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Estonia 
by Vello Pettai and Pille Ivask 

 

Capital: Tallinn 

Population: 1.3 million 

GNI/capita, PPP: $28,987 
 

Source: World Bank World Development Indicators. 
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National Democratic 

Governance 

2.25 2.25 2.25 2.25 2.25 2.25 2.25 2.25 2.25 2.25 

Electoral Process 1.50 1.50 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.50 1.5 

Civil Society 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 

           Independent Media 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 

Local Democratic 

Governance 

2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 

Judicial Framework 

and Independence 

1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 

Corruption 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.25 2.25 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 

Democracy Score 

  

1.93 1.93 1.96 1.93 1.93 1.96 1.96 1.96 1.93 1.93 

 
NOTE: The ratings reflect the consensus of Freedom House, its academic advisers, and the author(s) of this report. If 

consensus cannot be reached, Freedom House is responsible for the final ratings. The ratings are based on a scale of 1 

to 7, with 1 representing the highest level of democratic progress and 7 the lowest. The Democracy Score is an average 

of ratings for the categories tracked in a given year. The opinions expressed in this report are those of the author(s). 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Estonia underwent a political makeover in 2016, involving both the election of a new president in October 

and, within the following six weeks, the appointment of a new government headed for the first time in 

nearly 25 years by the left-leaning Center Party (CP). Although the first event was not directly the cause 

of the second, the political jockeying that took place around the presidential election eventually 

engendered a shake-up in the previous government coalition. Not only did the Center Party rise to the 

prime minister’s office from the opposition, but also the long-governing Reform Party was, in turn, 

ousted from power and sent to the backbenches after more than 16 years in government. Estonia seemingly 

got its long-awaited ‘left turn’, with the Center Party now governing in a coalition with the Social Democrats 

(SDE). However, their third partner remained the national-conservative Pro Patria and Res Publica Union 

(PPRPU). This means that a careful balance will need to be struck on issues such as minority integration, 

taxes, and foreign policy. 

The somewhat surprising turn of events started in August and September, when procedures began 

for electing a new president to succeed Toomas Hendrik Ilves, who was approaching the end of his 10 year term-

limit in office. Signs that the election would not go smoothly, however, began to emerge in the summer, 

when five out of the six parties in parliament pledged to nominate their own candidate, thus threatening 

a deadlock when parliament moved to vote for a new president.  

Predictably, in late August parliament failed to form the necessary majority around any of the 

candidates, causing the process to move to a special electoral college. Although this contingency had 

happened before during presidential elections, the system had always worked, since one of the final 

candidates had been able to obtain an absolute majority among the participating delegates. This time, 

however, that outcome did not materialize, as several dozen delegates rejected both final contenders. The 

consequence was that the responsibility to vote was remitted to parliament, where hasty consultations 

among the political parties resulted in a consensus around Kersti Kaljulaid, a former Estonian 

representative to the EU Court of Auditors. Kaljulaid thereafter was quickly approved, and took office in 

early October. 

As this debacle unfolded, two parallel processes took place. The first related to the position of 

Prime Minister Taavi Rõivas, who was accused during the presidential election of being indecisive in 

how he positioned his Reform Party amid the contest. On the one hand, the founder of the 20-year-old 

party, Siim Kallas, had announced in April that he would like to seek the presidency as a final milestone in 

his long political career. On the other hand, later in the summer a more popular candidate among the Estonian 

public, Foreign Minister Marina Kaljurand, appeared. Rõivas had a difficult time navigating between 

these two formidable personae. Although the party eventually threw its support behind Kallas, this bid 

failed in the electoral college, leaving bad blood among the individuals involved. Rõivas’s position as leader 

had been greatly tarnished. 

Meanwhile, Estonia’s other largest party, the Center Party, also went through upheaval as opponents 

of the group’s long-standing leader, Edgar Savisaar, finally succeeded in ousting him from power. Although 

Savisaar had survived a leadership challenge in November 2015, in the intervening months the situation 

for the party had deteriorated severely. Savisaar continued to be suspended from his position as mayor 

of Tallinn because of a wide-ranging corruption investigation by Estonia’s prosecutor general. 

