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THE TERRITORIAL REFORM OF LATVIA
The necessity of an administrative territorial reform has been discussed since the beginning of 1996. Attempts to carry out reforms on both the local and regional levels have taken place. The main idea of the reform is:
a) local level: to unite rural communities (pagasts) or join them to towns (pilseta),
b) regional level: to unite districts (rajons) or join them to cities (lielpilseta).
I. The period 1996-1997
In the period 1996-1997 the government tried to follow the same path as used in Estonia, i.e. to conclude the liquidation of regional self-government by appointing prefects instead of self-government bodies. Such a development would have implied a further centralisation of powers and resources.
However, the supporters of an accelerated reform met a counter-force:
• Rural communities were against the idea of uniting local government bodies under the prevalent conditions since neither the quality of roads nor other communications had improved. They considered that the "united" territories would easily become "peripheral", and that the level of communal service would go down steeply, and the only escape would be emigration to towns.
• Local deputies objected against the purely administrative character of the intended centralisation with no economic mechanisms for improving the efficiency of self-governmental work.
• The Union of Local and Regional Governments of Latvia (ULRGL) objected against the non-democratic character of the intended centralisation and the violations of the European Charter of Local Self-government bodies that the centralisation implied.
• The political parties of the coalition government objected against the transfer of power from sector ministries to regional structures reporting to the Prime Minister.
Moreover, the tactics chosen by the reformers failed, mainly due to attempts to carry through the reforms despite public opposition and a lack of explanation of the gains to be expected.
Discussions in the parliament (saeima) in 1997 on the regional status lead to a compromise solution. The solution implied that regional councils were to maintain the status of self-government bodies but not to be directly elected. Furthermore, according to the law on self-government, the decision-making authority of the region should consist of the chairpersons of the town and pagast councils, who, in turn, elected one of them as their chairperson.
The law on the administrative territorial reform, adopted on 21 October 1998, set out very moderate objectives. Now not only uniting bodies but also co-operation was included in the local reform. Furthermore, the reform was extended to a six-year period and on a voluntary basis. It was stated that forced bodies to join together could be possible only if carried out by the government. However, the necessity for an elected regional self-government body was acknowledged.
In order to promote the development of co-operation instead of uniting bodies, an amendment acknowledging the establishment of co-operation between institutions was made to the law on self-government bodies. This implies that regions can found not only an enterprise or society, but also an institution of public power issuing administrative instruments on behalf of a few self-government bodies.
The law on Planning of Territorial Development, adopted on 15 October 1998, had significant impact on the reform process. In this law the basic principles for the development of regions are defined. According to the law, a region can only be defined by a subnational government, not by the national government. In this way a legal background has been developed for the establishment of a democratic, decentralised structural policy in Latvia. Unfortunately, the above mentioned law is presently only applied as a basis for the creation of planning regions. Two governments during 1999 totally ignored the existence of this law.
II.    The period 1998-1999
In practise the local reform started in the period 1998-1999. During this period approximately 7 amalgamations were concluded. Some self-governments chose the co-operation method instead of amalgamation. The co-operation method includes a contract which shall be ratified by each participating Council. It also includes the organisation of common institutions, budget and enterprises. Nevertheless, such co-operation means separate functions and separate elections.
During 1998 and 1999 an investigation of the situation in 17 districts (so called administrative regions) out of26 were carried out. The results of the investigation are concluded as proposals on possible territories for amalgamation or co-operation. This investigation advanced significantly the process of the administrative reform.
After the election of the 7th saeima in November 1998 the government expressed, through its "Declaration of Intended Activity", its intention to proceed with the administrative reform. The government included some new elements in the Declaration:
- the acknowledgement of the principle of subsidiarity,
- the intention to increase the self-government bodies share of the total public budget,
- the intention to involve self-government bodies gradually in the administration of taxes,
- the intention to create an independent tax basis for all kinds of self-government bodies,
- the intention to adhere gradually to the European Charter of Local Self-government.
However, the Declaration has intrinsic contradictions since the fields of health and social care as well as education are connected with further centralisation. Such a situation reflects the internal controversies within the community and political parties.

In July 1999 a new government was formed. Unfortunately, elements such as subsidiarity and increasing budgets were not included in the Declaration of this government. Instead the new intention was to finish the administrative territorial reform in March 2001.

Nevertheless, the Minister with special tasks for public administration reforms, Janis Bunkss, remained in office. In August 1999 the regional reform was presented to the government. Three principal solutions were accepted by the Cabinet of ministers:

1.      The creation of 9 regional authorities.

2.      The establishment of directly elected authorities.

3.     That the next regional and local elections would be held in March 2001.

At the same time the Prime Minister declared that he is personally against directly elected regional government.

The other objectives of the reform

Other objectives included in the reform were:

1.     the creation of a regional financial basis, which should consist of33% of individual income tax, 20% of access tax on fuel, 100% of corporations income tax and 20% of environment tax;

2.      the decentralisation of state responsibilities to regional self-government bodies within the following areas:

- regional development planning;

- regional investment policy;

- primary and secondary health care;

- professional education;

-- social care of regional importance;

- regulation of regional transport;

- regional roads;

3.     the delegation of state concentrated functions to regional self-government bodies.

The Cabinet of ministers was not ready to accept or to reject the above mentioned principal objectives. Therefore Janis Bunks, the minister responsible, consulted different ministries on the decentralisation and devolution of state functions. As a result a separate protocol with each separate minister was signed. However, the results of the negotiations differed from the original concept. Ministries agreed to delegate a very small amount of their rights and responsibilities to regions.

During the second half of 1999 discussions on the reform were also organised with the main political parties. The positions of the various parties were very different. Whereas some parties supported the idea of regions belonging to the nation state, others supported the present situation without changes. Finally, some parties supported a very fast and energetic reform leading to regional elections. The position of the new government is not yet clear.

Positions also changed concerning the local reform. Two parties in majority in the parliament, the "Latvian way" and "LNNK/TB", supported a 6-year local reform according the "Law on administrative-territorial reform". Likewise, support for the co-operation method instead of the amalgamation method was increasing.

The standpoint of the ULRGL

The standpoint of the ULRGL is based on the "Development Guidelines for Self-government bodies of Latvia" adopted at its 5^ Congress in 1995 and amended at the 7th in 1997. The ULRGL acknowledge:

- the civil servants of the self-governments, only if a decent sovereignty of the staff and organisation is guaranteed,

- the development of the rights of the self-government bodies to impose taxes and fees,

- the development of self-governmental instruments for economic regulation,

- the guarantees of annual training for the civil servants of the self-government bodies, and a range of other proposals included in the Guidelines.

At the 9th Congress of the ULRGL a resolution on regional reform was adopted. The main principles of the resolution are:

• that the regional authorities will be directly elected self-government bodies;

• that sufficient financial resources will be created for regions;

• that functions and finances of local and regional self-governments will be separated;

• that any supervision or co-ordination of local authorities from the regional level is unacceptable.

In meetings of rural communities and special reform conferences during the autumn in 1999 the idea of the development of local co-operation, instead of compulsory amalgamation, was supported by a clear majority.

Conclusions

Two concluding facts about the process of territorial reform in Latvia are that:

• the political forces in Latvia lack a clear opinion about the objectives of the reform process;

• the ULRGL is ready to support the reform only if it will be connected with decentralisation and the real inclusion of local and regional authorities in the development process.

Source: Mr Maris PUKIS, Senior Adviser of the Union of Local and Regional Governments of Latvia (ULRGL).

