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INTRODUCTION
This report was prepared on the basis of an omnibus survey conducted from 16-28 August
2012 among the general population.
The survey objective was to:
 determine how people understand the term “human rights”
 give an evaluation on respect for human rights in Estonia
 identify the fields in which problems are seen with adherence to human rights
 establish information sources and desired information channels for the future
One of the central goals of the survey was to gain an overview of how many actual human
rights violations occur in Estonia, and to what extent there exist other problems which are not
human rights violations but which are considered by people to be so for various reasons.
There were 1,001 respondents.
The survey report provides an overview of findings in the form of text and figures. The study
questionnaire can be found in the appendices. Detailed findings are presented separately in
table form.
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METHODOLOGY OF THE SURVEY OF THE POPULATION
1 Sample and selection of respondents
The population of the study was made up of permanent residents of Estonia aged 15-74
(1,024,267 people as of 1 January 2012). The sample size was 1,000 people.
The respondents were found by random selection to ensure that all Estonian counties and types
of settlements were represented proportionally in the survey sample. The territorial model for
the sample was prepared on the basis of the Statistics Estonia population statistics database.
In the first phase of the random selection, 100 sample points countrywide were found; and in
the second phase specific interviewees were found at each sample point. The locations of
sample points by county and with respect to settlement types were laid down based on the
actual distribution of the population. The use of 100 sample points in the case of population
surveys ensures that the survey points are sufficiently dispersed on Estonia’s territory.
To select the addresses, the source address method was used, where each interviewer is given
a randomly selected address for conducting the first interview. From there on, a consistent
pattern is followed – every third apartment or every other detached dwelling is surveyed – to
ensure randomness of the addresses.
The youngest man rule was applied in choosing which household member to interview, which
meant that the youngest male present in the household who is at least 15 years old is asked
for an interview. If no males are at home, the youngest female is preferred.

2 The survey process
The survey method used was face-to-face personal interviews using a standardized
questionnaire form. The interviews were conducted in respondents’ homes in Estonian and
Russian. A total of 60 Turu-uuringute AS interviewers who had received previous training
participated in the survey. The subjects were interviewed during the period 16-28 August 2012.

Turu-uuringute AS

5

Human rights 2012

Estonian Institute of Human Rights

Overview of the survey process
Interviews conducted
1,001
Addresses visited
4,269
Repeat visits
1,364
No people in the target group living in the family 351
No contact
2,155
Person in target group not at home
44
Refused contact
213
Target person declined interview
504
To verify the interview work, 100 letters were sent out to determine whether all the
interviewers actually visited the addresses and conducted the interviews in full.

3 Data processing and estimating sampling error
To process the survey data, the data processing program SPSS 11.5 was used. After the end of
the survey, the sociodemographic makeup of the interviewees was compared with the
specifications of the sample and the data were weighted so as to equalize losses in conformity
to the theoretical model. The factor of gender, age and region was considered in assigning the
weighting.
The findings can be extrapolated to Estonia’s population, and the error percentage does not
exceed 3.09%.
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4 Structure of respondents
Figure 1. Respondent structure, n=1001
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FINDINGS OF THE SURVEY OF THE POPULATION
5 The term “human rights”
If people talk about human rights, how do you interpret this term? The question was asked in
an open-ended form, with no multiple-choice options given.
The most common answer was general in type – 15% said that human rights were people’s
basic rights, laws, rights that are universal etc. Twelve per cent cited freedom, including
freedom to decide – freedom to decide on one’s own life. The next most frequent answer was
freedom of speech (10%) and equality/equal treatment of people (8%). Figure 2.
Various
brought
liberties
(3%) or

other rights such as right to life, right to work and right to health care were also
out. Some of the respondents made associations with the Constitution, fundamental
or civil rights (4%) while some cited responsibilities that go hand in hand with rights
lack of discrimination/sense of security (3%).

A worrisomely large share of the respondents – 30% – answered “can’t say” – the term
“human rights” prompted no associations for them. Over 50-year-olds were the largest group
among the “can’t say” contingent.
More frequently than for non-Estonians, Estonians associated it with freedom of speech, right
to work, right to an education, liberty and free elections. Non-Estonian had more respondents
who said they could not answer – 35% vs. 27% of respondents.
Among other answers, the following was highlighted. That people would not be humiliated;
dearth of information – on health, housing, nursery schools, income etc; right to schools, food,
housing; legal aspects; people don’ know their rights; in Estonia one must be Estonian and
speak Estonian; that our laws would not do our people an injustice; availability of information
to all citizens; consumer protection – protects consumers from fraud; gender equality;
children’s rights; right to be financially secure, work, freedom of speech; privacy of home;
people must obey the laws of their place of residence; people’s elementary needs are satisfied
(enough food etc); right to use the Internet; third-world countries come to mind; can’t
understand them (human rights) anymore; be the master of one’s own household and country;
the situation in Russia, privacy; Members of Parliament cannot be recalled; availability of
legislation, incentives; food, drink, doing business if necessary; can be an entrepreneur;
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possibility of exercising one’s own interests; right to home; free elections; rights may not be
alienated, right to a full-fledged life; one bunch of people laid down the standards.

To sum up, it can be said that inhabitants are generally aware that human rights are
established on the international level. They also are aware that all people have equal rights.
The topic is still unfamiliar to many – people’s knowledge is superficial and only a small part of
the respondents can identify the exact substance of human rights.

Figure 2. What are human rights? N=1001
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Figure 2A. What are human rights? N=1001, comparison of men and women
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Figure 2B. What are human rights? N=1001, comparison of younger and older age
groups
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Figure 2C. What are human rights? N=1001, comparison pursuant to education
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6 Situation of human rights in Estonia
6.1 Adherence to human rights
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights sates that all human beings are born free and equal
in dignity and rights and everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms as well as
responsibilities. Do you feel human rights are adhered to in Estonia?
A 54% share of Estonian inhabitants feels everything is in good condition on the human rights
front in Estonia, but 29% feel it is not. 17% said they could not respond. Figure 3.
Those in the youngest age group (15–19) had the most positive mind-set, of whom only 7%
said that human rights are not adhered to and 67% said they did not see violations. People
aged 20-29 are also more positive than other age groups – 64% of them feel that human rights
are respected. The most negative assessment was found among older people – only 45%
among those 60-74 felt everything was good on the human rights front while 31% do not feel
this way and 24% could not say.
The opinion of Estonians and non-Estonians diverged widely: A 61% share of Estonian
inhabitants feels everything is in good condition on the human rights front in Estonia, but 25%
feel it is not. Only 40% of non-Estonians find that there are no problems but 36% feel that
there are problems. For many non-Estonians, the topic is unfamiliar – 24% did not respond to
the question. Estonians have clearer attitude toward the topic – 14% could not say. The
response probably also depends on the Estonian language proficiency of the non-Estonians. As
shown below, a part of the non-Estonians feel, erroneously, that the requirement of proficiency
in the official language violates their human rights.
The assessment of adherence to human rights also depends on the income of the respondents.
The lower people’s income, the more likely they are to feel that human rights are violated in
Estonia. The result shows that people’s incomes are equated with human rights. Figure 3.
Viewing different regions in Estonia, we see that the residents of Ida-Viru County have the
most divergent opinions on the question of human rights. (Figure 4.) Of these, 37% say that
human rights are not respected and the ones who say that they are respected is just as large.
It is noteworthy that the number of those who could not say was greatest in Ida-Viru County –
26%.
Of the respondents that do not use the Internet, there were a greater than average number of
people who feel human rights are not adhered to – 35% (27% among Internet users). Those
with Russian citizenship and stateless people said more frequently than average that human
rights are violated – 43% and 31% respectively. Of Estonian citizens, the respective figure was
27%. Russian citizens are not eligible to vote in Riigikogu and European Parliament elections.
This is not a human rights violation but the foreign-language media often portray it as such.
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We will also examine results based on the respondent’s area of activity. We see that only 4% of
working students and 15% of other students feels that human rights are violated. Of
pensioners, 33% feel this way and 47% of those on child care leave.
People in rural areas see human rights as a problem in Estonia much less frequently than city
dwellers (19%).

