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Reasons behind organising Peace Circles in Latvia 

Presence of conflicts has already become a norm in our modern world – daily, in every corner of 

our planet, people die as a result of violent conflicts. Thus, besides attempts to find peaceful 

solutions to the existing conflicts, it is also vital to find ways to prevent the new ones. The 

concept of “peace” has gone far beyond the concept of absence of war or military conflict – 

foundations for peace are built through developing peaceful, friendly, united, open and tolerant 

societies, where each of us can feel that they are safe, heard and accepted.   

In these last 20 years, Latvia has become a place of permanent stay for people from 

many countries. A lot of them came to establish their family here. Some came in search for a 

better education or job opportunities. Some – trying to escape war or military conflict in their 

own state or being unable to accept the ruling political ideology.  Whatever the reason might be, 

we all now live here. We all are creating this common space together.  

What do we know about the lives of these people before and after their arrival to Latvia? 

What do we know of what challenges they, being the new-comers, are daily faced with? 

What do they know about us, our lives and culture? How do we perceive each other? 

What is our attitude towards each other?   

We would like to create a space where people could meet face-to-face, where they could share 

their life experience, where they could hear and understand each other, hoping that this 

dialogue and relationships could become an alternative to social alienation and fragmentation; 

that those could break common stereotypes and prejudices and lay the foundation for the 

sustainable development of our country.  

 

What first Latvian Peace Circles looked like?  

The first three Peace Circles were held in Latvia in March 2015. Thirty six (36) men and women 

now living in Latvia from Brazil, Panama, Canada, USA, Morocco, Ukraine, Russia, Moldova, 

Kazakhstan, Belarus, Georgia, Turkey and Latvia met during these circles. 

The concluding Seminar “Creating Together!” was inviting participants to join, emphasising that 

its outline and approach does not include lectures or reports on recently done researches in the 

field. We were aiming at creating a space where personal life experience serves as a starting 

point for creating the common future for Latvia.   

This seminar invited all third-country nationals who currently live in Latvia, citizens of Latvia 

who care about the future of our country and official public authorities who deal with social 

integration matters on a daily basis.   

During the second part of the seminar participants were discussing and sharing their views on the 

following issues: what is the Latvian society I would like to live in? What is my 

experience/perception of Latvian attitude towards new-comers? What are the most important 

issues to address in the field of social integration?  



Participants have decided to continue their dialogues outside the framework of our seminar, as 

well as to pay a visit to the Parliamentary Committee on Citizenship, Migration and Social 

Cohesion and share their thoughts and conclusions with Latvian MP's.  

During the seminar we have heard 10 personal stories of integration – five of which were shared 

by Latvian people and five – by immigrants from Brazil, Ukraine and Russia.   

  

What are the Peace Circles and why are they 

needed?  

  
Participants of the first Latvian Peace Circle, Riga, Dubultmuiza, March 2015, photo: Liga Purina-Purite  

 

Throughout their lives people experience different kinds of conflicts. However, even 

after the war and numerous lost lives, the society has to restore itself and find strengths 

to continue. “Creators of Peace” movement has encountered many different stories. 

The Bosnian grandmother whose daughter and son-in-law had just been killed by Serb 

forces cried out:”What shall I tell my grandchildren when they grow up?”  

The newly elected female member of the new government of Sudan at the end of civil 

war warned, “ We must be careful not to sow seeds of revange of our children.” 



An old German soldier offered to help to build a hospital for the children suffering from 

radioactive contamination as a result of Chernobyl. He was offered hospitality in a 

village close by, near where, unknown to the villagers, he had fought during the second 

world war and had taken part in a massacre of Russian soldiers. One evening during 

the dinner, he was unable to eat and tears started to trickle down his face He stood and 

in a voice shaking with emotion told the assembled villagers of his earlier wartime 

connection with the area. then he apologised for his part in that killing. There was a 

stunned silence. An elderly peasant woman crossed the room and silently embraced 

him. In front of the people of the village, young and old, those two people 

decontaminated the future. 

The choice for each of us in whether to pass down through the generations our 

prejudices, the unhealed hurts, anger and bitterness of past suffering and loss, the slow 

burning fuse of stories that tell the grievance and injustice, contaminating a future yet to 

be, or to decontaminate the future with truth telling that is suffused with apology and 

forgiveness, acts of kindness and life affirming stories of hope and healing. To teach our 

children and grandchildren by our example, to break through prejudice and the negative 

stereotyping of others, by the building of friendships and understanding. 

This latter choice pre-empts future conflict and lays the groundwork for peace in every 

neighbourhood and community on earth. But it requires courage and compassion to 

embrace the transformation that starts within one's own heart and life. Peace Circle 

gatherings are intended to open the way for participants to do just that.  

 

Background of Peace Circles 

 

Peace Circles grew out of International movement called Initiatives of Change. This movement invites 

people all around the world to:  

 Share responsibility for their part in the perpetration of conflict and in its resolution  

 Engage in the creation of peace at every level of society 

 Build networks of forgiveness and friendship across racial, religious and social divides 
 
Read more (in English, German, Spanish, Portuguese and French) on:  http://www.iofc.org  

 

The “Creators of Peace” initiative was launched in 1991 at the “Initiatives of Change” conference centre 

in Switzerland, and initially it gathered women from all over the world. The opening speech was given by 

Hon. Anna Abdallah Msekwa from Tanzania, a respected politician and leader of her country's womens 

organisations. In her inaugural speech, she urged everyone to “create peace wherever we are, in our 

hearts, our homes, our workplace and our community. We all pretend that someone else is the 

stumbling block..Could that someone by myself?” 

Creators of Peace is now a global network of people from all continents. Its participants meet during the 

international conferences and evaluate the common achievements. It aims to unite and inspire the 

http://www.iofc.org/


peace creators all over the world, thus building just and  open society, where people care about each 

other.  

 

What are the Peace Circles and how to run those – 10 gathering points  

Peace Circle gatherings invite 8-12 people who regularly meet over a longer period of time – 

either during the weekend or holding shorter meetings over a specific period of weeks. Peace 

Circles invite people with diverse life experiences, coming from different, often conflicting, 

social groups. Based on their history, the Peace Circles usually work with women. However in 

the recent times, more and more Circles invite both men and women, working together to 

create a space of mutual trust.  

Each gathering has two main components. The first invites participants to share their life-story. 

These stories, often unintentionally, create a common story of the groups participants belong 

to.  

The second involves group work through exercises aimed at exploring questions of – what 

creates conflicts and what serves as foundation for creating peace. The answers to these 

questions participants, first of all, search within their own life experience and understanding. 

The group participants share their reflections on challenges that creators of peace are dealing 

with, the cost of creating peace, their personal transformation process and the gift of being a 

good listener. They discuss the needs of the communities they come from. An important part of 

this process is a common search for peace-creating initiatives to be taken together as a group.  

There are no experts, nor ready made solutions in Peace Circles. Participants define their 

answers by looking deeper into their hearts, through honouring and following the process of 

transformation in their lives and lives of other participants.  

The atmosphere is essential. Peace Circles will achieve their goal if an atmosphere of mutual 

trust, respect and readiness to listen to each other is created.  

 

Objectives 

Peace Circle process is designed to draw participants through personal reflection to an 

awareness of the needs in their own lives and communities and to encourage steps to take to 

create peace. It encourages participants to take personal responsibility for their environment, 

family and community, motivating them to create a peaceful environment around them.  

 



Guiding Principles 

 Every person has a part to play and something to contribute 

 Every person can start the process of transformation in their won heart and life 

 Every person has a story to tell and a need to be heard 

 Every person can be compassionate listener to the Trust within, to the truth of 

others, to the needs of the wider community. 

