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1. Methodological preface

A document review was conducted for this study, which included the data-
base of the Central Statistical Bureau of the Republic of Latvia, the database
of the Register of Enterprises, state laws and regulations, informative ma-
terials of the Ministry of Welfare, including the Plan for Improvement and
Development of Social Services for 2022-2024, and the websites of compa-
nies representing the sector.

Furthermore, five in-depth interviews were conducted. Three took place via
phone, one as a face-to-face conversation, and one online via Teams. The
interview duration ranged from 40 minutes to 1 hour. One interview was
conducted with an official from the Ministry of Welfare, one with the head of
the largest care provider in the country, a nonprofit organisation, and three
with trade union leaders whose members are in the care industry.

2. General characteristics of the sector

The employment legal framework in Latvia is determined by the Labour Law
(Saeima 2001), which applies to all sectors. Since care services are primarily
provided by public sector employees, their employment relationships are
governed by the Law on Remuneration of Officials and Employees of State
and Local Government Authorities (Saeima 2009), which also defines pay
categories. The remuneration of employees in educational institutions is
further regulated by Cabinet Regulation No. 445, “Regulations Regarding
Remuneration of Teachers” (Cabinet of Ministers).

The care sector in Latvia falls under the supervision of the Ministry of
Education and the Ministry of Welfare, each with different regulatory
frameworks and diverse circumstances in the sector. Preschool educational
institutions are supervised by the Ministry of Education. Theiremployers are
local governments or private businesses. Financing for children up to the age
of 5 is covered by local governments and is divided between local govern-
ments and the private sector for private kindergartens. From the age of 5,
preschool education is compulsory and funded by the state. Traditionally,
the demand for preschool services is high in Latvia. To secure a place in
kindergarten for a child aged 3 and over, parents often register their child
right after birth. As the birth rate has decreased, queues have eased. In
the 2023/24 school year, there were 622 preschool education institutions
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attended by 94,700 children, which accounted for 95% of Latvian children
aged 3 to 6. Between the ages of 1 and 3, 35,000 children attend nurseries,
representing 63% of all children in this age group, with the sector employing
11,423 preschool teachers(Central Statistical Bureau of Latvia, 2024). No data
is available on the total number of early childcare workers in the country,
but a rough estimate can be made. In preschool education institutions, the
work is organised by providing one carer and one educator for each group
of children during a shift. Additionally, overnight carers and special-purpose
educators are possible, with their numbers assumed to be roughly equal.
Therefore, it can be estimated that the number of childcarers in the country
is approximately equal to the number of educators, with around 22,850 indi-
viduals employed in the care sector within preschool education institutions.

Long-term care (LTC) and social assistance centres are overseen by the
Ministry of Welfare. These services are provided by public care institutions
funded by the state budget, local government subordination institutions
financed by local governments from their budgets, and the private sector,
including non-profit organisations, using both paid labour and volunteers.
State careinstitutions provide long-term care services foradults with severe,
permanent, mental health disorders, blind individuals, children with mental
health disorders, and care for unaccompanied minors in orphanages. Local
governments are responsible for caring for individuals who are unable to
careforthemselvesduetoageorhealthissues. Thisincludesservicessuch as
retirement homes, social homes, and day centres. Private sector services are
usedeitherbyindividualswho finance them themselves or through outsourc
ing arrangements purchased by local authorities funded from their own
budgets. Thereisalack of aggregated information on the total number of cli-
ents in the sector, especially for the private sector and home care. According
to data provided by the Ministry of Welfare, in 2023, 39,047 clients received
social care services, representing 2% of the country’s population (Ministry
of Welfare, 2024). Overall, the society is ageing. Currently, the pension-age
populationaccounts for22% of the state’s population, leading to a projected
increase in demand for social care services. There is also a growing trend of
working-age individuals entering long-term care facilities. It is difficult to
estimate the availability of LTC services, calculated, for example, in terms of
the ratio of staff to a given number of inhabitants. This is due to the lack of
detailed employment data for the care sector: figures in public statistics are
generally reported together for social assistance and healthcare.
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3. Major problems and challenges in the sector

People working in the care sector in Latvia are predominantly women of
pre-retirement or retirement age. Caring for elderly or less mobile patients
is physically demanding work. While care homes are equipped with techni-
cal aids, staff lack training to use these tools effectively, which can make
their work more difficult. To address this, the Ministry of Welfare organises
training sessions for care workers, although such aids are often unavailable
in-home care settings. Additionally, care workers face psychoemotional chal-
lenges due to the problematic and confrontational attitudes of clients:

JJ  Clients do not accept their position, perceive everything as an abuse,
psychologically do not accept help that they cannot do without.