Meanwhile, a number of financial irregularities within the party itself began to threaten the CP’s very 

survival. When a special congress was called in November 2016 to resolve these issues, Savisaar 

conceded defeat by not even standing for reappointment. Jüri Ratas took over as the Center Party’s leader, 

promising to put the party’s misdeeds behind it. 

Both Taavi Rõivas’s weakening standing as prime minister and the rise of Jüri Ratas as an 

alternative within the Center Party opened the door to a switch in the governing coalition. Added impetus 

came from the leader of the Social Democrats, Jevgeni Ossinovski, who had long complained about 

the Reform Party being too domineering after governing for such a long period. He was more than happy 

to help engineer the coalition switch, which came almost immediately after Ratas had deposed Savisaar. 
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The new government therefore included, for the first time in Estonia’s re-independence history, 

two center-left parties, who see eye-to-eye on making Estonia’s tax system more progressive and expanding 

social spending for the country’s less well-off. In order to obtain a parliamentary majority, however, the 

parties had to include the PPRPU, who will resist many of these measures, as well as insist on a strong pro-

Western foreign and defense policy. Through some rounding of these sharp corners, the parties agreed on 

a government program that may successfully take them to the next elections in 2019. 

Indeed, one of these compromises involved local government reform, a policy area where Taavi 

Rõivas’s government scored a major political achievement. In June, Rõivas succeeded in pushing through 

parliament an important framework law that would engender a radical reduction of Estonia’s 213 local 

governments down to around 100. Although the Center Party had been vocal in its critique of the reform 

while in opposition, it now agreed to take on responsibility for the reform’s implementation, including 

working out financial rewards for local governments that had agreed to merge into larger units. 

 

Score Changes: 

 

No score changes. 

 

Outlook for 2017: Two major events loom large for Estonia in 2017. First, municipal elections in October 

promise to be important in the context of navigating Estonia’s ongoing local government reform. For 

example, this includes finalizing new financial provisions for the new and larger territorial units. Parties, 

too, will have to determine how they will field candidates in these new configurations. A particularly 

important location to watch will be Tallinn, where the Center Party’s absolute control in the city is likely 

to crack following the party’s schism over Edgar Savisaar’s leadership. Some of Savisaar’s allies have 

speculated that he might launch his own electoral list, if his feeling of pique over having been 

deposed becomes too great. 

During the second half of the year, Estonia is set to take over the rotating presidency of the 

European Union. Although over the years these national leadership stints in the EU have lost some of their 

luster, the half-year is still set to test Estonia’s administrative capacities and foreign policy acumen, not 

least because of the responsibility of having to initiate negotiations on the United Kingdom’s exit from 

the EU. Perhaps not by chance, one of the first foreign leaders to call and congratulate Jüri Ratas upon his 

appointment as prime minister was his British counterpart, Theresa May. 

  



4 

 

MAIN REPORT 
 

National Democratic Governance 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

2.25 2.25 2.25 2.25 2.25 2.25 2.25 2.25 2.25 2.25 

 

 When Estonia’s Prime Minister, Taavi Rõivas (Reform Party), marked the first year of his center-right 

coalition in April 2016, his political fortunes seemed positive. Although his government comprised 

of a partnership across three diverse parties–the liberal Reform Party, the conservative Pro Patria 

and Res Publica Union, and the Social Democratic Party–the cabinet was determined to make the 

alliance work, since no other coalition at the time appeared politically possible. The most important 

factor keeping the three sides together was that the main opposition Center Party (with 27 seats in the 

101-seat parliament) continued to be headed by its long-time leader, Edgar Savisaar. Almost all other 

Estonian politicians saw Savisaar as anathema, not least because he had been under investigation 

for corruption since September 2015, and suspended shortly thereafter from his position as mayor of 

Tallinn. 

