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Q&A with Maris Riekstins, Foreign Minister of Latvia

With the Council of the Baltic Sea States summitt fast approaching – it will be held in Riga in early June – the foreign ministry is preparing to host its final major meeting before handing the presidency of the organization over to the Danes. 

Though Russian Prime Minister Vladimir Putin recently announced that he would not accept the invitation to the summit, relations with Russia still play a key role for Latvia and the CBSS. 

The Baltic Times sat down with Foreign Minister Maris Riekstins to try to get a feel for the CBSS and Russia"s relations with its former Soviet neighbors. See our Web site for a full version of the interview.

What are going to be some of the main discussion points at the upcoming Council of Baltic Sea States summit?

Basically we have two issues. One is that heads of state and government have to approve the priorities for the future of this organization. Why this is on the agenda right now is that we have inherited from the Swedish presidency the task of reforming this organization. 

The CBSS was founded in the early "90s in a completely different environment. Now we have a completely different picture. The majority of the countries belonging to the region are members of the European Union or members of the European Economic Area, except Russia. 

Therefore we need to restructure the work of the organization and we need to define our place in the future. In previous years every country had slightly different views as to what is the aim of this organization. 

Our task was to reach a consensus among all countries that we can agree on a couple of issues which will be the main topics for this organization in years to come. 

I think we have succeeded to identify five basic elements. One is the environment, including climate change. Second is energy, and that includes energy security, energy supplies, EU projects and issues related to new sources of energy, renewable energy for instance. The third area is civil security, again in the broader sense. Number four is culture and science. I think we have tried during our presidency to launch a number of projects in this area. Perhaps you have heard about this "Balticness" project, which has visited all major cities in the region with exhibitions, with jazz concerts, with round table discussions about the cultural heritage of the region, cultural diversity, etc. Then economic development is the final one. There are many talks about this particular issue as we are the region with the highest rates of economic growth in Europe. For the moment. At the same time, we still see certain disparities of the level of development in the region. There are those better off, and there are some still lagging behind. 

I think we have very skillful people in the region, good potential is there. But I think that there might be possibilities for improvement. Still we see that in certain areas there are barriers existing. Here I come back again to Russia, where from one hand Latvia, [they are] our partners we would like to see be a part of the WTO. At the same time several commitments have to be met from Russia"s side, which is not the case. 

The task of the summit is to give political guidance to the organization for the coming two years, until the next summit. 

I saw some recent comments that you were demanding democracy in Cuba – does this also apply to Russia?

It applies actually to everyone, including ourselves. I don"t believe that any country in the region is perfect. Democracy is a thing that you have to care on a daily basis. I think we have expressed ourselves very clearly in recent times that we would like to see in our neighborhood – if we are talking about Russia and Belarus – developing democracies. Unfortunately we don"t see that everything that happens in those countries goes in the right direction. We see more predictability, that"s right, we see economic growth, that"s right, but at the same time we see that the environment for political opposition is somewhat degenerating, we see that the freedom of speech, or rather the understanding of what freedom of speech is, is somewhat different from what we see. Russians tend to speak about their own way of democratizing their country, so that there is no unified [system].

This is one of the specifics that they always tend to say – that their country is very special and that special rules ought to be applied to them. They are special; this is the biggest country geographically. Perhaps when it comes to the structure of the government of the country, this might be different from countries like Latvia – it is much smaller and hence much easier to govern. But I think when it comes to the basic principles characterizing democracies, those are generally approved by international societies, and we would like to see Russia apply those rules. 

What about perhaps a more direct issue like Lithuania"s veto on the EU-Russia talks, do you support Lithuania"s decision?

We were not very supportive to veto the opening of negotiations. What we have said, publicly and among the negotiations of foreign ministers, is that yes of course we believe that the issue raised by Lithuania are very important – not only for Lithuania but also for Latvia and I think for the rest of Europe. For instance, the issues related to the need to raise the level of cooperation from Russia"s side when it comes to the investigation of criminal cases. 

We believe that the best way parties can sort out differences so we can achieve a result or common understanding is through the process of negotiation. Opening the negotiations does not automatically mean that we will subscribe to everything that Russia puts forward. We will have many possibilities to double check the results, and at the end of the day it will be ratified by all the parliaments and all the member states, and if something is unacceptable to us then we will bring it up during the negotiations. It is very difficult to reach results without negotiations. But again, what I would like to remind you that the issues raised were very important. 

One of these issues raised was the Druzhba oil pipeline… Do you think that Russia is using energy as a political tool in some of these cases?

It is rather difficult to say whether Russia is using this as a very primitive political tool. Of course what Russians do understand is that Europeans need energy supplies. In this particular situation, with very high prices for oil and gas, Russians are earning quite a lot of money. And as they earn this money what we see is that there is a growing Russian selfconfidence. At the same time, Russia also understands that they need those consumers in Europe, and I think they very clearly see the growing understanding in Europe, and also the practical aspect for European governments, to look into alternatives when it comes to supply routes and when it comes to new projects of generating power. 

For example, in our region there is this new Ignalina power plant project, which I have to admit is not going on as rapidly as we would like. But again, let"s realize that to have four countries together to develop such a project that is not such an easy task. In Finland they are now in the final phase of their fifth nuclear project, and they are behind schedule. This is a project which is developed by their own financial resources and their own people; there are not any outside parties involved. 

Europeans are talking about the targets for 2020 regarding renewable energy, that consumption of renewable resources should be increased. Europeans are thinking about these things, and I believe that Russians are following. They understand that they are not the only suppliers, and therefore I think that some equilibrium is needed here so that the European consumers are satisfied and also the suppliers are satisfied. 

So again, coming back to your initial question, it is difficult for me to speak for other countries, but for Latvia and our relations with Russia in this particular field we don"t have any single case, when it comes to natural gas supplies, that something has happened here in the past 10 years that we can characterize as political pressure from Russia using this gas supply pipeline. We have one bad example when it comes to the pipeline to Ventspils. This is an issue going back to the late "90s. 

You mentioned Balticness, but what are some of the other main things that Latvia has accomplished with its presidency?

Well the main thing is to put forward the reform agenda for the organization, by setting our priorities. This is not similar to the Lisbon agreement, which is mainly dealing with institutional questions, talking about the CBSS board there are some seemingly technical things but important things when it comes to the organization of the board. We will eliminate these socalled permanent working groups by proposing that the working groups, if they are created, are very task oriented with a very clear framework and with more clarity for financial means available for those projects. This is not approved yet: this is approved at the level of senior officials, but still not by the prime ministers. You can see a certain aspect as technical and not so important, but important for energizing the organization. 

Will this continue as a main goal for the Danish presidency?

The reform will stop here, in Riga, and then the Danish presidency will be able to start new work based on those priorities.

