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I. Introduction
     [1] Country conditions profiles are produced by the Department of State’s Office of Asylum Affairs for use by the Executive Office of Immigration Review and the Immigration and Naturalization Service in assessing asylum claims.a [FTN 1] They are written by State Department officers with expertise in the relevant area and are circulated for comment within the Department, including to overseas missions, and to other agencies if appropriate.b In addition to this profile, adjudicators may wish to refer to the annual Country Reports on Human Rights Practices or other publicly available information on country conditions. c
II. Overview and Recent Developments
     [2] Latvia is a parliamentary democracy.a It regained its independence in 1991 after forced annexation and more than 50 years of Soviet occupation.b The 1991 Constitutional law, which supplements a 1992 Constitution, provides for basic rights and freedoms.c The Prime Minister is chief executive, and together with the Cabinet is responsible for government operations.d The President is elected by Parliament.e The current President was re-elected in a competitive election by the Parliament in June 1996.f The judiciary is independent but not well trained, efficient or free of corruption.g The most recent parliamentary elections were held in September and October of 1996.h They were considered to have been free and fair but 
______________________________

FTN 1: By regulation, the Department of State may provide information on country conditions to help adjudicators assess the accuracy of asylum applicants’ assertions about country conditions and their own experiences; likely treatment were the applicants to return; whether persons similarly situated are known to be persecuted; whether grounds for denial are known to exist; and other information relevant to determining the status of a refugee under the grounds specified in section 101(a)(42) of the Immigration and Nationality Act.  
the election law passed in May barred citizens active in the Communist Party or other pro-Soviet organizations after January 13, 1995, from running.i New parliamentary elections will be held in October 1998. j
     [3] The varied economy, controlled by the State in the Soviet period, is in transition from a centrally planned to a market-oriented economic system.a Private enterprise in trade and services is thriving.b About 80% of agricultural land is farmed privately and 60% of all land is now in private hands.c In the industrial sector, progress toward privatization and revitalization is much slower.d Unemployment was somewhat over 7 percent in 1997, somewhat lower than in 1996.e The gross domestic product continued a rise begun in 1996. f
III. The Most Common Asylum Claims
       A. Frequency and Types of Claims
     [4] The number of asylum applicants from Latvia remains small. Most claims are based on ethnic considerations (evaluated under `Nationality’ in this report), and usually involve legal and societal discrimination resulting from the applicant’s status as non-citizens, a circumstance usually ascribed to ethnic bias.a Almost all of such claims involve individuals whose first language is Russian and whose families arrived in Latvia after World War II, ie. during the period of Soviet rule.b Many of the applicants describe themselves as Jewish and provide accounts of anti-Semitism as well.c Many applicants assert that they are unable to return to Latvia and are stateless.d Many claims among national minorities also cite religion as a secondary basis. Purely religious claims, however, are rarely encountered.e Claims based on political grounds are also infrequent and the number is too small to establish a discernible pattern. f
       B. Claims Based on Political Opinion
     [5] Latvia has established a multiparty parliamentary system, where elections are free and fair.a The only limitation on political participation by citizens relate to individuals and organizations associated with the totalitarian past.b A 1993 law bars registration of Communist, Fascist and other political parties whose activities would contravene the Constitution.c The former Latvian Communist Party First Secretary, Alfreds Rubiks, was sentenced in 1995 to eight years in prison for attempting to overthrow the independent Latvian State in 1991.d Rubics was released from jail in December 1997 after serving 6 years.e A May 1995 election law prohibited a parliamentary candidacy by any citizen who remained active in the Communist Party or various other pro-Soviet organizations after January 13, 1991, a prohibition that included former KGB officers.f In Parliamentary elections held in May 1995, 11 parties won seats. g
       C. Claims Based on Religion