 The coalition focused on single, agreeable issues, one of which was a long-delayed reform of Estonia’s 

local government that was successfully passed in June (see Local Democratic Governance). Other 

measures, such as a major increase in excise taxes on alcohol, tobacco, and gasoline generated far fewer 

revenues than predicted, as Estonians began increasingly journeying to Latvia for their cigarettes and 

spirits.1 In September, the cabinet also scrambled to deal with a gaping €33 million ($37 mill ion)  

deficit in Estonia’s Health Insurance Fund.2 That issue served to highlight the long-term governance 

challenges Estonia continued to face with a declining and aging population. 

 Yet, signs of what would eventually lead to Rõivas’s downfall began to appear during the summer, as 

the presidential election neared (see Electoral Process). In addition to Rõivas himself not handling 

the election process very well, Edgar Savisaar’s opponents within the Center Party finally started 

to gain the upper hand over their once impervious leader. When Savisaar attempted to nominate 

himself in June as the party’s candidate for the presidency, he was soundly defeated by one of his 

opponents, Mailis Reps. 

 Reps went on to lead a strong presidential campaign that emboldened Savisaar’s rivals even more. 

Immediately after the election, they moved to dismiss the party’s secretary general (an ally of 

Savisaar) and to call a special congress to decide the leadership issue. On November 5, just before this 

special congress was convened Savisaar withdrew from contention, clearing the way for Jüri Ratas, 

the 38-year-old deputy speaker of parliament, to rise in his place. 

 Although Ratas would face a number of problems to tackle within his party, his takeover of the 

leadership opened up a floodgate of interest from the other parties, which now saw the Center Party 

as a legitimate entity again. Within hours of his election, Ratas received overtures from both the Social 

Democrats and the Reform Party, even though the two parties were still part of the government 

coalition. The leader of the Social Democrats, Jevgeni Ossinovski, eventually proved more 

persuasive, offering Ratas the prime minister’s position if he would form a coalition with the SDE 

and the PPRPU. 

 After a few days, both the SDE and the PPRPU began publicly complaining about how the current 

government under Rõivas had exhausted itself. Meanwhile, as if orchestrated from behind the scenes, 

the Center Party put forth a parliamentary motion of no-confidence in the prime minister. Taavi Rõivas 

expressed open indignation at how quickly his partners seemed to be turning on him, although the 

Reform Party had previously thrown the SDE and PPRPU out of earlier governments. On November 

9, Rõivas decisively lost the confidence motion, and a month later announced his resignation as 

Reform Party chairman. 

 Under Jüri Ratas’s leadership, new coalition talks opened between the Center Party, the SDE, and 
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the PPRPU. The three sides moderated a number of their key policy preferences in order to reach an 

accord as quickly as possible. Some important promises, however, included a substantial raise of 

teachers’ salaries above the national average, continuing EU-supported infrastructure projects, and 

reducing government bureaucracy for private companies in order to create more jobs and growth. 

 A central concern for the coalition partners was to make clear that Estonia’s bedrock pro-Western 

foreign and defense policy would not change. The coalition agreement therefore promised to maintain 

Estonia’s level of defense spending at 2 percent of its GDP, along with providing logistical support 

for the more than 1,000 allied military personnel scheduled to be stationed in Estonia by spring 

2017. The coalition also renewed its commitment to Estonia’s EU presidency during the second half of 

2017. 

 Another sensitive foreign policy issue involved relations with Russia. One of the main controversies 

that had damaged the Center Party’s credibility in Estonian politics was a cooperation agreement it 

had signed in 2004 with Vladimir Putin’s United Russia party. While many opposing politicians 

and media commentators had called on the Center Party to renounce the agreement, Jüri Ratas argued 

that no cooperation had ever actually taken place based on the document, nor would cooperation occur 

while Russia continued its aggressive foreign policy. This compromise was enough to prevent the 

issue from breaking the coalition. A further concession included giving the defense, foreign, and 

interior minister positions to the SDE and PPRPU. 

