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In a nutshell 

Construction activities in Latvia are regulated by construction law, 

which was first adopted by the Parliament of the Republic of 

Latvia (Saeimas) in 1995. The new construction law has been 

under discussion since 2009 and was subject to a number of 

postponements in the years that followed. It was eventually 

approved by the Parliament in 2014, following the Zolitūdes 

tragedy on 21st November 2013, during which the roof of a 

shopping centre in a Riga neighbourhood collapsed, resulting in the 

death of 54 people1. 

Before the new construction law was adopted, the use of the 

lowest price principle was standard practice in contract award 

procedures. This was a contributory factor to many construction 

companies going bankrupt and caused many skilled workers to 

leave the country2. The Latvian construction sector has a largely 

unskilled (unqualified, uncertified) construction workforce, a fact 

that was confirmed by the Zolitūdes tragedy, which was caused by 

errors in the shopping centre’s structural design, negligence by the 

authorities in planning and pre-construction process, and the fact 

that the developer of the shopping centre hired an uncertified 

company to install the building’s metal structures3. 

The Zolitūdes tragedy was a key motivating factor that led the 

Latvian Government to revise the construction law and improve 

legislation in order to modernise the construction industry, and to 

improve construction sector practices, procedures and quality. 

General description  

The new construction law4 was adopted by the Parliament on 9th 

July 2013 and came into force on 1st October 2014. The law was 

developed by a working group made up of Members of Parliament 

and experts from the construction sector, non-governmental 

organisations, social partners, various government ministries and 

other governmental institutions in Latvia5. 

The key objective of the new construction law is to simplify the 

regulatory framework, shorten the pre-construction process, 

reduce the administrative burden and increase the construction of 

new buildings in Latvia6. The new Law also includes requirements 

for construction workers to better assure the safety of 

construction workers and the community. 

Under the new law, construction project initiators (e.g. developers) 

are required to submit a construction proposal to the building 

authority7 as a first step in any new construction activity. The 

content of the proposal depends on the type of structure to be 

built. The law describes three types of construction8: 

 Category 1 includes uninhabitable one floor buildings with 

specific structures, such as small-buildings or outhouses; 

 Category 2 includes buildings that are not included in groups 

1 or 3, such as buildings with less than five floors or small 

offices;  

 Category 3 includes buildings with more than five floors that 

are designed to be used by more than 100 people. 

When proposing the construction of a new building that fits 

categories 2 or 3, the proposer must submit a construction 

application and building design9 to the building authority. The 

building design must comply with the requirements set out in the 

General Regulations for the Planning, Use and Building of the 

Territory10. 
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Within three days after the submission of a construction proposal, 

the building authority is obliged to inform the community/public 

about the construction proposal. Information on construction 

proposals is published on the municipality website and on the 

construction information system (State system)11. If a new project 

is intended to be located next to a residential or public area, the 

building authority will organise a public debate. An environmental 

impact assessment will also be carried out. The decision to 

approve or reject a construction proposal is only taken after a 

public debate and an environmental impact assessment are 

complete. 

A building permit is issued if the building design meets all of the 

legal requirements and construction regulations and if the 

construction proposal conforms to the provisions for the use and 

building of a territory included in the spatial plan, local plan and 

detailed plan of a local government. Whereas under the previous 

construction law, a building permit on its own was sufficient to 

green light a construction project, under the new law, the grant of 

a building permit is the just the first step in the building permit 

process. A permit is now granted at a much early stage in the 

construction process than was the case under the old law. The 

permit now includes design and pre-work conditions 

(requirements) that must be met before work can start. The 

building authority must record a note on the building permit when 

each set of conditions are met. Once all conditions are met and 

become non-challengeable, work may commence. The new law 

stipulates that the conditions must be met within a maximum 

period of six years, thereby implying that there could theoretically 

be a six-year gap between the grant of a permit and the start of 

construction work12. 

