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	[bookmark: _Toc354402755][bookmark: _Toc518998911][bookmark: _Toc92095991][bookmark: _Toc92096007][bookmark: _Toc92098571][bookmark: _Toc92100981]SUMMARY OF THE SUBMISSION
This submission to the Human Rights Committee (CCPR) highlights violations of the provisions of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (Covenant) following adoption of the list of issues to be taken up in connection with the Fourth periodic report of Latvia.
Jehovah’s Witnesses in Latvia and as a worldwide community respectfully request the Government of Latvia to:
(1) [bookmark: _Hlk92119162]Recognize the right to conscientious objection to military service and provide for a genuine alternative civilian service of a non-punitive nature and not under supervision by the Ministry of Defence, conforming to international standards;
(2) Prosecute individuals who attack Jehovah’s Witnesses or send anti-religious messages and hate speech to them and their children;
(3) Enforce media standards prohibiting libel and slander based on negative stereotyping and false, generalized allegations;
(4) Abide by the commitment to uphold the fundamental freedoms guaranteed by the Constitution of Latvia, the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and the Covenant for all citizens, including Jehovah’s Witnesses.



I. [bookmark: _Toc92095992][bookmark: _Toc92096008][bookmark: _Toc92098572][bookmark: _Toc92100982]INTRODUCTION
1. The European Association of Jehovah’s Witnesses is a charity registered in the United Kingdom. It provides support to Jehovah’s Witnesses facing fundamental human rights violations in various parts of the world.
2. Jehovah’s Witnesses have been active in Latvia for more than a century. In 1926, they established an office in Riga in the name of International Bible Students Association (IBSA).
3. The Soviet annexation of Latvia severely impacted the religious activities of Jehovah’s Witnesses. After the country regained independence, Jehovah’s Witnesses opened a translation centre in 1994 and gained legal registration for their congregations in 1998.
4. Currently, there are approximately 2,200 of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Latvia, a country with a reported population of over 1.8 million. Despite improved religious freedom since independence, lingering prejudice and harassment persist. These issues have been aggravated by disinformation published by so-called “anti-cult activists” and certain religious organizations since the late 1990s, often reproduced unquestioningly in the media, as well as by an organized campaign of harassment by former Witnesses over the past two years.
II. [bookmark: _Hlk92094902][bookmark: _Toc92095993][bookmark: _Toc92096009][bookmark: _Toc92098573][bookmark: _Toc92100983]VIOLATIONS OF THE PROVISIONS OF THE COVENANT
5. Latvia acceded to the Covenant on 14 April 1992.
6. [bookmark: _Hlk193808257][bookmark: _Hlk193807491]This submission emphasizes violations of freedom of thought, conscience and religion (article 18 of the Covenant); respect for the security of the person, private life, honour and reputation (articles 9 and 17); and the commitment to ensure protection from advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred that constitutes incitement to discrimination, hostility or violence (article 20). It also addresses the failure to respect the right to conscientious objection to military service, which is protected by article 18 as construed by the CCPR in General Comment No. 22, CCPR/C/21/Rev.1/Add.4, 27 September 1993.
A. Interference with manifestation of belief
7. In February 2024, a group of Jehovah’s Witnesses was engaged in peacefully sharing their religious beliefs in the village of Cibuļovka, near Daugavpils, the country’s second-largest city. Two female Witnesses revisited the apartment of a couple they had previously spoken with, who had invited them back for further Bible discussions. Upon opening the door, a man recognized the Witnesses, shouted obscene insults at them and slammed the door. As the Witnesses were leaving the building, another man ran out of the apartment, verbally abused them and attempted to prevent them from leaving. Eventually, this man went to the parking lot and confronted the male Witnesses who had accompanied the women. He threatened to kill them if they returned to the village. The man showed the Witnesses a religious symbol he was wearing and said, “Do you understand that you don’t need to come here?” He then grabbed one of the male Witnesses by the coat to stop him from getting into a car. The man attempted to smash the car’s windshield but released his grip on the male Witness, and the group was able to leave. Similar incidents have previously occurred in this village. None has been reported to the police.
