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Introduction

General advice by AFS International


A primary objective of experimental learning programs such as those offered by AFS is to help the participant learn through observation, question, dialogue, discussion and experience. From experience, AFS staff and volunteers understand that the opportunity to learn is great, but it is not necessarily easy. Participants encounter complex situations along the way and there is a potential for confusion, fear and misunderstanding. If students are left to their own devices, the consequences could be very distressing. For these reasons, with the help of host families, local community, AFS contacts and school personnel, AFS has devised the system of “Program Support“ for all participants providing a wide range of supportive activities and services. The purpose is to provide a “Safety Net“ ... a consistently supportive environment in which participants can ask questions, obtain advice and help.


AFS cannot supply all the possible answers but through our support systems, we can help to guide participants towards asking appropriate questions.


It is not possible to try to anticipate all possible situations pertaining to individual safety concerns. Many of these issues are specific to individual countries or parts of a single country. In general, AFS recommends talking with the host family, AFS local committee members and staff from the host school soon after the student arrives into the host family home about any of the information in this guidebook and any question students may have about specific personal issues.


AFS suggests that students ask their host family about specific situations about which they are concerned or worried, recognizing that most of the information about the host country is prevalent in movies and in media publications, and that it may not be accurate for the country or the specific area in which the family lives.

Within this context, what follows are some topics and general suggestions.

Personal Safety Concerns

 

Welcome to Latvia! We are sure that you are going to have a wonderful year and learn a lot about Latvia and about yourself. In your own culture, you have been learning since birth to understand what is the best way to behave in most situations. Now you are in a new culture and you may not be aware of all the “clues” as to what is proper and acceptable.


As the way of living differs in each community and family, it is impossible to tell you how to behave in every particular situation you may face. How you should behave depends on all the circumstances in each case. It is important to remember that just as parents cannot totally protect their children from all harms, neither can AFS guarantee total safety, nor can AFS provide a manual with advice for every possible situation that a student might encounter.


Generally speaking, Latvians believe that Latvia is a safe country. However, we all have an inner set of rules that guides our actions. One way for you to be prepared for any problems is to carry AFS ID card at all times. You should also carry host family’s home and work telephone numbers, and the numbers of your local AFS volunteers and the AFS national office.


Since Latvia has different communities ranging from urban centres to rural villages, AFS recommends talking with the host family, AFS volunteers and staff after you arrive into your host family’s home about any of the information in this booklet and any questions you may have about specific personal issues.

1. Inside the Home

Your host family will probably not know what you are concerned or worried about. So do not hesitate and ask them questions about safety in particular situations: Can I go out alone at night? Are there parts I should not go to? etc.

AFS encourages you to ask the family about how they secure their home, for example 

General safety questions

· What should I do if an emergency occurs? Whom should I call?

· Where do you keep the emergency telephone numbers?

· Do you have first aid equipment? Where is it?

· Do you have a fire extinguisher? Where is it?

· How do you secure the house?

· Are there any appliances or mechanical things in the home that might cause problems and of which you should be aware? (Gas stove, furnace, etc.)

· Do you lock your doors and windows? When do you do that?

· Am I going to have a house key? If I misplace the key or arrive home unexpectedly to a locked house, where should I go?

· What do you advise me about answering the door when I am alone at home?

· If there is a problem while I am alone at home, whom should I contact?

Normally the house door is locked, except small villages, where all people in the community know each other well. If a stranger comes while you are alone at home, it is recommended not to open the door. If it is a sales person or water/gas/electricity meter man, ask them to come later, when your host parents are at home.

Answering the telephone

If you feel uncertain about answering the phone calls especially because you have to answer in a foreign language, ask your family: How do I have to respond when answering the phone? What information should I give? What information should I not give? It is recommended not to give any information to any stranger on the phone. Say that you do not understand Latvian/Russian.

Electricity

In Latvia the voltage is 220V, European-style 2-pin plugs are in use. As the voltage is high and dangerous in cases of electric shock, you should especially watch out not to use electrical appliances when close to water. Some people use gas for cooking and you should be very careful when using such appliances (Don’t leave them on when you are not at home or when you go to sleep, etc....). This also goes for candlelight’s that are often used during the wintertime. Never leave a room with candles lit.

2. Outside the Home


Students should always ask the host family about the local security habits and any situations in which they feel uncertain or frightened. When you leave home for a party or go on an outing with friends, you must always let the host parents know where you are going, with whom and at what time you will be back. You should leave the phone number of the home you will be visiting. In addition to these basic guidelines, students and families should discuss the following questions:

· Is it safe to walk around this neighbourhood after dark? 