     [6] Religious activity was severely limited under Communist rule.a For a more detailed discussion of the nature of Communist policies and actions against believers, see the section, `Claims Based on Religion,’ in Russia – Profile of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions, produced by this office.b Restrictions became less rigorous during the last three or four years of this period, as a result of Gorbachev’s reform policies. c
     [7] Since independence, residents of Latvia have generally practiced their religion freely.a Religious groups are not required to register in order to conduct worship.b Latvia is by tradition a Protestant country but has significant numbers of Catholics and Orthodox believers.c We have no reports that governmental or non-governmental organizations have interfered with worship by Catholic, Orthodox or most Evangelical Christians, or by Jews. d
     [8] A 1995 law on religious organizations, however, specifies that to enjoy certain rights and privileges related to property ownership and other attributes of legal entities, religious groups must register.a Under the law the Justice Ministry has registered over 800 religious congregations, including the Mormons, whose previous lack of official registration has created problems with visas and residence status for foreign missionaries.b Denial of registration, while seriously limiting an organization’s activities, does not prevent its adherents from worshipping together.c The death in 1996 of a 17 year old Jehovah’s Witness whose parents initially refused to permit a blood transfusion engendered press and public criticism and calls for more regulation of unregistered religious  groups viewed by some as `cults.’d According to the Ministry of Justice’s Department of Religious Affairs, the church groups denied registration to date include Jehovah’s Witnesses, the Latvian Free Orthodox Church, Church of Christ Scientist, and the Rock of Salvation Church.e The denial of registration to Jehovah’s Witnesses imposes real hardships and has resulted in the wide but inaccurate, perception both among both the public and many government officials that Jehovah’s Witnesses is an illegal group.f Despite having a number of adherents in Latvia, the Witnesses are denied the necessary legal means to administer to the spiritual needs of their members.g However, in summer 1998 there were encouraging signs that the state might reconsider its earlier refusal to register the Witnesses. h
       D. Claims Based on Race
     [9] There are few members of racial minorities in Latvia, and we have seen no claims of mistreatment on this basis. a
       E. Claims Based on Nationality
     [10] The vast majority of asylum claims by individuals from Latvia are based primarily on discrimination arising from their non-Latvian ethnic origins.a According to 1998 estimates, Latvia had a population of 2.5 million, with the following ethnic breakdown: 56% Latvian, 30.2% Russian, 4.2% Ukrainian, 1.4% Polish and less than 1% for each of seven other nationalities.b The rural areas remain predominantly ethnic Latvian, while seven out of eight of the larger cities, including the capital, Riga, have ethnic non-Latvian majorities.c Ethnic Russians and other non-Latvians are disproportionately represented in large industrial enterprises constructed during the Soviet period.d A large part of the (ethnic) non-Latvian population consists of individuals who relocated to that area during the Soviet period.e These individuals were not granted automatic citizenship in the new Republic, as were individuals who were able to trace their ancestry to pre-World War II Latvia. f
            1. Citizenship and Resident Status
     [11] It is important to recognize that Latvian citizenship policies are not framed in ethnic terms and its implementation has not resulted in a demarcation along purely ethnic lines.a According to a Latvian parliamentary commission, 57% of the residents of the country were ethnic Latvians, while more than 70% of the citizens were Latvian citizens, i.e. 13% of the population consist of citizens who are not ethnic Latvians.b However, there is a disparity in the proportions of the various ethnic groups, which have citizenship.c Thus, 97% of ethnic Latvians were citizens but only 32% of the ethnic Russians, 45% of the Jews, and 65% of the Polish residents had this status. d
     [12] Latvia’s push to reestablish independence, which gained momentum at the end of the 1980’s was accompanied by a resurgence of national consciousness.a In October 1991, in order to counter what many characterized as `Russification’ during the Soviet period, Latvia adopted policies that restricted citizenship to individuals who lived in Latvia prior to June 17, 1940, and their descendants.b This left a sizeable portion of the population without citizenship.c After protracted debate, including much criticism from Western countries and from Russia, the Parliament on July 22, 1994 approved a law, which specifies the modalities of obtaining citizenship for the remaining 40% of the population.d It provides for several categories of individuals to be naturalized in stages extending