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1. Distinguished Members of the Committee, colleagues, Ladies and Gentlemen,

2. I have the honour and the privilege today to present Latvia’s initial report on the implementation of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, one of the two major universal human rights instruments.

3. Today’s discussion is important, as it will be the first time since the restoration of Latvia’s independence that our Government will engage in a dialogue with this Committee.  I thus find it important to provide you with a general historical, legal and political background, which I invite the distinguished Members to keep in mind during our dialogue with the Committee.
4. In 1990, after re-gaining its independence from the Soviet Union, by a Declaration of the Supreme Council, Latvia acceded to a number of international human rights instruments, amongst which was also the 1966 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.  In 1992 the ratification instrument was submitted to the Secretary General of the United Nations.

5. It took several more years to gain the necessary knowledge and adopt internal procedures for preparing reports on implementation of the binding international instruments, as well as to develop sufficient domestic capacity to actually draft and translate the Report.  This is the reason why the Report was submitted with a delay.

6. I would like to emphasize that Latvia has always remained committed to respecting the internationally recognized human rights standards and has always cooperated to the maximum possible extent with international organizations, such as the Council of Europe, the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe and the United Nations, including its special procedures.  Such a dialogue with international organizations not only helped the Latvian national authorities in performing critical analysis of the existing situation with the view of identifying areas where improvement was needed; it also facilitated better understanding by the international organizations and their representatives of the particular circumstances preceding and surrounding the restoration of Latvia’s independence, as well as current processes having aim of strengthening such independence and democracy.
7. Following the restoration of its independence from the Soviet Union, Latvia had to create a state that would meet the standard of modern democracy.  Unfortunately, this process could not be completed in one day, and it was linked to a number of difficulties.  First of all, as time was needed for drafting new laws, a large number of the former USSR laws remained in force until replaced by the new ones.  Secondly, Latvia’s political and economic life underwent a drastic change from a single-party totalitarian state with a centrally planned economy to a multi-party democratic state with a free market economy.  Such a transition required not only legal and practical changes in terms of state budget commitment, policy planning, individual rights and effective remedies for their protection.  It should not be forgotten that such a transition also required changes in people’s thinking.  The duty of the state shifted to the practical efforts in ensuring that everyone has an equal opportunity in finding a home, a job or an education that meet their needs, at the same time by assisting those less fortunate.
8. In 1998, the Latvian Constitution was amended with a Chapter on Fundamental Rights that covers the most important rights guaranteed under major international human rights instruments.  In 1996, Latvia set up the Constitutional Court having mandate to rule on compatibility of the national laws with the Constitution, as well as with the provisions of international treaties binding upon Latvia.  As of 1 July 2001, individuals have the right to apply to the Constitutional Court for a ruling on conformity of the national laws and international agreements to which Latvia is a party with the Constitution; on conformity of other legislative acts with provisions of higher-ranking legislative acts, as well as with international agreements binding upon Latvia.  Constitutional complaints (petitions) may be submitted to the Constitutional Court by anyone who feels that his/her basic rights, as defined in the Constitution, have been violated by a legislative provision.  It must be noted that by far the largest number of cases examined so far by the Constitutional Court concerned human rights; to be more precise – economic and social rights, including prohibition of discrimination.  The Constitutional Court, through its extensive case-law, by applying directly the provisions of international human rights instruments or interpreting the provisions of the Constitution in the light thereof, has made a significant contribution into justiciability of economic and social rights, thus triggering further legislative and political changes, as well as development of the case-law of the courts of general jurisdiction.
9. The Latvian National Human Rights Office was established in 1995 on the basis of a separate law.  The Office was an independent institution, having the task of protecting and promoting human rights in accordance with the 1993 Paris Principles relating to the status of national institutions.  The Latvian National Human Rights Office examined written complaints alleging violations of human rights, as well as offered verbal consultations.  The Office, on a regular basis, analyzed conformity of the Latvian legislative provisions with the international human rights agreements binding upon Latvia.  On the basis of its findings, it prepared reports and or submitted petitions to the Constitutional Court.  As of 1 January 2007, with the entry into force of the relevant law, on the basis of the Latvian National Human Rights Office the Office of the Rights’ Defender (the Ombudsperson) started its work.  The latter Office has taken over the functions of the protection and promotion of human rights, also adding a new one – ensuring the observance of principles of rule of law and good governance.  One specific function of the Office of the Rights’ Defender will be to ensure the observance of the principle of equal treatment and prevention of discrimination, allowing the Office to apply also to courts of general jurisdiction in cases of violation of the principle of equal treatment.
10. In 2004, Latvia has joined the European Union, subjecting itself to very strict economic and political standards set by the Union.  The Latvian Government understand that much still needs to be done in order for Latvia to reach the level of the wealthiest EU Member States, which no doubt is a good example to be followed.  At the same time, it must be noted that major efforts have been made by the Latvian Government in ensuring better social and economic conditions to its residents, through opening borders, creating friendly environment for private business, developing the system of social benefits and social services, improving healthcare and education system, introducing state-guaranteed loan system, and so on.  At present, Latvia is classified by the World Bank as an upper-middle-income economy.
11. I am proud to say that there has been a stable gradual increase of the annual state social budget, which in 2006 was almost triple the amount of the annual state social budget of 1995.  With the entry into force of the 1995 Law On State Pensions, the previously existing approach towards the calculation of the state pensions was changed, by introducing pension system based on individual social insurance contributions.  The pension system in force since 1 January 1996 is based on the principle that a person has made identifiable contributions to certain funds, creating a direct link between social insurance contributions and pensions.  The next step of the Latvian pension system reform was the introduction of the funded pension schemes.  While private pension funds have been operating already since July 1998, the mandatory state fully funded pension scheme was launched in July 2001.  Considerable efforts have been made in improving the system of social security and social assistance to the vulnerable groups of society, including unemployed, people with disabilities, elderly, young families, victims of trafficking, and so on.
12. There has been a stable gradual increase of the annual state healthcare budget, which in 2007 was almost four times the amount of the annual state healthcare budget of 2000.
13. I am also proud to say that during recent years there have also been significant developments in the culture sector.  The annual state culture budget has shown almost triple increase.  If in 2000, the annual state culture budget was 23 millions Latvian lats, then in 2006 the figure reached 67 millions Latvian lats.

14. Finally, one of the most important developments in Latvia, in addition to increased state funding of different activities, has been the introduction of short-term and long-term policy planning that allows the Government in efficient and coherent manner to develop various national sectors, by setting up priorities within each sector, as well as for the Government in general.  A selection of various short-term and long-term policy planning documents has been provided in our initial report, as well as in the replies to the list of issues.

15. At the same time, we recognize that, regardless of how much has already been achieved, the work does not stop here as still more has to be done to improve the well-being of the Latvian residents, including higher amounts of benefits and pensions, better quality of social services and healthcare, better awareness of social, economic and cultural rights among the individuals themselves, employers and professionals involved in decision-making and its review process.  In this regard, we believe that the dialogue with your Committee will contribute to the process of assessing the current situation and generating ideas for the future.  For this purpose, our delegation includes numerous national experts to ensure the high quality of our dialogue.
16. I thank you for your attention and look forward to your questions.