8. Unlike so-called traditional religious denominations, Jehovah’s Witnesses’ ordained ministers are not authorized to register marriages of congregants. The Union of Jehovah’s Witnesses has sent an official letter to the Ministry of Justice, requested a meeting and met with representatives of the Ombudsman’s Office in an attempt to obtain details of legal steps required to be granted this right. However, neither the Ministry nor the Ombudsman’s Office provided an explanation of the specific legal provisions. Lobbying for an act of parliament was suggested as the only option.
9. Unlike so-called traditional religious denominations, Jehovah’s Witnesses are not permitted to initiate pastoral activities in prisons; they may only visit prisoners who have requested such visits in writing. This stands in contrast with the prison ministry conducted by Jehovah’s Witnesses around the world, freely donating personal time and resources to help inmates reform their lives.
[bookmark: _Hlk195185757]B. Conscientious objection to military service
10. Jehovah’s Witnesses are known for respectfully declining to participate in military training and exercises, based on personal religious conscience. Latvia does not currently provide a civilian alternative to compulsory military service that meets international standards. The available alternative service is organized under the direct supervision and control of the Ministry of Defence, and all options are closely related to military activity. No options are as yet available for genuinely civilian alternative service under the supervision of other ministries such as, for example, the Ministry of Health, the Ministry of Welfare or the Ministry of the Interior.
11. Some Latvian ministries and officials have declined attempts by Jehovah’s Witnesses to present their concerns. For example, the Ministry of Welfare and the Ministry of Interior have declined to discuss problems created by compulsory military service as currently constituted.
C. Misinformation and defamatory media reports
12. Jehovah’s Witnesses were obliged to initiate litigation against two national media outlets that disseminated misinformation and hate speech about their religious activities in Latvia. The first case, against Jauns.lv, began in 2022. Jehovah’s Witnesses lost at all three levels of the national court system. An application to the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) is now under consideration. The second case, against TVNET, has been ongoing for more than a year at the first-instance level. The ECHR has previously found similar allegations against Jehovah’s Witnesses to be groundless and in violation of the European Convention on Human Rights.[footnoteRef:1]  In 2022, misrepresentations in the media apparently influenced the Latvian Prosecutor General’s Office to issue a statement threatening to ban Jehovah’s Witnesses. This threat has not been rescinded despite efforts to address the problem with the Office of the General Prosecutor. [1:  Jehovah’s Witnesses of Moscow v. Russia, application No. 302/02, 10 June 2010, paras. 110, 122, 127, 129, 145 and 149; Taganrog LRO and Others v. Russia, applications Nos. 32401/10 and 19 others, 7 June 2022, paras. 157 and 176] 

13. Since December 2021, an identified former Witness has regularly sent disturbing, anti-religious and hateful SMS messages and emails to hundreds of Jehovah’s Witnesses across the country, usually once a month. Recipients include minor children and individuals who have never met him, do not know how the sender obtained their contact information and are unable to block the messages. The sender falsely claims to personally know each of the nearly 2,200 Witnesses in Latvia. Therefore, according to the Latvian Data Protection Authority, his activity is legal because the law “does not apply to the processing of personal data by a natural person in the course of a purely personal or household activity.” As a result, the Data State Inspectorate has taken no action on an official complaint by Jehovah’s Witnesses regarding this hate-speech campaign.
III. [bookmark: _Toc92095994][bookmark: _Toc92096010][bookmark: _Toc92098574][bookmark: _Toc92100984]CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
14. Jehovah’s Witnesses in Latvia and as a worldwide organization express concern about ongoing human rights violations as exposed in the above submission. They respectfully request the Government of Latvia to take the necessary steps to:
(1) Recognize the right to conscientious objection to military service and provide for a genuine alternative civilian service of a non-punitive nature and not under supervision by the Ministry of Defence, conforming to international standards;
(2) Prosecute individuals who attack Jehovah’s Witnesses or send anti-religious messages and hate speech to them and their children;
(3) Enforce media standards prohibiting libel and slander based on negative stereotyping and false, generalized allegations;
(4) Abide by the commitment to uphold the fundamental freedoms guaranteed by the Constitution of Latvia, the UDHR and the Covenant for all citizens, including Jehovah’s Witnesses.
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