 Language and exercises used during gatherings should be acceptable and 

accessible to all  

 Dedicate enough time to each gathering point  

 All meetings should aim to create a balance of heart and mind, emphasising the 

need to learn through experience rather than theories  

 

Story-Telling 

Participants are invited to share from the life story with particular emphasis on significant 

incidents and experiences that have shaped them into who they are today. 

Experience demonstrates that people generally need between 15-30 minutes to share their 

stories. However, the most important factor is that people feel relaxed. 

In any group because of the range of experiences people have had, some naturally feel that 

what they have to share is of less worth. Repeated affirmation of the equal value of each 

persons story and contribution is important. 

At the end of each story a minute's silence should be observed to honour the story that has 

been shared. This may be followed by an opportunity for listeners to ask questions for 

clarification if the storyteller is comfortable. It is important that these questions focus on 

exploring further details and facts, rather than aim at creating discussion or sharing an opinion 

on the story that has been shared.  

This is not an easy task for people living in the world that aims to listen in order to give advice 
or share the opinion. It is rare that we are ready to dedicate enough time, express sincere 
interest (or even have the skills) to see the other person, accept them as they are. If properly 
organised, a space filled with sincere respect, attention and acceptance can give participants a 
chance to experience a model of society where people can trust each other.  

In order to honour the group dynamic and space, no outer guests are invited to join during the 
Gatherings.  

 



 

First Gathering Point 

Images of Peace  

This first gathering point is about creating a circle. Its also about giving people space to expand on 

their ideas and images of peace. it invites a conversation about the true nature of peace and of the 

process creating peace in their own lives and in the wider world.  

 

ASK: 

1. what is your understanding of peace? 

2. share what is behind personal passion of peace, your personal sense of calling (allow people to 

be as general or specific as they feel comfortable with) 

 

REFLECT: 

Delight in the hope, anticipation and visions of peace that are shared. Re-iterate that peace is not just 

the absence of conflict but when managed creatively can become a place for growth, wholeness and 

humanity. True peace is always productive, creative, relational and inclusive. help each other break out 

of stereotypical images of peace as static and comfortable. 

 

 

Second Gathering Point 

What destroys Peace and what builds it?  

 
This topic explores the underlying causes that lead to the destruction of peace and gives participants 

an opportunity to reflect on the areas of their lives and communities where there may be lack of 

peace. it also identifies how peace can be created and built upon. 

 

ASK: 

1. What destroys peace and how - in the home, workplace, community or nation 

2. what are the underlying fears, angers, insecurities and injustices in society? 

3. how does the world address these and how effective are they? 

4. what examples in recent times of efforts to build peace have we seen? Have they worked?  

 

REFLECT: 



Look at the underlying common factors in different communities of what destroys peace and what 

builds peace - how are they different? Discuss issues around control, fear, prejudice, unhealed hurts, 

historic grievances, injustice, corruption, social factors… Explore blame. “When I point my finger at my 

neighbour, there are three more pointing back at me!” Where are nations, groups and even ourselves 

caught up in the blame game? Where can the taking of personal responsibility break through the blame 

cycle?  

 

 

 

Third Gathering Point  

Listening to Others  

 

Authentic, focused listening can be life changing. This week’s gathering point examines the power of 

listening to others and being listened to. 

 

ASK: 

1. What is good listening and what does it accomplish? 

2. What gets in the way of good listening? 

3. How effective is your listening? Reflect on the listening amongst the group so far. Invite the 

whole group to practice reflective listening exercises in twos or threes 

 

REFLECT: 

How did it feel? What was difficult? What was my role of body language? What level of eye contact is 

appropriate? Listening is important not just because it is kind or considerate but because good listening 

is transformational for both parties. Identify blocks to good listening. Listening with compassion, without 

judgement, listening to the feelings behind the words. If time permits hand out the resource sheet titled 

“Communication - Listening with Empathy”and discuss the points.  

 

 

 

Fourth Gathering Point  

Inner Listening  

 

For many of us, our lives are over busy as we struggle to keep up with a world that refuses to slow 

down. As a result our lives are reactionary, reacting to each person or situation that fills our day. The 

challenge is to live our lives more reflectively. We need to pause to tune into wisdom deeper than our 

own. 



ASK: 

1. What is your understanding and experience of the inner voice? 

2. What means do you use to discover personal insights and find empowerment? 

3. What benefits are likely from the practice of inner listening? 

 

REFLECT: 

Identify self-awareness and honesty as key to inner listening and addressing specific blockages, eg. fear, 

resentment, pride. 

Meditation is helpful for centering and stilling the mind and the practice of writing thoughts down helps 

to bring clarity. Listening to small and seemingly insignificant thoughts and then having the courage to 

follow through, can be important.  

 

 

Fifth Gathering Point  

Qualities of Peace-Creator  

 

In the second gathering point we identified what factors help to build peace in society, today's topic 

focuses on the qualities we as individuals need if we are to be peace creators. 

 

ASK: 

1. What role models can we point to in our personal experience and on the international stage? 

2. What was significant about their contribution and character? 

3. What obstacles can a peace creator expect? 

 

REFLECT: 

To be a creator of peace requires compassion, patience, personal integrity, good listening and 

facilitation skills, and a genuine self-awareness. Peace creators need to be open, non-judgemental and 

above all they need to be personally changed in the resolution of their own conflict. Encourage realism 

around the obstacles that might be expected, for instance many vested interests do not want peace - 

what sort of people and interests and why not?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Sixth Gathering Point  

Inner Peace  

 

As societies become increasingly insecure, the need for inner peace has never been so greatly felt. 

This gathering point attempts to identify what inner peace means to each one of us, how it applies to 

other areas of our lives. 

 

ASK: 

1. Why is inner peace important? 

2. What destroys sense of inner peace? 

3. What restores your sense of inner peace? 

 

REFLECT: 

It doesn’t take much to destroy one’s inner peace. A small hurt, jealousy or disruption of one’s plan. For 

many people the issues are much greater. They live with daily violence or loss. Whatever the scale, inner 

peace is vital to play an effective part in bringing healing and change to any situation.  

 

 

Seventh Gathering Point  

So can anyone be a peace-creator?  

 

When we talk about peace, we are not only talking about conflict resolution but also about creating 

environments of acceptance and wholeness, creativity and justice. Often we think creating peace is 

beyond us but every day we are presented with situations in which we have the potential to create or 

destroy. The choice is ours. The responsibility is ours. We each have a part to play; realising this is the 

key. 

 

ASK: 

1. So whose job is it - to create peace? 

2. Are you ready to be a creator of peace? What will this mean to your life? 

 

REFLECT: 

If someone does not take an active role in creating peace, they unintentionally play a part in creating 

conflicts or supporting them. It is impossible to lock yourself from the outer world, however it is in our 

strengths to take an active stand and participate in peace-creating. Learn the art of small steps. Discuss 

the role of the home - and how our behaviour and attitudes are passed on to our children. In this way 



adults with unresolved hurts and grievances contaminate the future. The challenge is to de-contaminate 

the future; to re-humanise humanity.  

 

 

Eighth Gathering Point  

Putting it into Practice  
 

In all communities the potential for violence is just under the surface. Unhealed resentments and 

historic hurts, along with current corruption are the slow burning fuses of conflict. They need to be 

addressed and dealt with before they erupt destructively. The group need to be realistic about the 

issues in their own community. 

ASK: 

1. Identify specific needs in the community. These may be social, structural or justice issues. Where 

do they impact on participants personally? 

