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MEETING REPORT 

Conference on Social Protection in the Baltic States 

24 - 25 November in Riga, Latvia 
 
Introduction 
 
On the 24th and 25th of November, Eurodiaconia held a conference on social protection in the Baltic States in 
Riga, Latvia. The meeting was hosted by Diakonija, the Diaconia Centre of the Evangelical Lutheran Church 
of Latvia (ELCL), and attended by Lithuanian and Latvian social workers as well as by guest speakers from 
the Netherlands.  
 
Ramona Petrika from Diakonija opened the meeting and set the scene on the topic. She introduced 
Eurodiaconia and the guest speakers from Kerk in Actie, Netherlands, as well as the participants from Lithuania 
and Latvia. Oskars Smolaks, Head of Diakonija, welcomed the participants and led the group in prayer. He 
stressed the importance of the meeting and of diaconal services in supporting people in need. Oskars 
continued to present the work of Diakonija in Latvia, running for example soup kitchens, centres for children 
and support for families. Ramona thanked Oskars and gave the floor to Stephan Burger, Policy and 
Membership Development Officer of Eurodiaconia. 
 
Stephan Burger, Eurodiaconia 
 
Stephan first presented the structure and activities of Eurodiaconia and then devoted the main part of his 
presentation to concrete EU efforts to tackle poverty and achieve upward social convergence. To this end, he 
presented two key initiatives which can support service providers at the national level: the European Semester, 
which was created in 2010, and the European Pillar of Social Rights, which was announced by President 
Juncker in 2015 and is currently under construction.  
 
The European Semester was originally developed as a tool to deliver on the targets of the Europe2020 
Strategy, which includes a headline target to reduce the number of persons at risk of poverty by 20 million by 
2020. Stephan explained that the European Semester has unfortunately focused more and more on 
macroeconomic governance in recent years, emphasising fiscal consolidation and becoming disconnected 
from the EU2020 poverty target. However, efforts are being undertaken at both EU and national level to 
rebalance economic and social priorities in the Semester; it remains a core tool for advocacy organisations 
and service providers to make their voices heard on the social situation in their country and to engage with 
policy makers on achieving change.  
 
The final part of the presentation was devoted to the European Pillar of Social Rights, of which a preliminary 
outline (containing 20 principles, divided into three chapters) was released in March 2016. A public consultation 
is ongoing until the end of the year. Stephan presented the contents of the preliminary outline and discussed 
key risks as well as opportunities tied to the new initiative. He summarised actions which Eurodiaconia has 
undertaken over the course of 2016 to share a diaconal perspective on the Pillar, and warmly encouraged all 
participants to monitor the implementation of the Pillar in the following years and share observations at local 

http://t.signauxhuit.com/e1t/c/5/f18dQhb0S7lC8dDMPbW2n0x6l2B9nMJN7t5XZsRbPVHN2zhwWYfmQbKW8qC6LR56dJqxf4Lff3F02?t=http%3a%2f%2fec.europa.eu%2fsocial%2feasi&si=5863428270325760&pi=ca44b045-4662-4c92-a895-07c8309ea308
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and national level with the Eurodiaconia secretariat. He also emphasised the importance of calling for a clearer 
link between the Pillar and the European Semester.  
Laila Balga, European Anti-Poverty Network (EAPN) Latvia 
 
The next speaker was Laila Balga from the European Anti-Poverty Network (EAPN) in Latvia. She introduced 
the work of EAPN and stressed the fact that small organisations can influence policy at European level through 
networks such as EAPN and Eurodiaconia. In Latvia, a national anti-poverty network was formed in 2013 by 
a group of seven organisations. Laila explained the situation of poverty in Latvia, stating that 70% of Latvian 
families cannot live comfortably after they have paid their bills, but the media hardly addresses this issue. 
Other problems are connected to the rising costs of electricity bills which are impossible for some people to 
pay, thereby also increasing health problems. In order to change the situation, EAPN Latvia has constantly 
advocated for an income increase towards the Latvian government. In fact, a study of the United Nations 
shows that relative income levels in Latvia are among the lowest of the world. Laila called on NGOs to raise 
their voices more loudly on these issues and to talk more about poverty in the media. She continued with a 
brief overview of EAPN’s work at the European level, stating that EAPN Latvia participates in meetings in 
Brussels every year to raise awareness of the issue of poverty. This year, the debate was about political 
participation for people experiencing poverty. In this context, she mentioned the importance of the European 
Pillar of Social Rights.  
 
