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LATVIA

Jānis Brizga

INTRODUCTION

Latvia signed the UNFCCC shortly after it regained 
independence in 1992 and ratified the convention in 
1995. The Kyoto Protocol was signed and ratified in 
1998� Climate change is nevertheless still not given 
high priority in Latvian politics�

Just like the other countries of the former Warsaw 
Pact, Latvia has significantly reduced its carbon emis-
sions in the past 20 years� It therefore found it easy 
to meet its Kyoto targets� Latvia had already cut its 
carbon emissions by 37 percent by 2000, based on its 
1990 levels, and has since seen emissions continue 
to be reduced by 40 percent, which is in part due to 
the consequences of the 2008 financial crisis. The 
reduction was made possible by Latvia’s decline in 
population and its economic downturn, which resulted 
in a change to economic structures and higher energy 
prices�

The largest greenhouse gas producers are the energy, 
transport and agriculture sectors� As half of Latvia’s 
territory is forested, the area that absorbs CO2 is very 
large� The energy sector in particular was subjected 
to major changes in the last 20 years, which enabled 
greenhouse gas emissions to be cut in half� However, 
it continues to produce 75 percent of the country’s 
greenhouse gases� The use of heavy fuel oil, shale oil 
and coal over the same time period was significantly 
reduced as result of the switch to gas and wood�

Latvia obtains 35 percent of its energy from  renewable 
energy sources, as the majority of the energy is 
produced by hydropower plants, frequently using co-
generation systems� Furthermore, many households 
rely on wood for their heating – this makes up 28 per-
cent of total consumption of primary energy�

Yet there is still great scope for improvements� If no 
changes are made to Latvia’s climate policy, its green-
house gas emissions will again rise by 19�6 percent by 
2020�1 The sectors expected to experience the grea-
test increases are energy, agriculture, manufacturing 
and transport�

1 |  Physical Energy Institute, Study, “Latvijas Siltumnīcefekta 
gāzu emisiju un piesaistes prognožu līdz 2020. gadam 
sagatavošana saskaņa ar Eiropas Parlamenta un Padomes 
Lēmumu No. 280 / 2400 / EK”.

PUBLIC OPINION

The latest Eurobarometer survey2 revealed that 
61 percent of Latvians believe the economy and the 
challenges it faces are the most important issue 
that the global community has to tackle, while a 
third (33 percent) see climate change as the biggest 
problem� When compared to their fellow Europeans, 
Latvians are among Europe’s sceptics when it comes 
to climate change� Compared with a similar survey 
from 2011, the number of those who view climate 
change as the largest unsolved problem has fallen by 
18 percent�

Despite the fact that only 12 percent of those sur-
veyed considered their own actions to be important, 
there is another important aspect that needs to be 
taken into account when we evaluate individuals’ 
behaviour: there are many more people who lead a 
low-carbon lifestyle without consciously deciding to do 
so� This results in Latvia’s ecological footprint being 
much smaller than the EU average� This is closely 
linked to the economic situation, which prevents 
much of the population from having a high level of 
energy consumption� A case in point is Latvia before 
the Ukraine crisis adopting a very uncritical stance on 
fossil fuels as compared to the rest of the European 
Union�

Energy efficiency and renewables are favoured in 
Latvia� Some 83 percent of those asked believed that 
targets should be set regarding the use of renewable 
energies, and nine in ten people polled think that the 
government should promote improvements to energy 
efficiency. The support for these measures is relatively 
high as they are linked to higher living standards�

Some 67 percent of those surveyed agreed that 
improved energy efficiency would create more jobs, 
thus helping to provide a solution to national eco-
nomic problems. However, this figure is lower than the 
EU average of 80 percent�

It should also be noted that the subject is barely 
discussed in the political arena, nor is it given any 
priority in government policy or in the media�

2 |  European Commission, Special Eurobarometer 409, 
“Climate Change”, 04 / 2014, http://ec�europa�eu/public_ 
opinion/archives/ebs/ebs_409_en�pdf [28 July 2014]�

http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/ebs/ebs_409_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/ebs/ebs_409_en.pdf
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POLICIES TO DECELERATE CLIMATE CHANGE