2. Identify particular challenges to addressing these needs. 

1. Identify personal steps that can be taken to address these needs. 

 

REFLECT: 

Identify specific needs, issues. Discuss possible steps to be taken personally or jointly. Make a 

commitment to follow through.  

 

 

Ninth Gathering Point  

Power of Forgiveness  
 

Forgiveness is the most powerful tool for creating peace. Unforgiveness hardens hearts, builds 

resentment and breeds bitterness. It consolidates the wrong done. Yet each one of us has the power 

to forgive. If we are to be creators of peace we must choose the way of forgiveness which is never a 

 condoning of wrongdoing, but opens the way for healing. 

 

ASK: 

1. Why it is so difficult to ask for forgiveness or to forgive? 

2. What stops us from accepting forgiveness? 

1. What message do we pass on to our children?  

 

 



REFLECT: 

Forgiveness is the ultimate freedom. It has nothing to do with condoning what was wrong. Evil must be 

challenged. How can letting go free us to challenge the wrongs in ourselves and our people and give us 

the compassion to challenge the wrongdoing of others.  

 

 

 

Tenth Gathering Point  

What next?  
 

An opportunity for the group to consider any further individual or joint after bringing the Peace circle 

to it conclusion. Participants may be inspired to start new Peace Circles, daring to reach out by 

involving others from the community. 

 

ASK: 

1. Feedback and personal insights from the whole experience 

2. Any personal decisions made 

3. Discuss whether the group needs to continue meeting after the peace circle has finished and if 

so, in what form and for what reason? 

 

REFLECT: 

In a spirit of thanksgiving and honesty, individuals share what they have learnt from the process and 

commit together to a future of peace creating. Appreciate any wish from participants to continue 

process of Peace Circles.  

  



International stories of people taking personal 

responsibility in search for peace.   

 
Life examples of individuals, stories of transformation and peace creating initiatives are 
powerful tools that can inspire us and set us on the path of personal transformation.  

The following examples are brief case studies of individuals who have chosen to work for peace 
and cooperation.  

 

A Chinese Malaysian was told by his grandmother to never trust an Indian or a Malay/Muslim. 

She had experienced the race riots in Malaysia in the 1960s. He later met and befriended an 

Indonesian Muslim who had been told by his grandmother to never trust a Chinese! They 

became friends and decided that their inherited prejudice should stop with their generation. 

 

A Korean woman who had grown up in the east of the country had learned as a child to hate 

those from the west. She discovered that they were in fact no different from herself. 

 

The Taiwanese student decided that she wanted to be part of the answer in the world rather 

than part of the problem. She went to the shop owner from whom she had stolen some goods 

and paid back the money she owed. The shop owner was moved to tears and said ‘This never 

happens. Today you have restored my faith in the future of our country.’ 

 

An Ugandan bank officer has admitted to her boss that she has been stealing money. The boss 

found it hard to believe, as all the amount has been already returned to the bank, and none has 

noticed its disappearance. Yet, it was important for the woman to be honest about it. She was 

sentenced for three years in prison, and the time of her imprisonment became the whole new 

beginning for her. Today she is actively fighting for the rights of prisoners in Uganda.  

 

A Kenyan woman, concerned about the tribal violence in her country, realised that when her 

children were small she had told them not to mix with, not marry anyone from any other tribe. 

‘I now see that I was part of the problem in my country’, she says. She called her now adult 

children together and apologised to them for reinforcing the message of prejudice. She urged 

them to make friends with people from other tribes. 

 

These people are among a growing number who recognise the need of personal integrity and 
freedom if they are to be agents for peace and change in the world. 

 



 

Margaret Tucker  (1904-1996) – Australia  
Marge Tucker was removed from her parents as a child under the Australian government 

policies of the time that insisted on indigenous children of mixed blood being brought up in 

white run institutions. 

‘Aunty Marge’ Tucker, as she was called, often recounted what happened when she was 13: ‘I 

looked out of the window and started to cry. There were 40 to 50 of out people standing 

silently, grieving for us. Then Mr Hill (Superintendent of the Reserve where she lived) 

demanded that I and two other girls leave immediately with the police to be taken to the 

Cootamundra Domestic Training Centre for Aboriginal Girls.’ Her father was away shearing, 

unable to protest. Her mother, on ‘domestic duties’ at a homestead in nearby Deniliquin, ran 

two kilometres when she heard the news and followed them to the police station. ‘My poor old 

mother… I heard later after watching us go out of her life, she wandered away from the police 

station along the road leading out of town. They found her the next day, moaning and crying. 

Uncle heard sounds and though it was an animal in pain.’ 

Neither Marge nor her sister saw their parents during the next nine years and were trained as 

servants in white people’s homes. Marge was kept by a series of families in suburban Sydney. 

Some treated her reasonably well; others used and abused her. Her legs still bore scars from 

the beatings she was given. 

At an early age, Marge was regarded as a ‘radical’. In Melbourne, where she lived with her 

infant daughter during the war years working in a rope factory, she had joined the first 

Aboriginal organisation formed in Victoria – The Aborigines Advancement League. ‘They were 

desperate days,’ wrote Marge in her autobiography If Everyone Cared (now used in many 

schools as part of the history curriculum). 

The years if struggle in the cause of her people forged in her a different militancy. ‘Every day I 

wonder why we Aborigines cannot get though to the thinking of the governments and 

administrators,’ she wrote in her book. ‘Then I realised it is because we have no clear-cut 

answers. Bitterness clouds our mission, often splitting us into little groups working against each 

other … I’d like to do the wild corroboree  when I feel angry, but this anger diminishes when I 

try to understand and care for the people … I don’t forget what has happened since Captain 

Cook landed in Australia. But what is the use of remembering with bitterness? I say let Captain 

Cook rest … We may not forget; but we can forgive. Call it what you like but deep in my heart I 

do believe in the Holy Spirit – the Good spirit, that has neither hate nor bitterness, class not 

creed. It is not the colour of ones skin that matters, it is character. A lot of years have been 

wasted but with a new spirit, out people who have lost all could learn to live straight and give 

something to the whole of humanity … We need to put aside out grievances and think 

positively how to put right what is wrong in Australia today, to forgive part mistakes and to 



create a leadership that can help Australia help the world. We can do it together. Think bigger 

from our hearts.’ 

Marge died in 1996, distinguished and honoured by the Queen of England (with an MBE) and 
respected by her own people and all Australians. 

 

 

 

Irene Laure (1898-1987) – France 

Irene Laure came from Marseilles. The daughter of a businessman, she used to steal her father 

socks and give them to poor workers. She became a nurse and married Victor, a seaman and 

communist. In World War II she was in the Resistance in Marseilles.  

 

After the brutalities of the war and the suffering of her own family, her hatred reached the 

point where she wanted every German dead and their country ‘wiped off the map of Europe’. 

At war’s end she was elected Member of Parliament and Secretary General of the Socialist 

Women of France. As such, she attended a conference in Switzerland aimed at restoring the 

unity of Europe. She was horrified to find Germans there and at once packed her bag. But 

before she could leave, someone asked her, ‘How do you hope to rebuild Europe without the 

Germans?’. She stayed on, for three night of sleepless turmoil. 

 

A voice inside her told her to let go of her blinding hate. ‘I needed a miracle,’ she says. ‘I hardly 

believe in God, but he preformed that miracle. I apologised to the Germans, not the my 

resistance fight, but for having desired their total destruction.’ 

