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Introduction

In February and June 2000 a dozen of semi-structured interviews were carried out with
politicians, ministry officials and representatives of a variety of relevant organisations and
institutions (Grønningsæter et al., 2001). These interviews and document analysis of legis-
lation and regulations as well as previous research analysed some of the problems and di-
lemmas facing the districts and local municipalities in carrying out the social policies as
outlined in Latvian legislation.

To sum up the findings from these analyses, the local municipalities, to varying degree,
face severe budgetery constraints in the sphere of social services. The budgetary constraints
are associated with a general reduction of resources used on social assistance over the last
five years, at the same time as the needs for such assistance have not been reduced and are
far greater than the possibilities to provide it. In this situation the social workers have the
role of providing social assistance to those experiencing hardships, but with limited resources
to meet the needs. The social workers were said to have a high degree of discretion in the
provision of assistance, in setting the priorities and distributing the limited resources. This
could be considered a burden as well, however, since they are unable to help all they would
like to. In addition, many of the informants gave the impression that social workers at the
local level lack the professionalism that are required in dealing with social problems. This
was said to be more of a problem the further away from Riga one goes, and in the rural
municipalities it is more common than in towns and cities.

However, these preliminary findings were generated from data collected at the central
level, from informants in the capital and policy documents. In order to see how the dilem-
mas are felt and dealt with in practice, more information was needed as to how central guide-
lines are implemented and how decisions are made at the local level. We considered it as
likely that the situation looks rather different a bit further away from the centre. Very little
previous work has been carried out on the implementation of social policies at the local level
in Latvia (Gassmann 2000). Such information could only be achieved through a thorough
investigation at the local level.

The aim of this report is not to give a representative description of how implementation
of social assistance takes place in Latvia as a whole. Rather, it is to highlight some aspects
that are faced by one individual Latvian district and municipalities within this district. Since
the system is the same in the whole country, it is our aim to shed light on some of the mech-
anisms that are likely to be experienced in this area also in other Latvian districts, but it is
important to stress that the particular set-up of problems and how they are solved is not
likely to be shared by all Latvian districst.
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Background: The set-up of the social assistance system
in Latvia

The key players
To fully understand how social assistance is organised within in one particular district or
municipality, it is necessary to know the framework within which those dealing with social
assistance at the local level operate. In this section, therefore, we outline the role of some of
the key players in Latvia’s social assistance system. More detailed information can be found
in the social reports that have been published anually since 1998 (Ministry of Welfare 1998;
1999; 2000; 2001).

The Ministry of Welfare

The Ministry of Welfare (MoW) is a key player in Latvia’s social assistance system. The
MoW’s role is to develop coordinated and responsive social security legislation that ensures
a well-functioning social security net for the inhabitants. Social assistance is an important
part of the social security system.

MoW’s involvement in provision of social assistance is on the policy development level.
Linking the social policy development at the central level with the actual provision of social
assistance is the role of the Social Assistance Fund.

The Social Assistance Fund

The Social Assistance Fund (SAF) is a state institution and is subordinated to the Ministry
of Welfare. The goal of the fund is to optimize the administration of the state functions in
social assistance. The main directions of activity are a) quality assessment of the social as-
sistance services, b) provision of information in the social assistance system, c) provision of
methodological assistance and training of the people employed in the system; d) financial
management of social assistance events and the state-owned social assistance institutions.

The tasks of the SAF can be summarized as follows: a) to ensure the state participation
in social assistance provision in municipalities; b) to monitor the use of state resources for
social assistance; c) to provide the data necessary for implementation, monitoring and eval-
uation of the social assistance policy; d) to establish and up-date a data base about social
assistance providers and receivers, and the provided social assistance services.

Since 1997, the SAF has been administering around one quarter of the state finance for
social assistance. The rest is administered by the State Social Insurance Agency as state so-
cial benefits.

The Equalization Fund

The idea of the Equalization Fund (EF) is to collect money from richer municipalities and
redistribute it to the poorer ones. There are four criteria that are used in classifying the
municipalities:

• the proportion of children below school age

• the proportion of children in school age

• the proportion of population of working age



7

• the proportion of population above working age

Thus, only demographic criteria influence the transfers that go through the equalisation fund.
Unemployment levels and the economic structure of the municipalities might have a strong
impact on the municipal economy, but do not have an influence on the distribution of funds
from the equalisation fund.

Municipalities

Presently there are 23 districts in Latvia. These districts are further divided into 567 mu-
nicipalities, of which seven are the big cities in Latvia1. The municipalities in Latvia are of
two kinds: local municipalities of cities/towns or parishes, and regional municipalities.

A local municipality is a local authority where representation takes place through a
municipality council, voted for by the citizens of the municipality. A regional municipality
is a similar body that is responsible for any regional tasks. A regional municipality is a gov-
erning body composed of delegates from local municipalities. The municipal council is
chaired by a council head. The deputies of the council furthermore form financial, social,
educational and cultural committees, or any other committee that the municipality finds it
necessary to establish. The tasks of the committees are to monitor the social situation, pre-
pare questions for discussion during the council meetings, provide professional insights into
the raised questions as well as control operations of any municipal institutions or enterpris-
es that operate within the territory of the municipality and fall within the competence of
the given committee. The committees may invite any other professionals to take the role as
advisors to their meetings.

The responsibilities and conditions of municipalities in general are set out in the “Law
on Municipalities”. The municipalities are required to organize a range of activities that are
part of local everyday life such as education, local entrepreneurship, cultural activities, so-
cial assistance, communal services, and others. Within the framework set forth by any ap-
plicable legislation, the municipalities are free to organize the above-mentioned activities
independently. They may also agree to delegate the organization or provision of some of the
activities to regional municipalities, and the other way around. Activities are to be financed
from the local budgets. The municipalities are furthermore free to organize any other activ-
ity orservice as long as it does not contradict national legislation.

The “Law on Municipalities” contains a provision that has an important role in the present
distribution of responsibilities system between the state and the municipalities. Namely, the
law provides that the state institutions may not require the municipalities to fulfill tasks,
for which the finance is not secured. That is, for each activity that the municipalities per-
form, a clear source of finance needs to be identified. With regard to activities that are not
necessarily financed from the municipal budget (temporary activities or events), the mu-
nicipalities may claim refunding of the finance used, and the invalidation of the respective
legislation2.

1 Thg territorial reform is, however, on-going. The reform aims at substantially reducing the number of
municipalities by uniting the smaller ones

2 “Law on Municipalities”, paragraph 13.
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With regard to social assistance, the municipalities are to “ensure social assistance (social care)
to inhabitants of the municipality”. A more detailed account of the responsibilities is pro-
vided by the “Law on Social Assistance”.

According to the “Law on Social Assistance”, each local municipality is to set up a social
assistance office. The organization of such an office is left to the municipality. All the per-
sons who reside within the territory of the local municipality are eligible to social assistance3.
In urgent cases, the municipality is responsible for provision of assistance to persons who
live in other municipalities. In this case, the municipality should be reimbursed by the
municipality where the person actually resides.

Provision of social assistance: the role of the state and
the municipalities

Social assistance in Latvia is interpreted as consisting of 1) social benefits, 2) social care, and
3) social rehabilitation. Social work is connected to provision of social assistance, as the aim
of it is to increase the social assistance receiver’s participation in self-improvement and re-
integration into the society. Mostly, social work is applied to receivers of social benefits.

The policy over the last years has been to decentralize provision of public services, in-
cluding social assistance. Moving of social assistance provision down to the local level ap-
plies both to social assistance previously provided by the state as well as the regional munic-
ipalities. Nevertheless, the state has retained provision of some types of the social assistance,
which will be discussed shortly.

Municipal responsibilities in provision of social assistance
The “Law on Social Assistance” sets out the following responsibilities of the local munici-
palities with respect to social assistance:

• evaluation of financial and material means of a family;

• payment of municipal social assistance benefits;

• social assistance to orphans and children without parental care; if necessary, their place-
ment in educational institutions;

• possibility for disabled children to receive social care and rehabilitation services;

• home care or care in a social care institution for persons of pension age;

• possibility for persons of pension age to receive day care centre services;

3 In case the person has changed the place of the residence during the last 12 months, it is eligable for so-
cial assistance in the municipality of the longest residence period during the 12 months; military service,
medical treatment in institutions, edication in institutions, residence in prison are counted as if the person
was residing in the last municipality of residence
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• home care to mentally or physically disabled persons;

• possibility for physically disabled persons to receive day care centre services;

• possibility for mentally disabled persons to receive day care centre services;

• possibility for mentally disabled persons as well as persons with eyesight disabilities to
work in specialized workshops;

• service flats to persons with a need for special social care;

• social rehabilitation to persons who have been released from prisons, and whose last place
of residence has been within the territory of the municipality;

• social rehabilitation to persons who are dependent on drugs of alcohol;

• social assistance to the homeless – possibility of their placement in a night shelter.

The law also says that municipalities not in a position to fulfill all the above-mentioned
responsibilities locally should ensure that the missing services are provided by other munic-
ipalities or other bodies. The payment mechanism applied is that the money follows the
client.

Benefits

The goal of the municipal benefits is to support inhabitants whose income level is insuffi-
cient to meet the basic needs. The municipal benefits are means-tested. There are the fol-
lowing municipal social assistance benefits according to the law “On Social Assistance”: 1)
social assistance benefit to needy families; 2) benefit for apartment; 3) benefit for care; 4)
funeral benefit. The social assistance benefit to needy families is meant to provide a mini-
mum income level to any family who is unable to secure such an income by own sources.
In general, the benefit does not apply to families where the member(s) are of working age
and considered fit for working, or take insufficient responsibility for own social or medical
rehabilitation4.

