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Madam Chairperson, distinguished members of the Committee, ladies and gentlemen!

Today I have the honour to present the periodic report of the Republic of Latvia on the implementation of the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women in Latvia between 2005 and 2017.

I am also honoured to lead the delegation consisting of so many knowledgeable experts who are directly involved in drafting the Government’s policy initiatives and responsible for their implementation. The delegation consists of representatives of the Ministry of Justice, the Ministry of Health, the Ministry of Welfare, the Ministry of Culture, the Ministry of Education of Science, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, as well as the Permanent Representation of Latvia to the UN in Geneva and the State Police. We look forward to a constructive and informative exchange with your Committee. 

Madam Chairperson, 

2020 is a significant year for gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls everywhere in the world. In 2020, the global community marks the twenty-fifth anniversary of the adoption of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action. On 31 October, the UN Security Council Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security will celebrate its 20th anniversary. Latvia is very interested in playing an active role in the formulation of policies and global standards with regard to gender equality, as well as in strengthening the interaction between universal and regional human rights mechanisms. I am very proud that we have excellent experts in this field, and that women from Latvia in particular are very successful in shaping the international agenda on human rights and other policies. The women from Latvia have proved their ambition and professional excellence, and have taken the highest posts in international and supranational organizations. Thus, the former president of Latvia H.E. Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga currently presides the World Leadership Alliance – Club de Madrid and promotes implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals. Recently Ms Ilze Brands-Kehris was appointed as Assistant Secretary-General for Human Rights and Head of the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights in New York. Ms Ilze Juhansone was chosen for the post of the Secretary General of the European Commission – the highest civil servant post in the European Union. In addition, two weeks ago, it was announced that Ms Baiba Braže will end her term as Latvian ambassador to the United Kingdom and become Assistant Secretary-General of the NATO for public diplomacy. Women in leading positions is no longer an exception in Latvia, but a regular occurrence. Women have held both the post of the President of the State and the post of the Prime Minister. This year will mark a decade since women are in the seat of the second highest political post in Latvia – the Speaker of the Parliament. 

Madam Chairperson,

Considerable developments have taken place in Latvia since the presentation of the previous periodic report. After joining the European Union in 2004, Latvia experienced rapid growth. However, Latvia was severely hit by the economic crisis in 2008-2009, leaving the Government with difficult decisions to be made. The number of public sector employees decreased by 16 %, while wages were reduced by 12%. The crisis significantly depleted human resources in the public sector and delayed the intended reforms and plans. At the same time, fiscal austerity amidst the economic crisis did not dent the Government’s commitment to the protection of human rights, even if the diminished capacity of Government authorities impaired their ability to prepare regular updates on the implementation of a number of international treaties. 

The Declaration of the Intended Activities of the current Government expresses the commitment to justice and the rule of law, including strengthening of the respect for human rights. The Government has also expressed its commitment to continue purposeful steps towards reducing inequality, in particular paying attention to participation of women in leading positions in the armed forces, state institutions and politics, as well as elimination of gender based violence. 

To illustrate this commitment, I will first outline the domestic legal and institutional framework. I will then continue with legislative, policy-planning and other substantive measures and initiatives that have been introduced in the last years. I hope this will address some of the questions put forward by the Committee, and we will elaborate upon these topics in the course of our dialogue.

Equality and participation of women in the political decision-making has always been important in Latvia – the women’s suffrage became effective together with the proclamation of the Latvian state, and was exercised in the 1920 Latvian Constitutional Assembly election, with 5 women elected.

Although there were extensive discussions about the need for a separate chapter on human rights already during the drafting process of the Constitution, the final text was adopted on 15 February 1922, without the Chapter on human rights. Only in 1998, the Chapter on Fundamental Human Rights was included in the Constitution. Allow me to draw your attention to the Articles of the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia that are important also in the context of our dialogue today.

First, Article 89 of the Constitution places the human rights provisions of the Constitution in a wider context, stipulating that Latvia recognises and protects fundamental human rights in accordance with the Constitution, laws and international agreements binding upon Latvia. This means that Convention is among the international agreements used for the interpretation of the laconic articles of the Constitution.