 

 

Electoral Process 

 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

1.50 1.50 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.50 1.50 

 

 The second event that changed Estonia’s political landscape in 2016 was the presidential election to 

find a successor to President Toomas Hendrik Ilves, who stepped down because of term limits after 

10 years in office. Although the president’s role in Estonia is mostly ceremonial–involving the 

promulgation of laws, receiving foreign ambassadors, and holding certain public events–the office had 

gained stature during Ilves’s presidency. As a former foreign minister and member of the European 

Parliament, Ilves was very active in raising Estonia’s profile in international affairs, particularly during 

the Ukraine crisis, and in promoting Estonia’s e-government and IT sector. His acumen in navigating 

Estonian domestic politics did not match his role in international affairs, although he did help initiate 

a major political reform movement called the People’s Assembly in 2012. 

 In previous years, the presidential election had been a relatively low-key affair, given that the president 

is elected indirectly, first via parliament, and if that fails, then via a special electoral college 

encompassing both the parliament and some 225 representatives from local governments. In the past, 

candidates were nominated close to the election day itself, as parties tried to bargain for each other’s 

support up to the last minute. 

 This mold was broken in April, when Siim Kallas–a former prime minister and Estonian member of 

the European Commission for 10 years–announced his intention to seek the presidency, even though 

the election would not take place until late August.3 The 67-year-old Kallas was seeking a crowning 

achievement to his long political career, and saw his early entry into the race as a way of ensuring 

support from the Reform Party that he had helped found in the mid-1990s. Although Kallas was the 

honorary chair of the party, his relations with some of the younger leaders had become strained over 

the years. In April 2014, he had caused a considerable amount of disarray when he sought to return to 

the prime minister’s chair after his decade of work in Brussels, only to abruptly renounce the endeavor 

when media scrutiny became too intense. 

 Kallas’s shaky political stature opened up the race to other contenders, and eventually all of the major 

parties in parliament nominated potential candidates. The left-learning Center Party humbled its 
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long-time chairman Edgar Savisaar by rejecting his candidacy bid, and instead backed a younger 

leader, Mailis Reps.4 The PPRPU and a smaller conservative party, the Free Party, declared their 

support for Allar Jõks, a former ombudsman and judge, while the Social Democrats nominated a 

veteran party member, Eiki Nestor. The radical right-wing Conservative People’s Party advanced its 

chairman, Mart Helme, to contend the race, but Helme’s chances were seen as remote. 

 As public discussion continued through the summer, the prospect grew of one more candidate entering 

the fray. Foreign Minister Marina Kaljurand had led a successful career in Estonia’s diplomatic service 

for more than 20 years before being appointed to the cabinet by the Reform Party in 2015. She was 

therefore seen as eminently qualified in foreign affairs, but also well placed domestically as she had 

not joined any party and was half Russian. By August, public opinion polls showed that she had 

more than 30 percent of Estonians’ support to become president, although formally there would be 

no popular vote.5 

 Kaljurand’s meteoric rise placed Prime Minister Rõivas in a bind: he could not easily disavow Kallas, 

his party’s founder, but he also did not want to disappoint Kaljurand, a popular foreign minister. 

Eventually the Reform Party opted for Kallas after a tumultuous internal discussion, leaving Kaljurand 

badly bruised. 

 When parliament gathered on August 29 and 30 for its first presidential vote, the voting predictably 

failed due to the divided field. Siim Kallas and Mailis Reps emerged with the highest number of votes, 

and therefore were automatically forwarded to the subsequent electoral college. However, Jõks, 

Helme, and Kaljurand decided to continue their bids by getting enough members of the college to 

nominate their candidatures as well. The first round of voting in the 335-member college on 

September 24 revealed an incredibly tight race: Jõks winning 83 votes, Kallas 81, Reps 79, Kaljurand 

75, and Helme 16.6 However, the voting rules prescribed that only Jõks and Kallas would continue 

to a second round, and one of them would have to obtain an absolute majority in order to be elected. 

Both candidates failed to secure an outright majority, and for the first time in Estonia’s constitutional 

history, the presidential election was remitted to the parliament for further voting. 

