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2  By Sean O’Donnell

The Latvian Health Service 
is in a state of disarray. Make 
no mistake about it! Having 
spent the whole of last week 
in Stradins Hospital I can give 
testimony to the fact that the 
system is a disgrace and that 
both structure and individuals 
(at all levels) are at fault. 

Say something about this 
to health workers and heads 
will nod in agreement before 
the standard sentence of “but 
there is no money in the bud-
get” is proclaimed. “It is wast-
ed.”

It costs nothing to ensure 
cleaners clean properly and 
that any necessary repairs 
are reported and undertaken 
in as short a time as possible, 
nor does it cost anything to 
ensure patients receive their 
meals. On my second day in 
the hospital I was not given 
any meals because they forgot 
I was on the ward! No medi-
cal checks were made despite 
the doctor requesting this. 
A patient with an even more 

serious condition could eas-
ily have got worse, or indeed 
died, and this would be due to 
hospital negligence.

There is something seri-
ously wrong if patient infor-
mation is not shared or re-
corded correctly, the doctor 
in the emergency department 
fails to tell you his diagno-
sis and the patient finds out 
from a porter, and observa-
tions and medical checks are 
not conducted properly. These 
simple errors can lead to pa-
tients staying in the hospital 
longer, occupying beds for a 
longer period, meaning other 
patients lie on trolleys in cor-
ridors as happened to me.

I have nothing but praise 
for Dr. Kravale and Sigita, the 
nurse who was responsible 
for my care. They are two ded-
icated professionals who un-
derstand their profession as a 
vocation yet work under con-
ditions that are without doubt 
soul destroying, and they get 
paid peanuts. Meanwhile, the 
hospital board and govern-
ment officials receive good 

salaries and benefits for sitting 
in their plush chairs, screwing 
up a health system that should 
be far better than it is now.

Hospital managers are com-
plaining that bankruptcy looms 
for their respective hospitals. It 
is not surprising, but these man-
agers must accept some of the 
blame for this situation. An au-
dit of how they managed their 
respective budgets, coupled 
with an examination of their 
management and organizational 
structure, would reveal serious 
weaknesses which if corrected 
could deliver some improve-
ments to the Health System 
and boost staff morale. How-
ever, the pen pushers at the 
Health Ministry need to do a 
lot more than call meetings and 
exhale hot air. Be in no doubt 
that we, the users of the health 
service, know where much of 
the blame lies

Running an effective health 

service is not all about money. 
So much more can be done us-
ing the means at one’s disposal. 
Use the talents and skills of ex-
isting staff, nurture and develop 
them. Those who under per-
form should be challenged and, 
if necessary, dismissed. One can 
no longer put a plaster over the 
boil, one has to lance it and that 
seems to be a real problem for 
management.

What I saw and experienced 
last week was nothing short of 
shameful, and it has spurred me 
on the be more vocal and find 
ways of addressing these is-
sues because I, for one, have no 
faith in the overall management 
of the Health Service. We can 
protest and complain, but let’s 
face it, the health minister and 
hospital managers will make po-
lite statements and continue to 
draw their salaries whilst hiding 
behind red tape and the prom-
ise that solutions will be found 

in the next six years. Six years 
to make sure hospital wards are 
cleaned properly, toilets work, 
that there is hot water to wash 
hands with? Six years to im-
prove communication between 
personnel and departments, 
and to ensure patients are not 
given wrong medication or an 
incorrect diagnosis because pa-
tient notes are not updated?

Six years to solve the prob-
lem of why the meals provided 
in hospitals do not reflect a 
healthy balanced diet?

Six years is longer than the 
full term of the president and 
the Saeima. The Health Service 
does not have six years; Latvia 
does not have six years. The 
Latvia of today MUST work 
EFFECTIVELY for the Latvia of 
tomorrow.
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COMMENTARY

Latvia doesn’t have six years to get well again

(Continued from Page 14)

Personally, I am against the 
abortion ban. As for the ban on 
homosexuality, it is absolutely 
incompatible with the fundamental 
human rights and principles of  the 
European Union.

Perhaps you’ve heard of  
the ongoing legal wrangling 
in Lithuania as to whether the 
LGBT community should be 
allowed, or not, to march on 
Gediminas avenue, the main 
street of  the Lithuanian capital. 
What’s your take on that?

Absolutely, gays have the right. 
Homosexuality is part of  human 
existence. Our nature is to be 
either heterosexual or homosexual. 
It’s really not up to the state or 
authorities to interfere into people’s 
lives. When I see people walk down 
the street, it never comes to my 
mind to ask them whether they 
are gay or straight. I simply accept 
them the way they are. I believe that 
everyone should do the same.

Can you be sure that some 
foreign intelligence service is not 
spying on you?

No, I cannot. In fact, I’ve 
just ordered a thorough sweep 
of  a number of  offices, rooms 
and bureaus in the European 
Parliament to check whether 
there are some installations that 
shouldn’t be there.

Did you call U.S. President 
Barack Obama after the U.S. 

snooping scandal broke out and 
tell him that it is not nice to 
eavesdrop on, and bug friends?

(grins) If  I had the chance to 
speak directly with him, I’d have 
called him up. But I summoned a 
U.S. ambassador in Brussels and 
my message to him was quite clear: 
Americans should not treat their 
best friends as enemies.

Will the spying scandal bend, 
or is already bending, EU and 
U.S. relations?