The above-mentioned benefits are compulsory in a sense that they should be provided
to all who are entitled to them5 and should not, according to the law, be substituted by any
local variations of social assistance benefits. The local social assistance benefits may be pro-
vided in addition to the compulsory municipal social assistance benefits, and the munici-
palities are supposed to finance these benefits from their local budget.

Social care

With regard to social care, the division is between social care in institutions and alternative
social care. The municipalities provide both types of social care. The municipalities run social
care institutions for children and the elderly6. Alternative social care provided by the

4 The benefit is to be granted for a period of 3 months in case any of the family members are/will be in
condition to work, or for 6 months in other cases (for more detail, see the “Law on Social Assistance”).

5 There are detailed rules regarding the entitlement and the amount of the benefit

6 Social care institutions run by the municipalities: a) shelters for orphans; b) elderly homes
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municipalities7 includes home help, guardianship, foster families, adoption, day centres, crises
centres and night shelters. The aim of the alternative social care is to provide services close
to one’s place of residence.

Social rehabilitation

The goal of social rehabilitation activities is reintegration of people into society. Social re-
habilitation provided by the municipalities is rehabilitation of: a) mentally disabled persons;
b) persons with eyesight disabilities at specialized workshops; c) alcoholics and drug addicts;
d) ex-convicts; e) provision of service flats for persons who are in need of special social care.

State responsibilities in provision of social assistance

Benefits

The state benefits aim at supporting certain groups of inhabitants in certain situations (cat-
egorical benefits). The goals of state social benefits and the municipal social benefits are
different because municipal benefits are means-tested.

The state benefits are: 1) state social ensurance benefit; 2) child care benefit; 3) state family
benefit; 3) an addition to the family benefit for a disabled child; 4) transportation benefit
for participants during the Chernobyl accident; 5) child birth benefit; 6) funeral benefit;
7) benefit to guardian for taking care of a child; 8) benefit to a guardian for coverage of the
expenses of the child; 9) transportation benefit to the disabled people who have difficulties
to move; 10) benefit to foster families for taking care of a child. The first six of the benefits
are administered by the State Social Insurance Agency while the remaining four are admin-
istered by the Social Assistance Fund.

Social care and social rehabilitation

The state is involved only in provision of care in social care institutions. It runs a number
of institutions both for children and the elderly8. Social rehabilitation provided by the state
includes: a) professional rehabilitation and re-qualification of the disabled; b) provision of
technical devices; c) social rehabilitation in institutions9; d) alternative social rehabilitation
of: persons with severe hearing and eyesight disabilities, politically repressed persons, men-
tally disabled persons’ rehabilitation in day centres, rehabilitation of children who have suf-
fered from violence at their place of residence, coverage of credit percent used for adjust-
ment of a flat of a disabled person and support to development of alternative social assistance
services in municipalities.

7 State support to guardianship and foster families is financial (see state benefits). There has also been state
project money for establishment of day centres in municipalities

8 Social care institutions run by the state are a) social care centres for orphans; b) specialized social cre cent-
res for children; c) specialized social care centres for mentally disabled persons.

9 rehabilitation of the disabled, of persons previously repressed, of people who were participating in miti-
gating consequences at Chernobyl, rehabilitation of non-working pensioners and rehabilitation of children
who have suffered from violence
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Public work

One of the components of the state social policy is public work. The public work is required
from those who are able to work but receive social assistance. The aim of the work is to
integrate the client into the society. According to statistics, the public work in 1999 was less
widespread than in 1998 in the 7 big cities, but had become more common in the other
municipalities. However, in both cases more public work placements are offered than un-
dertaken. The difference is on average around 25%, but in the cities, the work is slightly
more often refused (around 28%).

Final comment

As a final remark in this subsection, one should note that with regard to certain social as-
sistance, provision and finance are not united. Finance comes from the state, while provi-
sion of it is the responsibility of the municipality. This is the case with benefits for guardi-
anship and foster families. There are state benefits for foster families, guardians and children
under the guardianship, but the provision of the foster families and the guardianship are
the responsibility of the municipalities. A similar case is state finance for establishment of
the day care centres at the municipalities. In this, case, however, the support is temporary
and awarded through project competition.

Finance of the system

In 1999, around LVL 1,01 2,357,706 were spent on social assistance in Latvia in total. From
1997 the spending has in nominal prices been increasing by around 10% annually. More
than 70% of the total spending comes from the state budget. The state spending on social
assistance since 1997 has been increasing more than spending from municipal budgets (av-
erage of 11% vs. average of 7%).

The largest part or more than 75% of the state finance for social assistance in 1998 and
1999 has been spent on state social benefits. The municipal social benefits were reduced in
the same period.

Finance available to the municipalities (taxes)

From all the taxes and fees officially collected in Latvia, a fraction remains in the munici-
palities. Namely, the municipalities keep:

71.6% of the inhabitants’ income tax. The municipality also keeps taxes paid by foreign
taxpayers who during the taxation period have earned an income in the given municipality.
The income tax is 25% of ones base salary;

60% of the environment tax for activities carried out in the territory of the municipali-
ty. The amount of the tax is officially determined, and varies according to activities;

The municipality may introduce a fee for certain services delivered by the municipality
(such as access to municipal documentation) or certain activities carried out in the territo-
ry of the municipality (such as organization of entertainment). The types of the fees appli-
cable are determined by the rules of the Cabinet of Ministers. The municipality may not
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introduce additional fees. It may not introduce additional fees of its own, or collect fees for
activities that are subject to state fees. There are also certain state fees that are administered
by the municipality, and the municipality can keep the income from these.

Social workers in Latvia

As has been shown, social workers have an important task in providing social services in
Latvia. However, out of 567 municipalities10, 262 (46.8%) had no social assistance employee.
A total of 818 people are social workers working at a social assistance office or performing
the tasks of a municipal social assistance worker. According to the most recent data that we
have been able to obtain, from 1998 to 1999 the number of the workers increased slightly
– there were 16 more social workers at the end of 1999 than in the previous year. Also in
terms of inhabitants per social worker, there were more social workers available (2,973 in-
habitants/worker). The availability of the social workers, however, is dependent on the dis-
trict of residence. In eastern parts of Latvia, the inhabitants/worker ratio is considerably
higher (7,233 in one of the eastern districts, Gulbene).

In 1999 only 6.8 % (56) social workers had a higher social work education, while 2.1%
(17) have vocational social work education. The rest have no formal social work education
at all. Most of the people with education are employed at offices in the 7 biggest Latvian
cities (45 workers out of 73). Still, many of the social workers without professional educa-
tion are currently either studying in a higher social work education institution (8% or 62
of all the workers), or undergoing a social work training (29% or 232 of the social work-
ers). Only 11% (101) of the municipalities in Latvia store their client data in a PC, and
only 2% (19) of the municipalities have special software installed for this purpose11.

10 Excluding the 7 big cities of Latvia

11 Excluding the 7 big cities of Latvia
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The Case

Methodological note

As a part of a larger project on social policy in Estonia and Latvia, we decided to use a case
study as our main method of collection of information for this part of the project. In par-
allel with the Latvian case study two case studies were carried out in Estonia. As a reference
focus group discussions were also carried out in Norway. Comparative findings from these
cases studies have already been presented (Grønningsæter & Kiik, 2001), and a more thor-
ough analysis will also be published. The common interview guide for all focus group dis-
cussions and interviews can be found on the project web page12.

The fieldwork in Latvia took place in the month of June 2000. Fafo researcher Aadne
Aasland and Latvian research assistant Zane Loza carried out focus group interviews with
social workers in one district (rajons) in Latvia and interviews with heads of the local ad-
ministration and social workers in two municipalities in this district (here called munici-
pality D and municipality A). The selection of the district was made out of several consid-
erations, but cannot be considered to be representative of Latvia as such. However, the
municipality is not an extreme case in terms of socio-economic or demographic character-
istics. A group of social workers from various parts of the district was selected, and there-
fore districts containing municipalities with too long distances from the centre of the ra-
jons were excluded. Furthermore, we selected this particular district because of some previous
knowledge of the social assistance office there and since they agreed to facilitate the focus
group meeting.

The focus group interviews took place from 10 am to 3 pm on an ordinary workday.
We came back a few days later to carry out semi-structured interviews in two selected mu-
nicipalities. One was selected because it was the only urban-type municipality covered in
the focus group interview. We chose also to select a rural municipality, and the third social
worker who was asked agreed to assist us in the local municipality (the first two that were
asked had other commitments on that particular day).

The focus group interviews and the semi-structured interviews took place in accordance
with a prepared list of topics to be covered, which were common to both Estonia and Latvia.
All the interviews were recorded on tape. The motivation among those interviewed was quite
high, although the intensity of the work made the respondents somewhat tired and less
concentrated towards the very end of the focus group discussions.

12 www.fafo.no/baltsoc.
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Description of the district

The district chosen for the study contains around 20 municipalities, including town mu-
nicipalities. Area-wise, it is among the smallest in Latvia. In many other respects it has char-
acteristics typical for an average district in Latvia.

The number of inhabitants residing in the district13 and the distribution of urban and
rural population are are close to the Latvian average. The demographic burden – people under
or over the working age per one person in the working age – in the selected district is some-
what lighter than the average for districts14, but heavier than for the country as a whole15.
The countrywide statistics are influenced by the younger population who reside in the largest
cities. Around 18% of the district’s population are above, and around 23% below, the work-
ing age.

Around 70% of the district’s residents are ethnic Latvians. Such an ethnographic mix-
ture is close to the average16. The population that resides outside the big cities is more eth-
nically Latvian than one finds in the big cities of Latvia.

According to officially available statistics, wages of the people employed in the national
economy in 1998 were below the average for the country as a whole17. They were, however,
higher than the average for Latvian districts, excluding the seven largest cities18. The national
average is sustained by the big cities such as Riga and Ventspils. On the other side of the
spectra there are districts where the average net monthly wage does not exceed LVL 61 –
65. Compared to the year 1996, the wages for cities and districts of Latvia on average, dis-
tricts of Latvia as well as our district have increased by close to 25%.

