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Latvia: Reporter's Notebook
By lize Arklina

"Stop stealing! Stop lying! Down with the government!" a crowd of some 5,000 people shouted in front of the
Latvian Parliament building as MPs gathered for the October 18 session. Neither heavy rain nor the early
hour 8 8:15a.m.d stopped people from expressing their condemnation of Prime Minister Aigars Kalvitis
and his coalition government. Why were the cobblestone streets of the capital city Riga full of angry
people? Not because of rising inflation and consumer prices, even though in September inflation in Latvia
rose to 11.4 percent and the government proposed freezing salaries to curb it. Nor was it for anything else
that directly influences people's wallets. It was because the prime minister fired the country's main
anti-corruption official.

The Latvian government decided on October16 to oust the chairman of the Corruption Prevention and

Combating Bureau (KNABd . RUXSFLMDV QRYHUVDQDV X§QARSHDLIORUIDD qudtingL UR M
minor bookkeeping violations discovered by the State Control Office ( 9DOVWYV .RQW EuR@ed.

KNAB, an independent state institution with a mandate to fight corruption, was founded in 2002 as an

important prerequisite for Latvia to be accepted as a member in the European Union and NATO in 2004. In

five years, KNAB has gained authority as a real force in the fight against corruption, a plague woven deeply

into all layers of Latvian society.

A post-Soviet republic that regained independence 16 years ago, Latvia currently ranks 51st among 179
countries in Transparency International's (Tl) Corruption Index. "We are still seen as a country with a high
corruption level," comments the chairman of the TI Latvian branch, Delna Roberts Putnis.

Loskutov's firing was the icing on the mounting cake of political corruption scandals that started in March
2006 with the so-called "Jurmalgate,” a vote-buying scandal in mayoral elections in the resort town of
Jurmala, some 30 kilometers from Riga. The fight against Latvia's widespread political corruption was led by
television journalist lize Jaunalksne, whose investigation revealed that the entrenched practice was protected
by prominent leaders at the highest level of government. Her expos® resulted in the indictment of some of
these leaders and the resignation of a government minister. The public was shocked by the cynicism and
irresponsibility of politicians and frustrated with entrepreneurs' use of bribes to conduct business. .

To discredit Jaunalksne, opponents in the government instigated the illegal tapping of her mobile phone.
They leaked transcripts of her conversations to the media. Jaunalksne challenged the government in court
for this invasion of her privacy, the first case of its kind in Latvia. She won. The Riga Regional Court
ordered the Latvian Financial Police to pay her 100,000 lats (US$209,000) in damages.

Despite the shock of Jurmalgate, the Latvian public supported the liberal ruling coalition parties in the

parliamentary elections in October 2006. Prime Minister Kalvitis, of the People's Party (TP & 7TDXWDV )SL
remained in office. Such a result, it is believed, was possible mainly due to the violations of the election

law, which limits the amount of campaign expenditure to 280,000 lats (US$584,700) per political party. The

ruling coalition managed to bypass the limitations by using "third parties," specially founded nonprofit groups

used to funnel money into campaigns. By donating money to these nonprofit groups, instead of giving

directly to the party, People's Party supporters spent some 500,000 lats (US$1.5 million) on the campaign,

while supporters of another coalition member, Latvia's First Party/Latvian Way (LPP/LC & /IDWYLMDV 3
3DUWLMD /D YW3perIDW,080HaB YUS$626,500). KNAB is required to complete the investigation into

this by November 7, 2007, potentially ordering the guilty parties to pay back the overspent amounts plus

fines to the state budget.

This investigation is another reason for Prime Minister Kalvitis to dislike Loskutovs. "A bureau (KNAB) leader
is able to prioritize or downplay this or that investigation. Loskutovs does his job honestly and dutifully,"
Latvian Prosecutor-General Janis Maizitis admitted in a recent TV debate. .

However, the largest blow to the political corruption in Latvia was given on March 14, 2007, when, among
others, charges of corruption, bribery and money laundering were pressed against Aivars Lembergs, mayor
of the port city Ventspils and candidate for the prime minister post from the coalition party Latvian Farmers'
Union (LZS- /DWYLMDV =HP QL H NXw&skYentdaly dfrBsted.

Lembergs and the People's Party founder, former prime minister and business tycoon Andris Skele are
often called oligarchs, or "unelected officials," influencing all major business and political decisions in Latvia.
Even Loskutovs has publicly admitted having had a meeting with Skele and Lembergs before his election as
the chief of KNAB. .

Another political "compromise" involves the new president of Latvia, Valdis Zatlers, whose candidacy was
agreed on by a narrow circle of politicians at a secret meeting in the Riga Zoo. A surgeon, Zatlers was
widely criticized by the media for taking illegal payments from his patients. His election amidst popular
protests started another discussion in Latvian society on this widespread phenomenon, classified as "soft
corruption” by international experts. It is a prevalent practice for doctors to ask patients for money besides
the official fees or the coverage provided by the state or the insurers. People hope that the new all-inclusive
health insurance system will be able to provide a solution to this problem, but the plan is still far from even
being drafted.

In the meantime, the following story is typical for an average Latvian whose child or relative is unlucky



