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Abstract 

Background: Latvia, like many transition countries, faced depopulation both due to natural 

decrease and negative net migration since beginning of transition to market economy in 1991. 

Latvia among the 28 EU countries has the largest decline of population since the beginning of 

1990s – ¼ of initial number. Depopulation took place in all regions of the country and in all 

republican cities, it affected both native and foreign-born population, all major ethnic groups. 

Maximal decrease of population (over 40 thous. per year) was registered in the years of 

massive economic recession (1992-1994 and 2009-2010). Decline of fertility affected steep 

reduction of number of children, but emigration influenced decrease of working age 

population. Only number of population in age 65 and over has increased, which led to 

growing pressure on retirement and health care systems. A need for serious revision of 

previous attitude towards demographics issues and further developments appeared on political 

and societal arena.   

Objective of the study is to analyze parliamentarian, governmental and NGO’s responses to 

fast decline in total number of population in Latvia and its demographic and societal sub-

groups particularly focusing on population policies implications.  

Data and methods: Current statistics, population register and socio-demographic survey data 

are analysed on national and regional level, and by subgroups of population (e.g. by country 

of birth, ethnicity, citizenship, education etc.). Content and linguistic analysis of the 

parliamentarian (Saeima) debate corps and several strategy and policy documents touching 

depopulation and population policy issues is performed over the pre- and post accession years 

to the European Union, with particular emphasis to recent economic crisis. 

Results: During the 1990s population policy mostly was focused on overcoming 

consequences of fast economic downturn, reduction of inequality, strengthening social 

protection and creation of new retirement schemes. No intervention to affect the population 

growth was declared (Table 1).  
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Table 1. Assessment of demographic situation and population policy directions in Latvia, 

1996 and 2013.  

 1996  2013  

Population growth  Too low  Too low  

Policy  No intervention  Raise  

Fertility  Too low  Too low  

Policy  Raise  Raise  

Life expectancy  Unacceptable  Unacceptable  

Immigration  Too high  Satisfactory  

Policy  Lower  Maintain  

Emigration  Too low  Too high  

Policy  Raise  No intervention  

Encouraging the return of citizens  Yes  Yes  

Source: World population policies 2013. UN, 2013. 

http://www.un.org/esa/population/publications/wpp2013/ 

At the beginning of 21
st
 century the main socio-political goal was to join the European Union, 

which realized on the 1
st
 May of 2004. Economic growth during successive years allowed to 

invest resources to activate population policy. That was stopped by recession during 2008-

2010. Second decennial was characterised by purposeful activities aiming to overcome crisis 

and to draw scenarios for further socio-economic growth. 

In April 2011 Cabinet of Ministers decided to establish Council for Demographic matters, 

since that time having regular meetings under a supervision of prime-minister. Later, since 

November 2014 Parliamentary (Saeima) Subcommittee of the Budget and Finance (Taxation) 

Committee started to fulfil specific tasks to activate population policy. National Development 

Plan of Latvia for 2014–2020, approved by a decision of the Saeima on 20 December 2012 

draw scenarios to minor improvements of demographic situation. National Development Plan 

is in line with several ather national policy documents – Public Health policy, State Family 

policy, Active Aging Policy. Many NGOs (Latvian Civic Alliance, Nakotnes Fonds and 

others) are involved in population policies debate. 

Contribution: This study adds to previous rather fragmented literature on population policies 

issues in country severely affected by depopulation and recent economic crisis a new 

integrated insight in reaction to demographic crisis made by different policy makers and 

actors.  

Conclusions: Findings suggests that in spite of many population policy documents and action 

plans, supported by almost all political parties and governments, consequent and efficient 

population policy actions to terminate natural and migratory decrease has not succeeded yet. 

Envisaged future scenarios of expected demographic developments are not optimistic. More 

efficient socio-economic measures oriented towards return migration, integration of asylum 

seekers and other immigrant groups together with greater support for families and couples 

with children could improve a demographic situation and to terminate depopulation. 

 

 



Selected bibliography on depopulation and population policy: 

1. Abolina L. and P.Zvidrins, 2015. Changes in family policy in Latvia. Proceedings of 

th Latvian Academy of Sciences. Section A, No 1-2. 

2. Berzins A. and P. Zvidrins, 2011. Depopulation in the Baltic States.  Lithuanian 

Journal of Statistics. Vol. 50, No1. Vilnius, Pp.39-48.  

3. Cunska Z., 2010. Where is demography leading higher education in Latvia? Baltic 

Journal of Economics, Vol.10, No 1. 

