History
The Republic of Latvia regaining its independence in 1991 caused dramatic changes not only in the political life of the country but also its economy. New economic relations were formed in Latvia, the structure of property changed, foreign investments appeared in its territory.. It caused the necessity to change public administration, as well as the strategy and planning of the development of the country. Up to that time the planning was done according to the sectors of economy, but now, passing over to democratic administration of the country and market economy, the objectives and tasks of planning essentially changed, focusing on sustainable and balanced development of the country.

At that time several public institutions including ministries were abolished and new institutions took their place. In 1993, the Ministry of Environmental Protection and Regional Development (MEPRD) started its work. The creation of the new ministry was the first step towards sustainable and balanced development of the country, directed at identifying natural resources and careful and rational use of them. One of the most important functions of the new ministry was the elaboration of the regional development policy and its implementation.

The MEPRD set up a Regional Development Department which included the Divisions of Territorial Planning, Tourism, Urban Environment and Housing. Though the main objective of the department was the development of tourism, urban and housing policy, it focused on the development of territorial planning as an important instrument of regional development.

The theoretical basis of regional development was insignificant, the higher educational institutions did not offer any programmes in this speciality. The employees of the Regional Development Department acquired knowledge and skills in practical work though the issues to address multiplied fast. With time, the experience of other countries in solving the problems of regional development was acquired and understanding of the essence and importance of regional development enhanced. At this time, the conclusion was made that it was impossible create regional development policy by one ministry alone, that it was necessary to find common solutions to the problems of regional development involving the ministries of other sectors.

It was not less important for the preparation and implementation of regional development policy to explain it to the politicians, public and local municipality employees.

The problems of regional development were growing ever more urgent. In May 1994, the Cabinet of Ministers, adopting 10 national programmes, defined regional development as one of the state priorities. In 1994, the Cabinet of Ministers adopted the first document regulating the planning process "Regulation on Territorial Planning".

In the summer of 1995, the Balanced Regional Development unit was set up at the Regional Development Department and intensive work on preparing conceptual documents started.. The first conceptual document was "Guidelines for Regional Development Policy in Latvia" adopted by the Cabinet of Ministers on 26 September 1995. Thus, the policy of Regional Development became an integral part of state development policy.

The guidelines for Latvian regional development policy were elaborated taking into account important strategic considerations. Before defining the objectives, the needs and priorities of the local municipalities, the entrepreneurs and other participants of the regional development process were studied.

Actually, the study and identification process started after the adoption of the conceptual document, in full awareness that the study and analysis of the current situation improve the quality of decision making and have a great impact on the development of economy. Defining the problems commenced with data collection and analysis of the border, rural, coastal and other territories, but there was not a single instrument of regional development in the country with the help of which it would be possible to address these problems.

In 1996, a transnational seminar for the employees of ministries, public institutions and local municipalities was organized, to which politicians were specially invited. The objective of the seminar was to raise awareness of the regional development policy of the country, to develop a dialogue between people involved in preparing and adopting decisions at government level. Foreign colleagues from Sweden, Denmark, Finland, Ireland and Estonia were invited to the seminar in order to share their experience in the issues of regional development. This was the first large state level event stimulating cooperation among the state, local municipality and foreign partners in studying and addressing the problems of regional development.

Yet progress was rather slow. It turned out that it was complicated to elaborate and implement the policy of regional development, to create fully operational programmes and instruments. One of the dominating views was that addressing the issues of regional development was necessary but it could wait maybe for 10 years or more. It testifies to the fact that many people were not ready for long-term processes and activities which do not yield immediate results and the fruits of which cannot be reaped in the nearest future. It has to be admitted that views on the necessity of regional development differed among the employees of public institutions and local municipalities depending on the fact whether the person was involved in the regional development process and whether he/she was interested in its progress.

The next step in elaborating the regional development policy was drafting the Regional Development Policy Conception at the Ministry of Environmental Protection and Regional Development and the economic project for promoting regional development drawn up by the Ministry of Economy

Both documents served as a basis for the draft law of the Ministry of Economy "On Specially Supported Regions", which was adopted by the Saeima of the Republic of Latvia in May 1997, and for several regulations of the Cabinet of Ministers defining the procedure of granting the status of a specially supported region, as well as for the functioning of the Regional Development Council and the Regional Fund. Their drafting and adoption lasted up to June 1998. In 1997, 84 territories (including 5 underdeveloped regions in Latgale) were accorded, for the first time, the status of specially supported regions for three years.

In 1996, the first regional development instrument was put into practice — earmarked subsidies for planning the development of local municipalities which amounted to a little more than 0.5 million lats. At the same time, the Ministry of Environmental Protection and Local Governments was allotted 20 000 lats by the government for planning regional development. In the following years, the sums allocated for local municipality development planning varied from 0.35 to one million lats tending to decrease and with 2000 stopping at 0.44 million lats. Support was mainly given for preparing local municipality development programmes and territorial planning, as well as for purchasing computer hardware and software. 

In 1997, the Cabinet of Ministers adopted the state budget programme "Regional Development Planning and the Administrative Territorial Reform", which prioritized the above mentioned problems and allocated 0.5 million lats for drawing up laws and regulations, parts of the National Plan, analytical materials, pilot projects, demonstration projects, etc., mainly for the objectives of development planning.

On 15 October 1998, the Saeima of the Republic of Latvia adopted the Law "On Territorial Development Planning". The Law functions as an umbrella law, defining the basic principles of territorial planning, the types of plans, the competent institutions and their functions. The objective of the Law was to provide planning systems of territorial development promoting sustainable development of the country. The Law envisaged the setting up of a Centre for Territorial Development Planning whose task would be the organization of territorial development planning at state level.