In 1998, around 47% of the district’s population were economically active. Around 17%
of the economically active were considered non-working job seekers by official criteria, but
only around 10% qualified as officially unemployed. The official number of registered un-
employed of around 10% is higher than the average in the country as a whole (7.6%), but
lower than the average unemployment level in the districts of Latvia (11.5%). It should be
noted that registered unemployment is different from unemployment as measured by ILO,
and that the unemployment level was 12% according to Norbalt data (Aasland and Tyldum,
2000)19. Around 34% of the registered unemployed in the district were the long-term un-
employed. The depth of the unemployment in Latvia varies heavily with around 8% long-
term unemployed in Ventspils city and Saldus district, for example, to 55.3% in Preili dis-
trict. In our district, it is somewhat higher than for the average district and stands at around
28%. As is the case in the country, the official unemployment level is higher for women than

13 Omitting the very densely populated Riga region

14 717 people under or over the working age per 1000 of the working age population on average

15 695 people per 1000 inhabitants on average in Latvia

16 73.9% on average for regions

17 national average is LVL97 net

18 regional average is LVL78.4 net

19 Norbalt data give unemployment for the country as a whole and different regions in Latvia, but the sam-
ple size from the selected district is too small to yield results that can be used in these analyses.
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for men20. Only around 34% of the officially unemployed in our district received unem-
ployment benefits in 199821. This is a typical situation in all of Latvia. Around 24% of the
resident population is pensioners.

The dwelling stock resembles an average situation in Latvia and is 22.0 m² per resident.
The district is placed in a part of Latvia where land for agricultural use is considered among
the most productive. Also the income from industrial production of the district is better
than the average situation in the districts. It is a reasonably active district with more than
760 registered enterprises. In terms of industrial production per capita, the district occu-
pies a place around the middle among the 26 districts of Latvia.

Most of the income in our district in 1998 comes from taxes and target subsidies. Ex-
penditures stayed constant at around LVL140 per inhabitant. Most of it is spent on admin-
istration and financing of the economy, but a significant proportion goes to social security
as well. Except for a few richer cities such as Ventspils where earnings are close to LVL300,
and spendings more than LVL200 per inhabitant, income and expenditure in Latvia are
reasonably equal.

In sum, according to the official statistics it is a typical Latvian district along a number
of parameters. The number of inhabitants; their distribution across rural and urban areas;
their wages and income of the municipalities come close to what one would expect to find
in a Latvian district on average. The district does not include any big cities or any other
obvious factors that would significantly influence the regional characteristics. It has a little
less unemployment and a little less demographic burden than the average.

Social Assistance in local municipalities: local legislation
Given the “umbrella” character of the existing social assistance law, and the disputable ar-
gument concerning compliance to the national legislation due to financial reasons, the
municipalities in our study had developed more detailed and functional local social assist-
ance regulations.

In all of the municipalities, the broad aim of social assistance and the social assistance
office is to provide social assistance to needy persons and persons from social risk groups
who reside in the municipality. Social assistance is understood as social benefits and social
care. The social rehabilitation component is not explicitly defined.

The local regulations – or conditions of social assistance organization and provision – in
each of the municipalities are different. First, the types of social assistance are different. In
particular, this applies to the types of social benefits. A benefit available in one municipal-
ity is not necessarily available in another.

Secondly, the eligibility criteria for seemingly the same types of benefits differ. The cri-
teria vary along such parameters as target audience (to whom?) and extent of expense con-
tribution (how much?). While in one municipality a benefit is universal for a certain group
of inhabitants, it is dependent on income in another. While in one municipality there is a
maximum benefit ceiling available to a recipient, the benefit amount is constant in another.

20 However, when it comes to unemployment as defined by ILO and measured in the Norbalt project, there
is no big difference between the sexes in terms of unemployment rates.

21 End of 1998. Data from Administrative districts and major cities of Latvia; Statistical Yearbook 1999
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In some of the municipalities, some benefits are conditional upon the recipient fulfilling
certain agreed-upon obligations in his daily life or participation in public work22. The pos-
sibilities to receive social assistance in the municipalities of the district are thereby not equal.

A more detailed description of the local regulations follows. However, it is in this con-
nection necessary to point out that the style in which the local regulations are written vary
from one municipality to another. Some are more detailed than others. For example, only
one of the municipalities had defined the terms that it was operating with – lonely pensioners,
unemployed, and other social groups. In addition, it should be noted that the employees of
the social assistance office have a lot of operating information in their heads that is not avail-
able on paper. It is therefore possible that the account below is not complete and that there
are additional assistance or additional criteria that guide the provision of assistance.

The regulations deal mostly with social benefits. As regards social care the regulations
suffice by saying that such support should be provided. Support is understood as moral or
practical advice provided either by social workers, or professionals in the field. Only in one
case are the regulations more explicit and provide for organization of support groups for
young people from social risk families.

Municipalities provide multiple benefits that relate to a particular need of the client. That
is, the benefits serve certain needs rather than ensure a standard minimum income level to
all the residents.

A benefit typical for all of the municipalities in the focus group is  free lunch for chil-
dren in secondary schools. The benefit constitutes a significant proportion of the social as-
sistance budget – from more than 15% to 25% of the budget. Children from social risk
and needy families are eligible for the benefit 23. In addition, eligibility in municipality D is
extended to all those families with an income less than LVL32 per month, but in munici-
pality A – to all those families where the parents or the children themselves have been par-
ticipating in public works24. The amount of the public works is 8 days. In municipality B,
in contrast, eligible for free lunches are exclusively children with reasonable grades at the
school. The amount of the benefit is 100% of the lunch costs. In a third municipality 25,
the benefit applies not only to children at school, but also free lunch for children in kinder-
garten. The benefit is 50% of the lunch cost. The benefits are transferred to schools and
kindergartens directly.

Another typical social benefit is benefits that can be labeled benefit for medical care. The
meaning of the benefit is to help people cover hospital, dentistry, and in some cases sanato-
rium and medicine expenses. In the rural municipalities, the benefit constitutes around one
quarter of the total social assistance budgets, and is thereby a very commonly used benefit
type. In the town, in contrast, it accounts for 4% of the social assistance budget only.

22 More about the organization of public work can be found in section “Provision of local social assistance”

23 A needy family is officially a family where the income per person is less than 26.67 lats per month

24 Until the 7th grade, the social works could only be performed by the parents. In later grades, they could
also be performed by the child him/herself.

25 We received the regulations from this municipality and the social worker took part in the focus group
discussion, but we did not visit the municipality.
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Benefit to cover hospital expenses is available in all municipalities; two municipalities even
have a benefit for dentistry expenses. One municipality has introduced a benefit for sana-
torium while another has a benefit for medicine. Because of the large number of applicants
and difficulties in administering the benefit(s), two of the municipalities have introduced a
benefit for purchase of health insurance. The intention is to simplify the administration of the
various benefits for medical expenses. It is also hoped that purchasing health insurance would
be cheaper than covering medical treatment expenses. In one of the municipalities, the benefit
it is available to all of the inhabitants while in the other, only to elderly and the disabled.

Indeed, the eligibility criteria and the amount of the various health expense benefits are
not similar. As a rule elderly and disabled people are eligible. With only a few exceptions
(dentistry expenses in one of the municipalities), children up to 15 years of age (or up to 18
if they study) are also eligible. Two municipalities in addition include families with many
children and the needy families among those who are eligible. It is worth noting that in one
of the municipalities, the regulations provided that any medical expenses incurred as a re-
sult of alcoholism are not reimbursed.

With regard to the benefits for medical care, the rural municipalities have a system where
the municipality covers a certain percentage of the expense, usually 50%. There are excep-
tions when children are eligible to a full coverage, but the benefit for dentistry covers only
25%. In the town municipality, in contrast, one could claim the expenses up to a certain
benefit ceiling (LVL24 per person per year). Benefit ceilings are introduced in two of the
rural municipalities as well.

A benefit common to all municipalities but one is the benefit for heating. The benefit is
among the most expensive benefits in these municipalities’ budgets. In the town munici-
pality, it comprised more than half of the budget. Usually, the benefit means firewood and
is, thus, in-kind. But it can also mean cash (or transfer) for those with other types of heat-
ing systems. As a rule, the benefit is only available to lonely elderly people and the disabled.
Only in the town municipality, it includes the elderly living in a family and the needy fam-
ilies. In the rural municipalities, the benefit is provided up to a certain threshold, and does
not depend on one’s income. This contrasts with the town, where income is the first step to
determine eligibility.

According to the regulations, all of the represented municipalities provide a home care
benefit to lonely elderly people and mentally or physically handicapped persons who have
objective difficulties to take care of themselves. In the town, the target group is extended to
“other groups who may need assistance”. The amount of the benefit varies, but is on aver-
age around LVL8 per month. The amount depends on whether the municipality differen-
tiates between minimal care and full time care or there is only a single standard home care
benefit. The full time home-helpers receive more than the part-time ones. The benefit is
always paid directly to the home-helpers.

Funeral benefit is available in all of the respondent municipalities. The amount of the
benefit, differs, but is no less than LVL10. The maximum amount observed among the focus
group was LVL30.

As regards the benefit for needy families, the municipalities seem to interpret and apply
the legislation differently. To begin with, there may be no such thing as a specific and sep-
arate “benefit for needy families” available to all the families that qualify as needy accord-
ing to the formal, or national, eligibility criteria. It is understood that the goal of the benefit
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– minimum income to the needy families – is already served by the other available benefits.
In municipalities that do have a separate benefit for needy families, the amount of the ben-
efit differs. The town municipality is the only one that has attached a certain amount to
the benefit. Others have set a maximum ceiling 26 and left the final decision up to each in-
dividual case and the budgetary possibilities of the municipality. The benefit is either in cash
or, most often, in-kind. The status of a needy may be granted for one or three months at a
time.