 With just two weeks left before President Ilves was scheduled to leave office, the leaders of the different 

parties in parliament held emergency consultations to find a new and acceptable candidate. They 

found one in Kersti Kaljulaid, who for the last 12 years had worked as Estonia’s representative to the 

EU’s Court of Auditors. Although she was relatively unknown to average Estonians because of this 

long stint abroad, she was seen as a knowledgeable leader and a good compromise candidate for the 

parliament to convincingly appoint to the presidency. Kaljulaid received 81 votes on October 3, and 

assumed office a week later.7 

 Unsurprisingly, the political debacle surrounding the presidential vote quickly led to calls for a reform 

of the presidential selection process. The simplest approach involved requiring future rounds of voting 

in the electoral college to require a mere majority of votes cast in order for a winner to ensue. However, 

even this small change would require an amendment to the Constitution, which all parties agreed would 

take time to prepare. Jüri Ratas’s new government pledged to review the matter, but provided no 

immediate details. 
 

 

Civil Society 

 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 

 

 Civil society in Estonia continued to be very active in 2016. In August, the fourth annual Opinion 

Festival (Arvamusfestival) took place, attracting a record number of 9,000 people who came to engage 

in open-air debates about diverse societal issues over two full days.8 In fact, the special format has 
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proven so popular that separate festivals were organized in Narva (in Russian) and in southeastern 

Estonia. Another civic tradition, the “Let’s Do It” outdoor cleaning event in May, drew more than 

42,000 people to work together tidying up public spaces and community area.9 

 Estonia’s main civil society support agency, the National Foundation of Civil Society, issued a special 

report on Russian-speaking NGOs in Estonia. The report found that even though Russian-speaking 

NGOs are smaller than Estonian-speaking ones and concentrated in northeastern Estonia, there were no 

crucial differences between the two types in terms of operational capacities. The researchers 

found that NGOs using both languages in their daily activities often performed better than only 

Estonian- or Russian-speaking ones.10 

 NGOs continued to grow more financially sustainable,  with a number of different fundraising 

initiatives (such as the Gift of Life foundation and the annual Rubber Duck Rally for children with 

cancer) becoming events. Likewise, internet-based donation platforms such as Hooandja have 

attracted thousands of new contributors each year, and some 70 percent of their projects obtain 

funding.11 Although many participants end up donating only once, others contribute regularly to 

different projects and appeals. Likewise, many banks have established affiliated support programs, 

matching contributions made by single individuals. 

 In 2015, debate over how Estonia would help accept some of the thousands of refugees who have fled 

to the European Union prompted rising social tensions. In 2016, this discussion subsided as several 

regional NGOs and local governments took on the practical work of resettling the first 77 refugees to 

arrive in Estonia. One of these was the group Pagula, which was working to provide integration 

services for refugees settled in the western town of Haapsalu.12 Another, the Estonian Refugee 

Council, was helping to train volunteers to work as support persons for newly arrived families.13 

Meanwhile, the Estonian Human Rights Center offered free legal advice, especially assisting in the 

preparation of legal documents. By year’s end, refugees originating from Iraq, Syria and Yemen had 

arrived in Estonia, coming from camps in both Greece and Turkey. Overall, Estonia has pledged to 

receive over 500 refugees by 2018, although procedural hurdles–including refugee interviews, 

document processing, and security checks–have ensured that progress is gradual. 
 

 

Independent Media 

 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 

 

 Estonia’s media landscape changed little in 2016. Alongside four main daily Estonian-language 

newspapers (Postimees, Eesti Päevaleht, Õhtuleht, and the business daily Äripäev), there are also two 

major weeklies, Eesti Ekspress and Maaleht. Seventeen local newspapers serve more regional 

communities, while Delfi remained the biggest and most visited Estonian news portal.14 

 Estonia’s Russian-language media suffered a setback in October, when the Postimees Grupp 

announced that it was closing the print editions of two of the country’s last Russian-language national 

newspapers, Postimees na russkom yazyke and Den’ za dnyom. The company cited declining print-

runs for both newspapers, as well as a preference for boosting its Russian-language online portals 

as reasons for the move.15 

 Meanwhile, Estonia’s new state-sponsored Russian-language television channel, ETV+, remained 

stable in 2016. Estonian Public Broadcasting launched the channel in autumn 2015, in order to provide 

minority viewers an alternative to Russian Federation broadcasters, especially concerning news and 

local programming. While the daily viewership of the broadcaster continued to average just 0.6 

percent (as opposed to over 10 percent for Estonian-language channels, and over 5 percent for Russian 

Federation networks),16 ETV+’s editor in chief, Darja Saar, said that viewers needed time to grow 

accustomed to the channel. Due to its link with Estonian Public Broadcasting, ETV+ also developed 



8 

 

an online portal as well as a viewing app for tablets and smartphones. 

