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Introduction
	 The problem of migration is one of the 
most urgent ones in the modern world. As a 
rule, people migrate voluntarily. In the USSR, 
however, migration against people’s free will 
was quite a widespread phenomenon. Thus, 
many Russians found themselves in the Baltic 
Soviet Socialist Republics. The USSR broke up, 
but the consequences of its disintegration 
still influence Russian-Latvian relations. About 
15 percent of the Latvian population, mostly 
Russians, have the status of non-citizens 
and are therefore restricted in their rights 
compared to ordinary citizens. There are also 
other difficulties with the use of the Russian 
language by the Russian-speaking population, 
even by Latvian citizens.
	 In this article I will focus on the 
problems of the former USSR citizens in 
Latvia by considering history and analyzing 
the current state of affairs. The tasks are 
to investigate the origins of the problems, 
show their ambiguity, and reveal possible 
prospects for the future. Thus, being a rather 
popular issue in Russian and Latvian journals, 
the problems mentioned above are poorly 
presented in world scientific databases, e.g. in 
EBSCO.
	 In that context the term “alien” (non-
citizen) shall be defined as a person who lives 

in the country of destination but does not have 
a citizenship. Those persons are not stateless 
because they have Latvian passports, but 
because they are called to be alien’s passports 
of the Republic of Latvia. For that reason there 
are two types of passports in Latvia — the 
citizen’s passport and the alien’s passport.

The roots of the problem
	 On Oct. 15, 1991 the Supreme Soviet 
of the Independent Republic of Latvia issued 
a regulation stating, “On restoration of the 
rights of the Latvian Republic citizens and 
on main conditions of naturalization,” which 
automatically granted Latvian citizenship  to 
only those who had it before the Soviet period, 
and to their descendants.1

	 Latvia was forced into the Soviet 
Union in 1940. A similar law on citizenship was 
adopted in Estonia, where unlike Lithuania, 
the citizenship was granted to all of those who 
resided in the Republic at the moment of the 
proclamation of independence.
	 During World War II, a number of 
Latvians lost their lives and many were 
deported to other regions of the USSR. 
During the same period, people mainly 
from the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist 
Republic were sent to Latvia. It is noteworthy 
that the Baltic countries were treated like 
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decent places in popular understanding, 
because of their higher living standards. In 
1991 the status of this category of people 
was not defined. Then, in 1994 and in 1995 
two laws (“On the Latvian citizenship” and 
“On the Status of those Former USSR Citizens 
who do not have the Citizenship of Latvia 
or that of any Other State”) were adopted. 
Aforementioned persons were granted the 
status of “non-citizens” and were approved by 
special passports. Non-citizens would only be 
able to acquire citizenship after many years. 
For example, people who arrived in Latvia 
aged over 30 could only receive citizenship in 
2002.2 These terms of naturalization were later 
cancelled — aliens nowadays make up to 15 
percent of the Latvian population.3 The worst 

aspect of their status is the restriction of their 
rights. They do not have the right to vote, hold 
public office, join the military service, practice 
law or become a public notary. They are also 
vulnerable with respect to  social and property 
rights and  business activities.4 
	 And why is Russia interested in finding 
solutions for that problem? The response is 
simple: 66.1 percent of non-citizens in Latvia 
are ethnic Russians (there are also Belarusians, 
Ukranians, Lithuanians, Poles and Latvians)5. 
They arrived to Latvia in the Soviet time 
when the dominant language was Russian. 
Nowadays they have to pass an exam in the 
Latvian language to obtain  Latvian citizenship, 
and also demonstrate their knowledge of 
Latvian history. Some managed to pass the 

history exam, but some elderly people failed 
because the essence of the exam often 
contradicts their world outlook.
	 The problems of discrimination 
against the Russian-speaking population, 
and infringement  of  the  use of  the Russian 
language, are also closely connected with 
the problems of aliens (Russian aliens 
compose 35.9 percent of all ethnic Russians 
in Latvia). A great scandal burst out in 
2004 when it was decided that 60 percent 
of lessons were to be taught in Latvian in 
secondary schools for national minorities.6

But the problem not only concerns 
educational questions. For example, an 
official representative of the Russian Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, A. Nesterenko, said “when 
the local government is fined for giving 
information on tariffs and services in Russian 
in places where the Russian-speaking 
population compactly resides, it is absurd.”7 

