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     [1] The Constitution provides for freedom of religion, and the Government generally respects this right in practice. 

     [2] There was no change in the status of religious freedom during the period covered by this report, and government policy continued to contribute to the generally free practice of religion; however, bureaucratic problems persisted for some minority religions. 

     [3] The generally amicable relations among religions in society contributed to religious freedom; however, lingering suspicions remain toward newer, nontraditional faiths. 

     [4] The U.S. Government discusses religious freedom issues with the Government as part of its overall policy to promote human rights. 

Section 1: Religious Demography 
     [5] The country has a total area of approximately 25,000 square miles, and its population is estimated at 2.3 million. The three largest faiths are Catholicism, Lutheranism, and Orthodox Christianity. Denominational membership statistics are self-reported estimates and are not completely reliable. Sizeable religious minorities include Baptists, Pentecostals, and various evangelical Protestant groups. The once large Jewish community was virtually destroyed in the Holocaust during the 1941-44 German occupation and now totals only an estimated 6,000 persons. 

     [6] As of April, the Justice Ministry had registered 1183 congregations. This total included: Lutheran (308), Roman Catholic (264), Orthodox (125), Baptist (96), Old Believer Orthodox (67), Seventh-day Adventist (50), members of Jehovah's Witnesses (13), Methodist (13), Jewish (13), Buddhist (5), Muslim (15), Hare Krishna (11), Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormons) (4), and more than 100 other congregations. 

     [7] Interest in religion has increased markedly since independence. However, a large percentage of these adherents do not practice their faith regularly. In 2003, churches provided the following estimates of membership to the Justice Ministry: Lutherans (556,000), Roman Catholics (430,405), Orthodox (350,000), Baptists (6,530), Old Believer Orthodox (80,070), Seventh-day Adventists (3,956), Mormons (854), Jehovah's Witnesses (154), Methodists (1,012), Jews (685), Buddhists (100), Muslims (356), and Hare Krishnas (135). Although no reliable statistics exist, it is widely acknowledged that a significant portion of the population is atheist. Orthodox Christians, many Russian-speaking, non-citizen, permanent residents, are concentrated in the major cities, while many Catholics live in the east. 

Section 2: Status of Religious Freedom 
     a. Legal/Policy Framework 
     [8] The Constitution provides for freedom of religion, and the Government generally respects this right in practice. However, bureaucratic problems persist for some minority religions. There is no state religion; however, the Government distinguishes between "traditional" (Lutheran, Roman Catholic, Orthodox, Old Believers, Baptists, and Jewish) and "new" religions. In practice, this has not resulted in government discrimination against any particular religion. 

     [9] Citizens' passports indicate the ethnicity of the bearer only when requested by the bearer. However, ethnicity is not listed on the personal information page of the passport, but is instead stamped onto a blank visa page. Under this system, which is common throughout the region, Jewish persons are considered an ethnic group and are listed as such rather than as Latvian or Russian. 

     [10] December 25 is celebrated as Christmas and is a recognized national holiday. Good Friday and Easter Monday are also national holidays. The Orthodox Church wants the Government to recognize Orthodox Christmas, but the Government had not adopted this plan by the end of this reporting period. 

     [11] The Latvian Lutheran Church established its own clergy education center, the Luther Academy in Riga, in 1998. The Roman Catholic Church also has its own seminary. The University of Latvia's theological faculty is nondenominational. 

     [12] There are three councils that comment on religious issues for the Government. The New Religions Consultative Council consists of doctors, academics, and an independent human rights ombudsman. It meets on an "ad hoc" basis and offers opinions on specific issues, but it does not have decision-making authority. The Traditional Religion Council aims at facilitating greater ecumenical communication, discussing matters of common concern and improving dialogue between the traditional faiths and the Government. In the past, the council has convened monthly, but it is now being replaced by a new organization called the Ecclesiastical Council. This new council was organized by the previous Prime Minister in 2002 and is chaired by either the sitting Prime Minister or the Deputy Prime Minister. It includes representatives from the major churches: Catholic, Lutheran, Baptist, Orthodox, Jewish, Adventist, Methodist, and Old Believers. 

     [13] Although the Government does not require the registration of religious groups, the 1995 Law on Religious Organizations accords religious organizations certain rights and privileges when they register, such as status as a separate legal entity for owning property or other financial transactions, as well as tax benefits for donors. Registration also eases the rules for public gatherings. 

     [14] According to the Law on Religious Organizations, any 20 citizens or persons over the age of 18 who have been registered in the Population Register may apply to register a church. Asylum seekers, foreign embassy staff, and those in the country temporarily in a special status may not register a religious organization. Congregations that do not belong to a registered church association must reregister each year for 10 years. Ten or more congregations of the same denomination and with permanent registration status may form a religious association. Only churches with religious association status may establish theological schools or monasteries. A decision to register a church is made by the Minister of Justice. According to Ministry of Justice officials, most registration applications are approved eventually once proper documents are submitted; however, the law does not permit the simultaneous registration of more than one religious association (church) in a single confession, and the Government occasionally denies applications on this basis. 

     b. Restrictions on Religious Freedom 
     [15] The Law on Religious Organizations does not permit simultaneous registration of more than one religious association (church) in a single confession, and therefore, the Government does not register any splinter groups. This has resulted in the denial of registration applications of several groups, including an independent Jewish congregation, the Latvian Free Orthodox Church, and a separate Old Believers group. 