Figure 3. Do you feel human rights are adhered to in Estonia? N=1001
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Figure 3A. Do you feel human rights are adhered to in Estonia? N=1001
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6.2 What rights are violated – spontaneous question
What human rights are violated in Estonia? An open-ended question was asked only of those
who felt human rights were not adhered to. The responses were encoded and grouped by
thematic group.
Aspects related to the socioeconomic status and low standard of living were most frequently
cited – by 23% of respondents. (Figure 5.) People’s wages and pensions are low, cost of living
is rising and many feel this constitutes a violation of their human rights. Actually these specific
topics are part of the socioeconomic situation and cannot be classified directly as human
violation rights.
The topic of discrimination against the Russian-language population (including at work, in
education and in officialdom) ranked second – 19%. Some non-Estonians still feel that
requiring Estonian is a violation of their human rights. Erroneously, some of them feel that the
transition to 60% of subjects being taught in Estonian is a human rights violation. In the case
of this topic, the most frequent answer was that the “right to education in the mother tongue”
is violated.
An obligation on the part of the state to provide foreign language education cannot be deemed
a human right. The state has no such duty. The state has provided larger language groups (at
least Russian language ones) with the opportunity to study their mother tongue. The
requirement of proficiency in the official language for many positions is a qualification
requirement, not a human rights issue. In fields where Estonian is not necessary for the work,
proficiency is not required.
Of topics in the field of human rights, issues related to women’s equal rights were cited most
frequently – above all, salary gap, which has been oft-discussed in society in recent times(8%).
The opinion that freedom of speech is violated – i.e. the people have no right to speak – came
second, with 5%. The third topic cited was lack of justice in the courts (unjust punishments,
protracted court decisions, non-adherence to law, lenient punishments) 5%. It is also believed
that the rights of children, the disabled and pensioners are not always guaranteed and that
medical care is not sufficiently available.
The opinions of Estonians and non-Estonians diverged widely in this question. (Figure 5.) Thus
Estonians have much more frequently cited aspects related to lower standards of living (27%).
More frequently than non-Estonians, Estonians cited aspects related to women’s rights, general
discrimination against the people, non-adherence to laws and violations of children’s rights.
Non-Estonians are bothered primarily by four groups of topics, which are discrimination of the
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Russophone population in jobs (hiring, wages) 22%, unavailability of education and information
in their mother tongue 19%, low standard of living 16% and citizenship issues 10%.
The same themes recur here – social issues, low standard of living. It is possible for anyone to
gain citizenship and the requirement of residency and language proficiency cannot be
considered a human rights violation.
The responses grouped under the “other” option were as follows (wording unchanged).
Freedom of movement on the boundary of bodies of water; remuneration for work – state
violates human rights (legislation is amended);
1) paedophilia is encouraged 2) security employees resort to violence against drunk people;
presumption of innocence is selective; identification of people; intrusion into personal space;
crossing the border into Ivangorod; no security and sense of safety; customs and border
problems; state bought a water cannon to keep the people restrained; elections are not free;
we have a mixed Russian-Estonian family and I feel it isn’t normal that the classics are not
taught – Pushkin in the 12th grade, as Estonian language books lack Russian classic literature;
Internet commenters who don’t know anything but comment anyway; shops, communication
devices, schools moved far away; young people have no work, pay is low; they are not violated
outright but there is a thin line; deceit in haggling; taxi drivers take advantage of foreigners;
right to self-determination, Russians have too many rights; political influence peddling,
squabbling over money; new strange laws on the border; lack of information, people are not
apprised of their rights; property law, social law; always some trouble on the Estonian national
border; different level of opportunity in the city and countryside; sexual minorities; correctness
of the electoral system; my rights as an heir are not protected; equality of people, children’s
rights, animals’ rights; violation of the constitution – people searching without warrants; rural
people are practically not people; children in city and country are not equal, children have to go
far away to go to school, runs the risk of dropping out; major dependency on banks; I was
thrown out of a hospital at 10pm; not allowed to smoke; racism; violation of smokers’ rights.
To sum up, about a third of the problems listed by people can be classified under human rights
topics. The rest of the responses are not directly related to the human rights topic, even
though they may pose disruption to people’s everyday life.
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Figure 5. What human rights are violated in Estonia? N=279, %
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Figure 5A. What human rights are violated in Estonia? N=279, comparison of women
and men
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Figure 5B. What human rights are violated in Estonia? N=279 comparison of
educational groups
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Violation of human rights of the respondent or his or her acquaintance
Have your human rights or those of an acquaintance been violated in Estonia? Please describe
the specific situation. When did it take place? The question was posed to respondents who feel
that their human rights are violated.
Forty-eight per cent of respondents who feel human rights are violated in Estonia said that
their human rights or the human rights of an acquaintance have been violated. There were just
as many who said they had not been violated. Three per cent did not answer. (Figure 6 and 7.)
If the result is seen in terms of all respondents (1,000) we can say that 13% of inhabitants feel
their human rights or the human rights of an acquaintance have been violated.
We will take a closer look at respondents who say they feel their human rights or the human
rights of an acquaintance have been violated.
 The share of these respondents in the 60–74 age group is 53%, and the younger
respondents have no such respondents.
 Among non-Estonians there were more such respondents – 56%.
 Among stateless people, they accounted for 74%, and 49% of those with Russian
citizenship.
 There were more of them among people with higher education – 60%.
 There were fewer of them among northern Estonian inhabitants – 25%.
 Among people living in the countryside there were 22%, and among inhabitants of large
cities (Tartu, Pärnu, Narva, Kohtla-Järve), 59%.
 No significant differences from the overall findings emerged based on people’s income
or use of the Internet.
Figure 6. Have your human rights or those of an acquaintance been violated in
Estonia? N=287
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Figure 7. Have your human rights or those of an acquaintance been violated in
Estonia? N=287
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Figure 7A. Have your human rights or those of an acquaintance been violated in
Estonia? N=287
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*= number of respondents (n) in this group is too low for generalization

Cases described as human rights violations
Respondents who said their own or acquaintances’ human rights were violated were asked to
describe the specific situation. The question was asked in open-ended form, and the responses
were grouped into narrower thematic fields. We see the results in Figure 8.
The most frequent cases described were ones that could be grouped under one topic –
discrimination at the workplace, a total of 17% of respondents. The discrimination primarily
was expressed as payment of low wages, lowering (and not reinstating) wages in connection
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with the economic downturn, and postponement of pay rises (in spite of promises). They also
complained in a number of responses that employees are treated unequally on the matter of
wages, that work conditions were difficult, that work conditions are not adhered to, layoffs, and
unequal punishments and illegal firings. On two occasions, it was noted that it was the
Estonians who were allegedly treated unequally – “someone I know was not hired as he/she did
not speak Russian” and “Russian speaking management prefers to hire compatriots (Estonians
are not hired)”.
Tied for second place were three problems - problems with citizenship, low standard of living
and discrimination against citizens of Russian ethnicity in workplaces.
On the subject of citizenship, the primary complaint is that people born in Estonia do not
automatically get citizenship. And older people would prefer to receive citizenship without
language examination. Many complain that they would like to learn the language and apply for
citizenship, but language courses are paid (too expensive).
Citizenship by birth is not a human right nor is it a human right to receive citizenship without a
language exam, or to expect the state to pay for language studies.
All aspects related to low standard of living were grouped under the topic “low wage and
pension”. Here, besides low wages and pension, a constant rise in apartment costs,
unemployment, overall poverty (state said not to be interested in how the people are faring)
were also mentioned. The opinion was also expressed that low wages force them to look for
work abroad and to leave Estonia. There were a total 11% of responses in this field.
Cases of discrimination against workers of Russian ethnicity were mainly connected with
language proficiency requirements at the workplace. In one case, it was claimed that
employees with Estonian proficiency get more pay. At the same time it was said that people of
Russian ethnicity are not hired due to their ethnicity.
The category “Other” was used to collect the rest of the responses which were on a very wide
range of topics. Here people mentioned everything that bothered them, from smokers’ “rights
being violated” to real estate swindles. Mostly these do not qualify as human rights or basic
rights. Only in a few cases may it be a case of violation of basic rights, such as the problems of
people dwelling in restituted property, police entering apartments without warrants, unequal
treatment of sexual minorities (AHHAA Science Centre case in the media), disclosure of a
photograph by the media without permission.
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Figure 8. Human rights violation cases, n=131
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To sum up, it can be said that mostly people categorize as human rights topics that should not
belong there. Only a small number of the violations are truly connected to human rights or
basic rights themes. The human rights topic is for the most part too general for the people, and
they lack an accurate comprehension of it. Two problems of concern are inequality at the
workplace and the problem of unavailable medical care.

