Russian 
policy of the United States and other Western countries causing irreparable 
damage to both the Russian-Latvian relations, and all the people of Latvia.

At the same time, the ruling elite continues to pass laws aimed at the 
construction of a totalitarian state in Latvia. On 18 June 2015, the Saeima 
passed amendments to the Law on Education, providing that ‘only a person 
who is loyal to the Republic of Latvia and its Constitution has the right to be a 
teacher’ whereas the concept of ‘loyalty’ is not defined anywhere in the Latvian 
legislation, which opens up opportunities for the persecution of dissent.  

There is a growing pressure on the activists of the Russian compatriots in 
Latvia and the independent Russian-language media. The Security Police report 
on its activities for 2014 once again falsely accused many activists of Russian 
compatriots in Latvia, independent journalists and independent Russian media 
of subversive activities. 

Before, during and after the celebration of the 70th anniversary of the 
victory over Nazi Germany a very clear negative attitude to the popular holiday 
- the Victory Day - was demonstrated by the Latvian state, as well as by certain 
local governments and Latvian-language media...
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The Conference notes that the October 2014 parliamentary elections in 
the Republic of Latvia have once again failed to meet accepted standards of 
democracy in Europe, as the universal suffrage has not been restored in the 
country.

The Conference stresses that a return to universal suffrage in Latvia today 
is necessary, but is only the first step towards democratization of the Latvian 
state. Also an important task is to democratize the state ideology and the policy 
of integration, based on non-discrimination of language and culture of all 
peoples living in Latvia. 

As long as this objective has not been achieved, the main tasks of Russian-
speaking community under the current democratic deficit and growing threat 
of neo-Nazism in Latvia remains unchanged. Including:

1) in the field of human rights - the elimination of mass statelessness in 
Latvia ...  

Sincerely, 
Delegates of the Eighth Conference of Russian Compatriots in Latvia

EIGHTH CONFERENCE OF ORGANIZATIONS 
OF RUSSIAN COMPATRIOTS IN LATVIA

Riga, June 27 2015

On the situation with Russian-language education in Latvia

The delegates welcome the fact that the agreement, signed by the parties 
composing the ruling coalition after the parliamentary elections in October 
2014, includes no call to transfer all the schools of ethnic minorities into the 
Latvian language of instruction.

At the same time, studies show that the country’s existing system of 
bilingual education is also not the best one. In 2014, the minority high schools 
students who underwent full cycle of bilingual education in secondary (teaching 
at rate 60:40 from 1 September 2004) and primary school have graduated. 
Comparative analysis of the grades of graduates of the Latvian-language 
and Russian-language high schools during this period, according to the most 
popular centralized exam, in mathematics, shows a continuous deterioration of 
results of Russian graduates compared to their peers, ethnic Latvians.

There is a deterioration of knowledge in other subjects, such as the native 
language, too. The inefficiency of this bilingual model is also confirmed by the 
experience of Estonia with recognized deterioration of the quality of knowledge 
of students without improving their knowledge of the Estonian language (2014 
graduates completed the full cycle of education with the language rate 60:40).

Based on the above, we call on the government of Latvia to carry out a full-
scale study of the quality of bilingual teaching in schools of ethnic minorities, 
and to explore the possibility of returning to a more balanced system of studying 
Russian and Latvian languages for students.

Sincerely, 
Delegates of the Eighth Conference of Russian Compatriots in Latvia
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EIGHTH CONFERENCE OF ORGANIZATIONS 
OF RUSSIAN COMPATRIOTS IN LATVIA

Riga, June 27 2015

ADDRESS TO
Mr. Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein (United Nations High Commissioner for 

Human Rights)
Mr Kishore Singh (Special Rapporteur of the Human Rights Council on 

Culture and Education)
Ms. Astrid Thors (OSCE High Commissioner on National Minorities)
Michael Georg Link (Director of the OSCE Office for Democratic 

Institutions and Human Rights)
Mr. Nils Muiznieks (Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights)

Dear Ladies and Gentlemen!

This letter is to inform you that the Latvian Parliament has adopted 
amendments to the Law on Education of the Republic of Latvia.

On 18 June 2015, the Saeima passed amendments to the Law on Education 
providing that ‘only a person who is loyal to the Republic of Latvia and its 
Constitution has the right to be a teacher’.

