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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) on Latvia highlights violations of the provisions of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (the Covenant) prior to the adoption of the list of issues to be taken up in connection with the consideration of the fourth report of Latvia.
Jehovah’s Witnesses in Latvia and as a worldwide organization respectfully request the Government of Latvia to:
(1) [bookmark: _Hlk92119162][bookmark: _Hlk163051616]Enforce media and human rights standards prohibiting the abuse of freedom of expression, thus counteracting intolerance, disinformation, incitement to hostility, discrimination, hatred, libel and slander against an entire religious group;
(2) Prosecute hate crimes and persons who attack Jehovah’s Witnesses;
(3) Recognize the right to conscientious objection to military service and provide for a genuine alternative civilian service (ACS) that is not under the Ministry of Defence and is of a non-punitive nature conforming to international standards;
(4) Abide by its commitment to uphold the fundamental freedoms guaranteed by 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 present in Latvia for more than 100 years. In July 1926, an office was set up in Riga to organize the national activities of Jehovah’s Witnesses. Permission was granted to hold public meetings, and 975 people attended Bible lectures in Riga, Liepāja, and Jelgava.
3. In 1929, the office was moved to Šarlotes Street, Riga, and more than 90,000 religious books and booklets were imported for distribution. That same year, the government expelled from Latvia German nationals who were Jehovah’s Witnesses. On 14 March 1933, International Bible Students Association (IBSA), a non-profit body used by Jehovah’s Witnesses, was officially registered and arranged for local printing of some publications. However, on 30 June 1934, the Minister of the Interior closed down the IBSA office and confiscated some 40,000 books and booklets along with a small amount of cash. Applications to reregister were rejected.
4. The closing of the office and the decades of harsh Soviet rule that followed the annexation of Latvia and the Second World War had a crushing effect on the activities of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Latvia. Following Latvian independence, on 20 August 1994, Jehovah’s Witnesses opened a translation centre that could accommodate 20 persons at 40 Miera Street, Riga. On 12 October 1998, the director of the National Human Rights Office announced the legal registration of two congregations of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Riga, for a trial period of one year. A month later, a congregation in Jelgava was similarly registered.
5. [bookmark: _Hlk92094902][bookmark: _Toc92095993][bookmark: _Toc92096009][bookmark: _Toc92098573][bookmark: _Toc92100983]Despite a formal warning from the General Prosecutor’s Office (GPO), there are currently no official restrictions on the religious activities of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Latvia. They may build places of worship, hold large conventions and manifest their faith freely. However, Jehovah’s Witnesses experience a climate of religious intolerance and hostility that has generated numerous acts of discrimination by national and local authorities. Furthermore, serious hate speech and hate crimes have been perpetrated against them by civil society.
II. VIOLATIONS OF THE PROVISIONS OF THE COVENANT
6. Serious concerns arose following a series of defamatory articles in 2022 by TVNET, which are the subject of ongoing litigation. In addition, Jehovah’s Witnesses are formally appealing an unjustified warning from the GPO that was issued in April 2023 in response to TVNET’s articles and unfounded criticism from a small number of former adherents. Jehovah’s Witnesses are also apprehensive about implications of new national laws regarding compulsory military service and defence courses in high schools. They hope these laws will be applied in a way that both complies with international standards, including CCPR General Comment No. 22 (30 July 1993), as confirmed by numerous CCPR Views on individual Communications as well as binding rulings of the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR), and provides conscientious objectors with genuine civilian alternatives of a non-punitive nature.
A. Media Misinformation and Official Baseless Threats
7. Between 28–31 March 2022, TVNET (one of the two largest and most popular news websites in Latvia) published five articles (in Latvian, Russian or both languages) uncritically reiterating disinformation provided by former Jehovah’s Witnesses, such as Mr. Jānis Stūrmanis, who is subject to criminal proceedings for assaulting Jehovah’s Witnesses during their peaceful public religious activity. The articles contain derogatory labels (“destructive” or “totalitarian cult”), baseless and inflammatory allegations of “religious extremism”, criminal allegations and factual errors. This media outlet used methods similar to those of “the former USSR and Nazi Germany” to attack long-held religious beliefs and practices of Jehovah’s Witnesses. They repeat anti-cult propaganda spread by the Government of Russia that is very similar to anti-Semitism or anti-Islamism and has been unequivocally condemned by the ECHR.
8. On 30 March 2022, the GPO issued a press statement on its website incorrectly claiming that there were “grounds to conclude” that the beliefs and practices of Jehovah’s Witnesses “may be in conflict” with the Constitution of Latvia. It appears that, in violation of the right to religious autonomy, the warning was based on the TVNET articles and a written accusation from just 12 former Jehovah’s Witnesses, which misrepresented the Witnesses’ practice of expelling former adherents who choose to repudiate Bible principles regarding morality and other matters.
9. Sadly, the GPO never attempted to contact the Association of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Latvia (ACJW) for comments before making the statement. In an attempt to resolve the matter amicably, on 7 April 2022, ACJW wrote to the GPO, requesting that it publish a retraction. The GPO did not respond to the letter but instead, on 12 April 2022, sent a letter demanding that ACJW provide information about the beliefs and practices of Jehovah’s Witnesses. This was provided on 13 May 2022, but the GPO did not agree to take down its tendentious press release. The GPO warning generated TV and radio reports widely spreading the disinformation.