In working with children in preschool care, staff experience stress due to
children’s behavioural problems and sometimes unfounded complaints by
parents.

Additional challenges arose during the Covid-19 pandemic, beyond the hy-
giene requirements. Hazardous working conditions and public perceptions
of care for COVID patients are described by an industry representative as
follows:

JJ Ifapersonin caresuffers from Covid-19, it is difficult to overcome the
stigma and risk one’s own life to help another. It’s an act of heroism.

At the same time, it is acknowledged that targeted grants for pay bonuses
were available during the Covid-19 pandemic, but these ended after the
pandemic.

Working in the care sector has relatively low prestige, largely due to low
wages (Ozola-Balode, Kuske, 2018). There is a shortage of staff, particularly in
big cities, where thereis a bigger supply of higher-paying jobs. Higher-skilled,
younger employees prefer better-paying positions in medicine or private
companies. To address this, local municipalities offer to fund the education
of new specialists on the condition that they return to work in their local mu-
nicipality. Additionally, thereis an outflow of care staff to Western European
countries, where salaries for similar work are 3 to 4 times higher.
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Theamountof remunerationinthesectorisdetermined by regulatory enact-
ments, which set salary ranges based on the position. However, there are
significant salary differences between state and municipal budget institu-
tions. Local governments often face budgetary constraints, which have been
particularly exacerbated in recent years. For example, tax revenue has been
redirected from local governments in favour of the state budget, yet at the
same time local governments have been assigned additional responsibilities
without corresponding funding. Additionally, credit interest rates raised by
the European Central Bank are also worsening the situation, increasing local
government expenses. As a result, local governments struggle to prepare
balanced budgets, which impacts the remuneration of employees in social
care and preschool education. As recognised by those involved in the sector,

JJ Thestateredistributes publicfundstoitselfasaprovider, paying higher
wagestostaffinitscarecentres . Asthelabour flowstowards state care
institutions, municipalities also raise wages, but outsourced service
providers cannot increase their rates due to procurement procedures.

This leads to pay disparities between different providers. The issue is being
addressed by the National Plan for Improvement and Development of Social
Services, which aims to set remuneration within a 0.57 to 1.05 range of the
average salary (where the average is 1) and provide a supplement of up to
25%, along with targeted state grants (Ministry of Welfare, 2022). However,
the local government’s ability to offer competitive wages remains limited.

The salaries of preschool education employees also affect the budgetary ca-
pabilitiesoflocalgovernments. ThankstotheeffortsoftheUnionofEducation
Workers, the Constitutional Courtruling (Constitutional Court of the Republic
of Latvia, 2023) has led to Cabinet regulations mandating higher salaries for
preschool teachers and aligning them with those in general education to
address pay disparities (Cabinet of Ministers, 2023). However, realistically,
notall municipalities have the budget to fully comply with theruling, leading
them to seek cost-saving measures. In more than half of the municipalities,
to avoid raising wages, the workload of preschool teachers has been re-
duced to 4 working days a week. As a union representative acknowledges:

JJ  Thereis no honour—municipalities saved a lot at the expense of in-
equality. And by the time the decision was made, it’s already unethical
to continue seeking to further reduce wages.
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4. Characteristics of social dialogue
organisations in the sector

4.1. Challenges of organising employees

The care sector lacks a unified structure and consists of various sub-sectors.
Social dialogue participants are diverse, and their level of engagement
varies. The sector does not have a single, unified trade union. Employees of
preschool education institutions are generally well-organised and are mem-
bers of one of the most prominent trade unions in Latvia, which represents
the interests of the employees of the education sector. The decision to raise
the salaries of preschool teachers is a direct result of this union’s efforts.
Most local government preschool education institutions have trade union
branches that receive support from the central organisation. However, the
unionisnotrepresentedin private kindergartens, whereemployeesare most
likely not members of any trade union.