We note with concern, that this requirement, imposed on educators without 
any public debate and clarification, is unique – it is not applied to any other 
profession, including government officials of any rank and law-enforcement 
officers. 

Moreover, the concept of ‘loyalty’ is not defined anywhere in the Latvian 
legislation and is used only within the framework of regulating relations of the 
state and the religious organisations. In such a way, a precedent is created for 
checks ofa teachers’ feature not described in the quality-attesting regulations, 
checks having no precedent or procedure.

We hope that the above requirement in the Law on Education shall remain 
a legal curiosity never applied in practice and we call on specialized human 
rights organizations to assess the legislative initiatives of this kind.

Sincerely, 
Delegates of the Eighth Conference of Russian Compatriots in Latvia

REGIONAL CONFERENCE 
OF RUSSIAN COMPATRIOTS LIVING 

IN NORTHERN EUROPE AND IN THE BALTIC SEA STATES

Copenhagen, 26-27 April 2017

ADDRESS TO
MS. CHRISTINE MUTTONEN
PRESIDENT OF THE 
OSCE PARLIAMENTARY ASSEMBLY

Dear Ms. Muttonen,
The Regional Conference of Russian Compatriots Living in Northern 

Europe and in the Baltic Sea States is taking place in Copenhagen on April 
26-27, 2017. Members of the Regional Coordinating Council of Russian 
compatriots and heads of country communities of Russian compatriots living 
in Germany, Denmark, Iceland, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Norway, Finland, 
Sweden and Estonia participate in the Conference.

The participants of the meeting in Copenhagen note with concern that the 
situation with Russian compatriots in the Baltic States continues to be complicated.

The development of modern Latvia as a democratic and free state is now 
significantly complicated due to the attempts of its leadership to build a mono-
ethnic state, despite the fact that more than a third of its inhabitants are national 
minorities. Naturally, the course to the so-called «Latvian Latvia» is associated 
with numerous violations of the rights of ethnic minorities, the most flagrant of 
which is the nationwide mass statelessness.

After gaining its independence in 1991 and during the registration of residents 
(lasted until May 21, 1993) 893 thousand people, or 34.28% of the permanent 
population of Latvia, were deprived of the opportunity to acquire citizenship.

During the last 25 years, only about 145 thousand people have received 
Latvian citizenship by naturalization, around 247 thousand still have the 
status of «non-citizen», and the remaining 500 thousand people emigrated, 
took citizenship of other countries, or died because significant part of «non-
citizens» are elderly people. Taking into consideration current extremely low 
rates of naturalization, this problem will not be solved for many years to come.

Moreover, despite the numerous recommendations of international 
organizations, including the OSCE, Latvia still retains the reproduction of «non-
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citizens», since the children of this category of citizens are not automatically 
granted citizenship.

To date, there are more than 80 differences between the rights of citizens 
and «non-citizens», the main of which are related to restrictions in the socio-
political and socio-economic life of the country. In particular, it is important 
to note the fact that «non-citizens» in Latvia don’t have the right to vote even 
in local elections. At the same time «non-citizens» pay taxes on an equal basis 
with other residents of the country.

The participants of the Conference express their deep concern about 
the persisting neo-Nazi manifestations in Latvia, in particular the annual 
marches in Riga’s center on March 16, participants and supporters of the 
Latvian volunteer Legion «Waffen-SS», regular attempts to justify local Nazi 
collaborators during the Nazi occupation of Latvia in 1941-1945, by opening 
monuments to the so-called «forest brothers», guilty of crimes against soldiers 
of the anti-Hitler coalition army.

Russian-language media are under great pressure in the country.
The participants of the Conference look forward to an objective assessment 

of those legislative initiatives that the Latvian Parliament has recently adopted:
June 19, 2014, the Latvian Parliament adopted the preamble to the 

Constitution of Latvia. In this document, the interests of the Latvian nation, 
which was declared a nation of the state, are placed above the interests of all 
other peoples living in the country.

June 18, 2015, the Latvian Parliament adopted an amendment to the Law 
«On Education», which stipulates that «only a person who is loyal to the 
Republic of Latvia and its Constitution is entitled to work as a teacher». At 
the same time, the concept of «loyalty» in the Latvian legislation is nowhere 
defined, which opens up ample opportunities for persecution of dissidence.