Latvia has been involved in negotiations over global 
climate change since the beginning of the 1990s 
and, as an EU member state, has also participated in 
formulating the EU’s positions and strategies� Latvia’s 
strategy to decelerate climate change from 2005 to 
2010 was based on the requirements specified by the 
UNFCCC, Kyoto Protocol and EU climate change legis-
lation� Although strategic aims – both at the national 
level (e� g� environmental policy guidelines from 2009 
to 2015) and at the EU level (e� g� the energy and 
climate package) – go way beyond 2010, it is unclear 
as to whether the programme will be extended from 
2010 onwards or be replaced by another strategy�

Due to the current global and EU-specific climate 
policies, Latvia was able to generate significant sums 
of money from various EU and EEC funds (ETS, 
Structural and Cohesion Funds)� On top of that, Latvia 
received income from its emissions trading�

At the same time, the government has set itself clear 
targets for reducing greenhouse gas emissions and 
for developing renewable energies in accordance with 
the EU’s 2008 energy and climate package� As an 
EU member state, Latvia is bound to EU legislation 
and as such has set itself certain core objectives to 
be achieved by 2020 as part of the EU energy and 
climate package from 2008� These include:

 Q Some 40 percent of energy (based on consumption) 
should come from renewable sources by 2020 (this 
figure was 34.3 percent in 2009, 32.5 percent in 
2010, and 33�1 percent in 2011)�

 Q Greenhouse gases should be reduced by 20 to 
35 percent by 2020, compared to its 1990 levels

 Q Latvia’s emissions in sectors that are not included 
in the Effort Sharing Decision (ESD)3 are allowed to 
rise by up to 17 percent – measured against figures 
from 2005�

 Q Emissions governed by the ETS should be 21 per-
cent below the 2005 levels�

Latvia has also set further objectives for the energy 
sector (regarding both renewable energies and energy 
efficiency) and for the transport sector (renewable 
energy sources should account for 10 percent of the 
transport sector’s energy consumption by 2020 – only 
1�1 percent came from renewable sources in 

3 |  The emissions of most sectors, such as transport, build-
ings, waste and agriculture, are not included in EU-ETS�

2009, 3�3 percent in 2010 and 4�8 percent in 2011)�4 
However, the long-term objectives are not explained 
in greater detail, making it difficult to evaluate the 
measures and their long-term impact on human-
caused greenhouse gas emissions and to monitor their 
compliance with the UNFCCC objectives�

The government has developed a long-term strategy 
for the period up to 2030� A renewable energy regula-
tion covering the same period, which aims to increase 
the share of energy coming from renewable sources 
to 40 percent, will also be finalised. The regulation 
was discussed for two years before a consensus was 
reached among the individual stakeholders� However, 
the economics ministry has again delayed its introduc-
tion as it considers the regulatory measure too costly�

Significant challenges stand in the way of Latvia int-
roducing a general climate policy – starting with the 
monitoring of the implementation to the forecast that 
energy consumption is set to rise by 55 percent during 
the same time that the share of renewable energy 
systems is supposed to increase�5

CONCLUSIONS

Latvia has significantly increased its GDP per capita in 
the last ten years without seeing an increase in green-
house gas emissions� There continues to be great 
potential for a further increase in wealth and thus in 
emissions, as Latvia’s GDP per capita lies below the 
EU average. The challenge lies in finding a way to 
further improve living standards without this being 
accompanied by higher emissions�

EU and national strategies could play an important 
role in accelerating these necessary improvements� 
The majority of the industrial sectors with compara-
tively high emissions are specified in various strate-
gies, for instance, in the EU ETS and in national cli-
mate strategies� These strategies only provide minor 
incentives to reduce carbon emissions�

One of the priorities of the Europe 2020 strategy in 
the context of climate change and energy sustainabi-
lity is to subsidise economic sectors that produce little 
CO2� This is supported by the European Commission’s 
Roadmap to a Competitive Low-Carbon Economy� 

