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Latvia is charactering by the specific demographic
development with the two main features: systematic
reduction of the total population as result of natural decrease
(depopulation) and the migration process, where emigration
has prevailed. As the the tempo of depopulation in Latvia is
one of the highest in Europe last years, the Ministry of
Welfare is developed conception The State Policy of Family.

From the November, 2002 the Ministry for Special
Assignments for Children and Family Affairs is established in
the Cabinet of Ministers, and the Ministry of Health is
restablished. One of the priorities mentioned in National
Development Plan is a development of human resources and
a promotion of employment. 

27.  Population
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27.1. Population and density

Figure 27.1.1.  European Union and the candidate-states population density
Source: Central Statistical Bureau
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Latvia according to population is one of the smallest states in
Europe. Among the EU candidate-states only Estonia,
Slovenia, Malta and Cyprus, but of the EU states Luxembourg
have a population that is even smaller than in Latvia (Figure
27.5.2.).

Since the regaining of independence, the dynamics of
Latvia's population has a distinct downward trend. This is
determined by both the systematic prevalence of the number
of deaths over the number of births, and also the dominance
of emigration in the course of migration processes. The rate
of decrease of population (0.6%-1% per year) was and is one
of highest in the world. Of the 43 states of the Council of
Europe, in recent years a more rapid decrease in population
has been observed only in Georgia and the Ukraine. Thus,
the population of Latvia decreases more rapidly than all the
other EU candidate-states and the 15 EU states. The main
cause is the low level of marriages and births, which with the
given level of deaths ensures a generation renewal only to

the amount of 53-59%. Moreover, the State has a somewhat
high level of ageing population. Similarly, the emigration
process of inhabitants continues.

Latvia is also a state with a low population density; moreover,
this is systematically decreasing (from 41 persons per 1 km2

at the beginning of the 1990s to 36 persons in 2002). This is
associated with the reduction of the total population as result
of natural decrease (depopulation) and emigration. Of the
EU candidate-states only the population density of Estonia is
even lower (30 persons per 1 km2), and of the EU states it is
significantly lower in Sweden (20) and Finland (15).

Only one of the 26 districts of Latvia (Rîga district) does the
population density exceed the State average level, but the
greater part of the population live in low population density
circumstances (there 8 districts with an average density of
less than 15 persons per 1 km2). The highest population
density is in Rîga (2,434) and Rçzekne (2,238).

A characteristic feature of Latvia is that the population of
cities during the years of independence has decreased more
rapidly than in rural areas. In the period from 1989 to 2000
(between censuses), the population in cities has decreased
by 270,000 people or 14.3%, but in rural areas - relatively by
19,000 people or 2.4%. This trend has been preserved also
for the last three years. This can be explained by the
emigration of non-Latvians from Latvia, mainly from the
largest cities, as well as a much higher birth rate in populated
rural areas in comparison with the capital city of Rîga and
other large cities. The decrease in the rural population was
also retarded in first half of the 1990s by former city dwellers
that had regained their property in rural areas. On the basis
of the proportion of city dwellers (67.9% in 2002), Latvia is
in middle range of EU candidate-states.

The Rîga region dominates in terms of demographic and
economic development. If in four of the five State regions
live 317,000 to 378,000 people, then in the Rîga region -
nearly one million or 40% of the total population of the State

(including Rîga - about 750,000 people). However, the
proportion of the population of the City of Rîga has
decreased a little (from 34.2% in 1989 to 31.9% in 2002).

27.2. Population by cities and rural areas
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One of the special features of the composition of Latvia's
population is the large proportion of females (54.0%) in the
total population. At the moment, this relative prevalence of
the number of females over the number of males in Latvia is
larger than in EU member states and candidate-states. On the
basis of UN Population division data it is the highest in the
world (even though the differences with Estonia, the Ukraine
and some other sates is not very large). This fact is associated

the destructive consequences of WWII, the higher death rate
among males, the dramatic decrease in the birth rate in
recent years (there is a prevalence of males among the new-
born) and partly also with the increased emigration of males.
However, in the age groups up to 28 years there is slight
prevalence. In the older working age groups and especially in
the pensionable age group, the number of females
significantly exceeds the number of males.

27.3. Population by sex

Unfortunately, Latvia is also one of the demographically
oldest states in Europe and the world. The proportion and

numbers of children systematically reduces, but the number
and proportion of pensionable age persons increases. Since
the renewal of independence the number of children up to
14 years of age has decreased by nearly 180,000, but their
proportion in the total population - from 21% to 17%. Of the
EU candidate-states this proportion is even lower in Bulgaria
and the Czech Republic.

According to the proportion of old people Latvia (15.5% of
the population are 65 years and older) exceeds all EU
candidate-states, except Bulgaria, and is among 10-12 states
in the world with the largest proportion of inhabitants of
pensionable age. The average age of the population has
increased from 36.3 years in 1989 to 38.2 years in 2000, and
continues to grow in the 21st century.