Panel discussion 
 
Following these presentations, a panel discussion took place to discuss a range of concrete projects and 
services by different organisations, which aim to tackle poverty and empower vulnerable individuals.  
 

- Ramona first passed the floor to Oksana Pieciene from the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Lithuania. 

The Lutheran diaconia in Lithuania is a public organisation which runs, amongst others, rehabilitation 

centres and projects for children and families. One of these projects is called ‘Sempre’. It provides 

social services for people in poverty, including women who have experienced abuse and children with 

drug-addicted parents. The project offers shelter, a day centre and field trips for the children. Other 

examples of projects which the Lutheran diaconia has initiated are a six month project on home care, 

a seminar with Swedish speakers about methods and approaches working with children, and a crisis 

group for women who have faced abuse. 

- The next panellist introduced her work in a social centre in Riga. The centre is open every day, often 

longer than officially scheduled, and its staff mostly work with families, seniors, migrants and addicts. 

It initially started off as a place to establish social contacts and offered different activities for the target 

groups, such as consultations and prayers. Over time, it evolved into a bigger project, now offering 

also education courses such as English language training, social interaction courses, a club for new 

mothers and other activities. Social workers and psychologists are available to give people in need 

qualified advice. Thanks to financial support from the city council, the association can afford to employ 

a social worker who is present all the time, but the activities are also supported by volunteers. These 

volunteers invest a lot of their free time but unfortunately they cannot receive any financial 

compensation, as the resources of the church are very limited. 

- Inese Krastina described the work of the Latvian branch of the Salvation Army. They are running a 

centre for children, a social centre for people with special needs in Riga and a soup kitchen, and they 

organise bible studies. There are different interest groups involved in their activities, for example other 

NGOs with whom they cooperate on projects. One project is a centre for people with addictions; a 

great number of people in poverty suffers from addictions and visits the centre to receive help. 

Following the statements, Ramona opened the floor for discussion on the question of perspectives for future 
cooperation. The panellists stressed that cooperation is important as many people in society increasingly need 
more support and that it is impossible to help them without cooperating with other NGOs who do similar work. 
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Many services are currently already being offered in cooperation with other stakeholders, such as social 
service providers and city councils. Collaboration is needed to cover the needs of all citizens and to furthermore 
find the best solutions to their problems. To do so, many NGOs advise local governments on the specific needs 
they’re observing among the vulnerable individuals they’re working with. Other important points mentioned 
were cooperation with private investors and work with volunteers. Speakers stressed the importance of 
volunteers for being able to support as many people as possible, but also stated that important services should 
not be dependent on the availability of volunteers, as they can never substitute full-time work. At the end of 
the discussion, Ramona thanked all panellists and the participants for their contributions and closed the first 
day of the meeting. 
 
 
Day II 
 
Līga Rasnača, University of Latvia 
 
The second day started with a presentation by Līga Rasnača, University of Latvia, on social sustainability and 
innovation to reduce inequities in the Baltic States. Liga first addressed the question of what social 
sustainability is, stating that not only selfish interests are important, but that society also has to think about the 
well-being of neighbours and next generations. Social inequity is a key term to understand social sustainability; 
it can be measured through the availability of health care and shelter, but also in subjective terms by looking 
at wealth distribution and at how society perceives it. Liga continued to explain the impacts of social inequity, 
stating that it creates slower economic growth and greater instability as well as growing societal dissatisfaction 
and distrust in democracy.  
 