She went to Germany, addressed ten of its eleven provincial parliaments and spoke to 

hundreds of thousands in meetings and on the radio. Because of her, prominent Germans went 

to France and apologised to the French people, on the radio and in the press, for what 

happened during the war. 

 

In the next years, several hundred leaders of the new Germany met with their French opposite 
numbers at Caux (the international conference centre for Initiatives of Change) in Switzerland, 
and a tide of reconciliation was set in motion. The German Chancellor and the French Prime 
Minister said that Irene Laure did more than any other individual to reconcile their countries 
after hundreds of years of enmity. This laid the foundation for today’s European Union. 

 



Ann Njeri Ndiangui – Kenya 

Ann’s family is from the Kikuyu tribe in Kenya. For many years they have been at war with the 

Kalenjin tribe. The clashes always cause a lot of innocent deaths and suffering and a few years 

ago Ann’s own family was forced out of their home as a result of the clashes. The hate between 

the tribes continues. In January 2008, more than a thousand people were brutally killed and 

hundreds of thousands were internally displaced. 

 

Even before her family was forcible evicted from their home, Ann already hated all Kalenjins. ‘I 

had been fed with biased frame and prejudices against them. When my family was thrown out 

of out home, my hatred was enhanced. I wanted everyone to hate them. I kept passing on the 

seedlings of hate to all willing listeners.’ 

 

Two years ago she attended a Creator of Peace Circle in Panchgani, India. ‘We were reflecting 

on what builds or destroys peace in society. For the first time it dawned on me that even 

though I always prayed and hoped that Kenya could be a peaceful country, I was still a 

perpetrator of hate. I was among those destroying my country’s peace by the hate in my heart 

and the bitter and resentful words from my mouth.’ That realisation was a new beginning in 

Ann’s life. 

 

The tribal problem is massive and deep rooted, but Ann has discovered her part in being part of 

the solution. First she apologised to Kalenjin friends for her hatred towards them. It was very 

difficult to begin with, but every time she did it, she found that her hatred melted away and 

love found some space. By doing this, Ann developed the courage to forgive those who were 

involved in the clashes. 

 

Ann also took some extra steps. She visited some Kalenjin friends’ homes and later invited 

some to her home – something that had never happened before. She realised how 

generalisation hinders understanding. ‘I learned that we fight because we don’t understand 

each other; because we don’t want to put down out preconceived assumptions.’ 

‘I feel that so much contamination has been done by my parents’ generation of the younger 

generation. I am convinced that resentment and prejudice will not bring any peace. I am 

convinced that the young people have a role to play in the rebuilding of out country; they have 

to break the chain of hate and build a generation of mutual respect and interest based on moral 

and spiritual integrity.’ 

‘I have made a commitment and a decision to remain in the frontline to fight the tribal monster. 
I strongly feel that if the right stops are not taken, there could be more deaths, suffering and 
pain coming. In my own small ways, together with others who have the same vision, I want to 
advocate and create a better society.’ 



Stories from Latvia, Spring 2015 – as they were told 

during the seminar at EU House on April 10, 2015.  
 

ANNA POZOGINA (LATVIA) 

 

Good morning! 

My name is Anna and this is, probably, the first time I publicly speak in Latvian in the last 10 years. 

Especially, talking about myself. I was born in Latvia in an ethnically mixed family – my mum is Latvian, 

Latgalian, while my dad is Russian who moved to Latvia from Lithuania. Basically, starting from my close 

family environment, I have been constantly living in between two worlds – Latvian and Russian.    

 

My teen years happened to be during the beginning of 90-ies, when Latvia had just got its independence 

from USSR. This was a tough period, particularly when we speak of relationships between Latvians and 

Russians. The country started to develop its language policies, naturalisation policies, and the citizen 

issue was on a front burner. I was 11-13 years old. This was the time when I started to develop my group 

identity, I wanted to belong to a group and collective spirit was very much on my heart. However, it 

turned out that Russian friends did not really accept me due to a Latvian background of my mum. I was 

often called “Gans-girl” (insult addressed to people with Latvian origins). Yet Latvian teens were not too 

happy to see me either, for a simple reason that my mother got married to a Russian man, so they in 

turn called me “Russic” (an insult addressed to people with Russian origins).    

 

All in all, no matter how hard I tried to understand my identity and discover, which culture I belong to, I 

realised that none of those are available to me. Today I can speak of this with a smile on my face, but 

then...there was a very forceful feeling of anger growing inside of me. I felt being a victim of an act of 

injustice. I spoke both languages, loved both cultures, so why in the world would I have to feel ashamed 

or experience judgement. As time passed, I realised that I want to do something to change this 

situation...  

 

By the age of 18 I had no doubt that I shall engage in politics. Of course, I saw myself becoming the 

President of Latvia, as it would give me the power to change things. At that time I had all the answers 

needed and knew exactly what needs to be done. So I applied and was accepted to Vidzeme University 

College, Department of Public Administration where I studied Politics.  

 

While growing up, I was a part of Russian environment in Riga. I graduated from Russian high-school, 

had Russian friends. I grew up in Daugavgriva, Bolderaya – so-called “Russian ghetto” of Riga...at least, 

so it was then. When I started my studies at the University, I had to move to Valmiera, which had few 

Russians. It was then, when I first faced not the everyday “backyard nationalism”, but a very structured, 

well-formulated and reasoned discrimination. It was a certain shock for me. I was the first Russian at the 

University – a Russian coming from the Russian community and a Russian-speaking person. In the 



beginning, my student colleagues attributed the “interesting dialect” of my Latvian language to the fact 

I, probably, was born and grew up somewhere in the Eastern part of Latvia in Latgalia. With time I 

learned to build relationships with Latvian people, learned how to live in a Latvian environment and talk 

to people about controversial issues with no fear to defend my feelings, share my experience and 

provide my point of view. Those years were wonderful – they gave me a chance to connect to my 

Latvian origins and start to release the fears and paradigms imposed upon me during my teenage years.  

 

The question of identity was still very relevant to me, so I kept on asking myself of who I really was. 

Almost all four years of my studies I researched and explored the issue of ethnic identity of Latvian 

Russians – looking at it from various angles. However, after graduation I discovered that politics is just 

not enough, that it does not provide all answers. A country might have well-developed legislation 

environment, implement integration programmes. However, if there is no shift of attitude on the level 

of mutual relationships between groups, if there is no change of human heart – all these attempts 

remain as watermarks on numerous pages of reports. Whereas, in order for the hearts to transform we 

need to teach people how to talk to each other, how to listen to each other, we need to create a space 

where dialogue based on constructive search for future direction and healing of the past wounds can 

happen.  

 

This realisation has put me on an extensive 12 years long journey together with an international NGO 

called “Initiatives of Change”. It is a movement of people who believe that any social change should start 

with change in one's own heart. If one want to see the change in the world, one should first ask thyself 

tough, often unpleasant questions, find answers, introduce  change to behavioural patterns and shift 

attitudes - only then one can go and teach others how they should lead their lives. These 12 years have 

led me to many places around the world – starting from India and all the way to South Sudan – being a 

participant and helping to organise various dialogues and youth programmes, talking to Tatars and 

Russians in Crimea, leading dialogues between Russians and Ukrainians in Ukraine.   

 

Four years ago I have made a decision to come back to Latvia, so currently I still try to reintegrate myself 

back into my own society. Latvia has significantly changed over these years – it is not the same country 

from which I left. I am happy to be a part of this project, as it gave me an opportunity to meet and 

connect with people who experience the same process in their lives....even though I was born here, but 

they have come to Latvia a year, or two, maybe ten years ago.   