The involvement of care homes and home care providers in unions is more
uneven.Some employeesare members of the Health and Social Care Workers
Union, which is very active in the health sector, but has limited activity in
representing the care sector. The care sector is also represented by at least
three other trade unions that focus on municipal and public administration
employees in different sectors. Consequently, care is only one area, and
these trade unions primarily cover state and municipal care institutions. If
a care home has a sufficient number of union members, its opportunities
for social dialogue are substantial. However, if there are only a few union
members, the union’s influence is minimal. In most private entities, includ-
ing the interviewed non-profit entity, which is the largest care provider in
the country by the number of care workers, no trade union is represented.
Underthe Unions Law, forming and joining unionsisvoluntary and cannot be
mandated (Saeima, 2014). As several interviewed union leaders have noted,
people are generally not interested in joining unions until they encounter
personal issues with their employers. They are reluctant to pay monthly
membership fees without seeing a direct benefit.

Employers’ attitudes toward trade union members vary from company to

company. This variation is determined not only by the employer’s stance
but also by the personal attitudes of the managers and their relationships
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with the local head of the union’s pre-organisation. The Education Workers’
Union has faced resistance from employers in some municipalities, though
representatives of other unions have not reported similar issues. It should
be noted that trade union members in the care sector predominantly work
in the public sector. At a local government level, the institutions are funded
by the local government budget, so the influence of the head of an individual
institution is limited, and often social dialogue includes the management of
thelocal government. Overall, care sectoremployersare willing to cooperate
insocial dialogue.

4.2.Good practices for organising employees

Interest in joining a union increases if the union is well-represented and
active within the company. The success of the strong and well-represented
Education Workers’ Union in social dialogue is a contributing factor to its
high level of participation.Unionsin thecaresectorareattempting toattract
members with additional benefits, such as union-organised tours and health
insurance, which employers cannot afford to provide. However, no cam-
paigns have been observed to actively promote trade unions. Attracting new
members tends to happen through good examples set by existing members
or when issues arise with the employer.

4.3.Characteristics of employer representation

In Latvia, municipalities have joined the Latvian Association of Local
and Regional Governments (LALRG), which collectively addresses local
government issues and participates in negotiations with the national
government. LALRG has two sub-organisations within the social and care
sector: the Association of Social Care Institutions of Local Governments
of Latvia (LPSAIA) and the Association of Social Service Managers of Local
Governments of Latvia. These organisations represent the interests of local
social service providers. No information has been obtained regarding the
participation of the LALRG and its affiliated associations in social dialogue
with trade unions.
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5. Collective bargaining and other forms of social
dialogue in the sector—characteristics

Thereisno centralised recording of collective agreements in Latvia. The Free
Trade Union Confederation of Latvia collects dataon the numberofcollective
agreements by sector,butitonlyincludescollectiveagreementsenteredinto
by its affiliated trade unions. Consequently, the records reflect only a frac
tion of the collective agreements concluded in the country. Additionally, the
care sectorisnotlisted separately because it does not have a separate trade
union. According to the summary, 614 collective agreements were active in
the education sectorin 2023, accounting for two-thirds of all collective agree-
ments on the list. When calculating the proportion of agreements relative
to the number of schools in the country and noting that preschools account
for about half of them, it can be concluded that, on average, every second
preschool has a collective agreement concluded with a trade union.

Collecting data on collective agreements among other care providers is
more challenging because those are collective agreements concluded by
several trade unions, which are listed without sector differentiation. The
number of such agreements is significantly lower. For example, the Health
and Care Union has 40 active collective agreements across both health
and care settings. Trade unions representing employees of state and local
government institutions have a total of around 160 collective agreements,
but only a fraction of them are attributable to the care sector. Collective
bargaining is known to exist in all state-affiliated care facilities. Several gen-
eral agreements are in place within the industry. One such agreement exists
between the Ministry of Welfare and the trade union for public care facilities.
Individual local municipalities have general agreements with trade unions
on educational institutions or social care institutions.