Apart from these typically available benefits, there are benefits unique to each of the
municipalities: benefit for education aimed at supporting successful students; benefit for trans-
portation of schoolchildren to school; benefits in emergency cases; a partial contribution of the
kindergarten cost; and others. Benefits provided by more than one municipality are a Christmas
benefit in form of sweets for the elderly and children and a benefit for people released from
prisons.

A part of the social assistance budget is furthermore devoted to separate events such as
pensioners’ gatherings or primary and high school graduation events. In one of the munic-
ipalities, such activities consumed as much as one quarter of the social budget. However,
this was not a typical situation.

In two cases, the regulations provided for placement in appropriate social care institutions.
As mentioned in the section on the state’s responsibilities, the state cannot require the

municipalities to comply with those requirements set out in the “Law on Social Assistance”
for which it does not ensure sufficient financing. In the present system, the regulations
guiding the social workers in provision of the social assistance are the local ones.

Social Assistance finance in local municipalities
The municipalities do not receive any earmarked funds for provision of local social assist-
ance from the state. Apart from regulations regarding payment and amount for compulso-
ry social benefits, the present law provides no benchmark for how much a municipality
should spend on social assistance. As were the types of assistance and the eligibility criteria,
the finance of social assistance is locally determined.

As an illustration, let us consider the spending on social assistance in the municipalities
about which more detailed information was gathered. The data are for two rural munici-
palities and one town municipality. In one of the rural municipalities, 5.4% of the total
budget was spent on social assistance. In absolute numbers, the spending amounted to LVL
6 304 per year. The social budget in the other municipality was set at LVL 12 000 per year.
In the town, of the LVL 2 million total municipal budget, 5.4% or LVL108 000 was spent
on social assistance. Although in this particular case, the share of the municipal budget spent
on social assistance is equal in the town and the rural municipality, should be seen rather as
a coincidence than as a rule. Other studies (by the World Bank; Norbalt) show that the fi-
nance available to the municipalities – both as a share of the budget and in terms of amount
– varies very much (Milanovic 1999; Grønningsæter et al., 2001).

According to the local regulations, the municipal social assistance office can use money
both from the state, the municipality or any other sources.

26 10 – 20 LVL
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Policies and change
As regards the information collected during the focus group meetings and the interviews
with the heads of the municiaplities, not all relevant issues related to political change were
discussed. Instead we decided to focus on some central topics in more depth. In this pres-
entation we have divided them into four. First, we discuss the role of social assistance in Latvia
and how the administration and social workers themselves perceive the goal and purpose of
such assistance. The budgetary hardships that are experienced by local governments were very
present in the minds of all our informants, and this is the second topic discussed below. The
third topic relates to the level of decentralization of social assistance benefits and services and
the implementation of the policy. Finally, and unavoidably, quite a lot of discussion cen-
treed around the possibility of introduction of a Guaranteed Minimum Income and some of
the perceived implications of such a reform.

The role of social assistance

The social workers were asked by us what they themselves see as the goals of social assist-
ance, and they offered no conflicting views on this issue. The overall goal was said to be to
assist those people who cannot function independently. It was recognized that social assist-
ance includes both social benefits and social care. According to one of the social workers
from the focus group:

Social assistance is not simply a question of money. Very often it is to give advice, help
to solve day-to-day questions.

It is worth mentioning that the concept of social assistance as aid to the needy groups of
society in Latvia was introduced only in 1994 with the first social law, the “Law on Social
Assistance”. This law is in effect also at present. Before that, the concept of social assistance
did not exist. The first law that tried to address social assistance, the “Law on state and
municipal assistance in solving apartment-related issues” was passed in 1993. The intention
of the law was to deal with the increasing inequality in incomes due to market economy
and a consequent inability of some groups of people to cover the apartment costs. As a fol-
low-up of the law, the Cabinet of Ministers passed regulations that defined needy persons
for the purpose of the law; recommendations of the Cabinet of Ministers that suggested the
amount of the apartment benefit were also developed. Financial support to cover the apart-
ment expenses was the only type of social assistance until the “Law on Social Assistance”.
Before 1993, there were in theory no unemployed and no people in need. Understanding
and interpretation of social assistance as such is therefore a challenge both for the social
workers and the society.

Furthermore, over the last years the focus within social assistance has moved from social
benefits to social care. The change towards more alternative forms of assistance was seen as
a positive trend by the social workers. As it will become clear later in the report, it takes time
for policy makers as well as social workers and inhabitants to adjust to the new concept and
focus of social assistance.

In the beginning of the 1990s, when social assistance budgets were generous, the main
aim was simply to distribute money. None of the social workers spoke out against the in-
creasing importance of social care.
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The two-way communication between the social worker and the client is regarded as an
important component should the social assistance become more effective. According to one
of the social workers from the focus group:

It is necessary to put right the mistakes that were done in the beginning – only hand
out. Everything is dependent on people themselves. The clients themselves should be
involved in solving their own problems. This is the only way they can be solved.

The head of the urban municipality gave the following aim of social assistance:

The main aim is that all people should be able to live a decent life even in situations
where a person cannot manage either financially or physically. Secondly, the social
assistance should help people to return to their usual environment. However, it does
not work like this at present. Rather, the tendency has become permanent social as-
sistance. People are born receivers and will die as such.

As we see, there is a general recognition that social assistance involves more than just dis-
tributing money and that, ideally, it should involve short-term relief in a period of special
hardship. The gap between the aim and the real situation was, however, stressed by many
of the informants.

Resources

Since the beginning of development of social assistance system at the beginning of 1990s,
state financial support for provision of social assistance in municipalities has not been con-
stant.

Presently, there are no permanent transfers from the state to the municipalities for de-
velopment or provision of social assistance27. The municipalities point to a gap between the
intended policies and the means available for their implementation on the local level. The
head of the rural municipality says:

Until now, I think that no law has taken into account the real life experience.

“There is just a game”, said the head of the town municipality. He believes the state is well
aware of the lack of possibilities for the municipalities to fulfill their tasks in accordance with
the law, and continues:

The state is well aware of the possibilities of the municipalities. There are constantly
lies. If we ask the state to announce the cost of each service, which the municipalities
are supposed to provide, they are not willing to do so.

(…) If  we compose the budget according to the amount of  money needed for each

of  the tasks of  the municipality, the budget for our municipality would increase by

around 70 million. The state cannot do it, because then it would realize that it could

only ensure the functions of  the municipality by 20%. So when the state complains

about the municipalities not fulfilling the law, our counterargument is that only 20%

of  the needed finances are present. The state has no resources to accomplish its own

programs.

27 With an exception of benefits for guardianship and foster care that are among the state benefits
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There have been no explicit calculations that would determine the amount of money nec-
essary for the types of social assistance expected from the municipalities according to the
national legislation. That is, it has not been said explicitly what kind of social assistance a
municipality is able to, and therefore required to, provide. It cannot be expected due to
insufficient financial resources.

Local finance to the social assistance system in municipalities of our focus group has not
been constant either.

Not unexpectedly, the reduction in financial resources available to the social assistance
offices was seen as a negative development by the social workers in the focus group. Several
of the social workers referred to the lower share of the national and the local budgets that
were allocated to social assistance benefits and services. Not only is the number of recipi-
ents of social assistance benefits reduced in the district, but also the municipalities have had
to cut back on services or need to buy them from neighboring municipalities. At the same
time the number of poor people has increased. According to one of the social workers from
the focus group:

There simply is not enough money to distribute to those who are in need of help.

Insufficient financial resources were a current concern in all of the municipalities in our study.
However, the problem was on two levels: Namely, development or daily provision of social
assistance. In the town municipality, the problem was finance for social assistance develop-
ment projects, such as a day care centre. Implementation of the project depended on prior-
ities within the municipality. With regard to benefits, as a result of state co-finance of social
benefits at the beginning of 1990, which was later withdrawn, it was hard for the munici-
pality to keep up the previously high benefit levels. The issue was the amount of the bene-
fit, not provision of the benefit per se.

The rural municipalities in our study were dealing with the latter issue. That is, their
concerns were often on the level of everyday provision of the benefits. The budget for social
assistance constituted a significant part of the total municipal budget. In addition, the so-
cial workers of our focus group commented that the percentage of the poor people among
the total population is higher in the rural municipalities that in the town.

Considering the differences in available resources among the municipalities, it is not a
surprise that the social workers of our focus group did not think that experience from building
a social assistance system in one of the richest municipalities, Riga, could provide useful input
to development of activities in their local municipalities. Especially, the social workers from
rural municipalities regarded the social assistance in Riga as having access to resources and
being in a state of development that could be matched in the countryside.

Centralisation/decentralisation

The policy of the state regarding the social assistance provision in municipalities has been
to decentralise the system and move the responsibility for provision down to the local level.
The intention is to cut administration cost. Being sole receivers and spenders of the money,
it is expected that the municipalities will become more active in development of alternative
and cheaper social assistance solutions.

Presently, implementation of the decentralization policy in municipalities is facing a
serious challenge. The requirements put on municipalities by the central level in the
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municipalities of our focus group were not fully implemented. The rural head of munici-
pality admitted that

(…we) break the rules of the Cabinet of Ministers. (…) We do not apply these rules.
We have our own rules, and we have our own benefits.

The main reason for this is lack of relevant financial resources to back up the provision of
social assistance at the local level.