Further, Article 91 of the Constitution states that everyone is equal before the law and the courts, and that human rights are ensured without discrimination of any kind. I must emphasise that the laconic form of the Articles of the Constitution allows for their dynamic interpretation taking into account the evolution in legal thought, changes in context, including changes in international law. The Articles mentioned are directly applicable when interpreting all other legislative acts, and evaluating any de facto action of State institutions. In this regard, I would like to note one of the latest judgments of the Constitutional Court of the Republic of Latvia, adopted on 7 November 2019. The case concerned a complaint of an imprisoned male where he alleged that a provision of the Sentence Execution Code was incompatible with the equality principle included in Article 91 of the Constitution because the contested provision established differential treatment for men, who have been sentenced for serious and particularly serious crimes, since they must serve their sentence in a closed prison, while women who have been sentenced for a similarly serious crime– in a partly-closed prison. Accordingly, the scope of the rights and obligations that these persons have at the institution for deprivation of liberty, are said to differ. 

In deciding the case, the Constitutional Court noted that indeed there was different treatment provided in the contested provision. Recalling that Article 4 of the Convention and the Bangkok rules allow the States Parties to create temporary special measures, the Constitutional Court concluded that the contested provision was aimed at creation of specific temporary measures for women as specifically protected and vulnerable group of prisoners. At the same time, the Constitutional Court recalled that Article 4 of the Convention requires to discontinue temporary special measures when the objectives of equality have been achieved. Therefore, the Constitutional Court ascertained whether objective and reasonable grounds still existed for establishing a different regime for serving a prison sentence for convicted men, compared to convicted women. It was noted that the differential treatment of convicted men most significantly manifested itself in the restrictions on the right to private life and on the rights of their family members. Consequently, the Constitutional Court emphasized that the relationships between parents and children required special protection, and, inter alia, recalling Article 5 of the Convention highlighted the growing understanding in the society that fathers and mothers have equal rights in the upbringing of children, and the importance of father in the child’s development. Accordingly, the Constitutional Court concluded that there were no objective and reasonable grounds for the differential treatment of convicted men and found the contested norm incompatible with Article 91 of the Constitution and invalid as from 21 May 2021.

I will now continue in my capacity as a Deputy Speaker of the Parliament, and will shortly reflect on the system of the examination of the draft laws by the legislator. When developing draft laws, including those that might have implications for the protection and promotion of human rights, the respective ministry gathers information about a range of issues, including the requirements of international law instruments, such as the Convention. The compliance of the draft legal act with Latvia’s international obligations in the area of human rights is analysed by the responsible committees of the Parliament, for example, by the Human Rights and Public Affairs Committee. During this process, the Ombudsperson and NGOs have the right to express their views. 

I also wish to add that the present Periodic Report of Latvia on the implementation of the provisions of the Convention was also presented to the Human Rights and Public Affairs Committee. Furthermore, last week my colleague and former Minister of Health organised a meeting of the members of this delegations with NGOs and the Group of Members of Parliament that have expressed their particular interest for gender equality issues and reproductive health. We had an open and constructive dialogue, and the work on the promotion of gender equality and elimination of discrimination against woman will definitely remain on the agenda of the Parliament.

Now I would like to highlight the significance of the National Human Rights Institution – the Ombudsperson’s Office, having an influential role in Latvia for the promotion the protection of human rights. The functions of the Ombudsperson include examination of individual applications of different human rights issues, including those concerning discrimination of women and gender equality. The examination of individual complaint to the Ombudsperson’s Office may lead to a settlement or recommendations to the parties. The Ombudsperson may also provide legal assistance for the applicants before the courts and submit an application to the Constitutional Court. Finally, the Ombudsperson’s Office carries out independent research and prepares reports, informs the society about different issues, including about the prohibition of discrimination. In the last years, a particular focus of the activities of the Ombudspersons Office has been the protection of the rights of the child and social rights. The Parliament and the Government attach great importance to ensuring that the Ombudsperson’s Office has sufficient budgetary means to carry out their functions effectively. In 2018 and 2019, the budget of the Ombudsperson’s Office was around 1.5 million euros, but for the year 2020, the budget approved in the Parliament is 1, 614 872 euros. 