 

My belief has not vanished. Healing the past, accepting the present and creating the future can only 

happen through building deep, personal relationships – is a the core of it. I still think that we must 

create spaces where people from “parallel worlds” can meet, get to know each other, listen to life-

stories, share their own experiences – heart to heart, developing close encounters and friendships. I see 

this as a foundation for stable, secure and united future.  

 

 



GALYNA (UKRAINE) 

My name is Galyna.   

I was born in Kiev, Ukraine.  

I live in Latvia since 2008, I got married to a man Riga, whom I met in Crimea – the place where my 

parents met each other as well. We don’t have any children.  

After graduating from a medical college for 12 years I worked in Kiev, in various positions at a military 

hospital of the Ukrainian Ministry of Defence. I was at the department of urology – have been at the 

desk, in the bandaging room, in the surgery.  However, the biggest part of my time there – 10 years in 

total – I have spent working with equipment for grinding the rocks of the urogenital system. I loved my 

work, because I could instantly see the result, which helped many patients to avoid unnecessary surgery. 

In 2008 I have graduated from the University of Food Processing  Technologies, having received a degree 

of Biotechnologist of biologically active components. This gave me a wide opportunity for employment, 

starting from laboratory assistant to teacher's role. However, I did not work even one day in this 

profession. I got a proposal and said YES, thus also saying yes to move to Latvia. 

 

Having arrived in Latvia, I had to legalise all the documents, which was not too difficult. Unlike some 

other immigrants whom I know, everything went smooth and sound for me. My biggest challenge of the 

first year in Latvia was more on the moral side. It was difficult for me emotionally – new country, new 

language, lack of friends, getting used to my married life and the issue of nationality... This has left a 

certain impact on my life ever since. 

 

The Internet was my saviour – I was constantly in touch with friends and relatives back home, which I 

feel very grateful for. Half a year later I applied for the Latvian language courses and got to know new 

people, made friendships and finally had some live interactions in Latvia. After finishing the programme I 

have passed the exam and received Category 1B in Latvian proficiency. 

 

A year after my arrival to Latvia when I started to feel more or less OK I started to search for a job. 

Having had quite an extensive experience, I tried to apply for vacancies in medical field. However, soon I 

have discovered that my moderate language proficiency is a hinder, besides the fact that my University 

Diploma was not corresponding to the ES standards. So dropped this idea of applying for any vacancies 

in the medical field. My friends and acquaintances have tried to help me in finding the job, but this, too, 

turned out to be problematic at the time of the crisis that Latvia was going through.   

 

Suddenly I had a thought that I can stitch and tailor, so I decided to try myself in this field. I applied and 

was given a job at a sewing shop, just to realise that my skills are no worse than those with experience 

and education. My first salary came after two months of work– my first EUR 50, the second one was a 

bit higher – around EUR 70. So I sat down, calculated all the transportation costs and cost of meals, 

realised that I work for 8-12 hours per day, yet spend more than a half of my salary to support my job 

and decided that I can do the same job at home. 

 



I left my job and my husband got sacked, so we had to dip into our savings. When those were ending I 

had to take up any job opportunity: I was selling CDs with Latvian language courses, I was clysterizing 

patients at home.  

 

I placed an advertisement offering my tailor skills.  There was not too many offers in the beginning, yet I 

managed to get some regular clients. Of course, I was afraid – my experience was far too little, yet 

competition in the field was very tough.  I took up any orders - starting from sewing the bags and cat 

houses, to tailoring the wedding dresses. Not every order I was satisfied with, but this gave me a good 

practice. I was gaining experience. Then I had to buy the necessary sewing equipment and machinery. 

My husband was taking up any temporary jobs at that moment and offered to help me with my 

tailoring.  

 

Once I had a call from an interested party, who thoroughly questioned me on my skills and abilities. It 

turned out later that this call was from a restaurant chain LIDO. They invited me for a meeting, which I 

felt very worried about, being not too confident about my skills. Moreover, if I saw the tailor's vacancy 

at LIDO advertised, I'd never had apply for it myself. Yet, we decided to take the risk.  

 

Our first work for LIDO was a Bavarian style pinafore dress and blouses. They thoroughly checked all the 

stitches and accepted the results. I have succeeded and felt that this direction might be the right for me. 

Together with my husband we registered a business company, found a space for the sewing shop, 

having realised that we have been living at our place like in a sewing factory for the last years. The 

orders were increasing in numbers, so we had to hire an additional tailor – there were too many tasks 

besides sewing itself – I had to pay visits to clients, choose the fabric, tailor, sew, design and do the 

accounts. With the employee joining us, life became easier. Soon one employee was not enough, we 

hired three more. Then, we found an operating sewing shop, which made our orders for a reasonable 

price. For the last two years both our company and the sewing shop have enough regular orders and 

income.  

 

Besides LIDO, there are also other clients. I cooperate with local fashion designer, whom I help with 

some batches here and there. This granted me with friends, enviers and even enemies, if I may say so. I 

can't really say that my story is the story of success – I am making my first steps and there is far more to 

explore, I have a set of goals to achieve. I would like to feel more free, plan my holidays or weekends 

(which has been quite problematic recently). The I shall feel happy and fulfilled.  

 

I keep very tight links with my Homeland. I feel supported by my Ukrainian friends. I have even created a 

“mini Ukraine” in Latvia – these are my Ukrainian-friends immigrants, just like I am, with their own 

tough path, their pitfalls and successes. They have come to Latvia from various Ukrainian regions – 

South and East, West and Central region of my country. I have a refugee friend from Lugansk, who has 

lost everything she had, similar as her parents who escaped from Ukraine to Belarus. We have become 

very close and I help her to adapt to the new circumstance. Surprisingly enough, there is no language 

issues between us: we often meet, sing Ukrainian songs, act together in Ukrainian amateur theatre, 

preserve our traditions and customs.  



 

In the beginning of my story, I have mentioned the “nationality issue”. Thus, “thanks” to my husband's 

friends only here, in Latvia, I have started to recognise myself as a Ukrainian, only being here I have 

developed great love for my country. Only being here I have experienced the hatred towards Ukrainians 

and understood the roots of conflict between Latvians and Russians. At every possible occasion I was 

reminded of the fact that Ukrainians, “khohols” as they say, should know their place, heard nasty jokes 

about our politicians, people, history, language and culture as such. I was well instructed on the way I 

should “behave and live my life”, which language to speak at home and so on. In addition labelling me 

being Russophobe, Bendera’s troops and fascist.  

 

The Military hospital in Ukraine where I worked 12 years had specialists from various ethnic 

backgrounds – Russian, Belorussian, Armenian, Georgian, Azerbaijanian, etc. We could communicate 

well and had no conflicts! The head of my department was Russian, and he treated me like his daughter! 

For several years I shared accommodation with a girl from Donetsk. I spoke Ukrainian, she spoke 

Russian, but we understood each other and got on very well. Now we all are  been separated with the 

help of mass media, and that scares me, this “kills” humanity in us.  

 

What would I change in Latvia? Nothing as such, besides one small thing: I would appreciate all Russia's 

TV channels being cut off. Due to the ongoing propaganda, the aggression is gaining momentum. I feel 

that sooner rather than later I will be afraid to walk down the streets. I posted a social media post with 

photos from a concert of a Ukrainian band that portrays me holding a Ukrainian flag in my hands. Some 

people hate this fact, I regularly receive online threats and insults addresses to me. 

 

I would like Russians and Latvians in Latvia to finally find the common grounds, otherwise it looks like 
delayed-action bomb which, when exploding, could lead to a catastrophe and wipe this beautiful 
country off the map!  