The tendency to decentralize the system is observed not only within the field of social
assistance, but also other policy areas. The different ministries are, in the opinion of the head
of one of the municipalities, not able to coordinate their work, expecting all the municipal-
ities to give priority to their field. The result is that the municipalities are not able to fulfill
their duties in accordance with the legislation. The local administration has no other choice
but try to find alternative solutions as to how to cope with the many responsibilities that
the municipality cannot afford to finance.

The social workers who mentioned the issue were all concerned with the lower priority
given to social assistance over the past years. However, according to the head of the town
municipality social assistance and education are highest on the list of priorities for the town
council, as they have always been. The head of the municipality argued that one could not
simply solve problems by increasing the social assistance budget, since this would affect the
overall economy of the municipality and would stop development:

This means that we have to look after the interests of the working people, the taxpay-
ers, as we cannot afford to lose them. We have to ensure reasonable living conditions
and a good living environment for all those living here in the municipality.

Several of the interviewed believed that more decisions should be made at the local level and
favored a decentralized system. Head of municipality B put it like this:

In general, if the municipality has its own money, why should the people at the cen-
tral level know more about our needs than we do?

Guaranteed minimum income

Very present in the minds of the informants, both the social workers and the heads of the
administration, was the introduction of a guaranteed minimum income28. This issue was
mentioned on their own accord without the introduction by us. The district we visited did
not take part in the pilot of the implementation of this reform. During all our interviews
we did not encounter anyone who spoke favorably about a possible introduction of a guar-
anteed minimum income.

The heads of both municipalities were mostly concerned with the possibility of imple-
menting the reform without sufficient resources. The head of the municipality in the town
municipality A believed it will lead to chaos when it is implemented:

It is not clear to me how to carry out the (GMI) reform. One thing is clear, however,
it will end in chaos. There are not enough resources.

28 For more on this reform, see Grønningsæter, Aasland and Loza, 2001.
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The GMI is interpreted as another area where the ministries prepare laws without taking
into account the real situation in other parts of the country outside the capital Riga. As stated
by the head of the rural municipality B:

It is easy to write laws. We were considering, for example, participating in GMI, but
then decided that it is not possible. It is only possible if the state participates finan-
cially.

The GMI is therefore seen as yet another reform which it is not possible to implement in
practice:

It is impossible with the current budget. The state should come and participate finan-
cially.

Problems related to the GMI that came up in the focus group discussions were the fear that
there would be no clear rules, not enough money to support the reform, difficulties with
finding the criteria for the evaluation of the income, difficulties for the general public in
understanding the rules and regulations, and even that it could lead to a negative personal
attitude towards the social worker.

National organizations: their role in provision of local social assistance
The key national players connected to social assistance in the municipalities are the Minis-
try of Welfare, the Social Assistance Fund and the Equalization Fund. Their roles and re-
sponsibilities are described earlier in this report.

Based on our interviews we can conclude that cooperation and coordination with these
organizations at the local level is poor. There is no factual evidence of cooperation or coor-
dination activities neither on the level of the heads of the municipalities that were interviewed,
nor on the level of social workers from the focus group.

The opinion held among the municipal heads as well as the social workers regarding the
Ministry of Welfare (MoW) is that the decision makers (MoW and Saeima) are disconnected
from the real situation. One of the social workers said:

In Saeima, the Riga “lords” are far from the life on the countryside.

Legislation provided by the Ministry of Welfare is not being implemented and the social
assistance works according to local regulations.

Experience with the Social Assistance Fund (SAF) is limited. The majority of the mu-
nicipalities had not received a visit from SAF at all. Those who had were confused about
the Fund’s role and commented that the employees of the Fund “do not understand any-
thing”. Another social assistance office employee said that the Fund “should get to know
the local situation” and it suggests that also the Fund, not only the Ministry, is perceived as
having no connection to the local situation.

The employees on the local level lack information about SAF’s role. According to one of
the social workers from the focus group:

What it (the Fund) does, I do not know…



24

The employees do not see how the Fund could help to improve the social assistance provi-
sion on the local level and, therefore, think that the Fund is an unprofessional and a useless
institution.

One of the social workers would not comply with the requirements made on social as-
sistance administration in local municipalities by the SAF about recoding and storing the
client information. In the social worker’s opinion, these requirements were not progressive,
but on the contrary not fit for use:

I will not go 5 steps back to implement the requirements of the Fund.

The third body related to provision of social assistance is the Equalization fund (EF). It is
recognized as a good idea to make a more equal distribution of funding for social assistance
among the municipalities, but is criticized for functioning poorly. The mechanism used by
EF does not ensure a more equal funding for social assistance, because the funding is not
earmarked. Instead, the money is being transferred to the total municipal budget. Depend-
ing on local priorities, social assistance may or may not benefit from it. The social workers
in the study said that it was impossible to get it. Secondly, EF is criticized for working with
old and irrelevant data that provide a false insight into the municipal needs and resources.

Networking with any other organizations outside the local community is also poor. Ex-
cept for a few study visits to other local assistance offices the social workers had no connec-
tion to any professional organizations in the field.

Local politicians: their role in provision of local social assistance
Due to limited connections to institutions outside the local municipality and the ability of
the local policy makers to decide on the social assistance forms and financing, the local sit-
uation is an important factor that guides behavior and decisions of the social assistance
employees.

The two key local political players, who influence the provision of social assistance, are
the Municipal Council and the Social Issues Committee. The Social Issues Committee (SIC)
is the first higher standing institution after the social assistance office in the decision-mak-
ing chain regarding social assistance-related questions.. All of the sampled municipalities had
established a SIC, and SICs are typical for municipalities all over Latvia.

The role of the SIC is to review provision of the social assistance to the inhabitants. The
local regulations require that the SIC approves each individual case of social assistance re-
cipients. In our district the SICs typically met twice a month. The applications for the so-
cial assistance were to be accumulated until the meeting.

The employees of the social assistance office cooperate and coordinate with the committee
through presenting the information and their ideas in the committee’s meetings. In all cas-
es the social workers prepared material for discussion. Our investigation, however, revealed
that the approach to decision making used by the SICs in the municipalities varied from a
detailed review of the presented information to relying on suggestions made by the social
workers.

A social worker who had previous experience in local politics said she had a significant
influence on the decisions of the local SIC:
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After three years of work together with the social commission, the deputies have
“grown” in their knowledge, they have been educated (by the social worker). It is a
pity that new deputies will come and the (educating) work will need to be started over
again”.

Other social workers had more limited influence:
Should the social worker wait for the meeting to take place, or could she (they were all

women) make an independent decision? The members of the focus group agreed that the
social worker should make independent decisions in emergency situations. In some munic-
ipalities, the freedom to act in emergency situations was already provided for by local regu-
lations. At the same time, the workers were expected to contact the local SIC or the city
council in case of larger and more costly emergencies.

All of the social workers interviewed tried to influence the debate of the commission by
“pointing to questions more important for discussion” among the other ones on the agen-
da. A typical opinion among the social workers of the focus group was that more authority
should be delegated to them.

If the deputy does not trust his or her own employee, well, then we have a problem,

said one of the social workers.
The relationships with the committee were in all of the cases from our study either good

or reasonable.
Involvement of the Municipal Council in decision-making among the represented mu-

nicipalities was even more varied. It the town municipality the council was not dealing with
individual cases, but with questions on a strategic level, such as social assistance norms, types
and defining benefit thresholds. In the rural municipalities, on the contrary, the Municipal
Councils were involved with individual cases much more frequently. The head of the town
municipality commented on the situation in the following way:

We have the privilege here in the town that we have resources enough to afford some
planning…In rural municipalities the system is crippled…The municipal councils may
take individual decisions there, because there is not enough money to help everyone
who needs it.

Indeed, the head of the rural municipality B referred to social assistance applicants as “coming
to us” and it was “we” who make the decision, thereby indicating the council’s close involve-
ment in everyday provision of social assistance.

Local politics are recognized as a very important force that have a large influence on the
development of social assistance. The social workers think that the politicians often do not
bother to obtain a thorough understanding of the issues, but wish only to execute power.
The head of the town council’s attitude is the following:

I do not think that our social workers have great big ideas, but, of course, they are the
ones who know the needs.

Yet the discussion was ongoing and there were constant disagreements. According to one
of the social workers from the focus group:

They (the deputies) say: “he is driving a car, he does not need any social assistance.
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On a more strategic level in case of the town municipality:

How can the deputies say that we do not need a night shelter when people sleep in
the street?

The examples show that opinions are varied and that debating them requires a considera-
ble effort from the side of the social workers:

There are issues (social assistance), which the social workers agree should be imple-
mented, but we (the social workers) are neither voters nor decision makers, we pro-
vide only ideas…

All of the social workers agreed that the people involved in the decision-making (both the
committee representatives and the council) are not always proficient enough in social issues.
The social workers claim, however, that the deputies have become more knowledgeable over
time.

Provision of social assistance in local municipalities
From the discussion of the local regulations above we know that the local social assistance
does not reflect the national law to the full extent. But do the municipalities actually pro-
vide the social assistance as prescribed by the local regulation? Are there any problems en-
countered? The head of the town municipality said:

I know too well that local municipalities only have one type of benefit or that the
benefits are being individually evaluated.

The social workers noted that there are municipalities where all the money for social assist-
ance is spent on transportation benefits for children to go to the school, as there is no school
available nearby. Another municipality may choose spend all or a significant part of the
money to sponsor school lunches for all the children of the municipality.

The processes involved in provision of the social assistance in the town municipality are
usually standard: application – income declaration (for benefits) – information received from
the applicant is compared to local regulations to determine eligibility – the social assistance
employee makes a decision – the decision is presented to the Social Issues Commission and,
because of clear criteria applied, usually accepted – the decision is presented to the appli-
cant.

A similar application would at a rural office undergo the following processes: applica-
tion – income declaration (for benefits), which in many cases is not used – based on the
provided and the personally available information, the social worker makes an intuitive
decision – the decision is brought up to the Social Issues Commission – the discussion con-
tinues at a Municipal Council meeting – a certain decision, based on the opinions and the
available finance, is made – it is presented to the applicant.