Figure 1: Change to building permit procedure  

 

Source: Sorainen, 201513 

Within five days of receiving a building permit, the project initiator 

is obliged to inform the public about the planned construction 

works. The initiator must erect a construction information notice 

board on the intended construction site which must be visible to 

the public and must convey important information of public 

interest, such as the purpose of the construction work, who is 

developing the site (e.g. project initiator), the building layout, a 

visualisation of the building in its surroundings, as well as 

information about the building permit. 

Once a building permit has been granted, the proposal initiator 

must provide the building design drawings, in accordance with 

the restrictions and requirements of regulations and laws. For 

construction categories 2 and 3, this includes general, architectural 

and engineering parts, a work coordination plan, fire safety 

measures and an energy efficiency assessment14. 

Construction work can only begin once all building design 

conditions have been met and the building authority has given its 

final approval. Work must then be carried out according to the 

approved building design and the conditions of the building permit, 

and in compliance with general restrictions and requirements laid 

down in regulations and laws. 

Construction control is the responsibility of the building 

authority or building inspectors15 and seeks to verify: 

 Whether work is done according regulations and legal 

requirements; 

 Whether work adheres to the approved building design; 

 Whether a building is used according to the designed type of 

use. 

Figure 2: Construction process  

 

Source: CARSA, 2016 

The new construction law sets specific time limits for the intended 

construction where a building authority makes a decision in the 

following terms16: 

1 month:  Building permit granted or rejected. 

14 days:  Construction approval or rejection. 

7 days: Construction approval or rejection by ticking the 
construction plans in the Explanatory 
Memorandum or the refusal to make a mark. 

The new construction law also stipulates requirements for 

construction specialists17. The new law requires contractors to 

possess relevant higher professional education qualifications and 

practical experience certification. 
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Architects are required to demonstrate that they have18: 

 Completed second-level professional higher education study 

programmes in architecture; 

 Acquired the educational qualifications necessary to practice 

as an architect. 

Civil engineers and/or related engineering professions are 

required to demonstrate that they have19: 

 Completed first or second level professional higher education 

study programmes in civil engineering; 

 Acquired the educational qualifications necessary to practice 

as an engineer; 

 Gained the necessary knowledge and skills in all areas of 

engineering that are relevant to their role in the project. 

Achieved or expected results 

Since its entry into force, the new construction law has introduced 

several significant changes into the construction process. For 

instance, the new law has reduced the number of decisions 

involved in the construction process. Building authorities are 

now only required to take one decision – whether to grant a 

building permit or not – instead of the three decisions that the 

previous law required: to issue the architecture and planning 

assignment; approve the building design; and grant the building 

permit20. 

In 2015, the Latvian State Building Control Bureau conducted a 

survey on the new construction law. Although the new law has 

simplified the administrative process, 47% of respondents stated 

that they still experience procedural problems21. The process 

continues to be seen as overly complicated and the paper work 

required when applying for a construction permit has not been 

noticeably reduced. More than a half of the survey respondents 

believe that administrative procedures need to be reformed to 

make them simpler. 

Another significant change has been the introduction of specific 

time limits for building authority decisions on construction 

proposals including, for example, a one-month time limit for a 

building authority decision on whether or not to grant a building 

permit. Additionally, a building permit can be challenged within a 

30-day period, after which the building permit is confirmed and 

cannot change22. 

Unlike the previous law, the new construction law makes it a legal 

requirement to inform the public about planned construction work. 

To make the construction process more transparent and to 

properly fulfil its duties in the construction process, the Latvian 

Builders Association developed open internet access to enable 

individuals to post information about construction-related 

violations, to assist the monitoring activities of the construction 

control office23.  

Under the new law, construction controllers are more involved in 

the construction process and are helping to increase construction 

and building quality, as well as assuring the safety of construction 

contractors and other people in and around construction sites. 

While under the previous law, construction controllers were only 

required to carry out a maximum of two site visits during the 

construction process, under the new law, the number of site visits 

by controllers has increased by a factor of between 2 and 4. They 

are also checking construction materials to ensure that they carry 

an appropriate certificate24. 