from 1995 until early in the next century.e Modifications of this law were enacted in 1995.f Under the law as revised, highest priority will be given to spouses of Latvian citizens and citizens of other Baltic States, and persons born in Latvia.g Those born outside of Latvia will be eligible to apply beginning in the year 2003.h Naturalization will also require some knowledge of the Latvian language, history and constitution, a loyalty oath and residency requirement.i Several categories of individuals, including officers of the Soviet military and KGB will not be eligible.j The head of an investigative mission of the Council on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) described the 1995 legislation as a major step forward.k On the basis of this law, Freedom House re-categorized Latvia from `partly free’ to `free.’ l
     [13] In response to complaints by non-citizen residents and charges by the Government of Russia that ethnic Russians were being mistreated, and following recommendations by the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), the Latvian authorities moved in early 1998 toward significantly easing the present citizenship legislation.a The most important law passed by the Latvian parliament in June to bring legislation into line with the OSCE recommendations on citizenship would grant citizenship automatically to children born in Latvia of non-citizen parents after 1991 without requiring them to pass a Latvian language exam.b Another change would abolish the system of naturalization `windows’ which restrict the numbers of non-citizens who can apply for naturalization in any given year.c However, nationalist groups succeeded in temporarily blocking immediate implementation of the new law by securing a national referendum on the law. d
     [14] In any event, a significant portion of the population must remain non-citizens for a number of years.a Parliament addressed the status of these individuals when it passed a law in April 1995 on the status of resident non-citizens.b The law reconfirmed that former Soviet citizens will have all the basic rights spelled out in Latvia’s constitutional law.c In addition, it permits non-citizens to freely choose a place of residence in Latvia, as well as to leave and return to Latvia.d It grants non-citizens a limited right of family reunification.e All legal residents are entitled by law to non-citizenship passports, which serve as travel documents and be valid for return to Latvia.f The US Embassy in Latvia has noted several cases involving Latvian residents who tried but failed to obtain political asylum in the U.S., yet subsequently obtained Latvian travel documents to return to Latvia.g The law applies to all permanent residents of Latvia with a valid domicile registration as of July 1, 1992.h It has greatly speeded up the registration of the large number of individuals who did not have resident status and were this regarded as visitors.i One effect of this provision is to require the registration as legal permanent residents of thousands of Soviet military retirees and their dependents who had been left with only temporary residence permits.j The law also eliminated many areas of discrimination against non-citizens in the civil service.k However, various laws prohibited employment of non-citizens in certain categories.l A government commission has endorsed changes in unemployment regulations stipulating that jobless people no longer needed to present a Latvian language proficiency certificate to be eligible for unemployment state benefits.m It also eased restrictions on the use of Latvian in private companies.n Amendments to the labor law that would have allowed language inspectors to demand the dismissal of state employees who did not speak Latvian well enough were defeated. o
     [15] Few resident non-citizens (fewer than 10,000) have so far availed themselves of the naturalization provisions of the 1994 citizenship law to apply for Latvian citizenship.a The government has established a Naturalization Board with offices throughout the country to implement the citizenship law.b In the estimation of the OSCE and various non-Governmental organizations, the Board has to date sought to apply the law fairly.c However, the pace of naturalization remains slow.d Of the 60,000 eligible in 1995, 2,856 applied.e Of the 33,000 eligible in 1996, 2,572 applied. Of the 31,000 eligible in 1997, 2,686 applied.f The government conducted a comprehensive survey in winter 1998 in an effort to identify the main factors hindering the integration of Latvia’s two communities.g The reason for this relatively small number may include potential applicants’ lack of confidence that they could meet the language and history requirements, the restricted category of applicants eligible to seek naturalization in the first 2 years (currently only individuals under the age of 25 can apply), certain benefits that flow from non-citizen status (such as travel without visas to Russia and exemption from compulsory military service), and a sense that the legal status of permanent resident non-citizens is relatively secure. h
            2. Educational Opportunities 