Officially, the municipalities are required to base their decisions on the Income Decla-
ration, developed by the Cabinet of Ministers (CoM)29. The income is understood as cash
income and value of movable and immovable property and bank accounts.

The Income Declaration is confusing to both the social assistance employees from the
town and the rural municipalities, and it is used by neither of them to a full extent. The
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town municipality does use the declaration, with exception of a few points. The points
impossible to use are those regarding the value of property. Not all of the houses have an
established value. Evaluation of the property is expensive. Therefore, inclusion of property
value into one’s income would be difficult. In addition to property value, the social assist-
ance office in town D excluded also the value of cars from the income.

In rural municipalities of the sample, the Income Declaration provided only additional
information, or was not used at all. These were the words of one of the social workers from
the focus group:

We have broken the rules (about the Income Declaration) of the CoM.

First, the workers said it as difficult to control hidden employment in the countryside. This
is a widely known phenomenon, and the official declaration does not take hidden employ-
ment into account. The social workers are uncertain whether they should act as the “good”
guys and disregard the hidden employment, or the “bad” guys who take the hidden source
of income into account when calculating one’s total income. The approaches differ, but
hidden employment always remains a factor to be considered.

Second, income in the countryside has a different value than in a town or city. A social
worker from the focus group says:

The criteria of determining who is rich and who is poor are different in cities and in
the countryside.

If applying the official criteria:

At least half of the inhabitants should receive the benefit for the needy people.

Income other than cash income is very important in the countryside. The head of the rural
municipality of our study put it like this:

I am not at my present situation for the first year, but I am still uncertain how it should
be possible to evaluate the real income of people in the countryside.

As regards provision of other forms of social assistance, it is limited. The so-called “social
support” in form of advice was being performed. As none of the municipalities had a psy-
chologist or formally educated social workers, the advice given was not always professional.
As we will see in the section about the social workers below, they felt they lack knowledge
to handle the task professionally. Home help was the only alternative form of social assist-
ance provided in the rural municipalities.

All of the municipalities from the focus group had introduced home care for elderly and
lonely people. However, home care was not always sufficient. According to one of the so-
cial workers from the focus group:

It’s a pity that we are yet not able to ensure home care so that the (elderly) people do
not need to leave their homes for the nursing home.

Among the problems connected to provision of the home care was the difficulty of match-
ing the personalities of the home-helpers with those of the patients.

29 CoM rules nr. 75
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The town municipality was the only one where the home-care was provided by a non-
governmental organization (NGO): the Red Cross. It was also the only one that had estab-
lished a social care centre.

In addition to home help, both the rural and the town municipality sent their clients to
social assistance institutions for elderly and for children, and rehabilitation centres. Access
to the latter was very limited due to the high demand among the municipalities and the
limited number of places available.

The town municipality was aware of the fact that the state finance for institutions will
gradually be withdrawn. The head of the municipality says:

We are trying to localize the system – the services that can be provided locally, are
provided locally

Two of the social workers said that the institutions are favored neither by the clients nor the
social workers. Especially the elderly patients would rather stay at home, but the munici-
pality did not have sufficient support available. Indeed, as one of the social workers said:

The elderly are taken to a social care institution only in case of final necessity. The
institution is so badly tolerated that it often ends in a patient’s death.

In addition to home help and assistance in institutions, the town municipality had set up a
special social assistance centre with day care units for the elderly, crisis centre for children,
a home help unit and a night shelter. None of these services were available at any of the rural
municipalities. The services of the centre could be outsourced, but at the time of the study,
very few rural inhabitants had been using the night shelter. In general outsourcing of serv-
ices is not a widely used option. There are only very few outsourcing cases – for example,
one of the rural municipalities had sent a group of children to another municipality where
the children received professional treatment for an illness. The rural municipalities claim
to have no money available to outsource social assistance services.

Rehabilitation is another alternative form of social assistance. None of the municipali-
ties had any social rehabilitation facilities available locally. Aside from financial reasons, it
has to do with lack of appropriate staff. The social workers from rural areas claimed that it
is difficult for rural municipalities to attract professional staff. It was again the social work-
ers who tried to take steps to “rehabilitate” cases, but they were not professional enough.

It is interesting to note that it was the social worker from the town municipality with
most developed social assistance who believed that the role of money would gradually de-
crease. Furthermore, the social worker from the town municipality also had most of the ideas
about further development of the assistance – a day-care centre for children that would make
it possible for the mothers to work. Another idea was to establish a crisis centre for chil-
dren. A unit for work with families with children was at the time of the interviews (June
2000) being developed. Ideas from other social workers included psychological counseling,
but were expressed rather as ideas than possible future actions.

The social workers claim that alternative forms of social assistance are met with suspi-
cion from the side of the society. According to the social workers, people are not used to
the “social care” part of the assistance – the society is not ready for it yet. Psychological bar-
riers to approach the office do exist, and the social workers need to take extra care not to
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insult the recipients, especially older recipients. People are reluctant to change their attitude
even if the social worker explains why it is necessary.

In particular, change of the benefit system from a universal one to a system based on the
needs of the clients has been especially difficult to introduce. According to the social work-
ers, the clients do not wish to participate in own assistance, but see the office as a bank.

The social workers, however, seem determined to change the popular perception of so-
cial assistance as easy-to-receive social benefits:

Today is not like yesterday when a family with many children could come and sim-
ply ask for money.

The motivation of social workers to do so is twofold. First, the social workers believe that
the previous system, which in essence consisted of social benefits available to certain cate-
gories of inhabitants, is not effective and may result in an even less equal distribution of
resources.

Secondly, the system in which it is possible for people to live on benefits is not fair. A
social worker says:

After all, we all have arms and legs, why don’t we just go out into the labor market
and start working.

Some of the social workers believe that presently, social assistance goes mostly to alcoholics
and lazy people:

When will there be a time when social benefits will go to a normal family?

Unearned benefits are provided not only within the social assistance, but also the social
insurance system. The social workers interviewed did not approve of a situation when a
person who has willingly left his or her job, is entitled to an unemployment benefit.

Introduction of public work in return for social benefits has been one of the measures
taken to prevent people from abusing the social benefit system. Public work in return for
social benefits means that the benefit is earned by working for the municipality (in munic-
ipal enterprises). In town D, public work is assigned in return for the benefits for needy
families as well as the child benefit. Sickness of the recipient is the only excuse for not tak-
ing part in public work. In both town and one of the rural municipalities, the public work
was exchanged for a free lunch at school. While in the rural municipality it was the parents
who were providing the labor, in the town the children themselves provided it. The system
had developed so far that the school itself employed most of the children with no direct
involvement of the social assistance office. For the children who are employed by the mu-
nicipality, their employment was planned in cooperation with a child specialist.

In a similar fashion, parents covered the expenses of school maintenance (typically cov-
ered by parents of the children in Latvian high-schools). In the town municipality, the public
work was recognized as a very useful tool to help the inhabitants maintain their income and
as system worked well among the municipalities of the focus group according to our inform-
ants.

In rural areas, there is competition among the recipients of benefits to be employed by
the municipality. The reason for this was that municipal work is regarded as being less bur-
densome than work at a private farm. In a private farm, the owner of the farm would put
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harder demands on the employee and also control the work more without substantially higher
salaries:

Why should one get up early and milk a cow if it is possible to get up at 9 am for
public work?

The social workers said they have observed that some people are proud of being “registered
unemployed” and living on the expense of the municipality.

Despite measures taken to prevent abuse of social assistance, the social workers gave ex-
amples of how it sometimes is being creatively abused. For example, some recipients of food
coupons had learned to falsify the coupons in order to purchase sugar and make spirit.

Among problems encountered by the social workers in their daily job were mentioned
recording and storing the client information. Who should be recorded, what should be re-
corded and how should it be done? First, there are many people who visit the office only
“on their way”. Are they the clients of the office and should they be recorded? Second, the
official requirement to keep detailed information about each of the visitors is not widely
supported. How should one deal with the clients who refuse to, or cannot, provide all the
necessary detailed information? Third, in absence of an electronic database, recording and
filing the client information can be a very time-consuming process, and it is difficult to
administer. The question of confidentiality and abuse of sensitive information was not raised
by any of the social workers, however.

Social workers and their job in the local municipalities
All the social workers in our focus group had started to work as social workers in the mid-
dle of the 1990s. It is worth noting that none of them originally had a social worker educa-
tion, but had all undergone various training courses. Their previous jobs were in agricul-
ture, sales and in other areas not related to social work at all. Not all of the respondents were
employed as social workers full time. Apart from social work, they were performing other
municipal responsibilities. For example, one was a planner of municipal development; an-
other acted as a local deputy.

In some municipalities, the task description of the social workers is given in the local
regulations. The social assistance office employee is expected to provide benefits and advice;
organize home help; keep and up-date a client data base; make analysis; provide statistics of
the local social situation; provide information and ideas to the Social Issues Committee;
inform inhabitants of the municipality about their rights to receive assistance; provide a
reasonable application procedure and office hours; guarantee quality of the service and
confidentiality. The employee is expected to constantly raise qualification and coordinate
and cooperate with other organizations that work in the field of social assistance.

In the town municipality, there is a larger expected focus on development of social as-
sistance and monitoring of social assistance institutions that are subordinated to the town’s
council as well as coordination of human aid within the town.

The role of a social worker as perceived by the workers themselves was different in the
town compared to the rural municipalities. The rural social workers regarded themselves as
a distributor of the tight social assistance resources, and somebody who tries to keep the
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unfavorable social situation at least on the existing level. In the town, the social worker had
a longer-term perspective. In addition to the daily routines, she sees herself as a matron of
further development of social assistance services in the municipality. Among the respond-
ents was also a representative of the regional social assistance office. Due to the coordinat-
ing profile and structure of the regional office (it had two employees and a driver), the so-
cial worker felt less related to every day provision of the assistance and her role was more
managerial.