     [16] In 2003, the Religious Affairs Administration proposed amendments to the Law on Religious Organizations that would abolish restrictions on single association registration. However, the Latvian Ecclesiastical Council, which has broad powers in these areas, declined to endorse the amendments on the grounds that they were drafted in haste and not well thought-out. 

     [17] Visa regulations effective since 1999 require foreign religious workers to present either an ordination certificate or evidence of religious education that corresponds to a Latvian bachelor's degree in theology. The visa application process remains cumbersome. Although the Government generally was cooperative in helping resolve difficult visa cases in favor of missionary workers, problems still persisted. 

     [18] Foreign evangelists and missionaries are permitted to hold meetings and to proselytize, but the law stipulates that only domestic religious organizations may invite them to conduct such activities. Foreign religious denominations have criticized this provision. 

     [19] The Law on Religious Organizations stipulates that only representatives of Evangelical Lutheran, Roman Catholic, Orthodox, Old Believer, Baptist, and Jewish religions may teach religion to students in public schools on a voluntary basis. The Government provides funds for this education. Students at state-supported national minority schools also may receive education on the religion "characteristic of the national minority" on a voluntary basis. Other denominations may provide religious education in private schools only. 

     [20] Property restitution has been substantially completed, although most religious communities, including the Lutheran, Orthodox, and Jewish communities, continued to wait for the return of some properties. The status of these remaining properties is unclear and is the subject of complicated legal and bureaucratic processes. The Jewish Community has expressed concern about the terms under which some properties have been restored. 

     [21] There were no reports of religious prisoners or detainees. 

     c. Forced Religious Conversion 
     [22] There were no reports of forced religious conversion, including of minor U.S. citizens who had been abducted or illegally removed from the United States, or of the refusal to allow such citizens to be returned to the United States. 

     d. Abuses by Terrorist Organizations 

     [23] There were no reported abuses targeted at specific religions by terrorist organizations during the period covered by this report. 

Section 3: Societal Attitudes 
     [24] The generally amicable relationship among religions in society contributed to religious freedom. Ecumenism still is a new concept in the country, and traditional religions have adopted a distinctly reserved attitude toward the concept. Although government officials encourage a broader understanding and acceptance of newer religions, suspicions remain toward newer nontraditional faiths. 

     [25] The Latvian Historical Commission, under the sponsorship of President Vaira Vike-Freiberga, has continued to promote Holocaust awareness throughout society. In 2003, a commission to honor Zanis Lipke, a Latvian who helped save dozens of Riga Jews during World War II, formed to develop a memorial. 

     [26] Vandalism of Jewish cemeteries has occurred occasionally in the past. However, no conflicts or violent incidents of anti-Semitism occurred during the reporting period. The Government actively discourages anti-Semitism; nonetheless, cultural anti-Semitism--though hard to quantify--persists. 

Section 4: U.S. Government Policy 
     [27] The U.S. Government discusses religious freedom issues with the Government as part of its overall policy to promote human rights. 

     [28] During the period covered by this report, the U.S. Embassy worked to support the principle of religious freedom by engaging in regular exchanges with appropriate government bodies, including the Director of the Office of Religious Affairs, human rights nongovernmental organizations, and representatives of various religious confessions, including missionaries. The Embassy's Consular Section also held regular discussions with local immigration authorities and section meetings with the Department of Religious Affairs. 

     [29] The Embassy actively supports the Latvian Historical Commission. It has funded the travel of scholars to the United States for education in ethnic and religious tolerance and of U.S. experts to Latvia for Historical Commission activities. The Embassy sponsored a series of academic exchanges and lectures on Holocaust issues and is supporting the Zanis Lipke memorial project in an advisory capacity. In addition, the Embassy is working with the Government to develop a Holocaust education curriculum for all students in grades 9-12. The Embassy funds the training of teachers in curriculum develop, the production and publication of a Holocaust education curriculum, and the preparation of teachers to teach Holocaust history and awareness. The Embassy has also awarded a Democracy Commission Grant to the Jewish Museum in Riga, which has embarked on an effort to research and document mass graves. 

     [30] Embassy officials maintain an open and productive dialogue with the Government's Director of the Office of Religious Affairs. Embassy officials also meet regularly with visiting missionary groups as well as representatives of different religious confessions, both Latvian and foreign. Problems that members of certain minority religions have experienced at the Citizenship and Migration Department when seeking visas and residency permits often are discussed. 

