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M. President,
~ Distinguished delegates,

Ladies and Gentlemen, |

It is my honour and privilege to address you today when we consider Latvia’s second
national report in the framework of the Universal Periodic Review. Latvia strongly supports
+ this peer review which provides equal terms for every country’s human rights assessment.
This mechanism serves both aé a reminder of international human rights obliéations for
States and a catalyst for )ch‘al'lge. Its strength lies in its univeréality. Latvi?i has actively and
cens_tructively j;articipate_d in preﬁous sessions of the Working Group and we will continue -

in the same vein.

- Our national report was elaborated by an inter-institutional working group. In addition we
consulied with n'on-gove_rr'lmental organizations and the Ombudsman’s Office. Their
opinion and comments were taken into careful consideration; and were reflected in the

report.

1 Would like to use thls opportumty and thank the Office of the High Commlsswner for
Human nghts for its compilations, whlch were ‘'very useful in the preparation process
before our review. 1 also thank the States that sent us quesuons in advance Our delegatmn

wﬂl reﬂect on the issues raised thloughout this session.

Latvia’s delegation is compris.edl of representatives from a wide ‘range of national
. institutions working in the field of human rights. All of us look forward to open and

- constructive dialogue during this session.




Mr. President,

At the outset', let rne reaffirm Latvia’s steadfast commitment to democra_cy, human rights
“and the rule of faw. Our history has taught ue that freedom and human rights should never
be taken for granted. Latvia restored independenCe and regained freedom in 1990 after
deeades of Sovtet occupation. Since’ then - protection ‘of human. rights have been an

indispensable part of Gevernment'e policies, both foreign and domestic.

Latvia has demonstrated its commitment in the field of human rlghts by undertaklng a

broad range of international obligations. Latvra has acceded to the 111{—1_] or United Nations

human rights instruments and regularly submits reports to their monitoring mechanisms. In
addition Latvia is a member of various regional organizations mandated to promote human
ri_ghts. Therefore our hurnan_'rightsreeord is scrutinized on the regular basis, including

through binding jud_gernents of the Huropean Court of Human Rights.

Latvia is proud to be a member of the United Nations Human Rights Ce'uncil since 2015,

This platform enables us to further advance our hurhan rights priority areas — gender '

equality, freedom of expression and participation of civil society. We also continue our

long-term initiative to encourage States' to issue a standing invitation to all United Nations

* Special. Procedures mandate holders In 2012 Latvia welcomed the Independent Expert on
the effects of foreign debt. We will remam open to visits by the Unlted Nations experts in

the future.

Partlcrpatlon of civil socnety isa backbone of every demoeracy Latvia has ensured that '

: non-governmental orgamzatrons can freely engage in decision-making process at all levels,

.The collaboration between non-governmental organizations and public authorities is being

constantly Strengthened. For example, at the moment there are more than. thousand non-

governmental organizations involved in the adviéory councils: The Memorandum on
Cooperation ‘between Non-governmental Organizations and the Cabinet of Ministers,

adopted in 2014, aims to further advance the role of civil society in public administration.



Wide and affordable access to the new technologies has promoted more transparent and
inélusi\%e governance. Latvia | is among the few countries where the meetings of the
Latvian Parliament and the Government are broadcasted live on the Internet. Every resident
can use a variety of e-services, including to declare annual inéOme, apply for undergraduate
study programmes and to declare the place of feéidénce online. Furthermore every citizen
can ‘propose'new legislation initiatives by using the interhet i)latform “My Voice”. Each
.initia;tive signed by at least 10,000 citizens is referred to the Parliament, which is obliged to

consider it as a legislative proposal.

Mzr. President,

Since the examination of the first report of Latvia in 2011, we have taken many steps to
~ implement the accepted recommendations in order to further strengthen the protection of
~human rights in Latvia. Let me draw your attention to some femarkable developments and

achievements since our first review.

In 2014 tl_}e Parliarﬁent adopted the Preamble of the Constitution,of the Republic of Latvia.
The Preamble reasserts the principles of democracy, pluralism and huinan rights embodied
in our Constitution. It also reaffirms the rights of persons belonging to national minorities

to préserve and deVelop their language and ethnic and cuﬁural identity.

