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LATVIA: LIBRARIES IN PROGRESS  
 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

We see the year 1930 marked in the grid of co-operation between librarians of the 
Baltic States, the year when the 1st Congress of Baltic Librarians was held in Riga. At 
that time the young Baltic States were living through the first decades of their recently 
acquired independence and were not aware of the fact that within ten years time they will 
be forcefully annexed to the empire of totalitarianism. The life of libraries in our 
countries at the time was organised as befitting civilised countries – in conformity with 
the perception of European democratic states on the role of libraries and their tasks in the 
society of those times. 

The next point of departure in this co-operation could be 1991, when after 53 
years long forced delay a meeting of the Baltic librarians was once again held in Riga – it 
was the 4th Congress of Baltic Librarians. That was the time when we confidently 
asserted to the world our rights to re-establish the independence of our states. All Baltic 
States had a similar starting situation for the development of library policy, however – the 
future developments were rather dissimilar. 

Today is 2004 – the year of our becoming EU citizens. Who are we in Europe, 
and what does Europe mean to us? What is the impact of the EU accession upon the 
relationship between our countries – the three Baltic States? These questions are relevant 
to all spheres of the state and the lives of people living in them. These questions relates 
also to the sphere of libraries, and, taking a wider perspective, also to the general 
development of information and knowledge society. This congress offers a unique 
opportunity to library specialists from our countries to meet and to compare their views 
on the development trends of library and information spheres in the Baltic States, on 
possibilities for cooperation, to model the future development of library and information 
services. 

Today the responsibility of each state and nation for the conformity of its library 
and information resources to general, European and global civilisation aims increases. 
We, no one else, shall be the ones to create purposefully information resources that are 
important to us, shall maintain the information space allocated to us as part of the total 
information space of the whole civilisation, and shall make it available for the shared 
benefit of all. Therefore the co-operation of library and information specialists with the 
aim of developing indisputable and internationally respected arguments, evidence and 
reasoning assumes special importance. 

Globalisation, mobility of people, the development of new information and 
communications technologies enhances the need for the library and information 
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specialists from different countries to “speak a common language”. It means learning and 
adapting international standards, observing in our work internationally recognised 
principles, guidelines and requirements, which inevitably demands looking for 
compromises and striking a balance between the international, the unifiable and the 
national, the idiosyncratic.  

In Latvia – like in Lithuania and Estonia – libraries are actively involved in the 
process of creating information and knowledge society. It is necessary to find a solution 
on the policy making and resource allocation level to the discrepancies between society’s 
need for quality library and information service and the ability of libraries to provide this 
service adequately. Today it is important to support both the traditional functions of 
libraries, and to create within as short period of time as possible the adequate 
preconditions needed for full-fledged functioning of libraries in the virtual environment. 

It is a typical sign of this age that we, using the strong foundation of the 
traditional library, using contemporary information technologies and technical 
equipment, are creating the library of the 21st century, which safeguards and develops the 
best traditions of the classical library and is also able to provide the contemporary, 
universal information services. Starting with the year 2001, when the Government 
approved the concept of the National United Library Information System, the work has 
been started to create the conditions that are prerequisites for such work of the libraries. 
Its aim is to create a concerted system of state and public libraries, that would ensure to 
the libraries the possibility not only to collect, preserve and systematise the values of 
national culture and science and make them available to society, but also to use modern 
information technologies for providing universal information services - locating 
information, providing the necessary books, publications, reference materials and 
documents from Latvian and international sources of information. It envisages providing 
libraries with the necessary computer equipment, with connections to global networks, 
software, information systems, organising continuous education for librarians and 
training of library users, ensuring development of the national digital catalogue and 
national bibliographical resources, as well as supporting the creation of national digital 
library, thus forming a basis of contemporary library service to the users in Latvia and 
abroad. The planned investments till 2007 for this aim reach the amount of 12 million lats 
or 18 million euro. The development of the National United Library Information System 
and the necessary funding forms an inseparable part of the project for constructing the 
new building of the Latvian National Library. This year alone approximately 5.6 million 
lats or 8.4 million euro have been allocated for it. Out of these more than 2.8 million lats 
or 4.2 million euro – for the development of the National United Library Information 
System. The resources coming from the ES Structural Funds will have an essential role in 
developing the National United Library Information System. According to the National 
Development Plan, in the period from 2004 to 2006 the National United Library 
Information System shall receive more than 1.5 million lats (2.25 million euros) from the 
European Regional Development Fund. An important funding for the library system is 
envisaged also in the framework of the European Regional Development Fund e-
government pilot projects. 

With the aim of harmonising the interests of various libraries and developing 
uniform national policy in the library and information sector, the Council of Latvian 
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Libraries was established at the Ministry of Culture in Latvia, its members are competent 
specialists in this field representing the Latvian National Library, academic, specialised 
and public libraries, the Library Science and Information Department of the University of 
Latvia and NGOs of this field. The Council participates in drafting the national strategy 
in the library sector, promotes the development and co-operation of libraries, it is also 
involved in decision-making process with regard to the activities of libraries. 