4 |  Republic of Latvia, Ministry of Economics, “Atjaunoja-
mie energoresursi”, 16 October 2012, http://em�gov�lv/
em/2nd/?cat=30170 [28 July 2014]�

5 |  VN (UNFCCA), “Report of the in-depth review of the fifth 
national communication of Latvia”, FCCC/IDR�5/LVA,  
14 November 2011, http://unfccc�int/resource/docs/ 
2011/idr/lva05�pdf [28 July 2014]�

http://em.gov.lv/em/2nd/%3Fcat%3D30170
http://em.gov.lv/em/2nd/%3Fcat%3D30170
http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2011/idr/lva05.pdf
http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2011/idr/lva05.pdf
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Latvia lacks a clear national strategy to support this 
movement, and public support for a green economy is 
low compared to the European average�

It is becoming clear that Latvia urgently needs to 
overcome all kinds of hurdles� Its energy and climate 
strategy needs to be developed in a way that pro-
motes economic growth without increasing carbon 
emissions. The proposed limit values are not sufficient 
to meet the ambitious climate targets� Taking all fac-
tors into consideration, what is required are a leader 
capable of mobilizing public opinion and a well-con-
ceived strategy for moving toward a low-carbon, more 
energy-efficient society.

A woodland area in the Gauja National Park near Cēsis. As 
half of Latvia is forested, its ecosystem can absorb lots of CO2.

MACEDONIA
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THE EFFECTS OF CLIMATE CHANGE ON 

 MACEDONIA

Despite global climate change and the role of humans 
in creating the problem not being among the main 
issues on Macedonia’s political agenda, the reality of 
increasing temperatures and fluctuating rainfall has 
been debated and discussed in the public arena� Last 
winter was characterised by very dry weather before 
giving way to a spring featuring record-breaking levels 
of rainfall� The populations of Bosnia-Herzegovina and 
neighbouring Serbia have also become acutely aware 
of the devastating consequences of extreme rainfall� 
That said, climate change has taken a back seat in 
public discussions to the more tangible social and 
economic problems and to domestic and foreign policy 
issues�

An increase in temperatures combined with falling 
levels of rainfall is expected across the entire Balkan 
region, according to the IPCC’s calculations�1

1 |  University of Gothenburg, “Macedonia – Environmental 
and Climate Change Policy Brief”, Final draft, 4 May 2009, 
p� 9�

The effects of this trend can already be seen� Tempe-
ratures upwards of 45 °C were recorded during heat-
waves in recent summers� An increase in droughts, 
wildfires, erosion of fertile land and floods is to be 
expected as a result of the rising temperatures� This 
will hit the already crisis-struck agriculture sector 
especially hard�2 In addition to the direct damages 
from the changing weather conditions, water demand 
will also increase in response to warmer temperatures, 
while water prices will increase as well in response to 
the decrease in rainfall�

WILL RENEWABLES REDUCE FOREIGN 

 DEPENDENCE?

Energy efficiency and energy policy have recently 
begun to carry greater political weight, which is 
almost certainly linked to the rising energy prices 
faced by the Macedonian population� This is a conse-
quence of the country importing a large percentage 
of its energy� Although the country has coal deposits, 
which are also subsidised, Macedonia still has to meet 
around 40 percent of its energy needs from foreign 

2 |  The World Bank, “Reducing the Vulnerability of FYR 
 Macedonia’s Agriculture to Climate Change”, Press 
 release, 5 December 2013, http://worldbank�org/en/
news/press-release/2013/12/05/reducing-vulnerability- 
of-macedonian-agriculture-to-climate-change 
[28 July 2014]�

http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2013/12/05/reducing-vulnerability-of-macedonian-agriculture-to-climate-change
http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2013/12/05/reducing-vulnerability-of-macedonian-agriculture-to-climate-change
http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2013/12/05/reducing-vulnerability-of-macedonian-agriculture-to-climate-change