 Following many months of organizational preparation, the Russian Federation’s Sputnik news portal 

opened an Estonian-language web page on February 24. The date was chosen carefully to coincide 

with Estonia’s national independence day, and some Estonian observers characterized the portal as part 

of Russia’s new hybrid information war.17 While Sputnik’s journalists were generally allowed to 

operate freely in Estonia, the Estonian Ministry of Defense announced that it would not include 

Sputnik on its information list, since it did not consider the Russian government press agency to be 

a legitimate news organization.18 At the end of the year, the portal was still working, but readership 

appeared very low, attracting only 30-50 clicks per article.19 

 A number of Estonian media outlets altered their policies on allowing anonymous commenting on 

internet portals. In February, the daily Postimees limited its commenting sections to registered 

users. The newspaper’s editor-in-chief, Merit Kopli, said that anonymous commentators were often 

writing inappropriate comments about the outlet’s journalists and contributors, as well as about public 

figures in Estonia and abroad.20 Meanwhile, the business daily Äripäev also restricted commenting 

to registered readers, but at the same time allowed readers to use a pseudonym when making their 

comments.21 The news portal Delfi offered both registered and unregistered readers the chance to post 

their views, while the daily Õhtuleht had only anonymous commenting.22 

 Debate over the merits of different commenting forums has ebbed and flowed. Although the debate 

attracted particular attention in 2015, when anonymous users occasionally posted comments hostile 

to refugees and other immigrants, media editors have also complained that political activists or 

interest groups have used the forums more broadly to amplify their views. 
 
 

Local Democratic Governance 

 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 

 

 For nearly 20 years, administrative reform has been a perennial topic of debate in Estonia. With more 

than 250 municipalities for just 1.4 million people in the 1990s, there had long been a realization that 

local government structures needed to be restructured in order to better respond to a declining rural 

population and administrative challenges, such as the provision of e-government services. Several 

Estonian regional governments came to loggerheads over the issue, as different parties attempted to 

defend aspects of the status quo. In the meantime, smaller measures were passed, such as rewarding 

local governments for voluntarily merging. However, by 2015, the number of municipalities was still 

213, with more than half having populations of fewer than 1,800 people.23 

 When Taavi Rõivas’s government pledged to prioritize an administrative reform package, few observers 

were confident he would succeed.24 The special minister appointed to prepare the measure, Arto Aas, 

was also not the first such official to attempt the task. After a series of negotiations and hearings, the 

government introduced a formal bill to parliament in March 2016. 

 The bill’s objective was to formalize and intensify the legal framework through which local governments 

would merge into larger units.25 The government set a firm minimum of 5000 residents for all future 

municipal units. The approximately 80 percent of municipalities falling short of this minimum figure 

were instructed to begin negotiations with surrounding governments by October 1, 2016, in order to 

achieve the required size.26 To incentivize municipalities to the bargaining table, the government 

pledged to reward local governments who successfully concluded merger negotiations by this deadline 

with a bonus of €50 ($55) per inhabitant, or up to €400,000 ($435,000). Financial support would not 

be paid to those municipalities that did not merge voluntarily.27 

 During debate in parliament, opposition deputies from the Center Party staged a series of filibusters, 

arguing that the reform’s minimum requirement of 5,000 residents per municipality was too 
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mechanical, and that in some cases this minimum would create gigantic territorial units, which 

would be too removed from people’s everyday needs. On June 7, however, the coalition prevailed 

with a final vote of 56 to 38.28 While promulgating the law, President Ilves also praised the mergers, 

saying that the more effective local governments created by the reforms would improve the provision 

of government services. 

 Mailis Reps (CP) and Allar Jõks (PPRPU) critiqued the new reform during the presidential campaign. 