Internal File: Latvia2004IRF.doc
Political Asylum Research

and Documentation Service (PARDS) LLC 
145 Witherspoon Street

Princeton, New Jersey 08542

www.pards.org
Phone: 1 (609) 497-7663

politicalasylum@gmail.com
re: Critique of the Department of State’s Country Reports on Human 
Rights Practices, Profile of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions              Series, and International Religious Freedom Reports 

Source: Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor

              U.S. Department of State
              Washington, D.C. 20520
Profiles of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions Report Series
Afghanistan, Albania, Algeria, Armenia, Bangladesh, Belarus, Bulgaria, Burma, Cambodia, Cameroon, China, Columbia, Cote d’Ivoire, Cuba, Ecuador, Egypt, El Salvador, Ethiopia, Fiji, Macedonia, Gambia, Ghana, Guatemala, Guinea, Haiti, Honduras, India, Iran, Kenya, Laos, Latvia, Liberia, Mali, Mauritania, Mexico, Nicaragua, Nigeria, Pakistan, Peru, Philippines, Romania, Russia, Rwanda, Senegal, Serbia-Montenegro, Sierra Leone, Somalia, Sri Lanka, Sudan, Thailand, Togo, Uganda, Ukraine, Vietnam, Ex-Yugoslavia, Democratic Republic of the Congo (former Zaire).

Stated Purpose: 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; 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.

Actual Purpose: Pursuant to a request of the Immigration and Naturalization Service, and in light of their mutually shared objective – a significant reduction in the number of viable asylum claims, the Department of State has crafted a series of country-specific, inter-agency memoranda, collectively known as the Profile of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions. The series is primarily designed to undermine the credibility of asylum applicants and call into question the basis, and thus meritorious nature, of their claims. Past experiences and repatriation concerns, are at best dismissed as moot due to `changed country conditions,’ or worse motivated by economic hardship.    
A couple of footnotes

1. The Department of State is a political, not an academic institution.

2. State’s publications reflect the political views of the administration in 

    power at the time of their release.  

3. State’s reports fall short of the minimally accepted, contemporary 

    standards of a junior high school term paper. 

4. The identity and country-specific credentials of State’s writers are 

    withheld from the asylum officers and immigration judges they were 

    intended to guide.

5. State’s writers reference few, if any authoritative sources to support their 

    opinions. Noticeably absent from any report are footnotes, endnotes, or a 

    bibliography, fundamental components of a basic term paper and skills 

    typically acquired in an eighth grade English composition course.        

6. State’s writers fail to encourage asylum officers and immigration judges 

    to consult, either on a regular basis, or otherwise, with the nation’s 

    foremost country- and issue-specific experts for guidance in 

    understanding and appreciating the significance of recent developments 

    (past 90 days) and current country conditions.   

7. Neither the Department of State, nor its writers represent their opinions, 

    either as true, accurate, objective, devoid of political spin, or the product 

    of intellectually honesty, diligent, scholarly, duplicateable research.

8. Unlike expert witnesses presenting written affidavits to, and/or testimony 

    in support of a claim before an immigration judge, State’s writers are not 

    subject to testifying under oath, cross examination, or held 

    accountable for the distortions written into, and/or significant omissions 

    written out of it’s Profiles.

9. A fundamental assumption of asylum officers and immigration judges in 

    discerning the meritorious nature of a claim is that disparities between 

    State’s Country Reports and Profile of Asylum Claims, and statements 

    attributable to an applicant, warrant the dismissal of the latter.

10. Unless and until authoritative evidence is presented, either in the form of 

      documentation, and/or the guidance of an expert, to serve as a corrective 

      lens for claim-relevant distortions written into, and significant omissions 

      written out of State’s reports, the assumption of the asylum officer and 

      immigration judge is that State’s versions of reality, as manifest in the 

      Country Report and Profile of Asylum Claims, are embraced, both by the 

      applicant and their attorney, as full, complete and authoritatively  

      accurate.                 

11. Following careful examination of State’s Country Reports on Human 

      Rights Practices and Profiles of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions, 

      country-specific scholars express profound reservations regarding their 

      accuracy and reliability (distortions written into, and significant 

      omissions written out of the reports), and the degree to which they 

      mislead naïve or uninformed asylum officers and immigration judges 

      in the process of discerning the meritorious nature of a claim. 

12. Unlike the annual Country Reports on Human Rights Practices, State 

      releases country-specific Profiles every two (2) to seven (7) years. While 

      fine wine may improve with age, State’s Profiles do not. Incomplete and 

      inherently unreliable from the date of their release, State continues to 

      peddle its Profiles to asylum officers and immigration judges as 

      authoritatively accurate until updated.

13. State’s Profiles dated in excess of one (1) year (assuming them accurate 

      at the time of their release), merit a shelf life no greater than State’s 

      Country Report on Human Rights Practices. If a Country Report dated 

      two (2) or more years ago proved more favorable to a claim than the 

      current edition, but is excluded in favor of a successor version released 

      within the past twelve (12) months, by what logic does a Profile report  
      released two (2) or more years before warrant any greater consideration? 

      The reality is, most asylum officers and immigration judges defer to 

      State’s Profile reports irrespective of their date and all too many 

      immigration attorneys fail to appreciate and take advantage of their 

      vulnerability. 
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