April 21, 2016, the Latvian Parliament adopted in final reading the so-
called «espionage amendments» to the Criminal Law of the Republic of Latvia, 
which open wide scope for the fight against dissent, that is, in fact against those 
who defend the democratic character of the development of the Latvian state.

September 15, 2016, the Latvian Saeima adopted in the first reading 
amendments to the Law «On Societies and Funds» stating that the activities 
of a public organization can be partially or completely stopped if it creates a 
«threat to the security of the state», although the precise meaning of the term 
is not explained anywhere.

November 23, 2016, the Latvian Saeima adopted amendments to the 
Education Law proposed by the Minister of Education and Science Mr. Karlis 

Shadurskis, providing for the possibility of dismissal of the teacher or the head 
of the educational institution, if he demonstrates while teaching schoolchildren 
«a wrong attitude towards others, to work, culture, society and country. «

The participants of the Conference note with concern that the Governmental 
Declaration of the current Cabinet of Ministers of Latvia contains a passage 
about the need to transfer all schools of national minorities to the Latvian 
language of instruction by September 1, 2018.

The problem of mass statelessness of the Russian-speaking population still 
remains in Estonia. The number of the so-called «non-citizens» is about 6% of 
the total population of the country. The pace of implementation of the Estonian 
naturalization program remains extremely low, the recommendations of the 
relevant international structures, previously given to Estonia, have not been 
implemented, including the simplification of the naturalization procedure for 
elderly people permanently residing in Estonia. It is important to note that in the 
resolution of the European Parliament the mass deprivation of citizenship was 
for the first time recognized as a fact of discrimination (European Parliament 
resolution of 8 September 2015).

The socio-economic gap between ethnic Estonians and ethnic minorities, 
in particular the Russian-speaking minority, continues, and this gap has 
become more tangible lately. Representatives of non-titular nations are placed 
in obviously unfavorable conditions in terms of employment, payment for 
their work and are most exposed to poverty. For example, the unemployment 
rate among ethnic minorities is almost twice as high as that of ethnic Estonians. 
Socio-economic inequality has a regional dimension and is especially evident 
in the north-eastern part of Estonia, where the Russian-speaking population is 
the majority. At the same time, unemployment among Russian-speaking youth 
is about 42.1%, while among Estonian youth - 29.1%.

Estonian language proficiency requirements for employment remain 
excessively strict, which exacerbates the situation of non-titular groups. In 
some cases, employers apply more severe standards in this area than those 
provided by the law, which leads to explicit ethnic discrimination. Many 
international experts, both of the Council of Europe and of the United Nations, 
indicate that the requirements for knowledge of the Estonian language should 
be proportionate to the legitimate aim pursued.

Amendments to the Private Schools Act, adopted by the Estonian 
Parliament on April 17, 2013, deprived the municipalities of Estonia of the right 
to determine independently other than the Estonian language of instruction in 
the private schools they created. According to the approved amendments, such 
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a right may be granted to them only on the basis of a relevant authorization of 
the Estonian Government.

A number of schools in Tallinn and Narva, supported by their municipalities, 
tried to defend in court their right to choose the language of instruction (which 
is prescribed in the Constitution of the Republic of Estonia and in the Basic 
School and Gymnasium School Act). The cases were lost in all judicial 
instances. The coalition agreement of parties in the government, created in 
late 2016, provides, as an exception, an opportunity for two high schools in 
Tallinn and one in Narva to teach subjects in Russian with the enhanced state 
Estonian language training. However, at the moment the implementation of 
this provision is still at an early stage (the gymnasiums that may apply for such 
exclusion are defined) and depends on the decision of the municipal authorities 
and the government.

«Non-citizens» have the right only to vote in municipal elections, but they 
can’t be elected to the local government. Persons of this status are deprived 
of the right to vote in elections to the Riigikogu (Estonian Parliament) and in 
elections to the European Parliament. 

Russian-language media are under great pressure in the country.
The participants of the conference express their deep concern about the 

neo-Nazi manifestations in Estonia and increasing attempts of glorification 
of Nazi criminals and their accomplices. In particular, the participants of the 
conference would like to draw attention to the annual «rallies» in July of the 
veterans of the 20th Waffen Grenadier Division of the SS and their admirers 
in a place called Sinimäe, as well as to the opening in the school of Laupa 
(in central Estonia) in October 2016 of a bronze bust of the former Estonian 
SS division soldier Harald Nugiseks, awarded for the «merits» by the highest 
military order of the Third Reich - «The Knight’s Cross».