The phenomena of linguistic plurality can be 
can be observed at the same time: almost 

every website of the state power body is 
accessible in three languages: Latvian, Russian 
and English.  With regard to  language policy 
in Latvia in general, one can judge that it 
is in a predicament. The Center of Official 
Language of Latvia stated in October 2010 
that some of the Members of Parliaments 
have problems with the Latvian language, an 
assertion that was confirmed by the Speaker 
of the Saeima (the Latvian parliament).8

	 The non-citizen issue is frequently 
discussed during top-level negotiations 
between Russia and Latvia. Russian diplomats 
meet with the representatives of the Russian 
communities and do their best to support the 

A bird’s eye view of Riga, Latvia. Russian aliens 
compose nearly 15% of the country’s population.
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Russian-speaking population. In 1999, age 
restrictions of naturalization were abrogated, 
so children of non-citizens born in Latvia 
after 1991 are now granted citizenship 
following parents’ application. In 2007 the 
Russian Foreign minister S. Lavrov, visiting 
Riga, voiced three Russian proposals on how 
to solve the problem: 1) to give non-citizens’ 
children (born after 1991) citizenship without 
any application, to solve the problem of non-
citizens within one generation 2) to give 
elderly people citizenship without exams, 
because they have been living in Latvia for so 
many years 3) to grant non-citizens the right 
to participate in local elections because non-
citizens live there, pay taxes but they cannot 
elect or be elected while the E.U. citizens can.9

The alien problem has a great impact on 
the political life of Latvia, and in response 
domestic forces exert their efforts to find an 
appropriate solution. The main champion 
of non-citizens rights in Latvia is a political 
party called “For Human Rights in United 
Latvia (FHRUL).” Its goal is to secure automatic 
citizenship for everybody who permanently 
resided in Latvia in 1991 or, at the very least, 
to enlarge aliens’ rights. As essentially a party 
of Russian speakers, FHRUL also maintains 
the official status of the Latgalian language 
(Latgalians make up a special ethnic group 
that developed separately in the eastern 
lands of Latvia) in local communities. FHRUL 
operates actively in the Latvian parliament 
and forwards petitions to the Constitutional 
court.10 It also calls on European organizations 
to influence the Latvian government. When 
Max van der Stoel was the High Commissioner 
on National Minorities of the OSCE, the OSCE 
firmly backed human rights supporters. 
Then, there were petitions to the European 
Parliament and to the European Court of 
Human Rights. Vivid, emotional, and supported 
by the speeches of FHRUL member of the 
European Parliament, Tatjana Zdanoka, FHRUL 
seemed to attract attention in Europe. For 
instance, the European Ombudsman admitted 
that differences in rights contradict the 

Constitution of Latvia. European organizations 
have played an important role in harmonizing  
the aforementioned citizenship law and made 
efforts to influence the language policy in the 
private sphere. Latvia was forced to stipulate 
that government regulation in the private 
sphere could only be in place in case of 
legitimate government interest.11

Does this problem really exist 
or is it the aliens who prefer 
to retain their status?
	 It is widely acknowledged that the 
non-citizens problem is a double-edged issue. 
For example, the Head of the Baltic and Nordic 
Countries Research Center in Saint Petersburg, 
Dmitri Lanko, believes that granting citizenship 
to the people who had resided in Latvia before 
1940, and to their descendants, corresponds 
to the international law. Other people who 
have not obtained any citizenship receive the 
foreigner’s (alien’s) passport.12 Lanko omits 
the “alien” category, saying that this passport 
(alien’s passport) gives almost equal rights as 
a Russian one except the status of residence 

permit (aliens have permanent residence 
permit as opposed to other foreigners who 
have temporary permit). By contrast, an E.U. 
citizen can participate in local elections after 
six months residence in Latvia. In 2003, the 
Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of 
Europe accepted a recommendation that 
claims that there is a need to “grant immigrants 
who have been legally living in the country 
for at least three years the right to vote, stand 
in local elections and encourage activities to 
foster their active political participation”.13 
Finally, it was essentially the “immigrants” who 
developed the industry of modern Latvia. 