      [16] The government has agreed to continue using Russian as the language of instruction in public schools where the pupils are primarily Russian speakers.a Although non-Latvian speaking students in public schools are supposed to be taught Latvian, there are shortages of Latvian teachers.b State-funded university education is in Latvian, except for the medical school and some classes for outgoing seniors.c Incoming students whose native languages is not Latvian must pass a Latvian language entrance exam.d It remains the government’s stated goal that all public schools will eventually convert to Latvian as the language of instruction. e
            3. Economic and Social Factors
     [17] Requirements that certain categories of employees of the State possess a working knowledge of Latvian appear to be the most conspicuous source of complaint among the Russian speakers.a There are some distinctions between citizens and non-citizens in the manner of calculating eligibility for social benefits such as pensions, although there was progress in 1996 in reducing these. b
     [18] Some ethnic Russians have also complained of de facto discrimination resulting from Latvia’s property laws, which place certain restrictions on land ownership by non-citizens.a Non-citizens were given proportionately fewer `privatization certificates,’ establishing equity in property privatized following the demise of Communism.b However, the law does allow land ownership by companies in which non-citizens own shares and the parliament was moving to eliminate remaining restrictions on the sale of land to non-citizens.c In reality, the disabilities experienced by many Slavic and Jewish non-Latvians are counterbalanced to some extent by the dominant position they enjoy in the economy.d Concentrated in urban areas and frequently having family links with Russia and other foreign countries, they have benefited disproportionately from the advent of private economic activity in the country.e Many of the large, state owned, enterprises in Latvia continue to be dominated by non-citizens, the majority of whom are ethnic Russians.f (Ethnic Latvians are a minority in seven of the eight largest cities, and in one of them, Daugavpils, constitute only 15% of the population).g The laws and other measures described above reflect a concern widespread among Latvians that the political future of Latvia remain in the hands of individuals with undivided loyalty to Latvia, as reflected in long family residence. h
     [19] Despite these legal limitations, the social environment does not appear to be inhospitable to non-citizens and ethnic minorities.a In a study published in March, 1998, the Latvian Naturalization Bureau found that ninety percent of non-citizens responded to a late 1997-early 1998 survey that they intended to stay in Latvia (only a slightly smaller percentage than the ninety-four percent of citizens who responded in this way).b The same survey indicated that in 1996 34% of all marriages were ethnically mixed, almost 50% of ethnic Latvian families have some relative of another nationality, almost 90% of ethnic Latvians say they have friends or acquaintances of another nationality.c 74% of non-citizens (as compared to 83% of citizens) agreed that, in everyday life, there is no difference between citizens and non-citizens.d One the negative side, 28% of ethnic Latvians fear losing their ethnic identity, and 73% of non-citizens (compared to 43% of citizens) expressed a feeling of `psychological uncertainty about one’s status today and tomorrow.’ e
     [20] In the economic sphere, the perception of wellbeing by citizens and non-citizens of Latvia are very similar.a They study above reported that 62% of citizens and 61% of non-citizens estimated their monthly expenditures per family at less than $100.b 30% of non-citizens and 26% of citizens report difficulty in finding a job.c In late May a Central Statistic Board survey reported that 85% of Latvia’s family suffer from `financial hardship.’ d
     [21] Approximately 39% of ethnic Russians are citizens.a Although almost all Russians and other non-Latvian residents in Latvia are entitled to Russian citizenship, the numbers of Russians returning to Russia remains small and appears to be declining.b Statistics from Russian sources report 27,000 Russians returned to Latvia in 1992, 26,000 in 1993 and 20,000 in 1994.c This modest net outflow reflects in part the higher standard of living and greater sense of order, which prevails in Latvia.d Russia’s pretensions to a form of `protector’ status with regard to Russian-speaking minorities in territory formerly under Soviet control acts as a deterrent to measures that would be perceived as systematic discrimination against them. e
