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Shrinking Citizenship

Project implemented by Centre for Public Policy PROVIDUS and supported by Open Society Institute Think-Tank Fund

Interim Report, July 2007

PART I: Monitoring of Parliamentary debates

1. Introduction

Opinion leaders and decision makers in Latvia sometimes propose arbitrary limitations to the public visibility/ participation/ citizenship (in the broader sense of the word, including access to policy debate) of a number of groups whom they deem ‘suspect’ – non-citizens, new immigrants, sexual minorities, and also certain NGOs (especially those funded from abroad). Attempts to limit the public visibility of some groups and anti-liberal political rhetoric becomes alarmingly popular across the political spectrum before each elections. 

While there exist, in Latvia, government programmes for the promotion of tolerance and participation, politicians’ speech and behaviour at the legislative level sometimes contradicts the goals explicitly pursued by these government policies. 

The monitoring project Shrinking Citizenship aims to attract public attention to the cases when politicians and opinion leaders attempt to limit the field of democratic citizenship arbitrarily. They do this by using intolerant and exclusionary rhetoric about minorities and NGOs, or by attempting to introduce a hierarchy of civic participation (e.g. suggesting that some forms of participatory citizenship should be guarded from ‘disloyal elements’). The ability of NGOs and other civil society actors to effectively oppose the arbitrary attempts to ‘shrink citizenship’ depends on their ability to provide evidence-based assessment of these attempts and to mobilise public support for inclusive and participatory policy-making. In order to document this tendency and to provide reliable data for advocacy, Centre for Public Policy PROVIDUS monitors politicians’ initiatives and rhetoric aimed at the ‘shrinking’ of participatory citizenship.

The project team monitors the media and parliamentary debates, keeps track of legislative and policy initiatives aimed at ‘shrinking’ or broadening of participatory citizenship and monitors the implementation of government policies which have as their declared primary objectives the promotion of inclusive and participatory democracy, civil society and tolerance. 

The far-reaching goal of the project is to mobilize the support in Latvia for pluralist, participatory democracy, to expose alarmingly populist tendencies, and to raise public awareness of minorities’ and NGOs’ right to public presence and to participation in the public policy field.

2. Project methodology:

The project team, consisting of Project director (Maria Golubeva), Legislation Monitoring expert (Iveta Kažoka), and Media Monitoring expert (Anda Rožukalna), together with international expert (Professor Robert Gould, University of Carleton), developed and refined monitoring methodology for monitoring printed media and parliamentary debates, as well as for monitoring legislative initiatives intended to change or limit the parameters of citizenship and civic participation. 

The first Interim Report on monitoring results is currently ready. This is the English summary of Interim Report on the monitoring of parliamentary debates.

3. Period and scope of monitoring

The monitoring began on 1 March 2007 and will continue until 31 December 2007 (possibly to continue in 2008). Media monitoring included the dailies Diena, NRA, Latvijas Avīze, Telegraf, Vesti Segodnya and Chas, as well as the weekly Rītdiena. Monitoring of parliamentary debates included all plenary sessions from March 1.

4. Identified groups and forms of exclusion in political speech

The analysis of media and parliamentary debate during the monitoring is based on a method of textual analysis combining critical discourse analysis (CDA) with content analysis. Statements concerning following groups in media texts and parliamentary debates were included in the analysis:

1. Non-citizens

2. Non-Latvians (Russian-speaking minority)

3. New immigrants

4. NGOs

5. Sexual minorities

6. Roma

7. Other ethnic minorities

8. Other groups

The groups were identified following the trends of political rhetoric in a sample of texts from 2006.

The following delegitimising strategies used about the identified groups were defined for the purposes of monitoring (based on a sample of parliamentary debates in 2006):

1st strategy - Justifies excluding the group from the public space, from politics
2nd strategy - Justifies limiting the group's rights
3rd. strategy - Complains that the group is too visible/ too active
4th strategy - Denies the relevance of problems identified by the group
5th strategy -  Shows that the group creates problems for the rest of society
6th strategy – Indicates that the group’s presence in Latvia is not desirable
7th strategy – Self-marginalisation (a delegitimising strategy used by representatives of the group about the same group, sometimes for rhetorical purposes).

5. Results of the monitoring of parliamentary debates

The interim results of the monitoring of parliamentary debates show that the most frequent excluding strategy used by members of the Saeima (Parliament) in plenary sessions is the rhetoric that justifies excluding the group from the public space. 

This rhetoric is most often used against non-Latvians/ Russian-speakers and against non-citizens, as in the following quotation:

“God forbid to tell something to those, whose real place is somewhere else, not in Latvia, but in Russia, Ukraine, Belarus – in all the former Soviet Socialist republics. A large part of them hate this land, hate the Latvians, but they live here… they do it only because it is better for them here. They have businesses here, apartments, all the opportunities… They do not wish to hear the Latvian language spoken here.” (Pēteris Tabūns, Fatherland and Freedom)

1. Number of cases when most ‘popular’ delegitimising strategies are used about minority groups in parliamentary debate
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Minorities and other groups against which delegitimising strategies are most frequently used are named in the next chart:

2. Groups against which delegitimising  strategies are used by members of parliament (Saeima) during plenary sessions (number of cases indicated).


[image: image3.wmf]0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

Non-Latvians/

Russian-

speakers

Non-citizens

NGOs

New citizens


As can be seen from Chart 2, the group against which exclusionary rhetoric is most often used in plenary sessions of the Latvian Parliament are non-Latvians/ Russian-speakers.