In Octobef 2013 Amendments to the Citizenship Law éeirrie into force, after more than

two years of meticulous work. First, (;onsiderihg Latvia’s historical background, currenﬂy :
increasing mobility of persons and the need to sustain ties with citizens all over the world,

 the Amendments significantly extended the séope for dual citizenship. In this respect the
Amendiments followed the b-est practices in the world. Second, with the Amendments the
procedure fop granting citizenship and naturalization process has been _further' simplified.
For example, the .Latvian citizenship is granted automatically to childre‘n of stateless

persons and non-citizens. -




I’'m also pleased to note that Latvia’s .national human rights-institution — the Ombudsman
Office — in March 2015 was accredited in the lnternational Coordinating Committee of
National Human Rightls; Institutions. The 'Committee granted to it the accreditation status
“A? thus recogmzmg its full comphance with the highest lnterllauonal standards. The
Government has constantly increased its funding to ensure the effeetlve functionjng of the
. Office.

T would also like to note that in-order to ensure a more efficient, objective and independent

investigation of criminal offences committed by officials of law enforcement agencies, a

new institution — the Internal Security Office — commenced its operation in November

2015 under the supervision of the Minister of Interior, .

Latvia has further deepened'its international commitments by acceding to the Second
Op’ﬂonal Protocol to the Internatlonal Covenant on Civil and Political R1ghts on the
~ abolition of the death penalty. Latvia has also ratified the Council of Europe Convention on
the p_rotectlon of ch1ldren against sexual explo1tat10n and sexual abuse. We will continue to
evaluate the posslbility of aCcégling’ to other international human rights instruments in due

course.
Now [ would like to highlight some épeciﬁc human rights areas in more detail.

Latvia has worked towards gender equality and women’s empowerment. We fully share

the view that gender equahty is a goal in itself as well as precond1t10n for meeting many

challenges In La‘ma the pr1ne1ples of gender equahty are taken into account in every policy

planning and pohcy makmg process. The Gender Equahty Action Plan for 2012 — 2014

aimed at efﬁe1ent 1ntegrated and coordmated approach to gender equahty In the framework

of the Plan a wide range of activities were 1mplemented 1nclud1ng measures to promote the

reconc111at10n of work and family life and pubhc awareness ra131ng campaigns. We have

also pald a particular attention to active participation of fathers i in ch1ld care.



I m glad to note that our achiecvements have been recognlzed 1nternat10nally In 2015 the
Global Gender Gap Report ranked Latvia among the 20 leadlng countries in the field of

gender equality. The report concludes that Latv1a_has fully closed gender gap inthe fields of
| health and survivallas well as education attainment. Our strength is also women’s economic
participation. One third of all enterprises in Latvia belong to women. Furthermore 30% of .
companies listed on stock exchange are 1nanaged by women, which is the third highest
indicator in the European Union. Women also comprise 65% of highest edueation graduates

and are highly represented in science and justice system.

At the same time there is always a room for further improvement, for example as regards*
the gender pay gap. To address remaining challenges we are currently elaboratlng a new

policy planning document.

Mr. President,

In recent years Latvia has intensified its .ef.forts to elirninate domestic violence, Firstly, the
~ legal framework has been improved. In 2014 complex amendments to legal acts introducing
temporaty protection against ﬁ}iolence .jentered into force. I would like to emphasize that
although the amendments are recent, the case law is already advanced. In ofder to further
strengthen the legal framework, Latvia has undertaken to accede to the Council of Europe’s,

Convention on Preventing and Combatting  Violence against Women - and ‘Domestic
Violence by 2018. Secondly, we have focused on provision of quality social rehabilitation
services. Starting from 2015 the State funded social rehabilitation services for adult victims
and perpetrators of violence are available. Such services may include consultation provided
by a lawyer, a psychelogist or a social worker. Also person’s accommodation expenses are
covered, if necessary. Thrrdly, a variety of activities aimed at expert training and public

awareness-raising on domestic violence have been Implemented

As a regional leader in the ﬁghr against human trafficking, Latvia has continued to
strengthen its efforts in this field. A nurnh‘er of improvements to the normatiye ﬁ"arnewo'rkr
have been made, for example, specifying a definition of human tra.fﬁcking. We have been
focusing ‘on‘building the capacity of law enforcement agencies to cornbat:human trafficking
and sham marriages. Another crucial focus area has been assistance to the victims of himan

!
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Since 2011 the State funding for social rehabilitation has increased considerably. In 2013