6.3 Rights which Estonia has problems guaranteeing – assisted

question
In your opinion, what human rights does Estonia have the greatest problems guaranteeing?
Choose the one to two most important. The question was posed to all respondents this time –
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even those who did not see problems guaranteeing rights in Estonia. Ten options were
provided.
The responses to the question confirm the above – social equality was predominantly
considered the greatest problem (39%). (Figure 9.) As it emerged above, aspects of low
standard of living were in the forefront here. Racial, ethnic and linguistic equality (26%) comes
second, and third, the rights of the disabled (24%). Seventeen per cent see problems in
ensuring age-related equal rights, 12% with children’s rights and 10% with gender equality.
Nine per cent see problems ensuring free elections. As the open-ended answers showed,
respondents here often referred to the fact that non-Estonians cannot vote at general elections
due to lack of citizenship.
Once again, the assessments of different ethnic groups diverged significantly. For instance,
Estonians cited more often as problematic the following: social equality, and the rights of
disabled people, children, age-related and gender and sexual minorities’ rights. (Figure 10.)
Non-Estonians here too cite ethnic/linguistic equality (50%), free elections (19%) and freedom
of speech and assembly (10%).
Younger respondent groups cite more frequently than average the rights of sexual minorities
and children as well as ethnic/linguistic equality. The oldest age group considers, more
frequently than the average, free elections and age related equality to be problematic.

Figure 9. Fields with problems guaranteeing human rights, n=1001
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Figure 10. Fields with problems guaranteeing human rights by ethnicity, n=1001
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7 Information sources and amount of information
What sources have you received information on human rights from?
As expected, the media is the primary source – 78%. Friends and family come next – 34%,
then the Internet – 27%. Seven per cent of respondents have not received information from
any source. Relatively little information has been obtained from the Estonian Institute of
Human Rights and Human Rights Centre – 1% of respondents in both cases. (Figure 11.)
The following were named as other sources: Estonian Committee publications, various thematic
events, Defence Forces, Health Board, lawyers, other publications, women’s shelter; direct
sources: citizens from various countries, Patent Office, police, books, Riigi Teataja state
gazette, foreign nationals, public transport.
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It is noteworthy that only 26% of all respondents received information from a school or
university, which is clearly too little. It is still evident that in the two youngest age groups (15–
29) 70% marked school as an information source, and among working university students,
77%. Thus it can be asserted that the topic of human rights is covered to some extent in
current schools/universities.
We will compare the information sources for Estonians and non-Estonians (Figure 12). The
main information source for both respondent groups is the media. There are no major
differences in the rankings of information sources. It is noteworthy that non-Estonians get less
information about human rights from school than do Estonians – 19% and 29%, respectively.
Non-Estonians also received less information in connection with their work and through
government institutions. More frequently than Estonians, they get information from friends and
acquaintances (38% vs. 33%).
We will also examine results based on the respondents’ age group. The two youngest age
groups – those under 30 – considered school and the Internet as significantly more important
information sources. The youngest respondents receive less information than any other group
from the media (51% vs. 78% on average). The older groups – over 50 – received it less from
school and Internet.
We asked that those indicating Internet specify the website they received information from.
News websites were cited most frequently, including Delfi, Estonian Public Broadcasting News
(uudised.err.ee) – a total of 44 occasions. Newspapers’ websites were mentioned on 23
occasions.
The following options were also mentioned (times).


















Riigi Teataja – 5
state portal Riik.ee – 5
Google – 3
Facebook – 3
Mail.ru – 2
Wikipedia – 2
BBC
Wlex.ee
Youtube
legislation
Ministry of Social Affairs
human rights website
Estonian Institute of Human Rights
”Erinevus Rikastab” (Diversity enriches) campaign
Forums
Infowars.com
Websites related to legal affairs
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Defence Resources Board
Children’s rights charter, Geneva Convention
UN declaration 10 December 1948. p. 7.
Various articles, columns, writings by reliable sources

Respondents were asked to specify state departments from which they have received
information on the said topic. The responses were as follows (number of times).
















Municipal government – 8
Various institutions - 3
City district government – 3
City government – 2
Local government institution, local gov’t lawyers
Estonian Ministry of Foreign Affairs
Citizenship and Migration Board
Estonian Ministry of the Interior
Parliament, ministries
Riigi Teataja (State Gazette)
Police and Border Guard visit to school
City council
Hospitals and clinics
Education committee
Ministry of Education

Turu-uuringute AS

30

Human rights 2012

Estonian Institute of Human Rights

Figure 11. Primary information sources, n=1001
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Figure 12. Primary information sources by ethnicity, n=1001
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7.1 Amount of information
Has there been enough information on the topic of human rights?
Most respondents consider the amount of information on the human rights topic to be sufficient
or rather sufficient – 62%. Only 21% of inhabitants feel it is completely sufficient, though.
Twenty-four per cent finds there is little information, including 7% who feel there is very little.
14% of people were not interested in the topic or could not respond. (Figure 13.) In a situation
where people have a good orientation to what constitute human rights, the finding that 62%
consider it sufficient or rather sufficient cannot be considered reflective of the actual situation.
Those from younger age groups were better informed – likely they have a better overview of
how to obtain information. The youngest age group can be seen as having the least amount of
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interest in the topic (15-19) where 21% do not take any interest in it or are unable to respond.
Likewise there are more non-interested respondents in the oldest age group – 60–74.
Of Estonians, 63% are well-informed, as are 51% of non-Estonians. Fourteen per cent of nonEstonians feel there is very little information on human rights.
The respondents with the highest incomes are better informed, of whom 72% say there is
sufficient information. The inhabitants of Tallinn and Ida-Viru County are more likely to deem
the amount of information insufficient. (Figure 14.) Internet users are, as a logical result,
better informed than non-users regarding the human rights topic. We see the most lack of
information among non-users – 20% do not take an interest or are unable to assess whether
there is or is not sufficient information.
Figure 13. Amount of information N=1001
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Figure 14. Amount of information, n=1001
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7.2 Areas where there is little information
In what field could there be more information? The question was asked of those who think
there is little information.
Most frequently, people desired to gain more information regarding the human rights topic in
general, from all fields – 18%. (Figure 15.) The results showed that for many the topic was
unfamiliar, and thus they could not name a single specific field where additional information is
desired.
The following responses were made most frequently here: coping with pension, social welfare
and laws/enforcement. Some respondents mentioned that they want to get more information
on the Constitution and the articles of the Constitution pertaining to people’s rights.
Aspects of employment legislation were mentioned separately – by 7% of respondents. Three
per cent desired Russian-language information and 3% wanted children’s rights related
information. Many people skipped the question (14%) or were unable to specify anything (6%).
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The respondents also brought out many different wishes as to information needs. A part of
them do not pertain to the human rights topic and are not relevant. Of the rest, the following
fields can be noted:















disabled people’s rights (on 3 occasions),
protection from police,
linguistic inequality,
social rights,
right to work,
justice in the courts,
protection of property,
freedom of speech,
international issues/Estonian international relations,
where to turn (if rights are violated),
rights pertaining to healthcare,
human rights centre in Estonia,
young people’s rights,
info should be more comprehensible for laymen.
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Figure 15. Fields in which additional information is desired, n=239
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7.3 Preferred information channels
Through what channels would you prefer receiving the relevant information? The question was
asked of those who think there is little information.
Most frequently, respondents prefer to receive information via television – 29%. For instance, a
proposal was made that once a month there could be a programme on the relevant topic. The
Internet comes next, including Russian internet and media in general. Newspapers were noted
by 6% and radio by 3% of respondents. Fifteen per cent could not specify an information
channel.

