The judicial system - Latvia

District (municipal) courts

The district (municipal) court is the court of first instance for civil, criminal and administrative cases except where otherwise specified (see the section on regional courts).

In district (municipal) courts civil and administrative cases are heard by judges acting alone. Where the chair of a court considers an administrative case to be particularly complex it can be heard by a collegium of three judges. In district (municipal) courts criminal cases are heard on a collegial basis by one judge and two court assessors. In certain cases specified under legislation proceedings are heard by a sole judge.

The following district (municipal) courts exist in Latvia:

a. Within the area covered by Kurzeme Regional Court:

b. Kuldīga District Court,

c. Liepāja Court,

d. Saldus District Court,

e. Talsi District Court,

f. Ventspils Court.

Within the area covered by Latgale Regional Court:

a. Balvi District Court,

b. Daugavpils Court,

c. Krāslava District Court,

d. Ludza District Court,

e. Preiļi District Court,

f. Rēzekne Court.

Within the area covered by Riga Regional Court:

a. Jūrmala City Court,

b. Ogre District Court,

c. Riga City Central District Court,

d. Riga City Kurzeme District Court,

e. Riga City Latgale Suburb Court,

f. Riga City Vidzeme Suburb Court,

g. Riga City Zemgale Suburb Court,

h. Riga City Northern District Court,

i. Riga District Court,

j. Sigulda Court.

Within the area covered by Vidzeme Regional Court:

a. Alūksne District Court,

b. Cēsis District Court,

c. Gulbene District Court,

d. Limbaži District Court,

e. Madona District Court,

f. Valka District Court,

g. Valmiera District Court.

Within the area covered by Zemgale Regional Court:

a. Aizkraukle District Court,

b. Bauska District Court,

c. Dobele District Court,

d. Jelgava Court,

e. Jēkabpils District Court,

f. Tukums District Court.

Within the area covered by the Regional Administrative Court:

The District Administrative Court (see the section Administrative Courts).

Regional courts

There are six regional courts in Latvia: Riga Regional Court, Kurzeme Regional Court, Latgale Regional Court, Vidzeme Regional Court, Zemgale Regional Court and the Regional Administrative Court.

The regional courts are the courts of first instance for civil and criminal cases falling under the jurisdiction of the regional courts pursuant to legislation. The regional courts serve as courts of appeal in civil, criminal and administrative cases that have already been heard in district (municipal) courts or by a sole judge. Civil and criminal cases are heard in regional courts at first instance on a collegial basis by a regional court judge and two assessors. Civil cases are heard in regional courts by a collegium of three judges.

The collegium of judges in a regional court is headed by a chair who may at the same time work as the deputy chair of the regional court. The collegium is made up of judges; where the number of judges in a collegium exceeds fifteen, two separately designated court collegia may be established.

Supreme Court

The Supreme Court of Latvia is made up of:

1. the Senate; 

2. two chambers: the Chamber of Civil Cases and the Chamber of Criminal Cases. 

Each chamber consists of a chair and the Supreme Court judges belonging to this chamber. A chamber acts as a court of appeal in cases that have been heard at first instance in a regional court.

Proceedings in chamber are heard on a collegial basis by three judges.

All Supreme Court judges form a plenary (general meeting of judges).



The Supreme Court Senate acts as the court of cassation in all cases heard in district (municipal) courts and regional courts.

The Senate is the court of first instance in cases relating to decisions adopted by the State Audit Office under Section 55 of the State Audit Office Act 
.

The Senate is made up of a Supreme Court chair and senators (Senate judges).

The Senate is made up of four departments: the Department of Civil Cases, the Department of Criminal Cases, the Department of Administrative Cases and the Department of Disciplinary Cases. In the Supreme Court Senate cases are heard on a collegial basis by three senators. Where specified under legislation cases are heard by a larger number of senators.

The Plenary and its competence

The Plenary is the general meeting of the judges of the Supreme Court chambers and the Senate. The Plenary is used to debate issues concerning current interpretation of legislative provisions.

The Plenary establishes the departments of the Chambers and the Senate and issues statements giving grounds for the suspension of the Supreme Court chair or the dismissal of the Prosecutor General.

Land registry departments

Land registry departments work under the regional courts for the purposes of managing land registers. Land registry departments are court authorities.

Land registry department judges are responsible for registering immovable property in land registers and for recording the rights associated with such property. The legal status of land registry department judges corresponds to that of district (municipal) judges. Land registry departments are part of the judicial system and are established for the purposes of registering immovable property and recording the rights associated with such property in land registers. Land registry departments fall under the jurisdiction of the regional courts but their organisational management is undertaken by the Court Administration.