Looking at the situation in the Baltic States, Liga stated that, according to a 2015 Eurostat survey, poverty 
rates are highest in Latvia. People in Latvia accept poverty as a self-evident phenomenon, reiterating the belief 
that it is normal for persons who lost their job to become poor. This has an impact on the social welfare system, 
which allows people in employment to receive tax reductions while reducing benefits for people who lose their 
job. These rules also apply to families, which has a severe impact on child poverty. In Latvia and Lithuania, for 
example, the child poverty risk lies above 30 percent. Social protection for pensioners is also insufficient, as 
they face much lower income levels than other groups and drastically increasing poverty levels. Society fosters 
poverty through prejudices. Many assume that those facing unemployment do not have the necessary skills 
to work or do not want to work, but in fact the employment rate in the Baltic States is much higher than the EU 
average. In conclusion, Liga stated that both objective and subjective data reveal the high level of inequity in 
the Baltic States, leading to a high risk of poverty. 
 
Jānis Āboliņš from Latvijas Kredītņēmēju asociācija 
 
The second speaker was Jānis Āboliņš from Latvijas Kredītņēmēju asociācija, a Latvian association of 
borrowers. He was the first person in Latvia to begin insolvency processes in the country. In 2008, the financial 
crisis hit Latvia the hardest and caused significant financial problems for individuals, with half of the Latvian 
population involved in debt processes. Still today, most Latvians have debts but are unable to repay them as 
their salaries are insufficient to do so. Janis started the process of insolvency with 150 persons at a time within 
a two years period. Since then, 9000 people have started the insolvency process, with one third having 
successfully resolved their debts. Janis furthermore advocates for a law to ensure that a minimum income of 
380 euros per month is necessary for indebted persons to ensure they can continue to meet the basic needs 
of themselves and their families. 
 
Next, Janis addressed the question of what churches can do. He stressed that he, within the framework of his 
organisation, can only support people in a legal way, but that people also need psychological support. Church-
based organisations can help people in debt to not give up on themselves and to find ways of how to continue 
life in difficult situations. This is especially relevant as many people in debt suffer from psychological problems 
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and suicidal thoughts. In the end, Janis stressed the high rate of Latvians who leave the country because of 
the bad social situation, reiterating the value every citizen who stays represents for Latvia. 
 
Peter Rijsdijk and Hendrik-Jan Graber, Kerk in Actie – Debt Aid Buddies 
 
The next speaker was Peter Rijsdijk, coordinator of the ‘Debt Aid Buddies’ initiative from the Netherlands. He 
started his presentation by stating that financial behavior is like an iceberg. People see how they use money 
but they cannot understand why they use it this way. In the context of debt, he explained that people who think 
they can never escape debt anyway also act accordingly. Therefore, he stressed the importance of changing 
the thinking of people in order to change their financial behavior. Peter continued by presenting biblical 
evidence of rational advice for a healthier life. He explained the principles of God’s economy and continued 
with the operational aspects of their work based on these principles. Five years ago, there was a similar 
situation in the Netherlands as in Latvia, as there was no project to help people in debt. Kerk in Actie created 
emergency funds to help people to buy food and cover basic needs. This was the first step and a foundation 
for improvement of the situation. The next step was the establishment of debt aid buddies, helping people in 
financial need through well-trained volunteers. A third step involved job aid buddies which help people to find 
a job and become independent again, also through the help of volunteers. 
 
Peter stressed that people in poverty often remain hidden, feeling too ashamed to ask for help. They are 
supported by all churches in Delft through food aid, in close cooperation with food banks and clothing banks. 
Peter emphasized that cooperation with other organisations and local authorities is needed in order to conduct 
all planned activities. The church-based emergency fund finances part of their work, thereby also reinforcing 
the relevance of churches in society. They take care of people in need beyond the support given by the 
government during working hours, including offering help during weekends. Churches have a signal function 
towards local governments, who acknowledge the important work which churches are doing. Peter continued 
to explain how a church emergency fund can be set up. First of all, a core group has to be initiated which then 
reaches out to other churches for cooperation. A target group has to be defined, ideally the focus should be 
placed on those facing extreme poverty. At this stage, other network partners should be approached and a 
dialogue should be initiated with local governments to discuss the legal status and income sources for the 
emergency fund. In this context, Peter also stressed the importance of communication, not only in relation to 
the activities of churches but also about the struggle of people facing stigmatization.  
 
