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Unified Land Policy in Latvia

For the beginning, in order to speak about land policy, it is necessary to get introduced with several statistical indicators, which characterise main processes and results with regard to real property. [2] Total area of the Republic of Latvia is 64.5 thousand square kilometres, from which 38.3% are covered with agricultural land and 44.5% is a forest land. Total number of inhabitants is 2.34 million, from which 616 164 or every ¼ person during the process of land reform and privatisation has become the owner of larger or smaller land plot. [3] 59.2% of the total area of the country is owned and used by natural persons. The second larger owners and users are the state and state enterprises, 30.1% of lands are at their disposal. However, one has to mention that as a result of land reform, not all land is divided, because 1.9% of the state territory or 122 000 ha are free land. This is land, which no one has reclaimed during the process of land reform and it has remained unallocated.

[4] Currently in Latvia work is being carried out on elaboration of unified land policy ground principles, aim of which is to define basic principles of the policy, which should be taken into account further in the process of elaboration of legal acts, programmes and development plans with regard to land, which in this context is seen as a unique natural resource, as well as a property object. Why unified land policy ground principles? So far land policy was based on property reform – body of measures for changing legal and economical relationships, in order to renew or create new properties. Entering the closing stage of land reform, a number of conceptual issues still remain unsolved with regard to land and real property use and development. Derived from this, a definition of land policy is elaborated, in which it is determined that the goal of land policy is to create political, legal, social and economical conditions for securing real properties, formed as a result of reform and to raise their value, which at the same time would facilitate conservation of land and other resources, continued use and increase of return.

In a sense this definition corresponds with a land policy definition, which is reflected in “Land administration guidelines” from 1996, [5] where it is said that “Land policy consists of a whole complex of socio-economic and legal prescriptions that dictate how the land and the benefits from the land to be allocated. A balance must be struck between the exploitation, utilization and conservation of the land as resource in order to obtain the necessary level of sustainable development for the survival of humankind.” As it may be seen, definitions contain common phrases about conservation of resources, increase of return and continued use, which in their essence are contradicting categories, but this is another issue.

[6] Why land policy is necessary? It is determined by different factors, which have arisen as a result of economical and also land reform:

1) Insufficient motivation and funding for arrangement and securing of real properties. As it may be seen from the previous information, now only 51.9% of the total area of the state is secured in ownership and lately there is a tendency that number of these users, who would like to formalize ownership and register ownership rights with the landbooks, decreases. Reason for this is a lack of motivation for further use of the property and also insufficient funding. Moreover, no economical stimulus has been created for forming and registration of properties.

2) Fragmented structure of properties. Every 4th inhabitant owns some real property. On the one hand it is very good and shows that people own properties and it will improve their material situation, but on the other hand there are many land owners, who have acquired their land in the process of inheritance or have privatised it, but do not have any idea or knowledge what to do with this real property. Thus this property can bring only losses. Analysing structure of rural households, the main usage aim of which is agricultural production, most households have areas up to 30 ha. Their number is of 74.1% from the total amount.  Number of households, area of which exceeds 100 ha is just 1564, which covers 238 thousand ha, making 9.7% of the total area of farms.

3) insufficient infrastructure for management of real properties.  Not always access to the real property is ensured, or there is a lack of necessary communications, which would ensure management of property and conservation of environment.

[7] 4) Land market develops only around big cities (uneven development of regions). Real property market mainly develops in big cities and in the territories around them, where there is a good infrastructure coverage and which can attract investments.  In the territories distant from the cities economical activity is low and therefore the land market is not active.

5) Irreversible changes of land a resource and 

6) decrease of rationally usable areas. Areas of agricultural land, which are not in use increase with every year and at the moment they constitute 524 thousand ha. or 21,2% of the total area of agricultural land. Agricultural lands which are not in use bog-up and already have overgrown with low-grade bushes in the area of 13,7 thousand ha. This facilitates not only degradation of environment and landscape, but also gradual damage of melioration systems, which in the future may cause bogging-up of rural territories (including forest areas) and partially also bogging-up of city territories, taking into account geographical situation and relieve of Latvia. Amount of organically substances in the soil also decreases.

[8] Taking into account problems enumerated herein, which determine necessity for land policy, basic principles for land policy have been elaborated: legal securing of formed real properties; Increasing of real property value; conservation of land and other natural resources; continued use of land and increase of its return as well as establishment of unified land administration system. As it may be seen, these basic principles of the policy in some way correspond with a model, presented by professor Peter Dale in 1998. These are mutually connected and influencing categories: ownership rights – value – use.