State compensation for victims of human trafficking was introduced. Furthermore victims
who participate in criminal proceedings on hurr}an trafficking are entitled to receive

additional support services,

Latvia has also reinforced measures aimed at improvement of conditions in places of

| imp.risonment. For example, in-the period from 2013 till 2014-a comprehensive audit was

conducted in order to collect information about conditions in places of imprisonment and to

~develop proposals for their impre\__fement.' As a follow up, it has been ensured that the

‘accommodation for imprisoned persons is in full compliance with international standards
- 1 "

for residential area. This standard was also enshrined in the respective legal acts. -

A con51derable progress has been achleved with regard to the reducuon of the number of
imprisoned persons. I would like to highlight the Amendments to the Criminal Law of 2013

reforming the system of criminal penalties, As a result, the use of alternative penaliies to

b deprwatlon of hberty has increased rapidly. In addition the electronic monitoring system

was introduced in'2015. Due to these and other r.eforms., in the period from 2011 till 2015
the number of indpri_soned persons has been reduced by 30%. | '
‘Several delegatmns inquired about the steps taken to eliminate discrimination. Leglslatlon
of Latvia pr0h1b1ts dlscnmmatmn of any kind. Anti-discrimination provisions are enshrined .

in the Constitution and_ various sectoral laws. Tn 2013 the Law on Prohibition of

Discrimination against Naturaerersons - Performers of Economic Activities was adopted.

Furthermote in 2014 the Crirhinal Law was amended providing criminal liability for
dIScrImmatlon due to racial, natlonal ethnic or religious belonging or for the violation of

the proh1b1t10n of any other type of dlscnmmatlon if a substantial harm is caused thereby

In line with the Guide]ines on National Identity, Civil Society and Integration Policy a wide

range of measures have been implemented. These include further development of '

discrimination monitoring system, review of existing anti-discrimination norms,

~ educational and awareness-raising events. For example, the project “Different People.

Various Experiences. One Latvia.” with the. support of the Government ‘was carried out
from 2013 till 2014. During the project the cooperation network -among public
administration institutions and non- governmental orgamzatmns was estabhshed and

measures aimed at Roma 1n1egrat10n with a focus-on educa’aon were carried out.



We have been wofking té reduce discrimination against Roinzi and to ensure them equal
opportunities, eSpecially in the field of education. In 2011 a package of national policy
measures for integration of Roma was adopted. Particular attention has been paid to the
field of education. I would especially like to note the programrhe for professional training
" of teacher’s assistants with Roma background. The institutibnal framework has also been .
improved by establishing the Advisory Council on Roma integ‘rdtion issues and the
Network of Regional Experts. | ' .,i
Latvia has also worked to prevent discrimination ag'ainsf the LGBT persons. We have paid B
attention to training of experts, including from the State Police, on issues related to
protecﬁon of LGBT rights, Latvia has also established a gbod cooperation with thé
| European Union Agency for Fundamental Rjghts and the Council of Europe in this area. I
would also like to mention the Europride, which peacefully took place in Riga in.June
' 2015. The event was co-organized by LGBT rights organizations in coordination with the
Government and law enforcement agencies. In the margins of thé event a large number of

conferences, seminars, discussions and exhibitions were held.

As regards hate crimes, the Criminal Law provides for criminal Hability for incitément to
national, ethnic, racial or religious enmity. In addition racist, national, ethnic or religious
motives are defined as an aggravating circumstance. Furthermore the Criminal Law
provides crimi.nal liability for act aimed towards inciting hatred or enmity because of the
gender, age, disability of a person or any other characteristics, if substantial harm has been
~ caused thereby. The responsible authoritics have stepped up their efforts to monitor hate
| speech in the virtual ehvironrnent, while respecting the right to freedom of expression. Due
attention have also been paid to the training of experts from the Stﬁte Police College and
the State Police. For example, in 2014 the State Police and the Organization for Security
and Cooperation in Europe concluded a memorandum on tfaining in the field of combatting

hate crimes.




Mr. Presideht,

!

- Latvia is proud of its tolerant, -open_'and multilinguéd éociety. There are more than 150
ethnicities l'iVin'g in our country. We have the sepohd highest mult'illingualism indicator in
the European Union. National minorities and their culture are an integral cornpohent of
Latvia’s society and cultural space. Latvia’s society- integration policy ensures protection
of their rights and enjoyment of their culture,rlanguage”and' traditions. National minorities
are socially and politically active, they engage in policy-planning and decision-making

Processes.

