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"Corruption plagues Latvia"

Researcher: EU membership hindered war on corruption

Riga - "Father did it with style. He was an author and he always gave the doctor a money containing envelope tucked into a book," Astride Bauze-Krastina says when recalling events last year.

"No doctor ever openly asked for the money. But no-one ever refused the envelope."

Bauze-Krastina's father, who died last winter, suffered from heart disease, and often had to go to a doctor or hospital during his last years of life. The queues for health care can mean months of waiting.

The father gave the doctors money in order to receive care more quickly. The amount was generally 100-150 lats [about 175-263 dollars] per visit.

The daughter dares to tell the reporter about this because her father no longer needs to go to a doctor.

"Father took care of the matter himself. For me it would have been difficult. I would not have known how much to give or how to give it," says Bauze-Krastina.

She says that she has been so healthy that she has not needed anything but routine care. This is why she has not had to think about ribery.

Corruption is a serious problem in Latvia. According to the Latvian branch of highly respected Transparency International (TI), Latvians encounter it in their everyday lives, especially in health care.

According to the report by TI, every fifth Latvian has paid bribes at some time. In the capital city, Riga, 46 per cent of respondents to the TI poll had given bribes to a doctor or nurse.

According to the international TI report, there is more corruption in Latvia than in any other EU country. In a comparison of the countries of the world, Latvia is equal 51st with [El] Salvador and Costa Rica.

"You encounter bribes in many fields," says TI's Latvian director Roberts Putnis. In addition to health care he lists the judicial system, the police and the business world as problem areas.

Even though the low scale corruption in the everyday world is common, experts consider the biggest problems to be the secret deals between important politicians and business interests.

Jurmalagate is the best known of the shady deals that have been exposed. In March Latvian public radio aired a programme, according to which businesses in the spa resort of Jurmala had bought the votes of municipal politicians. Transport Minister Ainars Slesers had also got involved in the affair.

"It is definitely not an isolated case. The shady relations of businesses and politicians corrupt democracy. Business gains political power thereby," says Putnis.

One of the membership criteria for the EU is the stability of institutions and compliance with the principle of the rule of law. The desire to join the EU and fulfil its criteria got Latvia to push for the eradication of corruption, according to Putnis.

Once membership was gained, things went the other way.

"Gaining EU membership had a very negative effect," says Putnis. "When it comes to new members, the EU has no policy towards new members. Latvia has been left alone."

The international financiers who support citizens' organizations have also decided that Latvia no longer needs support since it joined the EU. The George Soros Foundation, for example, transfers funds from Latvia to Moldova and Ukraine.
Can it then be concluded that Latvia was not ready to join the EU two years ago?

"Certainly no Latvian would say that Latvia should not have been admitted yet. But the new member countries need special support," Putnis replies.

According to [Putnis], Jurmalagate also revealed that something positive had happened. The scandal was exposed by KNAB, an agency established by the state in 2002 to fight corruption. This agency has been the subject of much criticism and suspicion and now it has shown its mettle.

"In addition to that, people were really surprised that public-service radio reported the information. The media plays a powerful and important role in the fight against corruption," says utnis.

The best thing was that Jurmalagate raised such a stink. After being pressurized for three days Slesers had to leave the cabinet. Just a few years ago an affair like Jurmalagate would not have been exposed. At the very least it would have been impossible to smoke politicians out of the cabinet, says Putnis.

Since external aid was lost there has been an emergence of citizens' activity against corruption. For example, the For Jurmala Association, which was formed this spring, is pressurizing the politicians of the scandal-tainted municipality to make the reasons for the court findings public knowledge.
Due to the scandals hardly anyone trusts the politicians. Neither does Astride Bauze-Krastina want to trust them with any more tax revenues, even though that might be one way to raise the pay of doctors and improve health care.

"Paying taxes is like using my money to buy lottery tickets," she says.

If you put your money in an envelope, you at least know who is getting it and what you will get for it.
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