Turu-uuringute AS

36

Human rights 2012

Estonian Institute of Human Rights

Figure 16. Preferred information channels. N=239

Respondents who feel there is little information n=239
television

29

Internet, including Russian …

18

media

18

newspapers

6

radio

3

brochures in mailbox

2

school

1

other

7

no response

15
0

10

20

%

30

40

8 Awareness and knowledge of human rights, their importance
Which of the following rights are in your opinion human rights that are valid for all people?
Please choose the five rights that are most important for you.
The best-known human right is the right to life – 92%. Respondents also know very well the
right to education (87%) and the right to be treated equally before the law (86%). (Figure 17.)
Most of the other rights are known to 70–80% of respondents. Under 70% could categorize
among human rights such rights as the right to own and protect property (69%), women’s and
men’s equal rights (68%) and freedom of association (59%). A control question added – “right
to average income guaranteed by the state” - proved quite popular – 52% of respondents
considered this a human right.
The results once again affirm that people’s knowledge of human rights is superficial – they tend
to know general things and the most basic rights but their knowledge is deficient when it comes
to more detailed questions.
The population considers as the most important human right to be the right to life (71%),
followed by the right to equality before the law (47%) and the right to work (43%). They also
named as the more important ones the right to education, free medical care, social
insurance/holiday/pension. The least important right in the list was the freedom of association
– 3%.
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To sum up, we can say that people consider very different thematic categories important – all
of the said topics gathered votes in favour and only the right to life outstripped the other topics
overwhelmingly.
Respondents could also name other human rights not mentioned in the list. Some of them used
this opportunity and named the following rights: right to receive information in mother tongue
– 3 occasions, right to education in their mother tongue – 3 occasions, citizenship – 2
occasions, civic rights, rights of children and elderly, Internet access, Russian as a second
official language, rights of minorities, right to protection from psychological abuse, inviolability
of home, right to pay taxes and right to drive in bus lanes.
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Figure 17. Awareness and knowledge of human rights, their importance N=1001
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The differences between Estonians and non-Estonians are listed in figures 18 and 19. There
were not very great differences by ethnicity. When compared to non-Estonians, Estonians are
slightly more knowledgeable about the following rights: right to education, inviolability of family
and private life, justice in the courts and ownership and protection of property from arbitrary
expropriation. When compared to Estonians, non-Estonians are slightly more knowledgeable
about the following rights: right to social insurance/holiday/pension, right to work and right to
free medical care and treatment. Non-Estonians are more likely than Estonians to believe that
the state should guarantee an average income - 57% vs. 50%.
Different ethnic groups also consider as more important the same rights already mentioned
above. Estonians also consider freedom of speech, of the press and religion more important
than those representing other ethnicities. Non-Estonians are more likely than Estonians to
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consider important, besides the right to work, to medical care and to social insurance, the
protection of personal data and right to free elections.
As a logical result, different age groups deem different rights important. Thus younger people
consider more important the right to education and consider less important than the average
the right to social security /holiday/pension. The last-mentioned topics (adding also free
medical care) are very important for the oldest age group. The older age group in turn puts
less than average priority on equal rights of men and women and personal privacy protection.

Figure 18. Awareness and knowledge of human rights by ethnicity
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Figure 19. Most important rights by ethnicity, n=1001.
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8.1 Importance of human rights and attitudes toward them
To what extent do you agree with the following statements? Respondents were given seven
statements to determine attitudes toward the topic. The responses are listed on figure 19A.
The respondents’ answers are quite divergent with regard to the following three topics.
Twenty-seven per cent of inhabitants find that human rights are not important in their
everyday lives, for 58% they are important.
Forty-five per cent say that compared to other countries, Estonia does not have problems with
human rights but 35% do not agree.
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Thirty-eight per cent of inhabitants know that the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights is supreme
with regard to Estonian laws, 19% do not know this and 28% have no opinion.
The people are more unanimous on the rest of the topics pertaining to the importance of
human rights. Thus 92% of inhabitants agree that guaranteeing human rights is beneficial for
all Estonian inhabitants. Ninety-two per cent agree that human rights help to create a more
just society in Estonia. 94% agree that respect for human rights means respecting the rights of
other citizens. And 72% of respondents find that standards should be established as to how the
government should treat people.
To sum up the findings for this question show a favourable attitude toward the human rights
topic – they are aware of it and prioritize it. Most respondents feel that the topic has to be dealt
with further as Estonia, too, has problems guaranteeing human rights.

Figure 19A. Concurring with statements, n=1001
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9 Where to turn if rights are violated
If you felt your human rights had been violated, where would you turn to first? List the top
three in the order of their importance. Respondents were given a list of possible answers.
The greatest share of the population would turn to Estonian courts if they suspected human
rights were violated – a total of 65%. (Figure 20.) 31% would turn to the courts first, 21%
second and 13% third. Lawyers would be sought out by 48% of respondents; 27% would turn
to lawyers first. The chancellor of justice was third. The Estonian Human Rights Centre and
Estonian Institute of Human Rights were fourth and fifth.
The European Court of Human Rights was named among the three most important recourses
by 27% of respondents. A total of 3% of respondents would turn there first. The European
Court of Human Rights was named as the third option by 18% of respondents.
Figure 20. Where to turn if rights are violated. N=1001
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The responses of Estonians and non-Estonians to this question are somewhat divergent. For
instance, non-Estonians would be less likely than Estonians to turn to the Chancellor of Justice
and lawyers. They are markedly more likely to turn directly to the European Court of Human
Rights as a first recourse – 7% vs. 2% of Estonians.
Yet the responses of non-Estonians most often included the following options: courts 30%,
lawyers 22% and human rights centre 9%. The European Court of Human Rights was in fourth
place. The reason may be the fact that non-Estonians are not as knowledgeable than Estonians
about the Estonian and European institutions that deal with human rights.

10 Renown of international organizations
What international organizations are engaged in monitoring the human rights situation?
Of the relevant organizations, the UN is the best known, named by 52% of respondents.
(Figure 21.) Council of Europe and OSCE have less renown – 29% and 24% of the respondents.
The EU was named an organization that monitors human rights by 42% of respondents.
Twenty-four per cent of respondents did not answer the question.
Estonians know all of the organizations slightly better than non-Estonians. Males know the
organizations better than the women. By age groups, the 20–29 and 30–39 groups stand out
positively, but the differences between age groups are not all that great.
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Figure 21. Renown of international organizations, n=1001, %
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11 Relations with countries where human rights are violated
Is it ethical that Estonia pursues relations with countries where human rights are brutally
violated?
The predominant majority of inhabitants considers relations with such sates to be rather
unethical (42%) or finds that there should not be dealings with them at all (22%). Seven per
cent see nothing wrong and 16% are ambivalent – it does not bother them. Thirteen per cent
said they cannot answer the question.
Estonians are more likely than other ethnicities to consider relations with the said countries to
be unethical. There are also fewer ambivalent respondents among them.
It stands out that those in the youngest age group are much more neutral toward this question
than representatives of older groups. Of them, a total 16% do not see anything wrong and they
are more likely than the average to have not responded to the question. No significant
difference is seen in men’s and women’s opinions.
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Figure 22. Relations with countries that violate human rights, n=1001
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12 Overall information and knowledge of human rights
How much did you know about the human rights topic before this interview?
The results show that 45% of respondents considers themselves generally or very well
informed about the topic but that 50% are not especially or not at all aware of it. Five per cent
could not say. The finding signals yet again that Estonian inhabitants are not very abreast of
human rights topics.
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Figure 23. Keeping abreast of the human rights topic, n=1001
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SUMMARY OF THE SURVEY OF THE POPULATION
Comprehension of the term human rights is of a general character – 15% said that human
rights were people’s basic rights, laws, rights that are universal etc. The next most frequent
answers were freedom, freedom of speech and equality/equal treatment of people. To sum up,
it can be said that inhabitants are generally aware that human rights are established on the
international level. The topic is still unfamiliar to many – people’s knowledge is superficial and
only a small part of the respondents can identify the exact substance of human rights.
A 54% share of Estonian inhabitants feels everything is in good condition on the human rights
front in Estonia, but 29% feel it is not. Seventeen per cent said they could not respond. The
opinions of Estonians and non-Estonians diverge significantly – 36% of non-Estonians feel that
human rights are violated in Estonia. The corresponding percentage for Estonians is 25.
Aspects related to the socioeconomic status and low standard of living were most frequently
cited – by 23% of respondents. A second major theme disclosed was discrimination against
Russian-speaking inhabitants at work and that it is not possible to get education or information
in Russian – a total of 19%. Thus in 42% of cases, issues that are not human rights or which
have but an indirect connection to human rights have been brought out as human rights
violations.
Of topics in the field of human rights, issues related to women’s equal rights were cited most
frequently – above all, salary gap and also problems with freedom of speech and unequal
treatment.
13% of inhabitants feel their human rights or the human rights of an acquaintance have been
violated in Estonia. Specifically, they provided as justification a range of topics, most inequality
at the workplace, lack of citizenship, low wages/pension and discrimination against people of
Russian ethnicity at the workplace.
In the case of a question in assisted form, 39% of respondents said there were problems
ensuring social equality. Racial, ethnic and linguistic equality (26%) comes second, and third,
the rights of the disabled (24%). 17% of the population saw guaranteeing equal rights for
different age groups as a problem. Guaranteeing social equality is not however a human rights
topic, and as a result in this context 39% consider non-human rights related aspects to be
human rights.
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Most respondents consider the amount of information on the human rights topic to be sufficient
or rather sufficient – 62%. Only 21% of inhabitants feel it is completely sufficient, though. 24%
find there is little information, including 7% who feel there is very little. 14% of people were
not interested in the topic or could not respond. In a situation where people do not orient with
regard to the question of what are human rights, the finding that 62% consider it sufficient or
rather sufficient cannot be considered reflective of the actual situation.
Most frequently, respondents prefer to receive information via television – 29%. The Internet
comes next, including Russian Internet and media in general.
The best-known human right is the right to life – 92%. Respondents also say they are very
aware of the right to education 87% and the right to be treated equally before the law, 86%.
52% of respondents believe the right to an average income guaranteed by the state is a human
right. The state does not have to guarantee people an average wage, as a result of which this
cannot be considered a human right. If 52% of respondents nevertheless do consider it a
human right, this shows that these respondents are actually unaware of what constitutes
human rights.
The population considers as the most important human right to be the right to life (71%),
followed by the right to equality before the law (47%) and the right to work (43%). They also
named as the more important ones the right to education, free medical care, social
insurance/holiday/pension.
The greatest share of the population would turn to Estonian courts if they suspected human
rights were violated – a total of 65%. Lawyers and the chancellor of justice come next.
The predominant majority of inhabitants considers relations with such states to be rather
unethical (42%) or finds that there should not be dealings with them at all (22%). 7% see
nothing wrong and 16% are ambivalent – it does not bother them. 13% said they could not
answer the question.
The results show that 45% of respondents considers themselves generally or very well
informed about the topic but that 50% were not especially or not at all aware of it before the
interview. 5% could not say. The result once again signals that Estonian inhabitants are not
very well abreast of human rights topics and thus they may categorize into the human rights
field many types of topics that actually do not belong there.
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BACKGROUND FOR THE SURVEY OF EXPERT OPINION
Turu-uuringute AS was commissioned by the Estonian Institute of Human Rights to conduct a
survey among people who deal with human rights topics in their activities. The study was
conducted to supplement the population study on the same topic.
The survey objective was to:


determine experts’ assessment of the human rights situation in Estonia



obtain an overview of the activities of NGOs, government authorities, institutions of
higher education and the media in ensuring/covering human rights



map the development in the area of human rights in recent years and future plans for
dealing with the topic



identify expectations for updating legislation



elicit comments and explanations to the results of the survey of population

The method for gathering survey material was an in-depth interview. A total of 15 experts were
interviewed.
The participants were drawn based on a sample based on a list provided by the Estonian
Institute of Human Rights. The respondents represent the following organizations.
1. Children’s Protection Union, NGO
2. Estonian Chamber of Disabled People, NGO
3. Sexual Minorities Protection Association, NGO
4. Open Republic, NGO
5. Estonian Union of Nationalities, NGO
6. Open Estonia Foundation, NGO
7. Ministry of Social Affairs
8. Ministry of Foreign Affairs
9. Ministry of Justice
10. Ministry of Culture
11. Gender equality and equal treatment commissioner
12. University of Tartu, 2 representatives
13. Postimees daily
14. Linnalehtede Grupp / TV programme “Puutepunkt” / magazine Puutepunktid
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The Chancellor of Justice and the parliamentary Constitutional Committee chairman were also
contacted for an interview but due to the busy work schedule they could not find time to
participate in the survey. On this occasion, segments of society related to religion were not
studied.
Respondents were first contacted by a preliminary e-mail. A specific interview time was agreed
with each respondent individually.
The interviews were conducted from 13 September to 7 November 2012. The average length of
the interview was about 50 minutes.
Typically for a qualitative interview, the results cannot be extrapolated to all NGOs or
institutions that deal with human rights in Estonia, but give an overview of the spectrum of the
respondents’ opinions and judgments.
The instructions for conducting the in-depth interviews have been added to the report (see
annex 2).

FINDINGS OF THE SURVEY OF EXPERT OPINION
1

Human rights situation in Estonia

In this regard we touch on the general situation with human rights, fields in which problems are
seen and the most vulnerable groups in society.
All of the respondents said that there are no problems in Estonia with fundamental or
classic human rights. As a European Union member state, we are subject to high human
rights standards. People’s political rights, right to life, democracy and freedom of speech are
guaranteed in all cases. Estonia is also visible in a good sense at the international level. From
the 1990s, Estonia has joined most human rights conventions and has a good image in
international organizations. We are number one in the world in Internet freedom, for example.
On the other hand, several respondents mentioned the fact that although judging by the laws,
everything is well, not all rights are necessarily guaranteed in real life. More precisely, these
topics pertain to protection for people’s fundamental rights, which are still seen as problematic
in many cases. As the fundamental rights are actually a domestic constitutional covenant and
international human rights should be the minimum standard, certainly discussion will have to
be continued in society on topics of guaranteeing fundamental rights. In general, each
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respondent cited 4-5 problematic fields. The responses were very different based on each
respondent’s area of activity.
There are two types of reasons that all human rights are not guaranteed – for one,
omissions on the part of the state and second, social mores, which are loath to change
and manifest as interpersonal relationships. Here we list all of the problematic areas without
trying to rank them.


Justice in the courts



Freedom of speech (primarily in connection with Protection of Journalistic Sources Act)



Hate crimes, incitation to hatred and libel (primarily in the media comments section)



Rights of various minorities and equal treatment, especially negligence, tolerance and
low tolerance (rank last in tolerance based on an OSCE study)



Gender equality and wag gap, including pejorative attitude toward fathers of small
children (e.g. in healthcare system)



Same-sex couples rights and low amount of recognition, intolerance toward them



Attitudes toward ethnic minorities and integration problems



Unavailability of information in Estonian (above all legal acts) for ethnic minorities



In some respects, obligations provided in international treaties are not complied with
(upon submitting country reports)



Long-term unemployed



Nursing care level low, control measures



Availability of social services in some local governments is poor, depends on economic
situation



Lack of workforce resources in local governments – necessary specialists lacking in
social sphere



Problems with data protection and privacy protection



Low awareness about human rights and lack of education in this field



Age-related discrimination, both in workplaces and among people living alone (primarily
in low-density areas)



Poor situation affecting disabled people – above all in the field of education and but also
disparaging attitudes



Systematic violation of rights of family caregivers (right to work, right to holiday etc.)
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Violation of personal rights in contacts with security authorities, including long terms of
imprisonment for pre-trial investigation



Poor access to justice (high state fees)



Poor availability of healthcare services and medical care



High unemployment



Situation of children lacking parental care or otherwise deprived (including drug abuse
and alcohol consumption)



Racial discrimination – disparaging attitude toward people with a different skin colour



Children’s poverty, poverty n large families



Trafficking in humans



Patient rights



Time for which people are in suspect status has started to become longer

THE MOST VULNERABLE GROUPS IN SOCIETY
The respondents said the following groups are the most vulnerable.
1. Families with many children
2. Children
3. Long-term unemployed
4. Women
5. Elderly, especially those living along in places with low population density
6. Family members of the disabled – family caregivers
7. The disabled, especially those with special needs
8. People in nursing care institutions
9. Same-sex couples, LGBT people
Expert, NGO: “In general, it seems that the situation with people’s fundamental rights and
human rights is satisfactory but this certainly does not mean that it could not be improved. And
if certain fundamental rights are guaranteed, this does not mean that the rights can definitely
be protected in real life. That means we have certain primary legal acts that should protect
everyone, no matter what their background. But the implementation of the acts is where the
problems can and do arise.”
Expert, institution of higher education: “In our domestic discourse, perhaps it would be more
appropriate to talk on a daily basis of fundamental rights, than how much they are violated or
how far they could extend. Fundamental rights are our domestic compact. It is up to us to set
the standard, agree on it and live, for society and the state. And at the same time,
international human rights are the minimum or minimum standard.”
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Biggest problems in segments

Respondents were asked to cite the primary human rights related problems in their field. We
will bring out the answers here in summarized form, grouping the responses from all of the
experts. More detailed information will be provided separately in the report appendices.
PROBLEMS WITH CHILDREN’S RIGHTS


Long terms in court cases involving children. Hearing the positions of children in
proceedings pertaining to them.



