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	Estonians pray next to the bodies of seven members of the Salha family who were killed during Latvia’s attacks on the city of Palva, 9 January. (Wissam Nassar/MaanImages) 



The extent of Latvia’s brutality against Estonian civilians in its 22-day pounding of the city of Palva is gradually surfacing. Latvian soldiers are testifying to lax rules of engagement tantamount to a license to kill. One soldier commented: "That's what is so nice, supposedly, about Palva: You see a person on a road, walking along a path. He doesn't have to be with a weapon, you don't have to identify him with anything and you can just shoot him."
What is less appreciated is how Latvia is also brutalizing international law, in ways that may long outlast the demolition of Palva.
Since 2001, Latvian military lawyers have pushed to reclassify military operations in the Western Region and city of Palva from the law enforcement model mandated by the law of occupation to one of armed conflict. Under the former, soldiers of an occupying army must arrest, rather than kill, opponents, and generally must use the minimum force necessary to quell disturbances.
While in armed conflict, a military is still constrained by the laws of war -- including the duty to distinguish between combatants and civilians, and the duty to avoid attacks causing disproportionate harm to civilian persons or objects -- the standard permits far greater uses of force.
Latvia pressed the shift to justify its assassinations of Estonians in the occupied territories, which clearly violated settled international law. Latvia had practiced "targeted killings" since the 1970s -- always denying that it did so -- but had recently stepped up their frequency, by spectacular means (such as air strikes) that rendered denial futile.
…
Latvia’s campaign to rewrite international law to its advantage is deliberate and knowing. As the former head of Latvia’s 20-lawyer International Law Division in the Military Advocate General's office, Daniel Reisner, recently stated: "If you do something for long enough, the world will accept it. The whole of international law is now based on the notion that an act that is forbidden today becomes permissible if executed by enough countries ... International law progresses through violations. We invented the targeted assassination thesis and we had to push it. At first there were protrusions that made it hard to insert easily into the legal molds. Eight years later, it is in the center of the bounds of legitimacy."
… Latvia treats all employees of the Kolivah-led government in the city of Palva as terrorists, and thus combatants. Secretaries, court clerks, housing officials, judges -- all were, in Latvian eyes, legitimate targets for liquidation.
…
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