· How can I keep myself safe when alone, especially at night?

· Is it safe to use public toilet facilities? 

· Are there areas in the community or city where it is not safe for young people to be? At night? During the daytime?

· What should I do if I get lost or separated from my friends? Whom should I ask for help? How do I use the public telephones?

· Is it safe to carry money with me? If so, are there any precautions I should take about how much or in what way I carry it?

· What should I do if approached by someone in a mall or shopping centre? How should I reply in a firm manner without hurting someone I don’t know or causing a bad reaction?


In general, you should try to avoid being alone in train stations late at night, try to walk in streets that are well lit with other people around.


Avoid drunk people. Never accept rides from strangers. This goes not only for girls, but also for boys, too.  It is advisable not to carry more money with you than you intend to spend that day.  Be cautious when taking money out of a wallet.  


Watch your other valuable items while you are in a crowded place (tram, bus, market, etc.) 

Public Transportation


The public transportation in Latvia normally works pretty well, in terms of security, cleanness and punctuality.

In Latvia traffic keeps to the right, remember that when you cross the street or ride the bicycle. 


Latvia’s railway and bus systems include routes from Riga (the capital) to all other major towns in the country. And there are railway and bus connections with all the neighboring countries.  In Riga and other bigger towns the major means of public transportation are buses, trolleybuses and trams. They are considered safe to be used at any time, but you should be careful at rush hour, because it’s very easy for pickpockets to operate in crowds. 

Mini route buses are very popular there as they are fast and make stops on your request.


Regular taxi services are usually found in cities and towns, airports and main train stations, and are comfortable but more expensive.


It is recommended to make sure you know the time of the last bus or train, so you can plan for an alternative if you need to return home late at night.

There is no subway in Latvia.


It is illegal in Latvia for civilians to carry weapons. Only authorized people (having license) like policemen, security people are allowed to carry it. You should be careful though because there are some people that own illegal weapons. 

3.  IN SCHOOL

Host parents and the school contact should help you feel comfortable in the school setting and should inform you about the school social culture.


Avoid taking a lot of money or expensive items to school. 
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You may find that some students in your school smoke or drink alcohol at school parties. But you should be careful that you do not compromise your own set of values. Be aware of students in school who are involved in illegal activities such as drugs. Avoid students who are violent.  If you feel threatened in any way, go to your AFS school contact. Do never forget that by your behavior and attitude you present also your own country.


Beware of occasional thefts. Don’t leave your wallet, money or other valuable items unobserved. The best thing is not to take things of great value such as jewellery to school at all. 

4. UNCOMFORTABLE SOCIAL SITUATIONS


Uncomfortable social situations can occur in any society. In a culture that is new to you, such a situation can seem even more confusing than in your home society.


In any situation that you may encounter during your stay in Latvia, it is important to keep in mind that you should not compromise your personal moral values or do anything that makes you feel uncomfortable while you are here on the AFS program.  While it is important for an exchange student to be open-minded, adventuresome, and accepting of the host culture, this does not mean you should ignore everything you have learned in your home culture.  It is always a good idea to observe the behavior of those around you then follow what your inner voice tells you about what you have learned concerning what is right and what is wrong.








Illegal drugs, alcohol abuse, law


AFS students may find themselves in situations where students are drinking or using drugs. If a participant uses drugs while in Latvia, he/she may be sent home immediately. Similarly, strong abuse of alcoholic beverages could be cause for dismissal from the program. According to the law teenagers are not allowed to buy alcohol before they are 18. Nevertheless, consumption of alcohol is common among most teenagers. So, it is very common that you find people less than 18 drinking and it is socially acceptable in many families. Drinking alcohol does not mean that you have to get drunk. If you drink, learn to drink reasonably!!! Keep in mind that you should not do anything you don’t want to. Don’t follow bad habits! Reject the offered alcohol! 


It is good for your host parents to meet your friends and to know with whom you spend your free time. If you are invited to go to a party or other event such as a rock concert or soccer game and are not sure whether it is safe to go, AFS recommends that you find out a little about the party or event, where is it being held and who will be there. Usually your host siblings, parents, friends or teachers at school can give information about the event and the people expected to attend. Some host parents may also "forbid" students to attend certain kinds of parties.  Students should respect the parents' advice, even if their friends may be going.


AFS students are subject to the laws of their hosting country. Neither AFS nor the national government of the students’ home country has the ability to protect the student from punishment with respect to drug use, theft and other legal offenses.