With your permission, Madam Chairperson, I would now like to draw the Committee’s attention to the most important Government initiatives and policies in several key areas where progress has been made since your Committee considered Latvia’s previous report. We believe that the situation with regard to non-discrimination of women in Latvia has improved in a number of aspects due to the targeted implementation of relevant policies, and I invite the Committee to note Latvia’s achievements. 

First, since 2014, Latvia has made significant progress in creating the legal framework to prevent domestic violence and protect victims of such violence. 
Public awareness about domestic violence has increased, there is a growing tendency of no-tolerance for domestic violence. The amendments to the Criminal Procedure Law strengthened the procedural safeguards and opportunities for victims of domestic violence to report the perpetrators. The Criminal Law was amended to include an aggravating element, namely, cases when actions were committed against a person to whom the perpetrator is related in the first or second degree of kinship. Both laws have also been amended to simplify the reporting procedure and questioning of victims in the criminal cases involving specially protected victims, such as minors, victims of human-trafficking, victims of violence from relatives or persons with intimate relationships. For example, perpetrators of domestic violence may be prosecuted without submission of the formal complaint, which is crucial in situations when the victim has informed the police about the violent act but has not agreed to file an official complaint due to fear from further consequences. Amendments to the Civil Procedure Law introduced a temporary protection of victims of violence. Further amendments to the Criminal Law and to the Law on Police were adopted to ensure effective implementation of the temporary protection. At the same time, the system is also supported with a special procedure of State-funded legal aid to women who are victims of violence. Recognising that victims of violence need immediate legal assistance, there is no requirement in this special procedure to indicate the level of income or property belonging to the woman for her to receive State-funded legal aid.

Statistical data show that those in need of protection from domestic violence actively request police and court restraining orders, which are directly applied against the aggressors. Police officers and judges are offered specific training to recognize various forms of domestic violence, such as physical, sexual, psychological and economical violence. We have paid attention to the quality of State-funded social rehabilitation services for adult victims of violence. 

The next priority of the authorities is to introduce an effective prevention mechanism for domestic violence and abuse. The interdisciplinary discussions are ongoing with regard to the best inter-institutional cooperation model that would allow preventive intervention in families at very early stages and first signs of possible domestic violence. The challenge is to agree on a model that would be acceptable for all stakeholders and that would simultaneously be financially viable. We are confident that we will succeed in this challenging task.

In addition to the legal framework to prevent domestic violence, in 2018 criminal liability for psychological abuse, stalking and female genital mutilation was established in the Criminal Law, thus meeting the respective requirements of the Istanbul Convention. For cases where the offense has resulted in a serious bodily injury related to genital mutilation or loss of reproductive capacity, or if the offense involves trafficking in human beings, or forced abortion the statutory limitation period is set longer. Latvia considers that our legal framework in the field of criminal law now forms a solid basis for elimination of violence against women and domestic violence.

Furthermore, Latvia has taken a number of steps internationally and domestically to prevent human trafficking. We participated in the transnational project HESTIA, financed by the European Commission. The main objective of the HESTIA project was to look into the phenomenon of human trafficking and sham marriages, to provide a concrete definition of sham marriages as a form of human trafficking, and initiate comprehensive action for their prevention. The project included a training component in which the research results were used to develop training materials for different professionals working with persons vulnerable to human trafficking. In October 2018, with the participation of Latvia, another international project aiming to research modern forms of human trafficking was launched. The project FLOW – Flows of illicit funds and victims of labour trafficking. Uncovering the complexities – promotes a holistic approach to tackling human trafficking in conjunction with economic crimes and businesses that border on the illegal.