The conference participants express their deep concern over the lack of 
progress on the investigation of the death of Russian citizen Dmitry Ganin, 
who died ten years ago during the riots in Tallinn provoked by the dismantling 
of the monument to the Soldier-Liberator in the center of Tallinn.

The Lithuanian authorities continue to undermine the position of the 
Russian language, in particular in the field of education. In 1991 there were 
85 Russian-language schools in this country. Today their number was reduced 
to 29. There are 23 mixed schools. Two such schools were closed in Vilnius in 
2016-2017.

For the Russian-speaking minority, the opportunities for obtaining higher 
education in its native language are limited. In the Lithuanian school textbooks 

the history of Russia is presented narrowly and fragmentarily, forming a 
negative image of Russia as a backward and tyrannical country.

The Lithuanian authorities persist with policies of falsification of the 
history of the Second World War. There are continued attempts to liquidate 
monuments to soldiers-liberators (Siauliai). Politicians of the country are used 
to be loyal towards the Nazi and neo-Nazi manifestations. 

The authorities continue show-trials of veterans of the Soviet intelligence 
services. The most high-profile cases concerned Mr. Vytautas Vasiliauskas, Mr. 
Ilya Vorobiev, Mr. Stanislav Drelingas and Mr. Alexander Kardanovsky.

Russian-language media are under great pressure in the country. 
Retransmission of some Russian TV channels (RTR-Planeta, NTV-Mir, TVC, 
etc.) has been temporary prohibited under various pretexts (for a period of up 
to 3 months).

The Russian-speaking minority is poorly represented in the public 
authorities of the Republic of Lithuania. Only one deputy from the Russian 
community was elected to the Seimas in 2016.

The activities of our compatriots in Lithuania still remain under intense 
scrutiny of local intelligence services. The public reports of the State Security 
Department of Lithuania qualify Russia as the only and the most dangerous 
«enemy» of the country.

The security services carry out their «work» among Lithuanian business 
structures which provide sponsorship in organizing activities of Russian 
communities. The leaders of Russian-speaking public organizations complain 
that the enterprises related to the Russian business ceased providing them 
financial support under the pressure of the Lithuanian security services.

This attitude of local authorities undoubtedly has a negative impact on the 
situation of the Russian-speaking minority in Lithuania and on the activities of 
Russian compatriots’ organizations in the country.

The conference participants draw the attention of the OSCE and the OSCE 
Parliamentary Assembly to the fact that the encouragement by the authorities 
of Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia of neo-Nazi manifestations is an insult to the 
memory of all citizens from the anti-Hitler coalition countries that died during 
the Second World War.

Glorification of Nazi war criminals is a kind of propaganda of ideas of 
racial superiority, which violates the provisions on the unacceptability of racial 
discrimination, enshrined in a number of fundamental international documents. 
For example, in accordance with Article 4 of the International Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, «States Parties condemn 



254 255

Latvia 1988-2015: a triumph of the radical nationalists Book 2. From the “long-term democratic deficit” to the restoration of ethnocracy

all propaganda and all organizations which are based on ideas or theories of 
superiority of one race ... or which attempt to justify or promote racial hatred 
and discrimination in any form ... «.

In this regard, the conference participants would like to draw the attention 
of the Chairman of the OSCE Parliamentary Assembly to the fact that the 
delegations of Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia have traditionally abstained in 
voting on the UN General Assembly resolution «Combating glorification 
of Nazism, neo-Nazism and other practices that contribute to fuelling 
contemporary forms of racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related 
intolerance «, which always find support from the vast majority of UN member 
countries. The document, in particular, stresses that erecting monuments in 
honor of former members of the Waffen SS organization, holding public 
demonstrations in the name of the glorification of the Nazi past, the Nazi 
movement and neo Nazism and other similar actions, desecrate the memory 
of the countless victims of Nazism, may negatively influence children and 
young people, which is absolutely incompatible with the obligations of States 
Members of the United Nations.