15 percent of the Latvian 
population, mostly Russians, have 
the status of non-citizens and are 
therefore restricted in their rights 

compared to ordinary citizens.
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Nowadays, however, their merits and even 
current work for the Latvian prosperity are 
forgotten.
	 The non-citizen issue is extremely 
politicized in Russia, because of the pro-
European and especially pro-NATO orientation 
of the Baltic states thinking can be expected.
	 Being an alien is quite profitable. 
Aliens can visit both the E.U. countries and 
Russia without visas (while Latvian citizens 
have free access only to the E.U. countries). 
On the Jun. 17, 2008, Russian president D. 
Medvedev signed a decree abolishing 90-
day visas for aliens. Such a situation occurred 
between 1993-2000. There was an opinion in 
Latvia that this decision prevented the Latvian 
society from integration and hindered the 
naturalization process.
	 Before the year 2007 the main reason 
for the young aliens being denied Latvian 
citizenship was unwillingness to serve in the 
Latvian army.15 A friend of mine, an alien, 
says that he has no problems — he does not 
work in public service, he is not interested in 
politics, and so he is satisfied. Finally, one can 
also discuss the philosophy of aliens. Some of 
them say that they do not deliberately intend 
to become citizens of any country. They do not 
like Latvia, and they are afraid of Russia. They 
do not associate themselves with any state. 
They keep neutrality, without taking the false 
oath, and they are free.16

	 Taking into consideration their 
philosophy, we should not forget about its 
origin. In my opinion it is impossible to justify 
the fact that the non-citizen problem has not 
been solved because of the alien philosophy.

Contemporary situation and 
implications for the future
	 The alien problem still has to be 
managed. This issue creates a political demand 
for the Latvian political parties (ethnically 
non-Russian parties). The problems of the 
Russian-speaking population are manifest 
in the rhetoric of the Harmony Center (the 
party where ethnic Latvians and Russian-

speakers work together), the second party 
by the number of votes in parliament. The 
integrated group of the Latvia’s First party 
and the Latvian Way also poses a concern, and 
Demokrāti.lv  (not in parliament) even stands 
for the automatic citizenship for aliens. Take 
into account the fact that the Harmony Center 
emerged after the split of FHRUL in 2003 and 
instead of being a partner to FHRUL it turned 
out to be a rival.17 It is obvious that Latvian 
parties are more attractive to the electorate, 
thus explaining the failure of the FHRUL 
during the last elections. At the same time 

the interest of Latvian political forces in these 
problems cannot make everybody happy.
	 In February 2009 the European 
Parliament made a formal inquiry to the 
Latvian government about the situation with 
aliens and recommended that they give them 
a right to participate in local elections.18 In 
October 2010 the former president of Latvia 
Vaira Vike-Freiberga said  “non-citizens will 
be given this right as all conditions in Europe 
induce to do this.”19

	 Latvia is a sovereign state and nobody 
can impose a viewpoint about what policy 
she should implement. The aim of the author 
is not to blame Latvia for its actions but to 
attract attention to the existing problems. 
The process of naturalization has been carried 
out. The number of aliens has been reduced 
by only 38 percent since the beginning of 
naturalization process.20 What is the problem? 
It’s probably the unwillingness of the aliens 

Former President of Latvia Vaira Vike-Freiberga.

to become citizens. The aliens problem might 
stem from the question of the identification 
of the Latvian society. Latvians have the bare 
majority in their own country, particularly 
in cites. 42 percent of the Riga population is 
ethnic Latvian, while 40 percent are ethnic 
Russians.21 It seems that the Russian proposal 
to give Latvian citizenship to people born 
after 1991 will solve the problem in one 
generation. The priority of the Latvian laws 
and the Latvian language must be complied 
with, but the respect for the people and 
ethnic minorities should be proved. “How 
could aliens be motivated to pay taxes?” 
— wonders Peteris Krigers, the president 
of the Latvian organization of free trade 
unions. “Nobody knows how their collected 
taxes return to them. It probably entails the 
flourishing of shadow economy.”22 Moreover, 
Latvia has the Constitution of the interwar 
period when Latvia was independent. And 
during that period Latvia had the most liberal 
laws regarding ethnic minorities. There were 
schools for the seven largest minorities and 
so-called ethnic clubs. Minorities were given 
the real support by the state. Of course, during 
the Soviet period, the situation with ethnic 
schools was rather difficult, but Latvia could 
resort to pre-war period instead of miring 
itself down.23 Why not?
	 Attempts by the Latvian authorities 
to integrate people into the Latvian language 
and vice versa have not been very successful. 
Their policy also fosters protest. As Mara Lazda 
from The Eugene Lang College, N.Y. writes 
“these tensions should not be underestimated. 
Everyday experience as well as scholarly 
studies testify to the continued existence of 
a parallel ‘two-community’ society — one 
Latvian-language, one Russian-language.”24

	 Although excluded from the 
public sector, aliens take part in economic 
structures quite successfully. And because 
Russian-speaking young people are also 
very competitive, they start playing an 
important role in the national economy.25 
Also, Latvia endures a massive emigration. 