In April 1998, in pursuant to the Law "On Specially Supported Regions" and under the responsibility of the Ministry of Economy the state limited liability company "Regional Development" was set up which manages the Regional Fund. The Regional Fund was created as an instrument of regional development aimed at an accelerated development of economically underdeveloped and socially disadvantaged territories lending state support for the development of business activities in these territories.

The local municipalities and the entrepreneurs from these territories could submit projects for support from the Regional Fund. The projects were carefully assessed by the Consultative Commission of the Regional Fund consisting of representatives delegated by the ministries and the Association of the Latvian local municipalities. In the following years, the Regional Fund received about a million lats every year.

Even though it would have been possible to put larger amounts to use in the years following the launching of the Fund (sometimes more than a hundred projects were queueing up for funding), yet the funding granted activated the local municipalities and the entrepreneurs, attracting 10-30 times larger amounts of the own (including the credit) funds. Thus, accelerated development of these territories was promoted and larger revenues from taxes were obtained.

More detailed data about the results of the activities of the Regional Fund can be obtained in Chapter 3 of the material "Assessment of the Development Programmes of Specially Supported Regions (1998-2000)" published in 2001 by the state limited liability company "Regional Development".

Pursuant to the Cabinet of Ministers Decree No. 546 of 9 November 2001 "On Restructuring the Secretariat of the Minister for Special Assignments for Cooperation with International Financial Agencies and Setting up the Board of Regional Policy and Planning" the Secretariat of the Minister for Special Assignments for Cooperation with International Financial Agencies was restructured and on 1 January 2002 the Board of Regional Policy and Planning subordinated to the Ministry of Finance was founded on its basis. The state limited liability company "Regional Development" and the state limited liability company "Centre for Territorial Development Planning" came under the supervision of the Ministry of Finance".

The Department of Regional Development of the Ministry of Environmental Protection and Regional Development and the Regional Structural Policy Division of the Department of Entrepreneurship Environment and the Development Policy of Small and Medium Sized Enterprises of the Ministry of Finance were included into the Board of Regional Policy and Planning. 

The Board of Regional Policy and Planning took over the rights, liabilities and resources of the Secretariat of the Minister for Special Assignments for Cooperation with International Financial Agencies, except the rights, liabilities and resources in the area of coordinating and utilizing foreign financial resources. This function was passed over to the central apparatus of the Ministry of Finance.

Under the guidance of the Board of Regional Policy and Planning, the Regional Development Law was elaborated which was adopted by the Saeima on 21 March 2002 (published on 9 April 2002) and the Law On Territorial Planning adopted on 22 May 2002 (published on 12 June 2002).

The objective of the Law On Territorial Planning is to promote sustainable and balanced development of the country by applying an effective territorial planning system. The Law defines the levels of territorial planning, the necessary documents, the time frame for their elaboration, the procedure of territorial planning and public discussion as well as the competence of public institutions at national, planning region, district and local levels.

The objectives and goals of the Regional Development Law are to promote and ensure balanced and sustainable development of the state, taking into account the specific character and the potentialities of the whole state territory and its parts, to reduce adverse disparities among them, as well as to preserve and develop the characteristic features and development potential of each territory and cultural environment. The Law defines the document package for regional development planning and the time frame for its elaboration, the mutual consistency of the documents, as well as the functions and tasks of national, regional, district and local level institutions in planning development. It stipulates that for ensuring regional development planning, coordination and local municipality cooperation, the local municipalities establish five planning regions — Kurzeme, Latgale, Rīga, Vidzeme and Zemgale planning regions.

When both Laws came into force, the Law On Territorial Development Planning and the Law On Specially Supported Regions lapsed.

Local municipalities which in 2001, according to the Law On Specially Supported Regions, were granted the status of a specially supported regions for three years, shall retain it till 27 June 2004.

In 2002, the Board of Regional Policy and Planning, elaborated the first version of the Development Plan, at the public discussion of which many recommendations on its improvement from universities, sectoral associations, non-governmental organizations and other institutions were received. As a pilot project within the framework of the Latvian-Finnish cooperation project and with the support of the Finnish experts and the Ministry of Environment (formerly the MEPRD), Strategic Environment Assessment (SEA) envisaged by the Development Plan was made, a draft report was prepared and the specialists of the sectoral ministries and the planning regions were trained.

Pursuant to the European Union Directive 2001/42/EC, as from 21 July 2004 the SEA is mandatory for all the Member States in preparing their national, planning region, district, local and sectoral strategic planning documents. 

In the summer of 2001, an attempt to form the Ministry of Regional Development by merging all the institutions into one ministry and concentrating all the financial instruments promoting regional development was made. Though the idea was supported at the meeting of the Cabinet of Ministers Committee, yet the politicians could not come to terms about it. At the end of the year, a compromise agreement was reached on establishing the Board of Regional Policy and Planning. 

After the elections of the eighth Saeima, the Ministry of Regional Development and Local Government (MRDLG) was founded and started functioning on 8 February 2003 comprising the Board of Regional Policy and Planning and the Board of Local Municipality Affairs. The state limited liability company "Regional Development" came under the authority of the Ministry of Regional Development and Local Government.

On 8 March 2004, the Cabinet of Ministers adopted the Statute of the State Regional Development Agency (SRDA). The SRDA was established by reorganizing the state limited liability company "Regional Development" and extending its functions. Its goals and objectives are to administrate the Regional Fund in compliance with the goals and tasks laid down in the Statute of the Regional Fund and to render public services in regional development.