The Council has also formulated the opinion on several topical issues of library 
policy. Probably at present the key task of Latvian Library Council is to develop a 
uniform concept and strategy for the formation of united, national library collection. With 
this aim the Council has set up Library Collection Co-ordination working groups. The 
Council has also decided to carry out a consistent analysis of the information provision 
issues of all branches of economy and the situation of the respective branch libraries, the 
possibilities of creating and organising, and making available information resources that 
are necessary for the respective sector. 

 Closer co-ordination between libraries and co-ordination in organising 
information resources of the libraries and making them available is in the interests of the 
development of library system. It is important to establish an integrated library system, 
developing co-operation between public, research and specialised libraries on the 
national, regional and the local level. I can admit, with pleasure, that during the last few 
years we have taken an immense step towards this objective. 

The significance of life-long education in contemporary society continues to 
grow. A precondition of a successful life-long education is speedy access to high quality 
information. In this function libraries perform the tasks of qualified service providers, 
available to all groups of users. However, the constantly growing demand for information 
creates new challenges to librarians. Therefore the librarians also have to continue 
learning – both individually and within the framework of continuous education. It is 
important to understand that the employees of libraries meet all the challenges that are 
encountered by libraries, because the development level of library staff and the 
competence of the employees shall determine the quality of services and the development 
of the library. 

A very significant criterion in evaluating the work of libraries is the satisfaction of 
library users, which is directly linked to the quality of the service. In the field of the 
quality management of library work, the organisational preparatory work has been started 
to begin accreditation of libraries. The accreditation of libraries is organised by the 
Ministry of Culture, it also ensures the necessary technical provisions for that. The 
accreditation process shall be implemented by an Accreditation Commission, approved 
by the Latvian Library Council within the period from 2004 to 2007 

One of the primary tasks of the state and the municipalities in library maintenance 
is to gradually ensure the funding of library activities according to their functions. It is a 
well-known fact that the discrepancy between the mission, the functions and tasks, the 
services and the social impact of libraries and the financial resources at their disposal 
persists. In order to overcome it, the allocations to libraries from state and municipality 
budgets have been gradually increased, average by 8-12% annually. In 2003, school 
libraries excluding, the amount of allocations was 11.1 million lats or 16.7 million euros. 
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It means – slightly over 7 euros per capita. Close cooperation between the state and the 
municipalities is of vital importance for the general funding of culture, but it is of special 
importance with regard to libraries, since libraries form the most extensive network of 
culture institutions in the state. It should be added that the most successful examples of 
state and municipality cooperation in the field of culture can be taken from the library 
sector. 

New models of funding are being developed simultaneously to the targeted and 
substantiated increase of resources. The Ministry of Culture has started developing the 
models for reforming the institutions under its supervision, among them also – the 
Latvian National Library and Latvian Library for the Blind. The state supported activities 
in the field of libraries predominantly use the special programs of the Culture Capital 
Foundation for the acquisition of new books, promotion of reading, support of education 
and continuous education, as well as the regular grant competitions for supporting library 
development projects. 

It is possible that this – the regular Congress of the Baltic Librarians – could be 
followed by the 1st Congress of Baltic Museum, Library and Archive Specialists. It is not 
only a manifestation of a fashionable trend in the current culture policy, but a logically 
grounded co-operation between these three branches of culture heritage, that has been 
already initiated in practice. In Latvia the energetic endeavours of the enthusiasts of this 
co-operation have transformed into an officially structured activity: the Technical 
Standardisation Committee of the Work of Museums, Archives and Libraries has been 
established. At the end of 2003, with the order of the Cabinet of Ministers State Agency 
“Culture Information Systems” was established, its main aim is to ensure the accessibility 
to the public of the information sources and cultural values collected in libraries, archives 
and museums. Successful cooperation projects between museums, archives and libraries 
have been implemented already for the second successive year, within the framework of 
the special program of the Culture Capital Foundation “Support to the Cooperation 
Projects of Libraries, Archives and Museums in Digital Environment.” 

The culture sector has always been a united and whole entity. Nevertheless, there 
is a good reason to say that the system of libraries has a special place among the topical 
issues of national culture policy. We have set grand and ambitious aims – by 2007 the 
development of the National United Library Information System or “The Network of 
Light” should be completed. We hope that on the 18th of November, 2008, on the 90th 
anniversary of the independence of Latvia, we shall open the door of the new building of 
the Latvian National Library, which we call “The Castle of Light”. The idea of the new 
building of the Latvian National Library not infrequently has been called the model 
library of the 21st century, and international cooperation has played a special role in its 
development - cooperation between Baltic specialists and international cooperation with 
the participation of UNESCO experts. 

I would like to wish to all the participants of the congress the best of success and 
achievements in this shared, everyday work - building the society of the 21st century, the 
information society – for each of us individually and shared by all of us together. 
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