The land registry department is composed of land registry department judges.

The self-regulation conference

Conference of Judges

1. The Conference of Judges is a self-regulation authority. All the country's judges participate in the work of the conference. 

The Conference of Judges:

1. examines current issues relating to case law;

2. submits applications relating to the interpretation of legislation to the chair of the Supreme Court for debate at the Supreme Court Plenary;

3. debates issues on the provision of material and social security and other significant matters relating to the work of judges; 

4. elects a professional judges collegium, including a collegium chair, by secret ballot for a term of four years;

5. elects a judges disciplinary collegium for a term of four years.

A conference of land registry department judges can be called to examine current issues relating to the practice of registering immovable property and recording the rights associated with such property.

Court administration

Competence of the Ministry of Justice

The Ministry of Justice is the leading State authority with regard to court administration and performs the following functions as laid down in legislation:

1. approves methodological instructions on organising the administrative work of the district (municipal) courts, the regional courts and the land registry departments;

2. requests information from the district (municipal) courts, regional courts and land registry departments required for carrying out functions provided for under legislation;

3. monitors the organisational management of the district (municipal) courts, regional courts and land registry departments.

Court Administration

The Court Administration organises and provides for the administrative work of the district (municipal) courts, the regional courts and the land registry departments and is responsible to the Ministry of Justice.

The Justice Minister's functions with regard to the organisational management of the courts

The Justice Minister:

1. requests statements from judges working at district (municipal) courts, regional courts and land registry departments;

2. commissions the Court Administration to carry out checks on district (municipal) courts, regional courts and land registry departments, assisted where necessary by Supreme Court or regional court judges with the agreement of the chair of the court in question;

3. brings disciplinary action against judges.

The Constitutional Court

The Constitutional Court is an independent court authority that hears cases on the compliance of acts and other legislation with the Constitution and other cases assigned to it under legislation within the framework of responsibilities laid down in the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia and the Act on the Constitutional Court.

Pursuant to Section 16 of the Act on the Constitutional Court the Court examines cases relating to:

1. the compliance of acts with the Constitution;

2. the compliance of international agreements signed or concluded by Latvia with the Constitution (also until such agreements are approved by the Saeima);

3. the compliance of other legislation or parts of such legislation with legal provisions (legislative acts) that have greater legal force;

4. the compliance with legislation of other acts (except administrative acts) by the Saeima, the Cabinet, the President, the chairman of the Saeima and the Prime Minister;

5. the compliance with legislation of any order by means of which a Minister acting under the authorisation of the Cabinet has suspended a decision adopted by a local authority (council);

6. the compliance of Latvian national legislation with any international agreements concluded by Latvia which are not contrary to the Constitution.

The Constitutional Court is not entitled to bring actions on its own initiative; it hears cases only upon application by persons specified under legislation.



Current legislation lays down that claims may be brought before the Constitutional Court by the President, the Saeima, at least twenty parliamentary deputies, the Cabinet, the Prosecutor General, the State Audit Office, the Latvian National Human Rights Office and local authorities (councils); applications may also be made by courts of general jurisdiction hearing a civil, criminal or administrative case, land registry department judges registering immovable property or recording rights associated with such property in the land registry, and any natural or legal person whose fundamental rights as laid down in the Constitution have been infringed.

Cases relating to the compliance of acts and Cabinet regulations with the Constitution are heard at the Constitutional Court with a full quorum of judges.

All other cases are heard by a chamber of three judges unless specified otherwise in a decision by the Constitutional Court.

Judgments by the Constitutional Court are final. They enter into force upon their promulgation and are binding on all State and local government institutions, authorities and officials, including the courts, and also on natural and legal persons.

Any legislative provision which the Constitutional Court has found not to be in compliance with another legislative provision with greater legal force is considered invalid from the day on which the Constitutional Court's judgment is published unless otherwise specified by the Constitutional Court. Where the Constitutional Court has found that an international agreement signed or concluded by Latvia does not comply with the Constitution, the Cabinet is immediately required to draft amendments to the agreement in question, to denounce the agreement, to suspend its application or to revoke adherence to the agreement.

The Constitutional Court's rules of procedure lay down the structure of the Constitutional Court, the organisation of its work, legal procedures and disciplinary liability of judges in accordance with the Act on the Constitutional Court.

* European Commission (http://ec.europa.eu/civiljustice/org_justice)