The conference participants call on the OSCE and the OSCE Parliamentary 
Assembly to provide the most objective assessment of the processes taking 
place in Latvia, Estonia and Lithuania from the point of view of respect of 
basic human rights and freedom of speech, as well as in terms of building a 
truly democratic society with equal opportunities for each of its members.

26 April 2017
Participants of the Regional Conference of Russian 
compatriots living in  Northern Europe and in the 
Baltic Sea States

10TH CONFERENCE OF ORGANISATIONS 
OF RUSSIA’S COMPATRIOTS IN LATVIA 
«UNITY FOR DEMOCRACY AND PEACE»

Riga, June 18, 2017

To: 
the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Mr. Zeid Ra’ad Al 

Hussein, 
President of the European Parliament Mr. Antonio Tajani,
President of the European Commission Mr. Jean-Claude Juncker
the President of OSCE Parliamentary Assembly Ms. Christine Muttonen, 
the President of the  Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of the 

Council of Europe
Ms. Gudrun Mosler-Törnström

To: 
the President of Latvia, H. E. Raimonds Vējonis,
the Prime Minister, H. E. Māris Kučinskis
the chair of the Central Election Commission, Mr Arnis Cimdars

On the evaluation of the local elections of June 3, 2017

On June 3, 2017, local elections were held in the Republic of Latvia. For 
the seventh time in a row, so-called «non-citizens of Latvia» – stateless people 
– are deprived of active and even passive electoral rights. According to the 
official data of the Population Register, there were 242,560 «non-citizens» in 
Latvia, or 11.39 % of the population, on January 1, 2017.

Unlike citizens of other EU member states permanently residing in Lat-
via, permanently resident citizens of other countries haven’t been allowed to 
vote. The biggest group among them are citizens of Russia - 54,000, followed 
by citizens of  Ukraine (4800), Belarus (2700), Uzbekistan (1400) and China 
(1200). In sum, those groups are 64,100. This is approximately 80 % from all 
non-EU country nationals permanently residing in Latvia.

The refusal of the Republic of Latvia to grant voting rights to the so-called 
«non-citizens» and third country (non-EU) nationals is inconsistent with the 
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fact that all permanent residents are taken into account when determining the 
number of Latvian members of the European Parliament – not just EU citizens, 
but also stateless people and third country nationals. 

Brexit is a new challenge for evaluating the elections in Latvia. The con-
ference considers that after the United Kingdom will leave the EU, its 73 par-
liamentary seats need to be redistributed or abolished in such a way, which will 
not make the above-described European Parliament seat allocation principle 
violation even more acute for Latvia.

The conference considers that the local elections of June the 3rd, 2017, 
haven’t been democratic without participation of every sixth resident, or 
over 300,000 people. 

The conference urges the UN Human Rights Committee, OSCE and the 
Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of the Council of Europe to con-
tribute, as far as possible, to an immediate fulfilment by the authorities of the 
Republic of Latvia of the recommendations by OSCE, United Nations and 
Council of Europe bodies to give voting rights in local elections to the so-
called «non-citizens of Latvia» and third country nationals permanently resid-
ing in Latvia.

Riga, June 18, 2017

10TH CONFERENCE OF ORGANISATIONS OF RUSSIA’S 
COMPATRIOTS IN LATVIA 

«UNITY FOR DEMOCRACY AND PEACE»

Riga, June 18, 2017

To: the Chairperson of the UN Human Rights Committee
the President of OSCE Parliamentary Assembly Ms. Christine Muttonen, 

To: the President of Latvia, H. E. Raimonds Vējonis,
the Prime Minister, H. E. Māris Kučinskis

On the dynamics of respect to human rights 
and minority rights between August, 2016, and June, 2017

The conference finds that during the last ten months, the situation 
with human rights and minority rights in Latvia has worsened.

1. On 23 November, 2016, the Parliament has adopted so-called 
«loyalty» amendments to the Education Law. Its new version allows to 
fire a teacher, if he is not loyal to the state, i.e., creates allegedly wrong 
«attitude to others, to working, to nature and culture, society and state». 
The legally vague notion of loyalty has already been used against a private  
Russian-language school «Innova» to deprive it of accreditation and licence. A 
court has recognised the actions of the State Education Quality Service, which 
acted upon directives from the Security Police, to be unfounded.