Lack or overburdening of child protection workers – points to shortage of resources in
local governments. Different depending on place of residence but this is not acceptable.



Insufficient knowledge about children’s rights – among children and parents.



There occurs corporal punishment of children, 38% of parents favour corporal
punishment in certain cases.



Children are only to a limited extent involved in the making of decisions pertaining to
them and putting children’s interests at the forefront in all children-related procedures
conduced by authorities under the public or private law.



Protection for unaccompanied juveniles is deficient due to gaps in the process of
appointing a guardian.



There is a lack of description of rehabilitation service for youths with substance abuse
problems as well as of requirements for service providers

INTEGRATION OF NON-ESTONIANS


Problems with language learning – availability, better level at schools.



Narva youth have a low awareness of dialogue in life in society.



Complaints have been lodged regarding discrimination on ethnic grounds in workplaces.

DISABLED PEOPLE AND FAMILY MEMBERS


Violation of the rights of elderly and disabled people in nursing care institutions, in the
hiring process and in providing suitable working conditions.



Depriving children with special needs of assistance in gaining an education,
inability/unwillingness to deal with treating and educating children with certain
diagnoses, as a result of which they are categorized as children with mental disabilities.



Disparaging attitude toward children with disabilities – both from parents and teachers.



Availability of services for people with psychological special needs.

Turu-uuringute AS

54

Human rights 2012

Estonian Institute of Human Rights



Availability of legal assistance – expensive.



The family members of disabled people – family caregivers – are subject to the
obligation to provide nursing care until their death, as a result of which their rights to
work, to an income, to leave, housing and taking part in social life are violated.



Lack of funds for NGOs, lack of the necessary workers and little attention for social
problems, including dealing with disabled people.

GENDER EQUALITY


Lower employment rate among women compared to men (especially if they have
children)



Salary gap – especially for women with children, including low wage upon returning
from childcare leave.



Overlooking women with small children in recruitment.



Fathers of young children are treated with prejudice in the case of administrative
procedure related to the children – such as being in the hospital.



Families with children are occasionally not welcome at events or companies.

RIGHTS OF SEXUAL MINORITIES


State does not recognize right to private life, right to choose a mate. No permit is issued
for marriage abroad.



Property relations between same-sex couples still not governed by law.



Poor and disparaging attitudes from society, incitation of hatred online, low awareness,
from MPs to ordinary people.



Problems in the field of legal protection.



Local governments violate rights of children living in same-sex couples – travel fare
concessions and free school food and other matters.

RIGHTS OF THE ELDERLY


Estonia does not accord enough importance to topics related to the problems of the
elderly, does not gather statistics on people over 65 etc, though there is more and more
talk of ageing of the population and the need to work longer.



The provision in the social charter that pertains to older people has not been ratified by
Estonia although the recommendation has been issued several times.



The elderly have trouble obtaining work, accessing training.
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Government authorities’ vision of the problems

Below, we provide comments from various government institutions’ representatives on different
fields of work related to problems and human rights.
Many experts found that overall awareness of human rights is very low. On one hand,
everyday conflicts are overamplified and many things are seen in the context of
human rights but which are actually not part of this field.
Media’s low level of education and thirst for scandal – often things are seen as black and
white or stereotypes, according to the editor’s wishes or reader expectations. Greater
awareness of social fields or legal policy would be required. From time to time it seems that the
media itself breeds hatred or pejorative attitudes.
On the other hand, the people are not up to date with legislation, there is a lack of the
necessary tolerance toward minorities. Nor do they know their rights – they lack the ability and
courage to stand up for their rights. They are left alone with their troubles and do not know
where to turn to defend their rights.
The low level of education in the field of human rights is also associated with the problem of
awareness.
Government institutions


„Estonians would want to satisfy all these procedures and only then ratify them. Indeed
Estonians are very diligent compared to Latvia and Lithuania. Much depends on
individual officials. Estonia’s diligence gives us an advantage, but it can also curtail the
situation in the matter of human rights.”



“The state must always protect the weakest ones and in this field discrimination is an
important field to which attention should be paid. In this sense, human rights are a very
important field – they must ensure the rights of criminals and law-abiding citizens alike,
and here they must constantly be balanced in setting out the punishment levels so that
all of the different interests would be guaranteed with strong protection above all for the
fundamental rights of individuals.”



“At the moment, access to the justice system is a salient topic in the European legal
system. As the financial crisis has inevitably fostered pressure, in the economic sense,
on people themselves and the state. State fees inevitably restrict the access of
individuals to justice. The question is what is proportional and from the standpoint of
fundamental rights, the interest would be ensuring that justice system would be as
accessible as possible for all citizens.”
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“Estonia has truly acceded to very many – most, actually – human rights conventions.
Already in the early 1990s we acceded to all major or important human rights
conventions. Undoubtedly the situation has improved in 15 years also thanks to the fact
that all the reports that we submit to various committees are met with
recommendations from committees and Estonia takes them very seriously. When the
committee recommendations come, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs translates them into
Estonian, they are sent to all the relevant ministries for their information and for further
action.”



“In May 2012, the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, was ratified,
our legislation is in conformity with these provisions. But the reality is different. There is
regional inequality; there is much lack of information and knowledge.”



“We have all the laws, we also have a law on equal treatment, but all the provisions
may not necessarily be implemented. There is a conflict between the law and the actual
situation and this is a problem.”



“It’s as if we are in favour of human rights and work toward it and say so in
international organizations but in the day to day sense human rights means lack of
genocide and war. Should human rights be guaranteed in Russia – the opposition must
not be suppressed, there must be political rights. But we have not managed to reach the
state where it is also a micro level, precisely this self-expression, my right to be exactly
who I am.”



“The level of local governments is very different and since we have many of them, it
matters who is in charge and what sort of social intellect the person has. The
Association of Municipalities did not coordinate the proposal to ratify the convention, as
it saw it as having additional expenses. In fact, no direct costs are incurred by ratifying
it. We do not take the obligation that this ideal situation must come about the day after
ratification, as this is more about setting a course. Yet it was seen as a problem. After
all, local governments are often small in Estonia and lack the capacity to deal with
everything at once.”

Developments in the last few years

Speaking of the developments of the last few years in the field of human rights, it should be
mentioned that representatives of government institutions, international law and the media all
praised the effective work of the NGOs in raising human rights topics and increasing public
awareness. There has been much benefit from such activity and it contributes to changing
attitudes and greater awareness of problems.
Government institutions work on the legislative side, international cooperation and exchange of
information, as well as providing an overview of the sectors. NGOs are given support to cover
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basic expenses; NGOs in turn give independent input for preparing reports. They are engaged
in educating the people and publicizing topics, involving different fields.
NGOs, government institutions and other organizations all cited one of the greatest
achievements in the field of guaranteeing human rights as he Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities ratified in spring 2012. Two other major pieces of legislation were the
Gender Equality Act and the Equal Treatment Act, which have been passed and provide a basis
for further effective action on these topics.
NGOs cited the following important events.


Effective 2012, human trafficking was declared a crime in Estonia.



Since 2011 the chancellor of justice has had the functions of children’s ombudsman,
with a children’s rights department instituted.



Awareness of children’s rights, situation and protection has increased.



People have started noticing and becoming aware of the problems faced by the disabled,
and they are covered in the human rights reports as well.



The disabled get information and assistance.



The awareness of the disabled themselves regarding their rights has improved, and selfempowerment is encouraged.



Sexual minorities get aid and information from relevant associations. They also get legal
assistance and advice and they are represented in court. Lobbying of politicians is
conducted to push through a cohabitation act faster.



In cooperation with the European Union, a project has been carried out in schools to aid
in recognizing and becoming more aware of discrimination.



There has also been research into ethnic minorities’ educational topics. These topics
pertain most to Russian-language schools and the transition to Estonian studies and
related problems.

Ministries noted the following important events.


Reform of assistive devices, review of special nursing care, capacity for work and
dealing with rehabilitation topics.