Latvia offers é unique education system, with State financed minority education
programmes in seven languages: Russian, Polish, Belarusian, Ukrainian, Estoniar,
Lithuanian and Hebrew. At least 60% of :sul-nj ects are being taught in Latvian or bilingually.
' Measures dimed.-at.improving the quality of \bilingual education are being implemented on
the regular basis. The results of ‘centralised national examinations demonstrate that
examination. results in genefal education schools are similar to those in schools
, 1mplement1ng national mmorlty education programmes. Remarkably, studerits at national
" minority schools earn even h1gher scores in some subjects - like maths, history and forelgn
Ianguages ‘The number of students belonglng to national minorities who have chosen the
LatV‘lan Ianguage as a language of examination has 1ncreased from 60% i in. 2011 to 79% in

2015.

1]

In order to improve the Latvién language proﬁciéncy, the Go-vérmnent p_rbvides free
language courses. In recent ‘years the Latvian language proficiency among persons
belonging to national minorities has improved considérably,' especially among the youth.
| Today more than 94% of persons belonging to national minorities can communicate in

Latvian in comparison with 23% in 1989.



M. President?

After the restoration of Latvia’s indépendence in 1990, the temporafy status of “non-
citizen” was established. This status was granted to persons, who had immigrated during
the period of Soviet occupation as a result of deliber'ate‘migratiorn policy of the Soviet
authorities in the obcupiéd territories and who lost their USSR citizenship after the
dissolution of the Soviet Union. These persons had never been citizens of the Republic of
Latvia or their descendants. ' -
Latvian authoritics have always stressed that the status of non-citizens is of a temporary
nature. Latvian non-citizens are not stateless. It is clearly stated in the relevant legislative
“act. All preconditions for a successful naturalization process have been created. Tt h’aé been
repeatedly simplified in accordance with the mternatlonal standards. Naturalizationr
procedure in Latwa is one of the most liberal in Europe The indicator measuring the
inclusiveness of the naturalization procedure in Latvia is above the European Union
average. Currently almost 150,000 persons have made a choice to become citizens of
Latvia. At the same time non-citizens enjoy the same social guarantees and most of the
rights guaranteed to Latvian citizens. They enjoy full protect1on under the law both in

Latvia and while living or travelling abroad.

As 1 already underlined at the beginning of my statement, in accordance with the ,
Amendments to th_e Citizenship Law of 2013, the citizenship acquisition and naturalization
prdcess was further simpliﬁed, including by granting the Latvian ciﬁzenship automatically
_to' children of stateless persons and non-citizens. Since the adoption of the Amendments the
‘number of new-borns whose parents ar‘e. both non-citizens that are registered as Latvia’s
citizens has risen from 52% to 82%. In total, 99% of children born in Latvia in 2015 are

cmzens of Latvia.

At the same time Latvia houses 179 stateless persons. Being state party to the 1954
Convention Latvia provides protection to those people as required by our international
obligatioris. T would appreciate if during the interactive dialogue this distinction-would be

clearly observed and correct references would be used to either abovementioned groups.




‘Mr. President,

Increased migration and forced displacementj arc - among the greatest humanitarian,

challenges of out time. To tackle them, long-term and comprehensive solutions are
requlred In January 2016 a new Asylum Law entered into force in Latv1a The new law
further widens the scope of the rights of asylum seekers, For example, the State funded

legal assistance services will be made more available.

Latvia has shown its solidarity with the international community by committing itself to-

‘admit 531 asylum seekers over the next two years. In November 2015 the Government
'approved the Action Plan for the admission of asylum seekers. The.Plan envisages
- establishing an appropriate system for the relocation and resettlement as well as for the

sustainable integration of the pérsons in a clear need of international protection.

One of our focus areas W111 be measures aimed at promotlng successful integration of

asylum seekers into Latv1a s society. Sc>01a1 mentor services will be prov1ded The -

Govemmcnt will offer Latv1an_1anguage courses and practical training on issues such as
emplo_yme'nt, education, health care, social ‘security, non-discrimination and others. It is
also planned to establish an Information Center, which will provide different services,

including psychological, judicial, social worker counselhng Specific courses will also be
| -offered to spec1a;hsts who work w1th asylum seckers. Furthermore public awareness raising

activities will be organized on the regular basis.

Mr. President, _
Distinguished delegates,

i

"1 would like to conclude by emphasizing Latvia’s strong determination to continue its

efforts with a view to further advance human rights protection in our counfry.

I thank you for your attention and look-fbrward to your recommendations and questions.
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