 

 

ELENA OZOLA (RUSSIA) 

Good morning! 

 

First of all, I would like to thank our organisers for this opportunity to meet. I shall speak in Russian.  

 

My name is Elena and I came from Russia, the sadly known city of Magadan situated in the Far North-

East of Russia and being one of the capitals of GULAG labour camp systems. I presume that many of you 

have heard about it. I live in Latvia since 2008 and we came here in a status of repatriates. I was born 

and grew up in Magadan and met my future husband there. He bears Latvian origins, was born in Latvia, 

however, he also grew up and got married in Magadan. I shall introduce him to you – his name is Andris 

Ozols. I suppose that for me – a girl from Magadan – this sounded so exotic...Andris Ozols... sounds 

amazing!  

 



The decision to move to Latvia was in our hearts for quite a long time, however we succeed to do so 

only in 2008. Just a couple of words about myself. I have two university diplomas. I am an English 

language teacher and a psychologist. Both of the diplomas turned out to be useful here in Latvia. 

Together with my husband we have registered a small business offering translation services and 

internet-content development. Besides that, both of us are on our way to PhD, although each in our 

own fields. I will soon be awarded PhD in Psychology, thus my previous Psychology degree did a good 

service to me in this matter.   

 

What could I say about positive aspects of our life in Latvia. As soon as we got here, the Repatriation 

service of the Office of the Citizenship and Migration Affairs was a huge help and supported us. They 

never left us, provided us with all necessary information regarding procedures of acquiring citizenship 

status. My husband and my son have been granted citizenship in less than a year after arrival. We have 

been sent to free Latvian language courses, thus, thanks to them, in a few months time we passed the 

Latvian language proficiency test and received Level 2 certificate. My husband was granted temporary 

unemployment benefits, but I was helped to apply for master degree studies, which was a very timely 

and needed help). I would like express my sincere gratitude to the Department of Repatriation matters! 

They did their best for us!  

 

Regarding the challenges we have experienced in Latvia.... I have tried to recall any, and couldn't...we 

did not have any language problems, nor issues with identity, no “Latvian-Russian” conflicts in the 

everyday life. The only thing I recalled was related to our employment. For more than two years we 

have been registered with the State Employment Service. During this time they not even once offered us 

any vacancies or free training courses, nothing at all. I don't know the reasons behind that, it might be 

related to our level of language proficiency, might be because of other reasons. We were able to find a 

solution to our situation ourselves by registering our own company.  

 

What I would like to highlight though, is the lack of information for people who have recently moved to 

Latvia and are not proficient in the Latvian language. I shall explain more. It turned out that there are 

numerous events taking place on a regular basis, many of them are free of charge and open to all 

interested, but there is no free access to information about those. Having lived in Latvia for several 

years, we have just recently learned about some of the events. This is one of the challenges that I have 

faced. I think a common digital platform for repatriates, immigrants and refugees, or other people who 

have moved to Latvia due would be of great help. That's one of the problems I have encountered here.  

 

Once again, I would like to express my gratitude and say thank you to each one of you– I was happy to 
connect to you and make some new friendships. 

 

 

 

 

 



VIKTORIIA RIASHCHENKO (UKRAINE) 

Moving to a new country – it’s like being reborn.  

My name is Viktorija. I have two daughters: Mary is 12 years old and Taisie is 6 years old. I came to 

Latvia in 2009. In Ukraine I worked in the Poltav Consumer Corporation university, and got my PhD 

there. 

When moving to Latvia it was very important to me to find a job in the education field. The first days in 

Latvia I felt like a child, learning a completely new language. 

I set myself a priority to learn to understand and fit into this foreign culture. 

The problems that I had to deal with here in Latvia were accompanied by notable stress, much larger 

than it would be in my home country, as I still wasn’t accustomed to the local culture and language. I put 

all my effort into changing my view of the local culture and behaviour. I was certain that this would be 

key for me to successfully adapt to this new life. 

For me to integrate, it was imperative for me to harmonise with the world around me, but not to 

completely dissolve myself in the new culture. I wanted to find out about the life in Latvia while still 

retaining my own cultural roots. 

These are the biggest issues I faced and how I dealt with them. 

1. First phase – language problems. Russian is the second most used language in Latvia and it could 

be enough. However – learning a language is the first step towards successful integration, 

because the language is the code of a nation, not only a means of communication. With the help 

of their language, you can understand the stance of a nation towards various events and history. 

Learning the language helps overcome the feeling of being out of place in a foreign country. I 

was very lucky with my Latvian teacher, who passed on to me her love and dedication to her 

country, Latvia. She paid close attention to history and culture of Latvia. 

2. Finding my social circles. It was important for me to feel like I was in a friendly social group. This 

is why I searched for other immigrants like me, to understand the similarities of our problems, 

to support each other, to quicken the process of adapting. This is where the close contact with 

the Ukrainian diaspora here in Latvia helped me a lot. 

3. Understanding the qualities of the country in a natural flowing way. This is why I rushed to find 

out about culture, traditions, rules of conduct. I was open to any interaction with locals and I 

showed interest and respect for their culture. 

4. Filling in the documents. It was positive to compare the bureaucracy of my home country and 

Latvia. Communication with the Migration office were precise and well planned, with a 

convenient choice of time and friendly atmosphere. 

5. Seeking work. I remember it as a pure horror, but simultaneously as a strong motivation. To 

make my professional ambitions a reality, I set aside a lot of time for personal development and 

studies. I also went through the process of confirming my documents of education and I was 

able to nostrificate my doctor’s degree in Latvia. 

6. Nostalgia. I longed and still long for Ukraine. This is why I formed an organisation that 

encourages the Ukrainian youth to come study in Latvian universities. Every one of my students 

is a part of my home country. 



I can say that without a doubt a positive impact on my integration into the Latvian society, my harmony 

with the world around me, the trust I have in myself, and the belief that I can live a successful future in a 

foreign country are the opportunities to take part in various projects for citizens of 3rd world countries. I 

want to say thank you for making these projects possible. 

At this time, my doctor’s degree has been approved in Latvia, I have won the competition to be an 
Associate professor, I work in a private university, and I am an expert in the Academy Of Science of 
Latvia. Latvia has become my other home country, I feel like I am a part of this country. It is very 
important for me that the economy here develops, there is peace and that the education programs are 
set in place.  

Thank you! 

 

ELENA KOSHELEVA (RUSSIA) 

Dear Ladies and Gentlemen!  

 

First of all, I would like to extend my apologies for poor Latvian language. I am currently taking a course 

to improve it. Therefore, not to create any misunderstanding, I shall prefer to read my story.  

 

My name is Elena Kosheleva, my husband's name is Anatoliy Sotchenko. We are an international couple 

from Saint-Petersburg in Russia. Our children bear the blood of around 10 cultures. I call myself a 

“European”, yet my husband has a different story. He is of Latvian origins. He spent the first seven years 

of his life Latvia, therefore he recognises himself as a Latvian. I will come back to this point later on.  

 

We are both economists with university degrees. I have earned PhD in Economic Studies. We have two 

daughters - 11 and 6 years old. In 2009 we registered in Latvia a private business company  „Alphabet 

Professional Translating Service Ltd.”, which provides translation services, and also bought a house in 

Babite district, on the bank of Babite lake, which I consider to be the most beautiful place in the world. 

We made a permanent move to Latvia in 2010 and since then see our future being connected to this 

country.   