In order to support people facing debt and stigmatization, the debt aid buddy project was created. It offers help 
to everybody before, during and after the emergence of financial problems, and it is based on the commitment 
of trained volunteers. The volunteers go through a three-day training course which teaches them to deal with 
people, budgets and debts in practice. In 2015, the project helped around 13500 people through the internet 
alone, where people can seek help on an anonymous basis. Volunteers were able to help an additional group 
of 5000 people offline. The strategy is to focus on prevention, but to also offer support when prevention is no 
longer possible. In the prevention phase, people are provided with information on avoiding marketing traps, on 
budgeting and on changing mindsets regarding dealing with money. In the aftermath, a focus is placed on 
preventing recurrence of debt, on the application of lessons learned and on providing psychological care. 
Volunteers give their ‘buddies’ personal attention and support them in their engagement with municipal 
authorities and debtors.  
 
Participants asked questions about the profile of volunteers, the role of religion in the project and outreach 
activities. Regarding the profile, Peter stressed that volunteers are selected from different sectors, including 
both the banking and the social sector, and that the skills needed for the work are provided through the training 
course. Religion plays a role as many volunteers feel driven by the Gospel message. The outreach and 
identification of people experiencing debt happens, amongst others, through the internet. For example, it’s 
possible to accurately identify regions where many people face debts, and to advertise services in a targeted 
way. The information is being provided by companies which use specific data collection techniques. 
Furthermore, the debt aid buddy project places google ads on related websites such as gambling sites, which 
directly refer people to the debt support website.  



    
 
 

 
 

Page 5 of 5 

 
 
 
Group work 
 
Following the presentation, the participants were divided into groups to discuss different theses. Several 
groups discussed: 1) whether churches can provide debt support also without going back to the roots of biblical 
principles behind their diaconal work; 2) whether a volunteer’s financial literacy is more important than love 
and compassion; 3) to what extent diaconal social workers might struggle to speak freely about the religious 
principles which drive their work.  
 

- The groups stated that scripture should serve as a foundation of inspiration for social action, and that 

churches’ work on debt aid should be based on biblical principles. Regarding the second thesis, 

participants stressed that voluntary work needs to derive from love and compassion in order to be able 

to do the work in the first place, although financial skills are an additional bonus. Regarding the third 

thesis, many stated that showing compassion in practice was most important and that there is no need 

to tell people about religious motives; many volunteers might get asked about their reasons for helping 

once they have developed a closer connection with their buddies.  

Other groups looked at a different set of claims, discussing 1) whether it would be possible to start emergency 
funds by the churches in the Baltic States in spite of the fact that people have less money than in the 
Netherlands and 2) whether churches can overcome their differences and cooperate to start a fund together. 
 

- Participants indicated that a key obstacle to emergency funds in the Baltic States lies in the mistrust 

between congregations. Also, many people in the church are experiencing debt themselves, which 

makes it hard for them to contribute to emergency funds. However, the potential of helping other 

people in non-financial form such as providing food or advice is seen as a good starting point. The 

potential cooperation between various churches was evaluated differently by Lithuanian and Latvian 

participants. The Lithuanians stressed that the Catholic Church is dominant in the country and does 

not show great interest in cooperating with other denominations. In Latvia, there are four different 

denominations of approximately equal size which already cooperate in some parts of the country.  

Conclusion 
 
In the concluding session, Stephan from Eurodiaconia and Ramona from Diakonija thanked all participants 
and speakers for their contributions. They emphasized the need for Latvian churches to cooperate across 
denomination boundaries in their fight against poverty and social exclusion, and expressed their hope that the 
conference could serve as a fruitful starting point. 
 