4. Eglite P., 2004. Demogrāfiskās politikas vieta Latvijas sociālajā politikā. Draudi 

Latvijas iedzīvotāju ataudzei un nepieciešamā rīcība to mazināšanai. Apcerējumi par 

Latvijas iedzīvotājiem / Nr. 11. Riga: BO SIA LZA EI. Pp. 7-20. 

5. Eglite P., 2007. The Challenge of Emigration for Population Policy in Latvia. 

Uncertain Transformations – new domestic and international challenges. Proceedings 

of the International Conference, Riga, November 9-11, 2006. Riga: LU. Pp. 325-331.  

6. Eglite P., 2007. Depopulāciju veicinošo apstākļu kopuma atšķirības Latvijas reģionos. 

Paaudžu nomaiņa un migrācija Latvijā // Stratēģiskās analīzes komisija. Zinātniski 

pētnieciskie raksti. Rīga: Zinātne. Nr. 4(15). Pp. 118-129. 

7. Hazans M., 

8. Indans I., 2007. Migrācija Latvijas politisko un sabiedrisko organizāciju 

skatījumā:scenāriji un iespējas. Paaudžu nomaiņa un migrācija Latvijā. Stratēģiskās 

analīzes komisija. Zinātniski pētnieciskie raksti 4 (15). Rīga: Zinātne. Pp. 144-160.  

9. Indans I., 2011.Which migration policy for Latvia? Riga: Fr. Eberta fonds.  

10. Krisjane Z., 2005. Latvia: a centre oriented country in transition. In: Rise and decline 

of industry in Central and Eastern Europa. Springer. Pp. 131-153. 

11. Krumins J. and U.Usackis, 2000. The Mortality Consequences of the Transition to 

Market Economy in Latvia, 1991-1995. In: The Mortality Crisis in Transitional 

Economies. Edited by G.A. Cornia and R. Paniccia. Oxford University press. Pp. 280-

302.  

12. Krumins J., 2004. Nacionālās intereses, iedzīvotāji, ekonomika un attīstība. Grām.: 

Nacionālās intereses: formulējuma meklējumos. Stratēģiskās analīzes komisija. 

Zinātniski pētnieciskie raksti (1). Riga: Zinatne. Pp. 62-73. 

13. Krumins J., 2005. Increase in Life Expectancy: Pension Reform in Latvia. In: The 

Challenge of the Baltic Sea Region. Culture, Ecosystems, Democracy. Edited by 

Göran Bolin, Monica Hammer, Fran-Michael Kirsch and Wojciech Szrubka. 

Södertörn Academic Studies 29. Huddinge (Sweden): Södertörn University College, 

2005. Pp. 323-337. 

14. Krumins J. and Z.Leduskrasta, 2006. Role of Education in the Demographic and 

Human Development in Latvia. In: Demographic Situation: Present and Future. 

Commission of Strategic Analysis. Research Papers 2 (8). Riga: Zinatne. Pp. 13-32. 

15. Krumins J., 2009. The Social Impact of Demographic Changes. In: Promotion of 

Social Policies – An Investment in the Future. Canada – European Union – Baltic 

States – Nordic Countries. Eds. T. Muravska, A. Berlin, E. Lavalle. Riga: European 

Commission Representation in Latvia and the University of Latvia. Pp. 169-172. 

16. May J.F., 2012. World Population Policies. Their origin, Evolution, and Impact. 

Springer. 

17. Mierina I.(ed.), 2015. Latvijas emigrantu kopienas: ceribu diaspora (Communities of 

Latvia’s emigrants: diaspora of hope). Riga: FSI of the University of Latvia. 

18. Pavlina I., 2007. Ģimenes politikas pasākumu ietekme uz sociāldemogrāfiskajām 

norisēm Latvijā 21. gadsimta sākumā //  LZA EI gadagramata 2007. Riga: LZA Ekon. 

Inst. Pp. 144-151.  

19. Pavlina I., 2007. Atšķirīgais un saistītais dzimstību raksturojošo rādītāju un ģimenes 

politikas izmaiņās Latvijā: situācija un nākotnes vīzijas. Paaudžu nomaiņa un 



migrācija Latvijā // Stratēģiskās analīzes komisija. Zinātniski pētnieciskie raksti. Rīga: 

Zinatne. 4(15). Pp. 42-55. 

20. Zvidrins P., 2004. Development  of Latvia’s population: presence and future. Latvia 

in Europe visions of the future. Baltic Center for Strategic Studies Latvian Academy 

of Sciences. Riga. Pp. 258-273. 

21. Zvidrins P, 2004. Depopulacija (Depopulation). Nacionālās intereses: formulējuma 

meklējumos. Stratēģiskās analīzes komisija. Zinātniskie raksti 1/2004. Riga: Zinatne. 

Pp.74-104.  