2. On February 21, 2017, the Cabinet  has approved new requirements for 
most members of NGOs’ boards: to have a command of Latvian on a high C1 
level, starting from 2018. This decision threatens the effective operation of 
many of Russia’s compatriots’ organisations, especially those of the elderly 
people.

3. Meanwhile, the State Language Centre activity on restricting the use of 
minority native language in their strongholds getting harsher. Riga mayor Nils 
Ušakovs has been fined for communication in Russian of Facebook.  Local 
councilor Ivans Baranovs has been deprived of his seat for allegedly insuffi-
cient command of Latvian, despite the electorate in Balvi municipality having 
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given him their trust for three times in a row. The Parliament currently con-
siders amendmenrs to the Administrative Violations Code intended to make 
«linguistic» fines even harsher. 

4. Another matter of concern are the amendments to the Associations and 
Foundations Law, which allow to dissolve a non-governmental organisation, 
if its activity constitutes a «threat to state security». The conference considers, 
that thus, a formal pretext is being created for stopping activity of any NGO 
undesirable for Latvian authorities, in an administrative procedure.  

5. In May, 2017, a draft law is adopted in the first reading. It allows the 
Ministry of Interior, on its own, to prohibit leaving the contry for persons 
who «might present threat to the national security of the Latvian state». 

The conference expresses hope, that these amendments will only be 
used to resist the genuine expressions of radical extremism, not for addi-
tional pressure on the organisations of Russia’s compatriots.

6. In June, 2017, the Ministry of Education and Science of Latvia has 
prepared amendments to the Cabinet regulations on the content and form 
of centralized exams. In accordance with the amendments, the pupils learning 
in minority languages will have to pass exams (except foreign languages) in 
Latvian.

The conference considers, that these novelties are not only unfounded, 
but also, as a whole, contrary to the obligations of Latvia on protecting the fun-
damental rights of national minorities, including the right to receive education 
in native language.

Riga, June 18, 2017

10TH CONFERENCE OF ORGANISATIONS OF RUSSIA’S 
COMPATRIOTS IN LATVIA 

«UNITY FOR DEMOCRACY AND PEACE»

Riga, June 18, 2017

To: 
the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Mr. Zeid Ra’ad Al 

Hussein, 
the President of OSCE Parliamentary Assembly Ms. Christine Muttonen 

To: 
the President of Latvia, H. E. Raimonds Vējonis,
the Prime Minister, H. E. Māris Kučinskis,
the foreign minister, Mr Edgars Rinkēvičs,
the co-chair of Russia-Latvia intergovernmental commission,
minister of transport Mr Uldis Augulis

Оn the annual public reports by the Latvian 
Security Police and Constitution Protection Bureau

The conference of Russia’s compatriots in Latvia, having considered 
public reports on activity of the Security Police (SP) and Constitution Pro-
tection Bureau for the recent years, finds with regret, that these documents 
become a tool of political censorship against the activities of the organisations 
of Russia’s compatriots in Latvia and Russia’s foundations supporting NGOs. 
Exceeding their competence, state security services resist peaceful and legal 
civic activism aiming to preserve and develop Russian language and culture, to 
defend national minority rights, to monitor and oppose expressions of aggres-
sive nationalism – instead of resisting terrorism and spying.

The conference considers that several statements from the public reports 
of the  Security Police are in conflict with the policy of the leadership of Lat-
via. In particular, SP considers preservation of Russian culture and historical 
memory as «pseudo-value», and some Russian-speaking activists working in 
this area are declarted to threaten «state security». The conference urges the 
President of Latvia, Raimonds Vējonis, to give a public evaluation of such 
statements and to answer the following question. How should the attention and 
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support of Latvian authorities to the projects by Russian-speaking minority 
of Latvia, including the moral support by the head of state himself to some of 
them, e.g., Russian Culture Days, be evaluated?

The conference considers that listing among threats to national security 
the procession «Immortal Regiment», dedicated to one’s relatives who fou-
ght Nazi Germany, is an attempt to whitewash Nazism on the level of a go-
vernment body. The conference urges the Prime Minister Māris Kučinskis to 
answer publicly: is his speech on May the 8th in Salaspils, where he mentions 
«thousands of those fallen» from hands of Nazi invaders in Salaspils concen-
tration camp, also an expression of a «threat to national security»?