The candidates hinted that, if elected, they would stall the changes–although, without mounting a 

substantive constitutional argument, it is unclear whether a presidential appeal of the law to the Supreme 

Court would be successful.29 The Center Party also called a special session of parliament in late August 

to voice their critiques once again. 

 However, as the summer progressed, most local governments seemed to fall in line. By October, some 

186 municipalities were in engaged in some form of negotiation–often with five or six municipalities 

to a group.30 Almost all the municipalities on the island of Saaremaa signed a merger accord 

transforming the island into a powerhouse government hub of more than 30,000 residents.31 Many 

other mergers were set to take place across county lines, thereby creating entirely new regional 

boundaries. 

 Despite the successful rate of negotiations, some local governments decided to resist the reform by 

using a special legal right to contest legislation in Estonia’s Constitutional Review Chamber. In 

early October, the plaintiffs argued before the Chamber that the 5000-resident rule was too arbitrary 

and formalistic, and that, as a result, the rule removed local governments’ constitutional right of 

autonomy. In its ruling, issued on December 20, the Chamber found in favor of the law, reasoning that 

parliament had not acted beyond its ambit in deciding the national structure of local government and 

setting size requirements, provided that the reforms were in the interest of ensuring the optimal provision 

government services. 

 Undeterred by these initial delays, Minister Aas issued an even broader 700-page reform plan in the 

summer, calling for the eventual abolition of counties and the development of regional divisions that 

would be responsible for coordinating national government services.32 The new minister for government 

reform, Mihhail Korb (Center Party), pledge to continue in this vein, and to work out additional financial 

details in 2017. 

 

 

Judicial Framework and Independence 

 
2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 

 
 Estonia’s judicial framework remained largely unchanged in 2016, and Estonians continued to have 

trust in their judicial system. According to the EU’s Eurobarometer from 2015, 60 percent of 

respondents said they trusted the judicial system, while only 26 percent did not. These results were 

higher than the EU average.33 

 In early June, parliament passed amendments to the system of judicial appointment.34 Noting that 

within five years a third of Estonia’s judges would be of retirement age, the government put forth 

an amendment to the Courts Act that would no longer require candidates for judicial service to 

have passed through a special training period. Instead, they would have only to pass a law 

examination and fulfill other professional qualifications; the amendments also ease the process of 

judicial recruitment for those individuals who had previously worked as a defense lawyer or as a 

prosecutor. The Chief Justice of Estonia’s Supreme Court, Priit Pikamäe, welcomed the change, 

saying that it would increase flexibility and mobility within the legal sphere.35 

 In September, parliament also passed major amendments to the Code of Criminal Procedure mandating 
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that criminal searches may henceforth only be conducted with the permission of a court. Previously, 

the prosecutor’s office was responsible for giving permission to conduct criminal searches. Although in 

the future the prosecutor will still be able to sanction searches under special circumstances, a court will 

subsequently have to approve the order. Likewise, law enforcement officials will have to clearly state 

what they are looking for and how accidentally discovered evidence will be dealt with. The Minister of 

Justice, Urmas Reinsalu, argued that the previous system of prosecutor-sanctioned searches amounted 

to “an infringement of human property and the inviolability of the home.”36 

 The same legislation also shortened the maximum period of time a person could be held in custody. 

For second degree offenses, the period was reduced from six months to four, and for juveniles, down 

to two. The court must also review such detentions every two months. 
 

 

Corruption 

 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

2.50 2.50 2.50 2.25 2.25 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 

 

 Estonia has performed well in corruption indices, and in general has been seen to have a rather well 

performing anticorruption policy in both the public and private sectors. In 2015, Estonia ranked 23rd 

in Transparency International’s corruption perception index, the highest of any Central or East 

European country.37 At the same time, 2016 saw a veritable wave of corruption cases come to light. 

While law enforcement agencies judiciously handed all of these cases, they still showed that corruption 

was far from being eradicated in the country. 