In addition to numerous international projects, an interdisciplinary working group for the Guidelines for Prevention of Trafficking in Human Beings 2014-2020 was established in Latvia, consisting of 32 representatives from State, municipal institutions and NGOs. The main tasks of the working group are to coordinate the various activities under the Guidelines, as well as to provide a platform for exchange of information between the authorities involved to provide support and social services to victims of human trafficking. The main activities in the Guidelines are: awareness raising for law enforcement authorities and victims of human trafficking through targeted and informative campaigns; training for professionals (police officers, border guards, prosecutors, judges, social workers, consular officers) working with victims and potential victims of human trafficking. 

Moreover, we believe that full realization of women’s economic rights is essential for the achievement of commitments under the Beijing Platform for Action and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Therefore, Latvia focuses its resources on achieving gender equality in the areas of education, labour market participation and pay, which we find essential for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth. Latvia has adopted the policy-planning document “Plan for the Promotion of Equal Rights and opportunities for Women and Men for 2018-2020”, which defines measures to promote equal rights and opportunities for women and men. The main areas of the plan are equal rights and opportunities in labour market and education, elimination of gender based violence, strengthening the institutional mechanism, and raising public awareness on equality between women and men.

Latvia’s gender equality index is moving upwards, and between 2005 and 2017, Latvia improved its index score, however still remaining below the EU average gender equality index. At the same time, Latvia consistently ranks amongst the top 20 countries globally in terms of gender equality, according to the World Economic Forum. Recent reports of the World Bank on “Women, Business and the Law” named Latvia as one of only six countries worldwide to fully guarantee legal equality between women and men in employment and business.

In practical terms, since the end of the economic crisis, in 2010, Latvia has achieved remarkable results in the area of women’s economic participation and leadership. Female labour market participation has been on increase. In 2018, almost 75% of women in the age group 20 to 64 were employed. Since 2010, the employment rate of women has increased considerably, by more than 10 percentage points, which has been the result of a better economic situation and targeted policy actions. Women own one third of all enterprises in Latvia. 65% of university graduates are women. Latvia is among the leading countries with 53% of scientists and engineers being women. Latvia has the highest share of women in leadership positions in Europe – 46%. Unemployment rates in 2018 were lower for women standing at 6,4% and higher for men standing at 8,4%. It is to be noted that unemployment rates in Latvia are highly dependent on the education level. 

The gender pay gap at 15,7% is close to the EU average, however showing a somewhat stabilizing downward trend and thus the positive impact of previously taken measures aimed at awareness raising. At the same time this development emphasizes the need to focus on structural measures in the fields of education and training and to encourage less gender segregation in educational and training choices, for example by bringing more women into STEM fields. Engineering, manufacturing and construction are strongly preferred by men, who account for 9 out of 10 graduates in this field, while women make up at least 7 out of 10 graduates in the other main fields. 

Latvia has started the implementation of a competence-based curricula, this will help shaping the attitudes and opinions of our younger generation. It is our belief that children should be encouraged to choose their future profession depending on their talents, interests and call. Therefore, we hope it will empower girls and boys to live by the values of gender equality. At the same time, continued awareness raising for adults, change of attitudes, policy adjustments, adequate human resources and institutional capacity will play an important role. 

Turning to State support for working parents, we are confident that parents are well protected within the Latvian social protection system. The State provides paid maternity, paternity and parental leaves as well as a paid leave to care for a sick child. We have worked hard to improve the access to childcare services and on flexible childcare arrangements for working parents. There are still challenges for parents working nonstandard hours, but there are many good examples when local governments are innovative and diversify care services that enable parents, particularly women, to join the labour market. Latvia has also introduced measures to strengthen the father’s role, since men and boys do have an important role and responsibility in the advancement of gender equality. It is crucial to encourage fathers to exercise their rights to paternity and parental leaves, to reconcile their work and family life in order to promote an equal share of family and household responsibilities and equal career opportunities. 