The conference considers inacceptable the classification of human rights 
activism of several NGOs mentioned in the SP report as threats to the consti-
tutional order of the state. The conference urges the foreign minister Edgars 
Rinkēvičs, and the co-chair of Russian-Latvian intergovernmental commis-
sion on economic, scientific, technical, humanitarian and cultural cooperation 
(IGC) and minister of transport Uldis Augulis, who call to resume the IGC 
activity (which encompasses discussing a wide array of humanitarian issues, 
including the mass statelessness in Latvia) as soon as possible, to give a public 
evaluation of such statements by the SP.

The conference considers that thus, state security bodies conduct a bla-
tant policy of discrimination, and all expressions of civic activism by Russia’s 
compatriots are considered to be inimical to the state, if they are independent 
from it. Meanwhile the same critical opinions, opinions on the need for co-ope-
ration with Russia or on the problems with national minority rights, coming 
from organisations funded by Latvian state or Western foundations, or from 
international organisations, are never mentioned or condemned by the state 
security bodies. It follows from this, that the activity of Latvian state security 
bodies is directed against the activism of organisations of Russia’s compatriots 
in Latvia as such, whatever their sphere of work is.

The conference also notes that the lawful actions of Russia to assist its 
compatriots abroad, presented by SP as a «threat to national security», are fully 
compatible with the analogous actions of Latvia to assists Latvian compatriots 
living abroad, both in legal issues and in humanitarian affairs. The conference 
urges the foreign minister Edgars Rinkēvičs to answer publicly, if the actions 
of Latvian MFA, foundations, institutes and NGOs asssisting Latvia’s compa-
triots abroad, should then also be considered as threats to national security of 
those countries (including non-NATO countries)?

The conference considers such SP attitude to create insurmountable ob-

stacles for participation of national minority representatives in the civil society. 
Besides, in the last years state security bodies not only monitor and condemn 
the activism by Russia’s compatriots, but also act formally and informally to 
prevent and hinder their activism, including taking action against specific ac-
tivists.

The conference considers such practice by state security bodies to be 
unlawful, contrary to the fundamental rights and freedoms, and incompatible 
with principles of a democratic state. It is needed to note that such actions by 
state security bodies, intentionally or not, are radicalizing the society, since 
civic activism in humanitarian field is deemed unnecessary and harmful. 

The conference considers inacceptable the consideration of humanitarian 
relations with Russia, as the homeland of Russian culture, to be a threat to the 
state, and urges to take all necessary measures to prevent such practice.

The conference urges the President of Latvia, Raimonds Vējonis, and 
the Prime Minister, Māris Kučinskis, to act as defenders of the cornerstones 
of democracy in Latvia and to protect the NGOs of national minorities from 
harassment by Latvian security services.

Riga, 18 June 2017
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COUNCIL OF NON-GOVERNMENTAL 
ORGANISATIONS OF LATVIA

To: 
President of the Republic of Latvia, H.E. Raimonds Vejonis
Speaker of the Parliament of Latvia, H.E. Inara Murniece
Prime Minister of the Republic of Latvia, H.E. Maris Kucinskis
Secretariat of the Framework Convention for the Protection of National 

Minorities
OSCE
European Parliament
UN Human Rights Committee 

Declaration

On October 9, 2017, the ruling coalition of Latvia has supported the 
proposal by the Ministry of Education and Science (MES) to switch, starting 
from academic year 2020/2021, all general curriculum of high schools of 
national minorities to Latvian language of instruction only. 

In a democracy, school education should not only prepare youth for 
adulthood and teach it love to own country, but also, which is highly important, 
ensure the preservation of its ethnic identity, including, first of all, preservation 
of its language and culture. 

After the restoration of independence of Latvia in 1991, an undemocratic 
ideological concept of building a so-called “Latvian Latvia” has been adopted. 
Since the time, Latvian authorities have conducted a policy directed to closure 
of national minority schools and forceful assimilation of national minorities.

The extreme politicisation of education has resulted in that national 
minority schools have been existing under permanent language inspections, 
ideological and psychological pressure from authorities for more than 25 
years. This pressure is not only failing to shrink, it is growing stronger  year 
after year.