Macroeconomist Edward Hugh cites the 
research of Eliana Marino, which found that 
from 2004 to 2005 Latvia was abandoned by 
40,000 people, 87 percent more than what 
is registered in official sources.26 There is a 
real outflow of the population caused by 
the economic problems of the country. In 
accordance with Eurostat statistics, the total 
population of Latvia decreased from 2,650,000 
to 2,250,000 from 1990 to 2010.27 If this is the 
case, will it be profitable for Latvia to have 
other troubles with its people? According to 
a postulate by a prominent political scientist 
Ian Lustick, in divided societies stability 
can be achieved by introduction of partial 
control: majority ethnic group subordinates 
politics and economics is divided between the 
majority group and the minorities. This begs 
the question: would this consociation model  
be applicable to Latvia?28

	 The Latvian government is rather 
passive in solving the non-citizens problem. 
This is because there are difficulties with 
the construction of the national identity in 
Latvia, thanks to two forms of consciousness 
of its people: national and post-Soviet. 
Latvian authorities also do not want to create 
unnecessary rivalry in politics to maintain 
political balance in society. It is possible to 
conclude that the elites’ orientations can 
only be changed by dialogue inside the 
country and with the aid of international 
organizations. Anton Steen, a professor from 
University of Oslo Anton Steen proposes 
that further integration of Latvia into the E.U. 
and NATO will allow Latvia to learn policies 
through international networks and will push 
liberalization of the legislation.29 At the same 
time, the alien problem does not cause radical 
disturbances. Alien philosophy, the system of 
partial control and other privileges of non-
citizens (like free entrance both to the E.U. and 
to Russia) are the reasons for public peace. 
But the use of the Russian language is rather 
restricted, which causes the problem. I hope 
that the aforementioned issues will be solved. 
The alien problem can be adjusted by the 
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implementation of Lavrov’s proposals, and the 
problem with the use of the Russian language 

can be settled through soft policy. geared 
towards minorities in Latvia.
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	 One of the big issues in Washington 
right now is whether or not this lame duck 
Senate is going to ratify the new START 
(Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty). I want to 
start by making a proposition or offering 
hypothesis about nuclear weapons. In my view, 
they are very much 20th century weapons. We 
often forget that the technology really goes 
back to the famous Manhattan project during 
the course of World War II. But they are 20th 
century weapons, geopolitically in my view, 
in part because they are seen as weapons of 
deterrence. In the minds of many historians 
and politicians, when they think of WWII, they 
think about the failure of deterrence — the 
whole Munich analogy: the fact that France, 
Britain, and other European countries failed 
to deter Nazi Germany, and that nuclear 
weapons going forward from WWII were seen 
as instruments that threatened unacceptable 
damage, thus deterring any new manifestation 
of Adolf Hitler or Nazi Germany. 
	 Of course these were the weapons of the 
Cold War, another 20th Century phenomenon. 
They were in some ways a principle instrument 
of waging the Cold War, by both the U.S. and 
the Soviet Union. Nuclear weapons were seen 
as a means of controlling and moderating 
a grand ideological and global competition 
between the two superpowers. Threatening 
unacceptable damage was viewed as a 

rational means of dampening a conflict, which 
could be triggered by an isolated incident 
— say an incident in divided Berlin during 
the Cold War, which could then escalate to a 
superpower nuclear exchange. Thus, the U.S.-
Soviet nuclear competition during the Cold 
War — what came to be known as the “Arms 
Race” — became a way of measuring and 
sometimes testing commitment and courage 
in not letting the other side gain the upper 
hand. There would be no nuclear eunuchs. 
Both sides were determined to demonstrate 
that deterrence would work, and not allow 
the other side to achieve global political 
and military domination. Thus, memories of 
appeasement were a critical factor for both 
sides, and more broadly, so were the lingering 
memories of WWII during the Cold War more 
broadly. 
	 Now I talk about the Cold War because 
I personally was very much part of that process. 
After graduating from Cornell, I attended the 
Fletcher school, where I  discovered my passion, 
which was studying the dynamic of the U.S.-
Soviet nuclear competition. From there, I 
went to the New York Times, where I was the 
recipient, not of WikiLeaks, but of many other 
leaks that described the new developments 
of nuclear weapons in the Soviet Union, and 
the response of the United States. Then, I went 
onto the State Department, where I was put 
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