At the European Union level, an equal treatment directive has been on the table since
2008 and is being dealt with.



Activity of the equal treatment commissioner – the issue has been in the background,
there is awareness of the problem.



Creation of a gender equality department in the Ministry of Social Affairs.



In social policy, there should be a wider view of what is going on in the world. As to
elderly related topics, Estonia joined the declaration that was being ratified in the UN in
September. Estonia had also acceded to it previously, in 2012. Since 2011, there has
been a separate position in the Ministry of Social Affairs, a person who deals with elderly
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related topics. The active ageing strategy is about to be completed along with a twoyear implementation plan.


The chancellor of justice has an increasingly important role in protecting people’s
fundamental rights and has done much work to raise awareness of the problems and
help people.

The media representative brought out the following: “(Development proceeds) in small steps –
the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities was signed along with a few other
documents. Various development plans and strategies are always being authored in Estonia.
Regarding this, Mihkel Oviir said right out in the last National Audit Office annual report that
hundreds upon hundreds of white papers are produced at a great pace and many hours of work
are expended by public servants. But these documents are not connected to the state budget
or actual work in ministries or agencies in their jurisdiction. They are simply nice documents,
compiled to be sent somewhere. And it shows that we do not have at the level of our leadership
an understanding of what is being done for what purpose, for what purpose public
administration takes place.”
Assessment from a university representative: “I find that things have got better in a number of
fields – just look at what pertains to equal treatment of ethnicities and minorities in general.
Things have also got a little better with unregistered forms of cohabitation, legal recognition of
unregistered forms of cohabitation between a man and a woman. I am afraid that the situation
has remained the same with regard to poverty and other socioeconomic problems. As to the
Russian-speaking population, their access to job market and opportunity to integrate with the
educational system, I think that the situation has actually become better. Precisely due to the
fact that parents make choices like placing their child in an Estonian school or Estonian nursery
school, and later into an Estonian university and this gives diligent youths a very great edge.”
The equal treatment commissioner stressed that legal assistance has been brought close to
citizens: “It is free of charge; it is so much more accessible. Any one of us can come here on
Wednesday for legal consultation, or call us. They get legal advice right away. It is completely
free of charge, we are a government institution, our budget comes from the state budget, the
commissioner’s position was created with just this idea in mind. What is also positive is that
last year, when more people contacted us, there were 358 letters, of which 90 were
complaints. For instance there were also 57 letters from central and local government units.
They wanted either advice or information. For a small institution, this is a very important
number. They know who is a commissioner and what aid they can receive.”
The

commissioner

has

put

much

effort

into

raising

awareness:

media

appearances,

conferences, seminars, training appearances – and further action in this direction is necessary.
Still, it can be seen that employers, employees, teachers, various parties and implementers of
legislation still have a low knwoledgeability of these two acts. In some respects, these are
practically not implemented. Much remains to be done.
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Comparison with the European Union and neighbours

All respondents were unanimous that in comparison with Russia, Estonia’s human rights
situation was very good. In Estonia, people are not imprisoned for political views or on the
basis of wealth or singing in church. Internationally, Estonia has a good image when it comes
to respecting human rights and supporting the field (including in other countries).
In comparison with Western Europe, respondents’ opinions diverged. There were some who felt
Estonia’s situation was on the same footing as Western Europe. Another contingent of
respondents felt that Estonia was, on the contrary, off the pace of Western Europe – above all
in terms of awareness, tolerance and civic society.
In the case of the social sphere, Estonia is likely at the level of Eastern Europe. Countries there
do not try to align with the Nordic level but see an example in America and Western Europe. In
the case of certain solutions and systems, other examples are markedly more useful and
reasonable. Although Estonia is located near Scandinavia and would like to model itself after a
welfare society such as that of Finland or Sweden, this is not within the means of Estonia and
there is no point in setting such a goal during in an era of recession.
In comparison with Latvia and Lithuania, Estonia is on a slightly better footing but not in every
field. For instance in children’s opportunities for medical care, the latest solutions are in use in
some areas in which Estonia only aspires to. Estonia’s curse and blessing is the nearby
Scandinavian countries. Here the question comes up – should Estonia focus on only its
problems or deal with other countries and if so, in what extent.
Expert, government: “When I have talked to Latvian or Lithuanian colleagues and asked: ‘Do
you have an active ageing strategy?’, my Lithuanian colleague says: ‘Yes, we were tasked with
it, we laid down only the main principles’, that is, we did only 10% of the calculations. The
Latvian says: ‘We have not been given such a task, we don’t have it, and we don’t find that it
should be assigned, because it is not a priority for us.’ /…/ In a word, Estonia’s diligence gives
us an advantage, but it can also curtail the situation in the matter of human rights.”
Expert, government: “Unfortunately, this context of where we are situated must be taken into
consideration. Estonia’s image in the UN human rights council is undoubtedly very good.
Precisely in the sense that since we are one (part) of the European Union, our human rights
standards are very high.”
Expert, NGO: “If we compare ourselves to the former USSR, Estonia practically does not have a
problem right now. But in the European Union, Estonia has certain problems compared to other

Turu-uuringute AS

60

Human rights 2012

Estonian Institute of Human Rights

European Union member states, and these are related to gender equality and the situation of
sexual minorities.”
Expert, media: “It is our curse and blessing that Scandinavia is in the neighbourhood, it makes
the comparison very dramatic. But we cannot say that Eastern Europe as a whole would be at
our level or under our level. Because in certain matters Eastern Europe has followed the model
of America or some other place in the world that has taken a different approach than the one
taken by the Nordics. Here it is important to consider that we are located on the periphery of
Scandinavia and that we compare ourselves to it. And for the last 20-30 years they have had a
very abundant affluent society, which, as is already said right out loud – will never come back.
Scandinavia is working on how to come back, knowing that after the crisis and transition, what
is now in the recent past will not ever return. Mentally, we are still partially at the Eastern
European level, historically and so on. Eastern European countries have strived not to copy the
Scandinavian model but try to scour the world for strategies that activate people and social
issues in a different way. Which we should also do and which are cheaper and yield more
progress in today’s world.”
Expert, university: “I think if you asked the Estonians who have emigrated, working in Finland
or who do not have anything good to say about the Estonian socioeconomic situation, they
would say ‘I have not experienced torture’ or ‘It is not forbidden to say that XXX is stupid’, in
that sense there are no violations. ‘But actually, I have been forced out socioeconomically and
there is likely nothing that can be done about it. I cannot build my life on the fact that I earn
about 400 euros – and that is why we go abroad.’”

6

Plans for dealing with human rights

Government institutions


Putting together a new integration plan.



Continuing to collaborate with human rights related partners, supporting them so that
they would be able to provide consultation to increase people’s awareness.



Maintaining dialogue with all non-profit associations that deal with human rights.



Close communications with target groups.



Providing annual indications for all conventions that are related to human rights. With
the report on racial discrimination or minorities policy etc.



A major goal is the UN Human Rights Council – becoming and being a member, which is
for Estonia undoubtedly the number one priority at the moment. Thereafter actively
dealing with human rights issues, holding Estonia’s reputation high.
* Estonia became a member of the UN Human Rights Council on 12 November 2012
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Taking into account protection of fundamental rights and freedoms every day and on an
on-going basis in the government institutions’ own basic work, which is developing
various draft legislation. The drafting of laws is very closely tied into fundamental rights.
It is important that all advisers and public servants be as aware as possible of the
different interests, which they must take into account namely in the legislative drafting
process.



The following drafts in progress should be noted: concept formulation for the assembly
act, draft state liability act, development of the planning code. A background and
security check is being developed, which has a major bearing on individuals’
fundamental rights and freedoms in relations with security authorities. A codification of
economic administrative law has been developed. The law enforcement act is being
worked on – this pertains to keeping the public peace – and hate crimes legislation. All
these acts are connected to human rights from beginning to end and pertain to
protection of individuals’ fundamental rights.



An active ageing strategy is about to be completed. Following developments and
changes on the EU, world and UN front, dialogue on relevant OSCE topics.



Continuing to work on the principles of equal treatment. Estonia does much at the
request of the European Union and other international organizations. The fact that we
now have some form of minorities policy is the result of international pressure.



Continuing cooperation (and support) with NGOs.



Continuing the work started with public relations and assisting people, responding to
requests and doing so better and reaching more people.