A comprehensive education reform is underway in Latvia. On 2 April 2018, amendments to the Law on Education and the Law on General Education entered into force, introducing significant changes in the approach to general education in Latvia. The reform seeks to promote an inclusive society and equal opportunities for all school graduates, avoiding any form of discrimination. The principal aim of the reform is to ensure that all school graduates have an equal platform of skills and competences for a successful and competitive entry into the labour market in Latvia or for the continuation of their studies. The Ministry of Education and Science and the National Centre for Education work in close cooperation to ensure high quality training of teachers. For example, the National Centre for Education together with the University of Latvia has developed guidelines Development and Evaluation of Educational Literature in Compliance with National Education Standards, which are helpful for both the textbook developers and evaluators. With regard to eliminating gender stereotypes, these guidelines require that the content and illustrations of textbooks should follow principles of equal opportunities, avoiding stereotypical statements and explanations of situation, such as “women’s work is cooking and room cleaning”, while “men’s work is technique and business 

I should also mention that since 2015, a number of targeted support activities have been carried out in the Ministry of Culture and other co-responsible governmental institutions with regard to Roma inclusion. The main aim of the project “Latvian Roma platform” is to build cooperation and dialogue between the Roma civil society, and the governmental and municipal institutions, employers, social partners and NGOs. Since 2019, a particular attention is devoted to encouraging Roma women to participate in the public life and strengthening their civic self-awareness and social skills. The project is carried out in cooperation with the NGO “Cooperation Network of the NGO’s of Latvian women”.

Turning to the health care system in Latvia, it should be noted that the system is based on the universal coverage principle. A wide range of publicly funded health care services are available for all, and patients have free choice of health care institutions and specialists where to receive health care services. Medical treatment institutions must ensure access to persons with functional disabilities, and if it is not possible, information must be provided about the place and way to receive appropriate and accessible health care services. 

Persons with disabilities have access to a wide range of State-funded health care services of the same quantity, quality and standard as anyone else, including in the area of mental, sexual and reproductive health. Persons with disabilities and retired persons are granted certain additional benefits. For instance, the patient’s co-payment to a health care service provider is reduced, while some categories of persons are exempted from this payment entirely.

Particular attention is devoted to the promotion of healthy lifestyle and prevention of diseases. This is ensured through different awareness raising campaigns and materials in particular, for the population subject to the territorial, poverty and social exclusion risk, as well as the development and supervision of screening programmes, for example for breast cancer, cervical screening and faecal occult blood test. 

Latvia follows the vaccination trends in the world and improves the vaccination calendar. For example, during the season of 2019/2020, vaccination of pregnant women and children up to age of two against seasonal influenza has been ensured, raising the demand 12 times in these specific groups and extending the vaccination coverage. Starting from this year, for the vaccination of girls against human papillomavirus infection, a 9 valent vaccine is used, thus ensuring wider protection against different forms of cancer.

Many efforts have been undertaken recently to reduce the spread of the HIV infection. In addition to the measures that have been described in the replies of Latvia to the Committee’s List of Issues, I would like to highlight that since October 2018, there are no restrictions as to who may receive the antiretroviral therapy, thus ensuring the “test and treat approach” to all persons, diagnosed with the HIV infection. Furthermore, as from 2019, Latvia introduced additional support services for HIV-infected persons to ensure early and effective access to treatment. For example, a support person is provided for a patient to offer moral support and assistance in organizing visits and encouraging the patient to undergo treatment. In addition, the register of HIV infected persons was improved, allowing for better quality data for analysis of risks of infections, treatment outcomes, and other factors. 

Madam Chairperson, distinguished members of the Committee,

Last but not the least; I would like to thank the Non-Governmental Organizations for their contributions to this dialogue. Their active participation and involvement, highlighting the issues that are important for women in Latvia, in particular those from risk and vulnerable groups, is invaluable. Collaboration with social partners and NGOs is one of the practices Latvia can be proud of as active involvement of different stakeholders at all stages of policy development plays an important role. 

I believe this outline will contribute to our discussions about achievements and issues we continue to tackle decisively in Latvia. Our delegation looks forward to the fruitful and constructive dialogue with the Committee. I wish to underline that the delegation of Latvia highly values the dialogue with the UN and this Committee and regards it as a way to contribute to the full implementation of the Convention. This is as an opportunity to advance the work of Latvia, and we look forward to the comments and questions by the members of the Committee.
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