The usage of delegitimising strategies about whole groups of the population in parliamentary debate is partly counter-balanced by the use of legitimising strategies, pointing out the group’s contribution to the economy, the group’s entitlement to enjoy the same rights as other citizens, etc. However, legitimising strategies are almost exclusively used by opposition parties supported by Russian-speaking voters (Harmony Centre and For Human Rights in United Latvia), and the only two groups about which legitimizing strategies are used are again non-citizens and non-Latvians/ Russian-speakers. 

3. Groups whose presence/ participation in public life was legitimized by members of parliament  (Saeima) in parliamentary debate (number of cases indicated).
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As can be seen from the next charts, some parties in Parliament have only ever used delegitimising strategies during the period indicated. The majority of parties represented in Parliament have never used legitimizing strategies about defined groups and minorities.

4. Number of cases when each party’s deputies used legitimizing or delegitimising strategies about minorities and NGOs
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6. Violations of the Saeima Code of Ethics

Clause 7 of   the Code of Ethics for Members of the Saeima of the Republic of Latvia       reads: A Member of Parliament avoids using words, gestures and other actions that can be insulting and does not use offensive or otherwise inappropriate statements that may dishonour the Saeima. A Member of Parliament bases his/her decisions on facts and their fair interpretation, as well as on logical argumentation.
The second part of Clause 8 reads: A Member of Parliament observes the principles of human rights and does not appeal to race, gender, skin colour, nationality, language, religious beliefs, social origin or state of health to justify his/her argumentation.
During the first four months of monitoring, multiple violations of these clauses by deputies have taken place during plenary sessions.  

Most breaches of the Code can be divided into three categories: the use of vulgarisms to discredit an opponent’s statement, the use of biased language or biased assumptions for the same purpose, and, finally, the use of personal offences towards other speakers.

Vulgarisms are frequently used by deputies, as in the example below:

Chairman: Dear colleagues! May I inform you that this proposal actually contains two separate proposals. (Deputy J. Dobelis, interjecting from the audience: ‘And both of those are idiotic!’)

The use of biased language and biased assumptions (assumptions not based on citing provable facts) is more commonly directed against whole groups of the population, as in the following example:

Deputy P. Tabūns: ‘This is the last chance to address and to improve the Law on State Language, because at the moment there are (private) companies that have spawned in thousands, which do not use state language! As I have said here before, they have a couple of Latvians (each), through whom they communicate with state institutions. The others (in those companies) live in their own Russian Soviet spirit and use only Russian language!’  

(In Latvian: P.Tabūns: "Ir pēdējais laiks celt gaismā, labot Valsts valodas likumu, jo pašlaik uzņēmumi, kuri saradušies un skaitāmi tūkstošu tūkstošos, desmitiem tūkstošos, valsts valodu nelieto! Kā jau es te esmu teicis no tribīnes, viņiem ir pāris latviešu cilvēciņu, kuri sazinās ar valsts iestādēm. Pārējie dzīvo savā krieviskajā padomju garā un lieto tikai krievu valodu!")

Finally, personal offenses are frequently used to disqualify the opponent or to reduce them to silence, as in the following example:

Deputy B. Cilevičs: ‘I truly regret that today the debate is certainly dominated by political dinosaurs. Indeed, the times are changing, but not the New Era. I think Mr Kariņš has just spoken here about statehood, etc.’ (Deputy A. Latkovskis, interjecting from the audience: ‘Go home!’)

(In Latvian: Man patiešām ļoti žēl, ka šodien šajās debatēs noteikti dominē politiskie dinozauri. Patiešām, laiki mainās, bet „Jaunais laiks” gan ne. Man šķiet, ka Kariņa kungs nupat runāja par valstiskumu un tā tālāk. (No zāles dep. A.Latkovskis: „Brauc mājās!”)" 
The use of vulgarisms, biased and offensive language about individual deputies is not equally shared by all parties represented in the Saeima. The number of cases per party is counted in the following chart.

Number of cases when deputies did not observe Clauses 7 and 8 of the Code of Ethics during plenary sessions
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ZZS: Farmers and Greens

TP: People’s Party

TB/ LNNK: For Fatherland and Freedom

SC: (People’s) Harmony Centre

PCTVL: For Human Rights in United Latvia

LPP/ LC: Latvia’s First Party/ Latvian Way

JL: New Era

7. Conclusions

The Code of Ethics is a binding document appended to the Rules of Parliamentary Procedure. The frequency and ease with which members of Parliament breach the Code of Ethics, using biased and offensive language directed against their opponents and whole groups of population testifies to a lack of consideration towards democratic procedures and, ultimately, democratic values. 

While the role of civil society in monitoring the statements of elected politicians should not be discarded as insignificant, it is the deputies themselves that are best placed to improve the respect for the quality of democratic debate in the Saeima. The Presidium of the Saeima and deputies chairing particular debates should take a more active role in reminding the deputies of their own Code of Ethics when sweeping offensive statements about political opponents or about neutral groups in society (such as ethnic minorities) are made.

The high incidence of intolerant statements and delegitimising strategies used by deputies against particular groups in society, especially about Russian-speakers/ non-Latvians and non-citizens, does not testify to a political culture that is inclusive and integrating. The persistence of intolerant attitudes expressed in Parliament carries great symbolic weight – therefore, it is a real obstacle to improving civic participation among minorities.
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