The decision by the ruling coalition to support the proposal by MES to 
switch national minority schools to Latvian language of instruction only, starting 
from academic year 2020/2021, being adopted without any discussion with those 
affected, i.e., with national minorities, is a blatant violation of a Council of Europe 
treaty, the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities. The 

convention was ratified by Latvia in May, 2005. This decision can also, in case 
of being implemented, lead to a violent destruction of the schools with education 
in Russian, which have existed in Latvia since 1789.

We understand that after the dismantling of school education in Russian, 
step by step, the Russian-speaking community of Latvia will disappear, too. 
The Russian-language media and the Russian culture in Latvia will vanish. 

We understand that the main aim of the so-called “reform” of Mr Sadurskis 
is forceful assimilation of children from Russian-speaking families and 
consequent disappeareance of the  Russian-speaking community of Latvia. 
His aim is not the alleged care about Russian-speaking children being equally 
competitive among graduates of Latvian-language schools on labour market.

We consider that the “reform” of Mr Sadurskis has all the features of 
forceful assimilation of national minorities and ethnocide.

The Council of Non-Governmental Organisations of Latvia expresses an 
UNEQUIVOCAL PROTEST against the MES program of abolition of national 
minority schools. 

Our demands for the state of Latvia stay the same:
1. To fire the minister of education and science of Latvia, Karlis Sadurskis.
2. To withdraw the preamble to the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia, 

after adoption of which Latvia has beoame a de iure ethnocratic state, and 
statutory grounds have been formed for final suppression of national minority 
rights. 

3. To launch elaboration of a new Constitution of the Republic of Latvia, 
granting to the Russian language an official status – that of a language of one 
of national minorities traditionally living in Latvia. 

4. To adopt a law on national-cultural autonomy of national minorities, 
which would ensure preservation and development of languages and cultures 
of Latvia’s national minorities. This must include preservation and further 
development of schools with Russian language of instruction and schools 
of other national minorities. To create a Department of National Minority 
Schools under MES, with wide competence on preservation and development 
of national minority schools, following the example of the First Republic of 
Latvia.

Adopted on the session 
of the Council of Non-Governmental Organisations of Latvia

November 21, 2017
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Baltic Center of Historical and Socio-Political Research 
Aims: research of history of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, 

conducting academic conferences and seminars, book publishing.
Reg. №. 40008132147, Riga

CONFERENCES:

October 17-18, 2003, Riga – international academic conference «Post-
Communist Transformation and Democratisation Process in Latvia. 1991 – 2003». 
Organisers: «Obrazovanie i karyera» [Education and career] newspaper (Latvia), 
University of Latvia. Proceedings of the conference have been published.

December 14-15, 2006, Riga. 1st international conference «World War II and 
the Baltic Countries. 1939 – 1945». Оrganisers: Baltic Center of Historical and 
Socio-Political Research (Latvia), Baltic International Academy (Latvia), Russian 
Club (Latvia), DVINA association (Latvia). Proceedings of the conference have 
been published.

May 6-7, 2010, Riga. 2nd international academic conference «World War II and 
the Baltic Countries: between the Nazi Germany and the Allies». Organisers: CIS 
Countries Institute (Russia), «Historical Memory» Foundation (Russia), Baltic Center 
of Historical and Socio-Political Research (Latvia). 

October 29, 2010. Seminar «On the tasks most urgent for preservation of the 
Russian-speaking world in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania (including resistance to 
history forgering, defence of the rights of  «non-citizens» permanently residing in 
Estonia and Latvia)». Organisers: CIS Countries Institute (Russia), Baltic Center of 
Historical and Socio-Political Research (Latvia).

June 16, 2011, Riga. Conference «On the 70th anniversary of the beginning of 
the Great Patriotic War». Organisers: CIS Countries Institute (Russia), Baltic Center 
of Historical and Socio-Political Research (Latvia).

December 10-11, 2015, Riga. 3rd international academic conference»World War II 
and the Baltic Countries. 1939 – 1945». Organiser: Baltic Center of Historical and Socio-
Political Research (Latvia). Proceedings of the conference will be published in 2018. 

June 28-29, 2016, Riga. 4th international academic conference «World War II 
and the Baltic Countries. 1939 – 1945. On the 75th anniversary of the beginning of 
the Great Patriotic War». Organiser: Baltic Center of Historical and Socio-Political 
Research (Latvia). Proceedings of the conference will be published in 2018. 

E-mail: viktor.gushchin@gmail.com