It’s a burden for the relations. 
That’s for sure. If  you discovered 
that your neighbor is secretly 
listening to the conversations 
you’re having at your home, you will 
certainly not be happy about it, to 
put it mildly. Between true friends, 
mutual respect is essential. If  this is 
true, what Americans do shows a lot 
of  disrespect. We still need answers 
as to why they are doing so. What is 
the reason for that? And, secondly, 
who is helping them in Europe? 
And perhaps the NSA leaker, 
Snowden, cannot be only blamed 
for revealing the facts. It appears 
that, asked by the Americans, some 
European countries spy on each 
other. And this seems to be very 
strange to me. I really question 
whether the 18 services under the 
NSA’s roof  are really controlled 
by the American government. My 
feeling is some issues are really out 
of  control there.

When are we going to see you 
in Lithuania next?

I think for the Vilnius summit 
in November.

Euro-legislators more acquiescent towards Moscow: 
The Baltics’ exception still stands
By Stefano Braghiroli

A study recently conducted at 
the Center for EU-Russia Studies 
[http://ceurus.ut.ee/] of  the Univer-
sity of  Tartu and financed by the 
Estonian Research Mobility Scheme 
(ERMOS) looks at the European Par-
liament’s voting stance towards Rus-
sia and at legislators’ attitudes when 
EU’s relations with Moscow are 
concerned. The analysis includes 
the current and past parliamentary 
term, thereby covering a period that 
goes from 2004 to 2013. 

One of  the study’s key assets is 
to measure legislators’ favorability 
towards Moscow based on the analy-
sis of  the expressed votes. The mea-
sure developed, called legislators’ 
average voting stance (AVS), ranges 
from 1 to -1, respectively denoting 
the most positive and most negative 
voting attitudes. 

Most of  the votes related to Rus-
sia and the EU-Russia relations held 
in the time span analyzed deal with 
human and political rights, bilateral 
cooperation, Russia’s relations with 
its neighbors, disarmament, and 
conflict management in areas such 
as Kosovo or Chechnya. 

According to the study, in both 
the 6th and 7th EP the state of  hu-
man and political rights in Russia 
emerge as the most commonly de-
bated issue area. However, while in 
the previous term these votes repre-
sented barely one fourth of  the bills 
debated on Russia, in the 7th EP the 
votes related to human and political 
rights represent more than 60 per-
cent of  the total. 

The EP’s stance towards Mos-
cow’s violations is generally depict-
ed as more intransigent and princi-
pled. Indicative in this respect is its 
recent call to impose a visa ban on 

Russian officials involved in the no-
torious events that led to pre-trial de-
tention and mysterious death of  the 
Moscow lawyer Sergei Magnitsky. 
For this reason, the EP has been 
recently defined by an anonymous 
Russian source as “subject to popu-
list influences.”

The analysis reveals that the 
EP’s stance towards Moscow is all 
but unitary, while some general 
trends can still be identified. In the 
6th EP, the Euro-legislators appeared 
to have tougher stances on Russia 
compared to the current term, with 
a shift in their AVS score from –0.10 
to 0.24. According to the study, this 
suggests that the EP has adopted a 
friendlier stance towards Moscow 
in the recent years. This trend is 
likely to be reflected in the EP’s pres-
ent and future activities, thereby 
potentially affecting the nature of  
the EU’s relations with Moscow. The 
emerging acquiescent trend is even 
more relevant considering the grow-
ing number of  votes dealing with 
human and political rights in Russia 
and it seems to suggest an increas-
ingly weak stance of  the EP in this 
specific field.

According to the study, the na-
tional delegations of  legislators 
presenting the friendliest approach 
towards Russia in the current EP 
are the Cypriot (0.55), the Hungar-
ian (0.53), the Italian (0.52), the Span-
ish (0.52), and the Greek (0.50) ones. 
More in general, the Mediterranean 
delegations present the most posi-
tive voting stance with a score of  
0.25; while more ambiguous and 
internally diversified appears the 
stance of  the delegations of  legisla-
tors from Central and Eastern Eu-
rope (0.06), with the Bulgarian and 
Romanian deputies topping among 
the most positively-minded, and the 

Polish ones emerging among the 
most hostile.

Looking at the emerging, more 
acquiescent trend gaining ground 
in the EP, the Baltic delegations of  
legislators – partially in line with 
their Nordic counterparts – emerge 
as a clear exception, thereby present-
ing the most negative stance towards 
Russia (-0.43). Some interesting dif-
ferences can be found among the 
three Baltic delegations. In particu-
lar, the twelve Lithuanian and six 
Estonian representatives present the 
most structurally negative voting 
stance. In both the parliamentary 
terms considered they display scores 
far below the average and their nega-
tive stance seems to have strength-
ened in the current EP, decreasing 
respectively from -0.49 to -0.50 among 
the Lithuanians and from -0.36 to 
an impressive -0.70 among the Es-
tonians. More varying appears the 
stance of  the Latvian delegation. It 
presented the most negative stance 
in the 6th EP with a score of  -0.55, but 
the attitude of  the Latvian represen-
tatives seems to have substantially 
changed in the last EP, where the del-
egation presents a slightly positive 
score (0.10). 

Along with reasons of  political 
nature, this change might be ex-
plained also by the high parliamen-
tary turnover experienced by the 
Latvian delegation and by its more 
balanced political nature following 
the 2009 European elections. o

The full text of the study is available at 
http://ceurus.ut.ee/wp-content/ 

uploads/2011/06/ 
EU-Russia-papers-8_Braghiroli1.pdf.

Stefano Braghiroli is a post-doctoral re-
searcher at the Institute of Government and 

Politics, University of Tartu, Estonia.

EU is reaching its limits in  
absorbing more member states