 

There were two basic reasons for making such a move: 1) a negative political environment in Russia, 

characterised with restrictions of civil liberties, which goes against our liberal and democratic worldview; 

2) my husband saw this as an act of repatriation – returning to the historical land of his ancestors. His 

family on father's side lived in Latgale for more than 200 years. His father is half-Latvian and half-

German, and was born in Latvia, too, however married a Russian woman from Saint-Petersburg and 

moved there. Anatoliy was born in Leningrad. In 1991, similarly to all residents with residence permit in 

Russia, he was granted Russian Federation citizenship and a passport. Being young, 18 years old man he 

had no idea that the fact of accepting the Russian citizenship would restrict him from further application 

for the Latvian citizenship.  

 

He was not able to receive the residence permit in Latvia, because we didn’t not managed to prove that 

Anatoliy's ancestors, who live in Latvia before 1940, were Latvians by their nationality. His grandmother 



turned out to be German, whereas no documents proving grandfather's origins were recovered. All his 

relatives confirmed the fact, and Anatoliy also recalled, that his grandfather was Latvian (Latgalian) and 

spoke Latvian at home with his wife. This was just a small existential problem, however, it hit Anatoliy's 

self-identification in a tough way. He has been considering himself being a Latvian – all these 

years...Could the absence of one document that could prove grandfathers identity be a hinder to this 

and change the mentality of 40-year old man? Of course, not!   

 

In 2010 we have been granted a temporary residence permit in Latvia with rights to do business, but in 

2011 we have changed this status to residence permit based on a purchase of real estate. Five years 

have passed since then. In all these years, we have not experienced any form of nationalism or 

xenophobia, just the opposite: people were very kind and helpful- they helped us at a kindergarten and 

in school, at hospitals and public services, in various government agencies... We are not disappointed 

and have never felt sorry for the decision we made to move back to the land of my husband's ancestors.  

 

I love the story about German scholar Johann Herder, who once visited Yugla's district during the 

celebration of Midsummers, Ligo. He was amazed at the beauty and ability of the Latvian nation to keep 

their ancient traditions, songs and dances alive. This inspired him to develop his theory of “nation-

state”. And I can understand why! Latvia just can't help but magnify you! 

 

Surely, we gladly sent our daughters to the Latvian-speaking kindergarten and school, and we allow 

them to grow in the Latvian environment. As of today, they speak, read, write and even dream in 

Latvian.  

 

 What would we like to contribute to Latvia? Taxes, job places at our business company, services, 

opportunities and experience. We are ready to fight for those with guns in our arms, if need to be. On 

the other hand, we are also giving Latvia our daughters, loyalty, love and research.  

 

Our biggest challenge so far is connected to Latvian Citizenship Law. In it’s Article 14, for example, it 

states that citizenship status can be granted to those individuals who as of June 17, 1940 have been 

citizens of the Republics of Lithuania and Estonia, and to their descendants, as well as to those 

individuals who as of September 1, 1939 were citizens of the Republic of Poland, and to their 

descendants, granted that they can prove that for a period of 5 year prior to their application, they were 

permanently based in Latvia. However, my husband is a descendant of individuals who as of 1940 were 

citizens of the Republic of Latvia, rather than Lithuania, Estonia or Poland! So how come that Anatoliy is 

not entitled to this right, when people with Polish origins are?  

 

The latest news regarding initiative of one of MPs from “Visu Latvijai!” political party, to restrict 

residents with residence permit based on the purchase of real estate  in their rights to apply for 

permanent residence permit puts our family under severe threat! If given amendments are to be 

passed, our family's situation will become hopeless. This will restrict us and our children in our right to 

apply for citizenship, given the fact that citizenship is only granted to those who have had permanent 

residence permit for five year prior to the date of application.  



 

Non-citizens of Latvia can always pass the test and be granted a citizenship, whereas residents with 

temporary residence permit are not granted the same rights. Besides, if you have a temporary residence 

permit, a number of your rights are restricted (although they are granted to non-citizens) – most 

important of which, is the right for medical help, including emergency situations. One can live in such 

circumstances for five years, one can even bring their children up. But to stay in such status for the rest 

of your life seems impossible to me!  

  

Recent initiative of the amendments is unjust, even pointless. People who have acquired the temporary 

residence permit for a simple reason of visa-free entry to the EU countries do not live in Latvia. They will 

not succeed in acquiring the permanent residence permit, due to the fact that they will be unable to 

pass the language proficiency test, which is one of the requirements for receiving the permanent 

residence status.  

 

I pledge to all who have the opportunity to get through to responsible authorities, to forward my 

request to them and not to allow such amendments to the Migration law take place.  

 

SOLANGE (BRAZIL) 

My name is Solange and I’m 46 years old. I have been together with my Latvian husband for 15 years 

now. I grew up in Rio De Janeiro, but then moved to the north of Brazil. At the time, I was already 31 

years old and I said to my mother: ‘Forget it, I’m never marrying and having kids.’ Then I went on a trip 

to Paris, were I met the Latvian charm and – married. Of course, at the time I knew nothing about Latvia 

or its language. In the beginning, we lived in France for one and a half years. During that time, my first 

son Rihards was born.  

I started learning Latvian on my own, without a teacher. While in Paris, I started dreaming about life in 

Latvia, life in my new country. I assumed at the start that Latvia would be my new country. 15 years ago 

Latvia was a very different country. I was confused why people were staring at me, like I was different in 

some way. ‘You look like a true Latvian’ I was told. Of course, in the beginning, I didn’t speak very good 

Latvian, but I tried to. One and a half years later we moved to Portugal. At the time I was already getting 

better at the Latvian language, so I worked as a secretary at the Latvian Embassy in Portugal. That was a 

pretty big challenge. When the phone rang, I was nervous to pick it up not knowing what to expect on 

the other end of the phone line. Three years later we returned to Latvia, my language skills were much 

better. But the language department didn’t want to give me the documents to certify my knowledge of 

the language. That was very interesting. At the time, there were repairs being done at my house, that 

was done by a group of deaf people. I even spoke Latvian with them using the sign language, but the 

language department couldn’t understand me. They said: ‘Keep on learning’. That for me was difficult to 

hear. In the Integration centre they didn’t understand this decision, and they supported me, saying: ‘We 

can hear that you know the language and can handle it on your own’. I went to the Ministry of Education 

to find out about exams, but their attitude was horrible. In the end, they gave me the required level to 

get a permit to stay in the country. The last time I went to the Immigration department was two years 

ago. I have two children, one has already outgrown me – 180cm, but they keep saying: ‘Just wait, we 

don’t know if you’ll get the permit or not.’ And that’s painful for me. 



I’m working a lot to be able to bring the Latvian culture to Brazil and other countries where they speak 

French, Spanish or Italian. I accept Latvia as my country. People here, especially my husband’s friends 

accepted me. If they weren’t there, I don’t know how I would have managed. Because it’s cold here. 

Very cold. They gave me warmth, taking me like a small child on their hands. After 15 years in Latvia, I 

see that Latvia is a very different country, and I’m happy about that.  

I have a Brazilian citizenship and I don’t plan to leave my Brazilian passport behind, there’s no 
questioning that. But I am in Latvia and I will remain here. I want to believe that we will tolerate 
newcomers and each other even more in the future, because Latvia is a  wonderful country, the people 
here are wonderful with huge potential. My children are Latvian and also Brazilian, of course. One thing 
we can do is raise our children to tolerate each other more, so they accept everyone for who they are. 
Make it so they support variety, so they can think differently, observe the world differently, so it isn’t a 
negative aspect. Teach them that variety is beautiful. 