However, it should be noted that in recent years the
demographic burden1 has begun to decrease. This is
facilitated by both the reduction in the number of inhabitants
of younger years and also (partly) the gragradual increase in
the pensionable age.

27.4. Population by main age groups 

A characteristic demographic development feature in Latvia is
a low birth rate. Since 1991 the number of deaths exceeds
the number of births, but since 1993 this excess has fluctua-
ted between 12,000 (2000) up to 17,000 -18,000 (1994-
1995). Therefore by natural means alone the population in

the State has shrunk by 135,000 people since 1992.

Since 1995 the number of births per 1,000 inhabitants is less
than 9 (in 2001 it was 8.3) - this is less than in other European
states (Figure 27.4.2.). On the other hand, the level of deaths,
taking into account the low life span of inhabitants (average
length of life) and the high level of ageing, is very high. In the
last few years the mortality rate per 1,000 inhabitants
fluctuates around 14, and is one of the highest in Europe.
Among the 43 Council of Europe states this indicator is larger
only in Russia and the Ukraine.

In the last three-four years births in Latvia have increased a
little. The total birth rate2 has grown from 1.11 in 1998 to
1.20-1.24 in 2000-2002; however, it is still very far from the
necessary level for the renwal of generations (2.15) and is
among the lowest in the world. In none of the EU states is the
birth level so low, but of the EU candidate-states an even
lower level can be observed in the Czech Republic (the
situation in Romania, Bulgaria, Slovakia and Slovenia is
similar). There is a very low birth rate in the cities, especially
in Rîga (the total birth rate in 2001 - 1.0).

27.5. Population fertility, mortality and natural increase

1 The number of children and inhabitants of pensionable age per 1,000 working age inhabitants
2 Total birth rate - the average number of children that could be born to a woman at the relevant birth rate level
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During the whole period since the regaining of independen-
ce, in the migration process emigration has prevailed. In the
period from 1991 to 2000 net migration comprised more
than 170,000 people. A small reduction of population as a
result of international migration was noted also in 2001-2002
(about 10,000 people).

The statistical data indicates that the volume of immigration
and emigration has significantly decreased. Most people
emmigrate to the Commonwealth of Independent States
(CIS), especially to Russia. Gradually the proportion of former
Soviet republics in the gross migration and emigration is
shrinking, but the role of the western direction is growing,
also the proportion of North America. Of the EU states, since
1995 most Latvian inhabitants emigrated to Germany. Of
those emigrating the greater part were born in Russia (in
2001 - 46%), those born in Latvia form about one third.
Similarly among immigrants most were born in Russia (in
2001 - 37%), the proportion of those born in Latvia
comprised one quarter. Governments up to now have

promoted the voluntary emigration of non-citizens to their
ethnic homelands, as well as within the scopes of
international agreements on the free movement of the work
force.

27.6. Population long-term migration

Figure 27.5.2. Population in total and population fertility, mortality and
natural increase per 1,000 inhabitants in EU and candidate states
Source: Central Statistical Bureau

As a positive trend it should be emphasised also that since the
second half of the 1990s a trend has appeared for the
mortality intensity to decrease. As a result the average life
expectancy in 2001 was 65.2 years for males and 76.6 years
for females, which is noticeably more than 5-6 years

previously. However, these indicators are one of the lowest in
Europe, moreover, in all the EU member states and
candidate-states they are higher (except for Estonia where
they are similar, and in Rumania, Bulgaria and Turkey where
the life expectancy of women is a little lower than in Latvia).
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The last statewide demographic projections in Latvia were
carried out in 1998-1999. They were prepared by the
University of Latvia Demography Centre in co-operation
with the CSB (see the bulletin: "Latvian Demographic
Development Projections: 1998-2025", Riga, 1999). At this
time work is in train for a new projection cycle (utilising the
last census data and Eurostat methodologies).

Basically the projections of the previous cycle have to date
come to pass. Also the hypotheses regarding the nature of
the demographic process may essentially be similar
(regarding the reduction in the total population, the
expected increase in birth rates and the reduction in the
intensity of death rates (more rapidly - males), the shrinking
of the negative net migration, regarding the further
development of the ageing process and similar). However, it
should be noted that in the census 42 thousand less people
were determined the CSB has earlier published (and with this
the number utilised as a basis projections). This difference
needs to be taken into account when using the projections
referred to earlier. Moreover, the negative net migration still
remains, but in accordance with the middle variant forecast,
the numbers of emigrants and immigrants should have been
equal. The total number and composition of population for
the development of projections is now most hampered by
the unpredictability of specification of migration flows
(volume) after the expected accession of Latvia to the
European Union (in 2004).

In accordance with the data of the previous forecast cycle,
the population of Latvia in 2010 will be within the limits of
2,275,000 to 2,356,000 (on the basis of the middle variant
2,315,000). Taking into account the previously referred to
42,000 people short-fall and the observed emigration
exceeding immigration in recent years, the most probable
size of the population in the State in 2010 would be
approximately 50,000 -70,000 less (about 2,250,000- on the
basis of the middle variant).
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