[9] I would like to proceed with a more detailed analysis of basic principles of the policy and to cover measures they include. First of all, it is legal securing of formed real properties. It includes completion of land reform by keeping initial basic principles for implementation. In rural regions as well as in cities the main target of land reform is met – during the process of gradual privatisation, legal, social and economic relationships on land use and ownership have been re-arranged.  But arrangement of land ownership rights and allotment for use of free (undivided) lands or their privatisation is still going on. Therefore it is necessary not to change the rules of the play also in the completion stage of land reform and to observe terms, terms of financing and means of payment for privatised land, determined by the law. The next is ensuring of legal indivisibility of land, buildings and bowels of the earth and other natural resources. Legal indivisibility here must be understood as keeping unity of things, when carrying out transactions with real property. During land reform there are already formed and are still being formed many separate properties of buildings and constructions, which are situated on land which belongs to the other person. This situation is particularly characteristic to the cities. Forming of building and construction properties and their registration is going on and the further problematic field will be connected with facilitating uniting of properties and with establishment of contractual relations between owners of buildings (constructions) and owners of land, where the buildings (constructions) are situated.

Legal securing of land borders. It means, that the state ensures a possibility for surveying borders of land plots, including it into unified national co-ordinate system and real monitoring in the whole territory of the state. Cadastre with its graphical part is maintained and updated, and registration of real properties in land books is stimulated. It is necessary to raise liability of the owners for maintenance of land borders, because land owner is also responsible in relations with neighbours. Arrangement of relationship between land owners and leaseholders. In some way it is connected with legal indivisibility of properties. In order to arrange mutual relationships between land owner and owner of buildings, adoption of special legal acts would help, which would establish particular lease conditions, obligations and liability of the parties.

[10] As the next basic principle I mentioned increase of real property value. It includes several measures, for example, avoiding land property fragmentation, which may be achieved by determining terms for transactions with real property and its inheriting in rural territories, avoid division of used and owned lands in smaller plots, which are smaller than admissible areas, according to regulations adopted by local governments and established aims of land use. New law is necessary about transactions with real properties as well as a law of real property forming, which would determine role and need of land survey projects.

Facilitation of agricultural and forest land consolidation. According to a plan eliminating of situations, when land consists of pieces, regulation of borders and other processes, connected with changes in property boundaries must be supported legally and financially, as well as uniting of property rights to land and buildings situated onto this land. Thus unified and compact real property would be formed, creating favourable circumstances for its effective use. During implementation of land consolidation, adjustment and improvement of infrastructure objects (such as roads, melioration systems etc.) must be foreseen.

Facilitating of real property market and accessibility of credits. Financial policy must facilitate further strengthening of land crediting system and expansion of credit resources for land use, as well as implementing particular measures in economically less active regions. Notwithstanding common well-disposed development tendency and considerable decrease of interest rate in the last years, there are particular problems in the field of mortgage crediting. The most significant is insufficient credit resources in the state, which accordingly raises the price of credit resources. Situation has established that low cadastral value of the land, which depends on land market value, does not cover credit amount, necessary for development, which should be invested in initiating business activity. Implementation of tax policy, which would stimulate property development should be emphasised.

[11] Another important basic principle is continued use of the land and increase of its return. In order to implement this, as one of activities there should be mentioned possibilities to expropriate land for national or municipal needs. Seems like contradictory measures – continued use and expropriation. But the main issue, which is comprised by this norm, is interests of the society. In order to implement this, procedure for necessity of expropriation and order for establishing a procedure for calculation of fair amount of compensation must be specified in normative acts, precluding different application of law. Especially one should emphasise rights of local governments to expropriate land for carrying out of different development projects. As the next measure I would like to mention ensuring use of property according to territorial planning. Land use must be evaluated in connection with regional development. Support is necessary for elaboration of regional development plans and projects. The next level is elaboration of territorial planning by local governments. Local governments must develop measures for the use of the territory, which would comply with abovementioned planning and economically well-founded use of current territory must be determined, also determining aim for the use of real property. One must work out land surveying projects for transition from present use of the territory to planned use, and that property areas, borders and configuration would be suitable for its aim of use. I mentioned previously the role of tax policy in increase of property value, and thus taxes also influence the use of property. Tax policy should stimulate development of property and it cannot be directed to decrease in number of owners, but it has to stimulate land use according to determined aims, through economical development of properties, thus stimulation will increase total tax income. 

As one of the important measures for ensuring continued use of land, there must be mentioned providing possibilities of rational use of unutilised land areas. Calculations of the Agrarian Economical Institute show that in the future it is necessary to use approximately 1-1,2 millions ha of agricultural land (that is, approximately half of its present total area), in order to ensure production of food products for inland consumption in the state, as well as to fulfil planned quota for agricultural products in the EU. It means that it is necessary to find solution for use of the remaining areas and it is necessary to elaborate national programme for rational use of the land.

Several concepts are used in international literature: such as land policy, land management and land administration. Interconnection among these concepts and also fields could be represented as follows [12].  This scheme describes establishment of land management system. Land policy creates political, legal, social and economical preconditions for implementation of land management. However land administration ensures informative basis about land properties, tenures, their use and values for elaboration of land policy and realization of land management. It is possible to solve many land management issues, using only geographical information systems (GIS), basis of which is spatial information, provided by cartography and legal information, provided by multi-purpose real property cadastre.

In the end I would like to emphasise, that land policy is connected with development policies of a very wide circle of other fields.
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