Collective bargaining agreements with heads of institutions are concluded
by the leader of the union’s primary organisation. In some municipalities,
the collective agreement must be aligned with the management of the mu-
nicipality. If employees of the company are members of several trade unions,
all the trade unions involved participate in the collective bargaining agree-
ment. According to the trade union representatives, employersin the private
sector are more likely to initiate collective agreements, as these can include
mutually beneficial conditions, which are not permitted by public sector leg-
islation. However, since the care sector is predominantly public, employers
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in this sector do not receive additional bonuses and have little interest in
collective bargaining. Private sector employers’ initiatives are more evident
in otherindustries and are uncommon in the care sector.

5.1. Content analysis of collective agreements

Collective bargaining agreements are not publicly available. Several re-
spondents emphasised that these are internal documents not accessible to
third parties. The representatives of the trade unions contacted also did not
provide access to collective agreements but acknowledged that in state and
municipal care institutions representing the sector, the possibilities under
the terms of collective agreements are limited, as remuneration, allowances,
benefits, additional holidays and other bonuses are determined by the
Remuneration Law (Saeima, 2009). Moreover, municipal management often
interprets the law conservatively, fearing reprimands from state oversight
for misuse of public funds. As a result, collective bargaining often mirrors
national laws and regulations. The representative of the Union of Education
Workers noted that this duplication gives employees an additional sense of
security, as laws and regulations are not always complied with on the spot
butare more rigorously applied through collective agreements. Other union
leaders attempt to incorporate statutory bonuses, such as health insurance,
into collective agreements. While some municipalities are willing to cooper-
ate, they are constrained by budget limitations and the lack of resolution
of care sector issues at a national level. In order not to lose relevance, collec
tive agreements are most often reviewed every two to five years.

5.2. 0ther forms of social dialogue

The Latvian Trade Union of Education Employees is well-structured for dia-
logue at all levels—company, regional, and government. This leads to more
effective advocacy for the interests of preschool educators compared to
otherareas of the care sector.

Social dialogue takes place with the responsible ministries and the Latvian
Association of Local and Regional Governments related to the care sector,
such as the Association of Social Care Institutions and the Association of
Social Service Managers. While social dialogue partners recognise the chal-
lenges facing the sector, reaching a necessary general agreement remains
elusive, mainly due to unresolved financial issues.
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5.3.Impact of European sectoral social dialogue

Trade unions representing preschool education workers and care workers
are members of several influential global and European trade union organi-
sations. Other trade unions in the care sector such as the Latvian Union of
Public Utilities and Transport Workers (LAKRS) and the Trade Union of State
Institutions, Local Governments, Enterprises and Financial Employees of
Latvia (LVIPUFDA) are also members of international organisations such
as ETUC, EPSU, PSI. According to local trade union leaders, while European
organisations focus on global matters, Latvia faces other, more grounded
problems. Trade unions are well-informed about European social dialogue,
which helps negotiations at the government level. However, there are
instances where European employment directives are applied selectively in
Latvia: those beneficial to politicians are mandatory, while those favouring
employees are merely recommended.

6. Conclusions and recommendations

The care sector in Latvia is fragmented. Public care facilities receive bet-
ter funding than those run by municipal and private entities. Some of the
strongest trade unions are successfully addressing their issues and are well-
represented at all levels, including through dialogue with the government.
Meanwhile, the sectorasawholelackssufficientrepresentationatanational
level. Many social careinstitutions do not have union primary organisations,
and collective bargaining agreements are not concluded. Employees of large
municipalitiesand state-runinstitutionsarein abetter position, where trade
unions have successfully negotiated general agreements.

In order to improve social dialogue at a company level, it is necessary to
promote the establishment of trade union company-level pre-organisations
throughout the country in both local government and private sector
institutions. At a national level, better outcomes in negotiations with the
government could beachievedif trade unionsrepresenting the sector united
into a federation of care unions to address common industry challenges.

To improve the situation in the care sector, Latvia should review the funding

model at the local government level, which is the weakest link in the overall
caresystem.
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