 In August 2015, Estonia’s Internal Security Service (ISS) made headlines by arresting the director of 

the state-owned Port of Tallinn, Ain Kaljurand, and another board member, Allan Kiil. The ISS 

accused Kaljurand and Kiil of running an elaborate bribery scheme, going back many years and 

amounting to millions of euros. In January 2016, Kaljurand and Kiil were released from detention 

and later even allowed to travel abroad while their investigation continued. In May, the ISS further 

detained the chief of the Port’s maintenance department, Martin Paide, but did not charge him with any 

wrongdoing.38 

 In June, a special parliamentary committee tasked with investigating the Port of Tallinn scandal issued 

a report saying that part of the problem lay in the way in which political parties had grown accustomed 

to appointing their members to the boards of state companies as part of parliamentary oversight. This 

often led to cronyism, which in turn allowed managers like Kaljurand to act with impunity. The 

committee’s report stopped short of blaming the fiasco on the two parties, the RP and the PPRPU, 

who had most frequently been on the Port’s board. However, the head of the committee, Artur Talvik, 

said that the report proved that political corruption existed in Estonia.39 In its new coalition agreement, 

the Ratas government pledged to stop the appointment of any MPs to public enterprise boards. 

 In another long-standing investigatory saga, in November Estonia’s prosecutor general finally issued 

formal criminal charges of bribery and other offenses against the mayor of Tallinn and former 

Center Party leader, Edgar Savisaar, along with six other political protégés and business associates.40 

The process had been delayed, as officials had wanted to conflate a number of different accusations 

into one criminal case. In addition to being accused of taking repeated bribes from different 

businesspeople, Savisaar was also charged with money laundering, embezzlement, and misuse of 

municipal funds for electoral purposes. 

 The prosecutor had been waiting for the last of these allegations to arise against Savisaar. In early 

November, the Estonian Supreme Court upheld an administrative court ruling fining Savisaar more 

than €116,000 ($126,000) for allowing the Tallinn city government to produce a series of videos and 

billboards featuring Savisaar in 2013. The billboards called on people to vote in upcoming local 

elections, and promoted certain city achievements.41 While Savisaar claimed that these were merely 
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municipal informational campaigns, the court found that the ads’ temporal proximity to the 

elections meant that they had been designed expressly to promote Savisaar’s reelection bid at the 

time. For the prosecutor general, this meant that Savisaar’s administrative offense could now be taken 

up as a criminal one in the form of misuse of municipal finances. 

 Throughout most of the year, prominent members of the Center Party had insisted that they 

would stick by their embattled leader, including covering the costs of his legal defense. In early 

September, that prospect became more tenuous as financial controversy engulfed the party. Media 

reports revealed that, in 2014, the then- secretary general of the party, Priit Toobal, had secretly 

issued a pair of letters of indemnity totaling €730,000 ($793,100) to an advertising company.42 

Although the party immediately tried to get these letters nullified in court, it soon became clear the 

documents would stick and the party would probably have to sell its headquarters building in Tallinn in 

order to pay off its liabilities. The new party chairman, Jüri Ratas, announced that the party’s budget 

for covering Savisaar’s legal expenses had been suspended and that the question of whether the 

party would continue to pay Savisaar a salary while he remained suspended from his mayoral position 

was also open.43 

 Additional corruption cases included one from June, when Tõnis Allik, the head of Tallinn’s largest 

hospital, was accused and later charged with accepting bribes as part of a catering procurement 

contract at the conglomerate. Allik eventually resigned from his position, but within a few months 

was hired again as the chief executive of Estonia’s largest HMO, Medicum.44 Likewise, a 

procurement official from Estonian Railways, Indrek Süld, was detained by the ISS in March on 

suspicion of bribery during his tenure managing a number of tenders for railway crossing equipment.45 

In January, a number of driving license examiners were accused of taking bribes when applicants 

tried to pass their driving tests.46 

 A special Estonian-Danish comparative study issued in January by the Ministry of Justice corroborated 

this seeming complacency toward corruption. The research showed that only 27 percent of Estonian 

business leaders believed that turning to law enforcement officials would help reduce corruption–as 

opposed to 72 percent in Denmark. Likewise, 57 percent of Estonian respondents admitted to 

having had at least some kind of contact with corruption, usually demands for kickbacks or other 

conflicts of interest.47 
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