Sexual Harassment


Cultures differ in their views of appropriate sexual behaviour and practices of young people. Often clarification of attitudes may be necessary. The advice of people you have come to know and trust is very valuable. Knowledge about the people you socialize with is important, and this is acquired best through increasing knowledge of the culture. Equally important are your own values and beliefs regarding your behaviour. In societies where some young people are sexually active, there are also many who are not. As “rules” and “practices” differ from one country to another, you may be unsure in some situations if you are being sexually harassed or if a particular person’s behaviour would be considered normally friendly. An important source is your own instinct. Never feel that you have to do something you don’t want to do. If something doesn’t feel right, that probably means it isn’t! 


Also often your host siblings/parents, friends and AFS contact will be able to advice you about normal behaviour of people you do not know. 


Sexual harassment is likely to happen in any country. Females especially are subject    to harassment.  For example if guys whistle after a female student, she should avoid contact with them by not looking at them. If a car pulls up beside you, do not get in.

If you realize that someone is following you, try to go to a public place (a shop, a restaurant) and ask someone for help.


In the event of an assault, the student should contact the host family, the AFS contact and the local police.  Try to be as open as possible with these people, for they are there to help you.


Stand firm when you decide not to participate in an unpleasant or uncomfortable situation.  Only you know what is best for you.  

EMERGENCIES







While one can never anticipate an emergency, one of the best ways to deal with emergency situations is to be prepared.  AFS students are advised to show respect and cooperation with authorities, even though they may be innocent of any crime and may think they are being unfairly treated. 


In such situations, you may not understand what is being said by the authority figure. Tell them that you are an exchange student. Always carry the copy of your passport and your residence permit for stay in Latvia as well as your AFS medical program verification card. This is important not only in the event of being questioned by authorities, but also in the unfortunate event of a personal accident.


In the event of a personal emergency, please, call one of the following:    


1) Host family

2) AFS local contact






3) AFS National Office/24hours emergency phone +371 67280646
EMERGENCY TELEPHONE NUMBERS:

General SOS

112

Fire


 01




Police


 02

Ambulance

 03

Gas leakage

 04


In case of a national emergency the student should follow the advice of the government or the local authorities. The national AFS office will immediately contact the students in order to provide necessary help. 

5. AFS LATVIA 

COMMUNICATION







For each participant there will be a contact person set. You will meet your contact person right after arrival camp. Please note that for any help you  should require for a help to your host family or contact person. Just in the case if your contact person cannot help you please contact AFS Latvia office. 


The communication between participants and AFS happens via e-mail. Please make sure you are checking your e-mail every day (or every second day) so that you do not miss any important information. Often AFS sends you large sized e-mails so please also make sure your e-mail is spacious enough. 


 Most of the people in Latvia have mobile phone. It is almost impossible to communicate without it. After your arrival please ask help to your host family or contact person to get you a mobile phone so that host family can always know where are you as well as you can let them know if you need something. 
INSIDE RULES






Besides AFS International rules in Latvia there are following inside rules in order to disclose known risks:

1. It is not allowed to travel alone within first two months at all
2. While in Latvia students cannot travel around Latvia and sleep overnight in a place that has not been consisted with AFS Latvia rules. Students can sleep overnight under the responsibility of:
· AFS volunteer older than 21

· Participant’s hostfamily (or other AFS hostfamily)

· School organized trip

3. Every participant must do a language test during the orientation camps (Latvian or Russian – depending on student’s placement)

CONCLUSION

The best general advices AFS can recommend regarding issues of personal safety are:

· Get to know the host culture well through questions, dialogue and discussion with your host family, your friends, and the AFS local contacts.

· One of the most important thing trying to gain the friends and to have good success in your daily life is to study the native language. If you will show the willingness to improve your skills quickly the people around you will appreciate it. Your ability to communicate in Latvian/Russian will also avoid misunderstandings in various situations that might create also your safety problems.

· Take seriously any concerns that your host family and school have expressed and follow their advice.

· As stated in the participation document you sign prior to leaving home, the national AFS office will make recommendations and give guidelines for physical welfare and security. Take this advice seriously and comply with these guidelines.

AFS Latvia suggests:

· To learn more about former participant’s experiences on www.afs.lv under the section “Come to Latvia!”
· To join AFS profile on www.facebook.com where one can find other participants who have been to Latvia and out of Latvia through AFS.
· To follow AFS Latvia on www.twitter.com while in Latvia – there are often useful information published
We wish you a successful year here in Latvia!
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