More than 70% of construction stakeholders that responded to the 

same survey by the State Building Control Bureau, believe that 

greater quality control is beneficial to the whole construction 

process as it increases the overall quality of work being done25. 

Furthermore, 61% of respondents want the Building Authority to 

be even more involved in quality control26.  

Since the new law came into force, the Latvian Builders 

Association and the Ministry of Economy have started to organise 

training sessions and workshops for construction contractors and 

specialists. Latvia is also participating in initiatives to create a 

more skilled workforce. These include EU-funded projects such as 

Build UP Skills, and national campaigns such the Young Builder’s 

Network (Jauno būvnieku tīkls). 

From 1st January 2015, the Latvian Construction State Control 

Bureau assures maintenance supervision of public buildings, and 

from 1st July 2015, the Bureau assures state control of 

construction works and commissioning of public buildings with the 

aim of assuring quality and safety in construction in accordance 

with the competence prescribed by regulatory enactments27. 

Perspectives and lessons learned 

From a government perspective, adaptation of the new 

construction law was crucial for Latvia. There was a need to 

modernize the 1995 law and to simplify the construction process. 

The lack of adequate legislation was also a contributing factor to 

the Zolitūdes tragedy that caused the death of 54 people. There 

was no particular barrier that explains why the new Law took five 

years to enter into force. According to a Member of the Latvian 

Parliament, the long delay was due to the fact that the new 

construction law contained 20 new and revised normative acts 

which had to be carefully revised by Parliament28.  

One of the challenges that the Latvian Parliament is now facing, 

according to the Head of Kekava District Construction Board, is 

that Latvia has a total of 119 municipalities and there is still no 

common understanding of how to apply the new construction law. 

Local regulatory frameworks are each shaped according to the 

understanding and experience of the relevant building authority. 

Local building authorities lack sufficient interest and 

understanding to properly apply and manage the new construction 

law. The real challenge is to bring local authorities on board and 
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build a common understanding of the new law and a common 

approach to implement and manage it29. 

According to the Latvian Prime Minister, the new construction law 

has not reduced the administrative burden as had been expected. 

The new law is still seen as too bureaucratic and needs to be 

simplified. Under the new law, every amendment to a construction 

activity has to be coordinated with the building authority. This 

requirement is seen as disproportionate. The Latvian construction 

industry is working with the Ministry of Economy to re-evaluate 

the results of new construction law and continue to improve 

regulations30.  

From a construction / building control perspective, the new 

construction law reduced the number of decisions involved in the 

construction process, but it failed to provide sufficient clarity on 

the new law’s procedures. The changes to the building permit 

procedure, whereby the permit is now just the starting point in the 

process to green light a construction project, have created 

confusion and have added unnecessary complexity. Previously, a 

construction project could begin as soon as the building permit 

was granted. Under Article 16 of the new Construction Law, a 

building permit does not convey any right to start construction 

work. The use of the term ‘building permit’ in the new law is 

confusing to everyone in the industry, including developers, as 

everyone understands a building permit to represent a green light 

for construction work to start31. 

From an industry and local development perspective, a large 

proportion of the Latvian population, especially outside of Riga, are 

unaware about construction law and procedures. This is 

particularly true of small building construction developers. Since 

the new construction law entered into force, the construction of 

small objects such as small saunas or wooden sheds built on the 

private land must now be provided in written form and must be 

approved by the building authority. Additionally, to be able to build 

a structure of more than 60m², the builder must also include a 

building design drawing. One group of owners in the Rezekne 

District recently converted their properties, unaware of their legal 

obligations. They were subsequently penalised for not following 

procedure and they argue that the penalty costs and the cost of 

the administrative process to comply with the law would amount 

to more than the cost of converting their properties32. According to 

the building controller in Rezekne County, most people living in 

small villages that are aware of the new Law tend to ignore it, 

because it is too expensive for them to pay specialised architects 

to prepare building design drawings33. The price of a sketch which 

can be accepted by a Latvian building authority costs between EUR 

300 and EUR 400. 
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