The social workers of local offices participate in solving a wide range of problems en-
countered by the local inhabitants. As perceived by the social workers themselves, their role
is “to be a manager and a subordinate at the same time”. Besides payment of benefits and
organization of social assistance for the vulnerable groups, the social workers may get in-
volved in personal problems of the inhabitants on a detailed level. Examples are problems a
mother has with her daughter who wants to flee from home after she has completed the
primary education, or a bad relationship with one’s neighbors and others.

Indeed, the social assistance office is perceived as a place where to turn to in various sit-
uations in life. It is also a place to visit when passing by, especially among the elderly peo-
ple. Very often, people turn to the office with questions that are not related to social assist-
ance. The social assistance office is expected to have various information including pensions,
taxes and housing.

The social workers participate actively in local social life. Examples from our study in-
clude support to a local NGO for elderly people and organization of an excursion for school
children.

The social workers think that the job of a social worker has become more and more diffi-
cult over time as the duties have expanded. The social workers complain about lack of time.
It is difficult and time consuming for them to gather and remember all the information:

In order to know everything, we need to be involved in everything.

The social workers, however, try to reach up to the expectations of the inhabitants. For ex-
ample, they attend all the meetings of the Municipal Council. Another reason for the so-
cial workers to try to stay updated is that tasks that are not their responsibility are easier
done than delegated. There is no evidence that the social workers would, however, refuse to
perform the tasks that are not their responsibilities. At the same time, the social workers do
not feel comfortable with all of their tasks. In all of the municipalities, provision of the benefit
to needy often involves the social workers making sure that the money is spent on food. In
one of the municipalities, the worker had to accompany the recipient of the benefit to a food
shop:

They (alcoholics) do not understand. There is a certain discomfort involved.

At the same time, the social workers agree that doing the shopping together is a better solu-
tion than having the person spend the money on alcohol and dealing with financial prob-
lems later on.

The social workers recognize lack of knowledge and experience in their work. This is
related to the multiple tasks they perform and a lack of time to accomplish everything. In
particular, the workers would like to have more knowledge about psychology. They would
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also like to have a guidebook for social workers, availability to use computers and databases
for their clients.

Furthermore, due to the high importance of the local politics in social assistance, the
workers recognize their lack of skills necessary to influence the local political decisions:

We all wish to study…in order to become more clever and have skills to convince the
politicians that the social policy should go into this or that direction.

With regard the future, the views expressed were rather pessimistic. For example, the work-
ers believe that there will be more hidden income and more cheating in the social security
system.

Social assistance – to whom and what?

Vulnerable groups

While unemployed, families with many children and single breadwinner households were
singled out as the most vulnerable; it was no agreement whether or not pensioners should
be included. One of the social workers was bewildered by the statistics showing that the
pensioners are not among the poorest in the country:

When pensioners are said to be among the richest persons in the state, something must
be completely wrong. (…) Sometimes it is so painful to listen to those pensioners,
even though I understand…

Some of the social workers held the view that all families with children could be considered
as households at risk. Nearly all such families experienced financial problems.

The head of the town municipality said that unemployment was a bigger problem in
the district than what is the average for the country, and several of the social workers also
claim unemployment to be a very big burden on the social assistance resources. Young peo-
ple who leave school and cannot find work were mentioned as a special case by a social
worker:

If someone has only nine years of school, who would then employ such a person?

Some were also concerned with the large group of people in working age who degrade be-
cause of addiction to alcohol and drugs, a problem seen as particularly worrying in the ru-
ral municipalities.

Disabled were also mentioned as a risk group. The same was the case with people who
have just come out of prison. In the words of the head of the rural municipality:

These people are not fit to live in freedom because they are used to other people pro-
viding everything for them.

Roma people were not mentioned as a risk group by anyone, but were mentioned by the
rural head of municipality as a group receiving special attention:

Another unpleasant problem concerns the gypsies that we have here. Their cultural
attitude to work is that one doesn’t work. They are also on social assistance. (…) They
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come; they fill in the {income} declaration. We give the benefits: Free lunch for the
children, we help to keep their flats in an acceptable condition. We try to help as best
we can. The gypsies would be glad if they could come here for benefits every day.

Priorities

In a World Bank report on poverty assessment, Latvia was grouped together with Estonia
and Poland in a typology of the importance of social assistance where the number of recip-
ients is low but where social assistance is relatively important for the recipients (Milanovic,
2000). With the relatively high degree of discretion that the social workers have on the dis-
tribution of social assistance, their priorities will have a great impact on the allocation of
resources. For potential receivers the decisions may have serious implications.

All the interviewees who spoke on the issue held the opinion that under the present
budgetary constraints they need to make priorities about which groups and individuals that
should receive social assistance. However, there were some conflicting views on whom should
be given the priority.

Some of the interviewed said that all groups experience hardships and should be given
assistance when they need it. However, there was some concern among several of the social
workers whether it is worthwhile to assist alcoholics and drug addicts:

All groups should receive assistance (…) except alcoholics and drug addicts. It is too
difficult to deal with these people. We may be able to help for a while, but after a month
they are back.

It was also claimed that drug addicts and alcoholics misuse public money and that it is too
difficult to deal with them. Some claimed one could help these groups only by using food
coupons or other in kind support (see below).

Children stand out as the group most commonly mentioned as highest on the list of
priorities for receiving social assistance. In the worst cases, with hardly anything left on the
budget for social assistance, children are still likely to receive some help. However, the so-
cial workers were not very specific on how they make their priorities. To a large extent such
priorities appear to be left to the discretion of the social worker. One social worker men-
tioned as an example that they had bought a cow for social assistance money to a needy family
to help the children in the household.

Whether or not pensioners should be among priority groups to be helped by social as-
sistance was another debated issue. The social workers were aware of research showing that
pensioners are no longer among the most needy and that you find few pensioners among
the poorest segments of the population, but still several of the informants claimed that pen-
sioners have special needs and few alternative income sources. For example, elderly people
have health problems more often than the young that make them in need of special atten-
tion from the social workers. This was one of the reasons why many people in the districts
were negative to the introduction of a guaranteed minimum income (GMI). The introduc-
tion of such a reform would reduce the opportunities to give help to pensioners and others
belonging to the moderate-income groups but with special needs.

There was some concern among the social workers in the focus group that local politi-
cians interfere with the decisions made by social workers. In other words, the priorities of
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social workers need to be confirmed by local administration. In many cases local adminis-
tration rule over decisions made by social workers, and often make ad-hoc changes. Both
the local administrators that we talked to, however, were clear that there was little or no such
interference with the day-to-day work of social workers. When the administration interferes,
it concerns the major policy issues and setting up rules and regulations, and not individual
cases, according to the heads of the administration.

Cash or in-kind assistance

The social workers and the heads of municipalities who spoke on the issue all favored in-
kind assistance to cash benefits. Some benefits are also transferred directly without involv-
ing the recipient, such as housing benefits. There had also been a trend towards more ben-
efits in kind over the past years and several reasons were mentioned for this. Most importantly,
the informants claimed that benefits in kind were better targeted. For example, if you want
to help the children in needy families, instead of handing out money to unemployed par-
ents, many of whom are not responsible in dealing with money, children get free transport
and free food at school.

In the town food coupons were a typical form of social assistance. In the rural area pro-
vision of firewood in the winter was common. But what about cases where there are other
needs than food? As the head of the town municipality said:

Surely, there are also some individual cases when a person needs to buy something else
than food. We evaluate this individually then. This need arises because the people work
at the farms and are paid in kind already, so they need some clothing instead of food.

The head of the rural municipality gave an example of the type of assistance given to ex-
prisoners:

The social worker goes together with the ex-prisoner to the shop for food. When the
food is out, the person comes back again. We also have cooperation with the school,
and the ex-prisoners receive free lunches there. They sometimes work for the school
as well.

The implications of the guaranteed minimum income on the in-cash or in-kind assistance
were, according to some of the social workers, not fully clear. The social workers and the
heads of the municipalities were unable to give a uniform answer as to whether or not it
will be possible to pay out some of the GMI in kind; although they all assumed this would
be the case. Housing benefits will, for example, be deducted from the payable amount of
the guaranteed income. However, the question itself was not considered as particularly rel-
evant, since no one believed that there would be enough money to pay out the guaranteed
minimum income to everyone who is entitled to it anyway.

Other issues with implications for allocation of resources

The present system of basing allocation of social assistance on information filled out in the
income declaration opens up for cheating. There are many people who work but who do
not have an employer who pays social taxes, and it is therefore difficult to assess their cur-
rent salary. This prevents the allocation of resources to those most in need. One of the so-
cial workers expressed the fear that there would be even more cheating in the future. In the
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rural area the head of the municipality admitted that the income declaration is not used as
basis for allocation of social assistance, rather it is used as a control function. In the town,
however, as we have already seen, the income declaration is more often taken into consider-
ation when social assistance is being allocated.

Summary and discussion
Within the Latvian social assistance system, social security and social assistance policy is the
competence of the Ministry of Welfare. The providers of the social assistance are the local
municipalities, while the Social Assistance Fund’s role is to monitor the implementation of
the social policy. Social assistance in Latvia is understood to be composed of social benefits,
social care and social rehabilitation.

The municipalities receive only a fraction of Latvia’s taxes, and the municipal social as-
sistance is to be financed from municipal budgets. For each of the services the source of fi-
nance needs to be clearly identified. Social assistance is currently provided both by the state
and the municipalities. The state benefits, however, are targeted to certain groups of inhab-
itants rather than needy people. In certain cases such as foster families and guardianship,
the finance is provided by the state while the provision of the service is left to the munici-
pality.