       4. Anti-Semitism      
          a. Background
     [22] The number of Jewish residents of Latvia is variously estimated at between fifteen and thirty thousand, about 1% of the population.a It has been declining rapidly in recent years, by over one third between 1989 and 1993, a trend that parallels the emigration of Jewish residents from other former Soviet republics.b Most of the remaining Jews in Latvia live in the capital, Riga. c
     [23] Before World War II Jews constituted nearly 5% of the population of Latvia.a As a result of the Holocaust, when as many as 80,000 of the Jewish population perished, and evacuation eastward by the Soviets, this proportion was greatly diminished.b Some ethnic Latvians cooperated with the Nazis in their program of extermination.c Jews constituted only 2% of the population by 1959.d Their treatment under the Communist regime was essentially the same as that experienced by Jewish residents of other regions of the Soviet Union.e For details, see the section on Jews in Russia – Profile of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions, issued by this office.f However, it should be noted that in contrast to the complicity of some Latvians in the extermination of Jews in Latvia during the Nazi occupation, Latvian and the other Baltic states were generally regarded in the period after World War II as less prone to popular anti-Semitism than other European areas of the Soviet Union.g Between 1959 and 1970, when eased restrictions on emigration led to an outflow to Israel and the United States, the proportion of Jews in the Latvian population increased. h
            b. Present Anti-Semitism
     [24] Official discrimination against Jews and other religious groups ended with the end of Communist rule in 1991.a Jews enjoy freedom of religion, freedom to operate schools and cultural organizations, and freedom to emigrate.b The remaining issues between the organized Jewish community and the Latvian government concern the return of community and private property confiscated by the Communists.c These are currently being negotiated.d Jewish residents, citizens and non-citizens, are free to play an active role in the economic life in the country. e
     [25] While the situation of the Jewish community has been generally tranquil, there have been some manifestations of anti-Semitism.a In 1995 and again in 1998 the central synagogue in Riga was bombed, resulting in considerable physical damage.b Despite an intensive investigation in which an FBI team assisted, the identity of the bombers was never established.c In June 1998 police arrested several teenagers who had sprayed graffiti on a building across from the Riga synagogue.d Desecration of cemeteries has also occurred.e The murder of a prominent Jewish businessman in 1995 caused an element of disquiet in the Jewish community, although there was no indication of the motive for the killing.f An article that first appeared in the British Guardian newspaper and later in Life magazine (December 1992) suggested that an anti-Semitic revival was underway in Latvia.g Asylum seekers in their applications frequently include this material.h We have seen no evidence that these allegations are justified. Leaders of Latvia’s Jewish community at that time reported that anti-Semitism was not a major problem in Latvia.i In June 1994 Latvian President, Guntas Ulmanis addressed the Congress of the World Jewish Cultural Memorial Fund, which as held in the Latvian capital, Riga.j Ulmanis called on the people of Latvia to remember the victims of the Holocaust and restated the Latvian policy of cultural autonomy for Latvia’s minorities. k
     [26] Nevertheless, Latvian resistance to the Soviet Union in the World War II era, which in some cases involved cooperation with the German occupiers, seems destined to be viewed by ethnic Latvians on the one hand, and Russians and Jews on the other, from very different perspectives.a Latvia’s revived sense of nationhood has focused attention on these issues, suppressed during the Soviet period.b A parade in Riga on March 15, 1998, on the 55th anniversary of the former Latvian SS Legion, which fought with the Nazis against Russia in World War II, led to protests from organizations and from the Russian government.c The country’s military commander was dismissed for his unsanctioned participation.d In June 1998 a World War II monument to the Soviet victory over Germany was bombed with two deaths.e The Latvian paramilitary organization Aizsargi has been implicated.f 