 

 

SINTIJA SMITE (LATVIA) 

I’m very happy to see so many people from so many different countries here. I myself was born in Latvia 

and I come from a mixed family. My mother is Latvian and my father is Georgian. I attended a Latvian 

school and university. I’ve worked in a couple of different Ministries, including the Society Integration 

Ministry when it was first created in 2003. At that time there wasn’t a lot of variety in Latvia, I think.  

My life was turned around mainly by the Latvian Georgian group, where I met a lot of wonderful 

Georgian people who live in Latvia. In the time between the fall of the USSR and 2004, my Georgian 

identity was completely concealed. Then it suddenly awakened, and I started to learn Georgian, I went 

to Georgia, I renewed contact with my family there. I worked there a little on different projects. And 

there in Georgia there was this one professor who told me to move on and continue studying. I pulled 

myself together, left my job and went on to study in Sweden for a year in International Relations. Then 

life lead me to Kyrgyzstan, where I spent almost 4 years. Coming back to Latvia, I was finally able to start 

following events currently happening in Latvia- Latvia’s presidency in the European Government. I work 

with countries from central Asia and am currently preparing for visits by people from Turkmenistan, 

Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan. 

I am happy to be involved with the integration project. What has it given me? It has given me the chance 

to get to know how Latvia has changed form a different perspective. My environment here is mostly 

Latvian. I know a few Georgian people here because they accepted me. But I know very little about the 

Russian life here in Latvia. I, of course, know at least a few Russian people, but I almost never talk to 

them about this aspect. The seminars, where I was able to get to know Latvian Russians through 

personal experiences were very valuable. I think that I could have more Russian friends here. What can I 

do with all this even further? I want to do something more on a personal level, not so much on the State 

level. I want to make friends with people who have immigrated here and enrich this country. I have met 

people who have lived here for a few years. They speak Latvian and importantly – they respect our land 

and culture. And that’s just wonderful. I want to build bridges on a personal level. I think that it has to 

be done, because the colours of the world just make it even more fulfilling. The flow of people is always 

active. As people leave the country, people are always coming in. If I can help someone or be useful, I’d 

happily do that. I think the treasure of the world is it’s multiplicity, and I hope that we can make all the 



state systems work so that they can cope with the modern day reality. There will be a lot of dilemmas 

and it won’t be easy, and I fully understand that. But systems are made by people, and I want all of us to 

always remember that. Thank you. 

 

ALDA SEBRE (LATVIA) 

I work in the Foundation for Society Integration. ‘I thank Latvia and God for giving me what my country 

didn’t’. These words were told to me not long ago by a a person who has come to live in Latvia from 

outside EU. I’ve been living by these words for quite some time now. These words make me think what 

have we given and what has been given to us. 

Lately we’ve been thinking a lot about what does it mean to be one of us, and what does it mean to be 

one of them. What do we accept, and what we don’t. I think that the word ‘Integration’ has become a 

sort of swear word, and that’s kind of sad as I haven’t yet found an alternative word. 

Even from the kindergarten age we compare people – he has fair hair, he has dark hair, he’s taller, he’s 

shorter. That's how it happens in daily life – one is from Latvia, one is from Brazil, one is from the US or 

Russia. What does it mean to be a foreigner? A place can be foreign, a person can be foreign. You chose 

a foreign place only when you have no other option. You chose it because you want to. We meet more 

and more people that we don’t know at all. I live in the west side of the river Daugava and I’ve noticed 

that for quite some time, there has been a woman in Imanta, walking around in a Burka. In Imanta it 

would seem very unusual, but for her it’s just her culture. 

We as a country need to think about the people, who want to learn Latvian, who want to understand 

our traditions, who want to live here. We have to talk and behave like ourselves and how we want 

others to see us. You all are also saying that you want to live here, you want to pay your taxes, create 

jobs. You want to give back to this country. It is imperative that some one up there in the government 

hears this. 

We live in a time full of challenges. From one perspective, we are free, we can say what we think. The 

question is: how far does our freedom go and how much harm can our free speech do? We here in 

Latvia right now are in a crossing point to settle on how will our integration politics work. Will it be good 

enough so that later on we can be proud of it? I think we are in the second phase of integration. The first 

phase was started 25 years ago when we renewed our independence. Right now we have a unique 

opportunity to chose what we want and how we want it. 

We provide language studies, we provide integration courses, we provide the chance to practice their 

Latvian language. We think about people with education and experience and whether they can get a job 

that is suitable for them. Does healthcare depends on how long a person has lived here? This system 

needs to be well coordinated and clear. If we don’t do this, after a while we will get stuck and only then 

realise that we are in the middle of a swamp. People will come to Latvia anyway, the question is, do we 

want to coordinate it or not. If we don’t want to, then we have to close our borders. There are no other 

options to limit the amount of people going in or out. But we won’t do that, because the only countries 

that do that are totalitarian. And Latvia will never be a totalitarian country. 

It’s important to understand that the people that come here are not just statistical data. They are 

people with experience. With their own needs, everyone has their cause and motivation why you are 



here. It’s important that we talk about these things. We have been talking about it for many years now. I 

just want to say that evolution is happening and it’s moving towards the brighter side. If I talk about 

myself, I have a meeting with people who have come here from different countries around the world. 

From the Integration program side of things, we will do everything in our power. Thank you. 

 

LIGA PURINA-PURITE (LATVIA) 

About 5 years ago we read an advertisement that the Ministry of Culture is declaring an Integration 

project competition. That’s how we got started. We came together in the Arts centre and started 

thinking. We started with what we couldn’t do with integration. The program was declared to teach 

Latvian. We understood that we couldn’t possibly do that, as we just didn’t know how to. Then we each 

answered our question: ‘What is integration for me and how do we see it?’ Even among my friends 

there were a diverse opinions on integration. In our hearts we are nationalists. To be polite, when 

talking about integration we don’t say anything, but deep down we think: ‘Do we, Latvians, really need 

this?’ That’s why we wanted to start with our own solution to integration – with the receiving society. 

That’s us, the people that are taking on the newcomers. We thought further – people of our age are not 

very likely to change. Of course, we could listen to interesting stories, but we need to start working with 

children in the primary school and kindergarten age. That's how the first jobs were made’. At this time, 

we’ve worked on many different projects and have made a lot of material. 

We made a play for the kids called ‘Kurt smores to let his head rest’ based works by the Norwegian 
writer Erlen Lu. A story that one day in a container in Norway, people from other lands are found and 
how society does or doesn’t accept them. That was our question to the kids: can we accept those who 
are different to us. In our work we incorporated 30 kids from the ‘Zīļuks’ theatre. This work was aimed 
at the title nation itself. The receiving society. Through the period of 4 years, this project has toured the 
whole of Latvia. It has been in schools, culture centres, we’ve even made a DVD of it. We think that with 
this we have engaged young people’s minds on the subject whether or not we can accept those who are 
different. All four years have been devoted to the fact that we don’t teach Latvian, but rather make the 
children think about the fact that the people around them could be different, but that we accept them 
anyway. Have we accomplished our goal? We’ll just have to wait and see. Come to the Arts centre, our 
material is available to everyone. The library is open from 11 AM to 18 PM every weekday at Alberta 
street 13. 

 

 

 

 
 

 



Given Publication was compiled using materials from International Peace Circles Manual, first published 
by International Organisation “Initiatives of Change”, Melbourne, Australia, 2007.  

Parts of this material related to the Peace Circles can be done by quoting “Creators of Peace - Initiatives 
of Change”. 

If you wish to take part in “Peace Circle” training programmes, please get in touch with  
creatorsofpeace@iofc.org  or contact people in Latvia annapozogina@gmail.com, and  
inese.voika@gmail.com  
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