There are many municipalities which have not yet established social assistance offices.
Some do not even have a social worker. Only a small fraction of the social workers in the
country have relevant professional education, while many of the social workers are current-
ly undergoing training in courses.

Indepth investigation into one Latvian district shows that there is lack of communica-
tion between the policy making level and the local municipalities. The role of the Social
Assistance Fund on the local level is not clear, and the Social Assistance Fund’s involvement
in provision of social assistance is marginal. The information and feedback exchange between
the Ministry of Welfare and the local municipalities is not functioning. The local politicians
and the social workers regard themselves as having to face a situation where centrally made
decisions bear no consideration for the local environment.

A clear source of finance for each type of social assistance has not been identified. In our
case, insufficient finance of the system was an acute problem faced by heads of the munic-
ipalities and the social workers both in rural areas and the town municipality. In the opin-
ion of the local politicians, the municipal budget was insufficient to finance the types of
social assistance provided for by the law already. The question of how much finance the local
municipalities would need to be able to provide a reasonable level of social assistance serv-
ices, however, remains open as no threshold minimum level or any other benchmark has
been determined. It is therefore not possible to judge if the finance available at the munic-
ipalities is insufficient or not.

Development of social assistance aside from social benefits was observed only in the town
municipality. For the rural municipalities, the social workers found it difficult to find suffi-
cient finance to provide basic social assistance. Adding new municipal social assistance re-
sponsibilities would only be possible in case they be accompanied with adequate financing.

The social assistance provided by the local municipalities does not fully reflect the mu-
nicipal obligations under the national law. Each of the municipalities in our study had



36

developed local regulations that were considered better fit to municipal interests and possi-
bilities. It was the local regulations that framed provision of social assistance in the munic-
ipalities, not national ones. Because the local regulations across the municipalities are dif-
ferent, the possibility for inhabitants to receive the social assistance is not equal. The funding
of social assistance in relation to local budget as well as in absolute terms, vary.

Despite recent policy debates with the aim of developing of alternative care, the social
assistance in the municipalities was dominated by provision of social benefits. Except for
provision of home help, additional forms of social care were only available at the town
municipality. Social rehabilitation components appeared neither on the level of local regu-
lations, nor was it provided in reality. It should also be mentioned here that social care and
social rehabilitation are vaguely defined also on the national level. No benchmarking or
explanations of what the two types of assistance should include is provided.

The ”umbrella style” of the national law, debates over the financing of assistance and the
intention to decentralize the system delegates considerable power and authority for social
assistance development on the local level to local politicians. The influence of politicians
and local politics on provision of social assistance was felt also by the social workers of the
focus group. The views and opinions of the social workers and the politicians were often
different. The social workers felt a lack of skill and power to efficiently argue for their case.

The role and influence of the social worker in development of local assistance in the
various municipalities was different. On the local level, the intermediary between the social
workers and the municipal council is a Social Issues Committee. It is a municipal political
body with a responsibility for social questions in the municipality. The interaction among
the social workers, the Social Issues Committee and the Municipal Council was more for-
mal in the town municipality that in the rural ones. In the town, the municipal council did
not interact with everyday provision of social assistance, but was dealing with questions on
a more strategic level. The rules that guided social workers and the committee in provision
of everyday assistance were more standard and detailed than in the rural municipalities, and
were strictly followed.

In rural municipalities, in contrast, the roles of the social worker, the committee and the
city council were often overlapping. The council was involved in social assistance provision
on the level of an individual client. The different roles in the town and rural municipalities
are closely connected to the availability of social assistance finance. The lack of funding in
the rural municipalities was considered to prevent application of uniform rules, and result-
ed in a necessity to evaluate each case individually. Personal opinions, community informa-
tion and the availability of finance influenced the decision to provide social assistance in
the rural municipalities significantly. In the town, the decision is largely based on the infor-
mation provided by the client. Social assistance provision in the town municipality was more
uniform and standard than in the rural municipalities.

Local social assistance (mostly benefits) tends to support disabled and the elderly, espe-
cially the lonely elderly people as well as children. Less often, the benefits are for the needy
families or families from a social risk group. The priorities among the municipalities, how-
ever, are different.

The social workers in our study were typical for the situation in the county as a whole in
that their educational background was other than social work. Their tasks were varied and
on different levels of activity – managerial or everyday tasks; work with an individual, fam-
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ily, local political organization or another type or organization; tasks related to social assist-
ance and those that have little connection to it. All of the social workers, however, experi-
enced lack of professionalism and skill to deal with the complex social situation, the role of
the social assistance office and that of the worker. Many people are used to receiving un-
conditional social benefits and refuse to accept social assistance as a means to actively par-
ticipate and improve one’s own condition. Belief in other assistance than benefits is not very
strong yet. The social assistance office is furthermore often perceived as providing support
in any situation of life. As a result, the demands on the social workers are high. Not all workers
in our study were happy about their role in the local community. Policy solutions such as
GMI that threaten to increase the pressure even further were therefore viewed with great
suspicion.

The municipalities have introduced measures to increase the social assistance recipients’
(mostly – benefit recipients’) participatory role through social work. The town municipal-
ity was engaged in provision of social work more actively that the rural municipalities. The
reasons for this are firstly the more active attitude towards the changing role of the social
assistance assumed by the town municipality. Secondly, the potential use of social work was
more valuable in the town than in the rural municipalities, and thirdly, the rural munici-
palities assumed that laboring for rural family farms is an alternative source of income open
to those who are willing to deliver.

The social assistance as a concept and its recent focus on alternative social assistance
development is challenging for all groups involved. The social workers buy the idea of a
decentralized, participatory assistance provided locally very well. The implementation of such
a system, however, is inhibited by the lack of sufficient finance and political will. The exist-
ing legal and finance systems do not provide the right incentives for development of the
assistance on local level, and is not explanatory enough with regard to social care and social
rehabilitation. In an attempt to solve the problem, the Ministry of Welfare is currently
working on a new social assistance law. It is hoped that the new law will address the short-
comings of the existing legislation, be more outcome-oriented and backed-up with more
sufficient financing for the social assistance system.

This report has shown great local variation within a district in solving issues related to
social assistance. This variation is likely to be even greater within the country as a whole.
Partly this is caused by lack of precision as to what is expected from the local municipali-
ties, partly it is a matter of economic resources, but it is also a conscious lack of will to im-
plement the national legislation because it is seen as irrelevent or unrealistic in relation to
the needs at the local level.

The future of social assistance in Latvian regions will depend on a number of factors,
where the decisive one is likely to be the development of the Latvian economy in general
and particularly regional economic development. Continuous high unemployment rates in
many districts will put a pressure on the local budgets and this is bound to affect the level
and types of social assistance available to the population.

As hinted in this report, other factors – all of which are linked to the economy – will
also be crucial. The direction of social policy in the country will undoubtless play an im-
portant role. There are many issues that are discussed by Latvian politicians, within the rel-
evant ministries, by interest organisations and the general public – sometimes involving
international organisations as well. The welfare state regime developing will be of great
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importance to the local municipalities; will Latvia focus on universal principles or go more
in the direction of means-testing for distribution of social assistance to the poorest? Today
there the trends go in both directions with a guaranteed minimum income to all being in-
troduced, combined with a greater degree of discretion of the social workers, and even the
local politicians in some cases, in distributing social assistance.

The development of local government and the distribution of roles between the state,
the districts and the municipalities have not yet been settled. At present the municipalities
feel that the policies introduced at the government level are far from the needs that they
themselves experience in their everyday dealing with social issues. Neither is the institutional
set-up well suited for the needs of the municipalities. On the other hand, the large number
of municipalities Latvia and the hesitation among many local politicians in introducing
reforms of the local government may also put obsacles to a more rational and economically
founded use of scarce resources.

Finally, the future will be influenced by development of the role of the social worker in
Latvia. Today there is a need for more professional social workers, especially in the districts.
However, social work is not very prestigious and has low pay, and those social workers who
receive a professional education are likely to seek work not in the rural districts but rather
in better paid jobs in larger urban centres where the possibilities to perform other tasks than
poverty relief are better. The frustrations that social workers in the smaller municipalities
experience are unlikely to disappear even if the economic situation in the country improves.
Still, this report has shown that substantial assistance is actually being performed despite
economic hardships and an inability to comply with the norms of national legislation or
the aims of social assistance as perceived by the social workers themselves.
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Appendix:
Guide for focus group discussions and interviews in
Estonia, Latvia and Norway

Introduction

Aim, tasks

Present - past - future
Aims by law and regulations related to reality
What are the expectations from the general public?
What is your opinion?

Changing situation

Changing needs
Changing resources
Changing attitudes

Seen from different perspectives: society, community, individual and different agencies

Evaluation of organisations, regulations and implementation agencies

Targeting
Regional distribution

Co-ordination and co-operation
Between levels
Between agencies
Understanding themselves in relation to other institutions

Labour market connection
(workfare/public works/active labour market policies)

Where are the decisions made?
The gap between needs and resources
Accountability and trust
Division of responsibility (public, private, NGO, family/community?)
The balance between different means (social security, benefits and services)

Vulnerable groups

What are the most vulnerable groups?
Who deserves social assistance?
What do you do when you lack resources to give assistance to all who fulfil the criteria?
What are the priorities?
What do you think should be the priority? Who should pay?
What should be expected from the recipients?
How to reach the vulnerable groups?
What are the good things about these priorities?
How are you dealing with the gap?
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Social work/ The social worker

Professionalisation
What kind of knowledge do you need in your work?
Power of the sw (towards the client)
Independence of the sw.
Networking
Methods
The needy - how to reach them?
Description of a working day (yesterday)
Was yesterday a typical working day?
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