IV. Other Considerations for Adjudicators – Return to Latvia

     [27] As a result of the restoration of independence and the changes in citizenship laws, the citizenship and residency status of many asylum seekers become a part of the asylum claim.a Our review of asylum, cases indicates that, in light of the citizenship laws described above, many applicants will be able to demonstrate that they are not presently Latvian citizens.b However, this does not necessarily mean that they cannot return to Latvia as legal permanent residents, with the status described above. c
       A. Validity of Travel Documents
     [28] Legal residents of Latvia, citizen or non-citizen, who departed since that country regained independence in 1991 with U.S. visitor’s, student or exchange visas, should have no difficulty returning.a Their travel documents were validated for return by the existing authorities of independent Latvia.b U.S. consular officers may issue a visa only to the bearer of a travel document valid for return to the country which issued the document and Latvia as an obligation under international law to accept the return of holders of its travel documents.c Since Latvia has been slow issuing new travel documents to non-citizen residents, most travelers in this category will have Soviet style passports. d
     [29] Questions may arise in cases of travel documents issued before restoration of independence.a These must be handled on a case by case basis with the Latvian authorities in the event that deportation is sought.b Generally, if the Soviet era passports were issued by authorities in Latvia, meaning the applicant was considered to be resident there, the bearers should be eligible to return.c The place of issue of the passport is often indicated on the bottom left side of the page that contains the bearer’s photograph. d
       B. Eligibility for Citizenship of Other Countries

     [30] Most non-citizens of Latvia would be eligible for Russian citizenship under Russian laws which offer citizenship to former citizens of the Soviet Union resident on what Moscow regarded as the territory of the former Soviet Union who have not accepted the citizenship of any other state.a In addition, many Jewish residents would be eligible for Israeli citizenship under the Law of Return.b Freedom to depart Latvia has generally existed since the restoration of independence. c
       C. Fear of Reprisal for Seeking Asylum
     [31] We know of no instances in which measures have been taken against individuals remaining in the United States or seeking asylum here. a
Chronology of Developments in Latvia

Date 




Event
1700 - 1721 



In the Great Northern War, Russian Empire 
                                                    wrests control of Latvian populated region 
                                                    of Sweden.   

November 18, 1918 

Latvia declares independence and in 
                                                    following two years defends Latvian 
                                                    independence from imperial Germany and 
                                                    Communist Russia.

August 15, 1940 


Soviet Union incorporates Latvia, in keeping 
                                                    with a division of sphere of influence 
                                                    between the USSR and Nazi Germany in the 
                                                    Molotov-Ribbentrop agreement of 1939.

1941 - 1944 



Nazi occupation of Latvia.
1944 - 1991 



Reoccupation of Latvia by the Soviet Union.

July 1989 



In the era of Soviet `perestroika,’ the 
                                                   Latvian Supreme Soviet adopted a 
                                                   `Declaration of Sovereignty.’ 

January 1991 


Soviet political and military forces tried 
                                                    unsuccessfully to overthrow the legitimate 
                                                    Latvian authorities.

August 21, 1991 


Latvia claimed de facto independence.

June 1993 



Parliamentary elections were held in which 
                                                    eight political parties gained seats in 
                                                    parliament. The Popular Front, which 

                                                    spearheaded the drive for independence in 
                                                    1989 did not gain sufficient seats for 
                                                    representation. The centrists `Latvia Way’ 

                                                    party headed a center-right wing coalition 
                                                    government. 

August 1994 


Russia withdrew its troops, stationed in 
                                                    Latvia since Soviet times.  

February 1995 


The Council of Europe grants Latvia 
                                                    membership.

September - October 1995 
Elections result in a highly fragmented 

                                                    parliament. A coalition government of six 
                                                    parties is formed after seven weeks of 
                                                    negotiations. 

June 1996 



The Saeima reelected President Guntis 
                                                    Ulmanis.

October 1998 


Elections for the Saeima scheduled.
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