10. One year later, on 20 April 2023, the GPO issued a letter to Jehovah’s Witnesses, threatening to liquidate all legal entities of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Latvia. The letter clearly stated that the GPO had contacted the Ministry of Justice and the State Security Service and continued: “From the replies received it appears that those authorities have no information about possible activities of Jehovah’s Witnesses (congregation, churches) or their officials that could be grounds for termination of its activities in accordance with Section 18(2) of the Law on Religious Organizations.” However, it went on: “I warn you that if the activity of the religious organization contradicts the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia or other regulatory enactments, or if the religious organization with its activity (teaching) threatens the democratic state system, national security, public safety or order, as well as the health of other persons and virtue, its activity can be terminated based on a court decision.”
11. On 4 July 2023, ACJW filed a claim in the Administrative Court with 15 supporting witness statements against the GPO liquidation warning. Although a “warning letter” is procedurally required if the GPO wishes to initiate proceedings to liquidate a religious legal entity, the Administrative Court decided that there were no grounds or right to open proceedings on the lawfulness of the GPO’s conduct and its decision to issue a warning. An ancillary complaint was then filed to the Supreme Court of Latvia, which upheld the decision of the first instance court and dismissed the complaint.
12. The disinformation campaign of TVNET continued in August 2023, when it published six additional articles making shocking false claims. For example, TVNET libellously alleged that Jehovah’s Witnesses are responsible for murders and suicides committed by former members, and even for mass shootings in their Kingdom Halls (places of worship), referring directly to the recent horrific tragedy in Hamburg, Germany.
13. Jehovah’s Witnesses have filed a civil lawsuit against TVNET for defamation, abuse of freedom of expression and other fundamental rights (articles 8, 9, 10.2, 14 and 17, ECHR). However, there is no extant case law in Latvia on disinformation, stigmatization, negative stereotyping and sweeping statements about an entire religious or racial group that promote prejudice, hostility or intolerance.
B. Assaults and Harassments
14. On 29 May 2023, during national celebrations of Latvia’s ice hockey team winning a bronze medal in the world championship, several Jehovah’s Witnesses were displaying Bible literature on a small mobile display in Riga. Former adherent Jānis Stūrmanis approached them aggressively and threw their display into the river. His wife, Mārīte Stūrmane, also a former adherent, used abusive language against the Witnesses. Four Jehovah’s Witnesses were eyewitnesses of this incident and one of them, Dmitrijs Martjučenko, filed a police report. The Witnesses later learned that Mr. Stūrmanis and his wife are licensed owners of hunting rifles. Initially, the police decided not to initiate a criminal investigation, but after an appeal the prosecutor agreed to start an investigation.
15. A former Jehovah’s Witness sends intimidating SMS messages and emails to hundreds of adherents across the country, usually once a month, since December 2021. Recipients include people who do not know him, as well as minor children. The majority of the recipients do not know how the sender obtained their personal contact information and are unable to block the messages. The sender bizarrely claims to know personally every one of the more than 2,100 Witnesses in Latvia. The Latvian Data Protection Authority maintains that 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.”
C. No Genuine Alternative Civilian Service of a Non-Punitive Nature for Conscientious Objectors
16. Beginning 1 January 2024, 600 men aged 18–24, who are not currently in either basic or secondary education, are subject to conscription (120 in January and 480 in July). Purported ACS is only offered in institutions subordinate to the Ministry of Defence, namely: (1) the National Defence Military Facilities and Procurement Centre; (2) the National Defence Logistics and Procurement Centre; (3) the Latvian Geospatial Information Agency; and (4) the Latvian War Museum. The law does not meet internationally recognized criteria for ACS.
III. [bookmark: _Toc92095994][bookmark: _Toc92096010][bookmark: _Toc92098574][bookmark: _Toc92100984]CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
17. Jehovah’s Witnesses in Latvia and as a worldwide organization express concern about tolerance of unfounded and libellous media misinformation, as well as intimidation by threats of liquidation that result from it. They are also seriously concerned about assaults and harassments perpetrated on adherents of their faith. The absence of a genuine ACS of a non-punitive nature for conscientious objectors is also a matter of concern. Jehovah’s Witnesses in Latvia and internationally respectfully request the Government of Latvia to take the necessary steps to:
(1) Enforce media and human rights standards prohibiting the abuse of freedom of expression, thus counteracting intolerance, disinformation, incitement to hostility, discrimination, hatred, libel and slander against an entire religious group;
(2) Prosecute hate crimes and persons who attack Jehovah’s Witnesses;
(3) Recognize the right to conscientious objection to military service and provide for a genuine ACS that is not under the Ministry of Defence and is of a non-punitive nature conforming to international standards;
(4) Abide by its commitment to uphold the fundamental freedoms guaranteed by the Covenant for all citizens, including Jehovah’s Witnesses.
EAJW will consider submitting an additional complementary submission with the CCPR after the list of issues has been adopted.
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