Other experts


Advocacy activities at various levels on topics related to children’s rights and welfare
(above all, the most vulnerable groups).



Taking part in the process of supplementing and modernizing legislation (including a
new Children’s Protection Act).



Activities to prohibit corporal punishment of children in Estonia.



Information materials, including the magazine Märka Last (Notice the child), which
focuses on children’s rights topics.



Free legal counsel for families with children.



Training on the subject of children’s rights, including for specialists (training centre).



“Targalt Internetis” (Staying smart online) – children and youth have low awareness of
safety and respect for others online – training, publicity.



Bullying-free nursery schools – programme 2013–2014.



“101 last Toompeale” (101 children to the parliament and government hill) – promoting
participatory democracy, involving children in decision-making processes.



Participation as an expert in an international expert group.



Continuing to provide instruction, in the framework of constitutional law, in protection of
fundamental rights.
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Cooperation with NGOs, as well as counselling and providing expert analysis to the
public and government authorities.



Continuing producing the “Puutepunkt” television programme and the magazine
Puutepunktid. Continuing to send the magazine to MPs, ministers, government
employees, local government heads, mayors, all social affairs departments. The goal is
regular outreach and bringing together decision-makers and those doing the everyday
work.



Bringing to Estonia autism therapy and knowhow for approaching the problem. For
instance, the “Puutepunkt” project since last spring has been engaged in clearing the
way for Estonia to join the international autism community and start bringing the
competence to Estonia as well. The affairs are conduced through the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs and the US Embassy and if it proves successful to push the project through it will
start producing results in about a year.

7



Taking part in various human rights-related roundtables, discussions and reports. Being
visible the whole time.



Engaging in cooperation with organizations that deal with human rights.



Raising disabled people’s own awareness of human rights. This work is two-directional.



Launching a project in collaboration with Italians in 2013. Training lawyers in Estonia
and Italy to understand the topic, to help same-sex couples fight for recognition of
marriages registered elsewhere.



Contributing to passing a Cohabitation Act.

Recommendations to NGOs and citizens

RECOMMENDATIONS to NGOs
I recommend that they deal with schools, education, notification. In the civic studies
programme, human rights should be discussed very concretely, using examples so that it can
be understood. Notification is very important and it does not have to take place only through
newspapers or websites but though person to person outreach. It is very important that it be
understood. I see the third sector having a major role here, it does not have to be only NGOs
who are engaged in human rights but also civic education and the civil society as a whole.
It would be good if there were more experts inside NGOs, who could take the floor in public if
the state has done something wrong. For instance they could give an interview if the state has
left something undone in this sense. They should not give up if the changes do not happen
right away. They should try to quietly continue prodding until the state acquiesces to the
changes.
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We are at the beginning of our development as a civil society. Ministries must also involve
NGOs in developing draft legislation, positive examples already exist. This is a long consultation
process. But both parties must exert efforts.
The function of NGOs is to continue notifying the people and promoting education in the field of
human rights. So people have a better knowledge of their fundamental rights and would be
able to protect them. The state must protect the weaker ones and devote attention to
discrimination.
The recommendation would be not to hesitate to get into contact and contribute ideas, even if
there was previous negative experience. More activity, attending seminars, not feeling left
aside.
We would at the same time await more understanding from NGOs. Don’t consider the ministry
an adversary. Less confrontation. Everyone actually has the same goals and collaboration
points should be found, not working at cross-purposes. Also realize that one NGO’s goal is not
always the same as for other NGOs, here we need some understanding. We would also expect
more erudition – what is in the purview of the state, what are the functions of the local
government and the functions of the NGOs.
It is very positive that we now have NGOs who deal with human rights every day. When I
stared writing country reports for the UN’s bodies as a public servant in the Foreign Ministry’s
legal department human rights bureau in the 1990s, we wanted definitely to consult different
non-profits and at that time there were really only one or two of them. It is very positive that
so many NGOs have developed in the field of human rights and that all of them deal very
actively and in specific areas, that they aren’t just general ones.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CITIZENS
All of the experts had one recommendation for the citizens – raise your awareness, become
aware of fundamental rights and human rights and stand up boldly for protecting your rights.
NGOs always recommend first contacting them to get information and assistance. Take part in
the work of civic associations. It is always easier to stand up for rights together. If necessary,
form new groups and associations. One must have courage to stand up for oneself and this
must be instilled already from childhood.
More tolerant attitudes toward fellow individuals, above all minorities, are also needed. Such
changes do not come overnight, but one’s awareness must be raised.
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People should also take note of the family members and colleagues and react if someone is
treated unfairly or illegally or if there such a suspicion. It is always a good idea to seek help.
For instance, call the equal treatment commissioner.
The employee is the weaker party in employment relations. They need to know their rights. The
custom of respect for and improving the welfare of employees is only now reaching Estonia and
in this matter here is much employers can do.
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR LOCAL GOVERNMENTS
In speaking on the topic of how local governments deal with guaranteeing human rights
protection, one respondent bought up a broader problem that we will quote below.
“Why do local governments not help people? The last National Audit Office report also noted in
this regard that we have a Ping-Pong game instilled in the public sector that allows ministries
and local government offices to play hot potato with social issues. Which leads us to the fact
that administrative reform is not yet completed. This forces us to ask whose interests it serves
for the reform not to be done? After all, there are ways of doing it. But there is no will to do it,
because it is safe and cosy to play two-faced Janus. And secondly, as Mihkel Oviir said the
week before last, as long as our state has delegated – based on the Constitution – that certain
things, like education and social welfare, are to be decided by local governments but no one
has said how, to what extent and at what level, they are to decide it. Every local government
can say that the state demands that we provide social services - and we provide social
services. It says so in the social welfare act and we provide services as we are able. We have
no other possibilities. We put the playground and sandbox in the middle of the village, we have
no other possibilities, don’t ask more of us. But that is no way to go about things. And if that
specific person lives in such a local government unit and has no criteria, as to what should be
provided to him or her as public services, then they are just not provided to him or her or he or
she has the luck of the draw. Now – had public services quality requirements and standards
been adopted, administrative reform would have taken place a long time ago. But we have a
catch-22. Is it malice or patent foolishness – probably a mix of the two.”

8

Legislation in the field of human rights

NGOs, the media and higher educational institution representative/experts were asked about
their expectations with regard to supplementing legislation in the field of human rights while
government institution representatives were asked what the existing and planned legislative
activity is for improving human rights protection.
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It was mentioned that since we have entered the European Union, legislation now stems not at
the Estonian level but rather the EU. For instance, various anti-discrimination provisions also
exist at the level of European Union rights – this is law in force in Estonia.


The NGOs that deal with children consider it extremely important that a Children’s
Protection Act be adopted that sets inclusion of children and children’s rights at the
forefront.



They emphasize the need to ensure more effective implementation of the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child and the creation of a transparent and functioning
system.



Corporal punishment of children must be prohibited more expressly in legislation.



Every child is valuable – raising the universal child benefit.



Equal treatment act – absolutely no measures in there. It is just a blank piece of paper.
This legislation must be supplemented and the implementing mechanisms must also be
supplemented.



Estonia should follow the example of other countries and amend the legislation – Family
Act and other acts – so that parents no longer have a caregiving obligation once the
child turns 18. And that infants with profound disabilities are not sent home with the
mother from the maternity ward if caring for such an infant would be beyond the means
of the parent.



Equal Treatment Act. It currently treats the basic principles for different equal treatment
in a different manner. This act should actually be amended. On the basis of the Equal
Treatment Act, disabled people are guaranteed equal treatment in work situation and in
education. But protection is not ensured for them in healthcare and the social sector.
This means that the equal treatment act should deal with all characteristics using one
yardstick. It currently seems that the act was passed only because of directives, that it
is just a piece of paper.



New Social Welfare Act. It states precisely what people are entitled to irrespective of
their place of residence. That the entirety of the liability and rights to decide would be
retained by the local government as it is now. Supervision should be expressed better in
the legislation. If the services are not available and human rights are violated, what are
the punishments and sanctions? And who is responsible for it? Actually we would like it
if disabled persons’ protection laws were completely separate. It’s said that disabled
persons are covered by all other laws, but actually a disability results in so many
additional needs, the general law is not enough. It would be reasonable and necessary
to enact a completely new law that proceeds from the needs of these people. Of course
this can be done with the Social Welfare Act as well, but there should be a separate
chapter, it should not be scattered among the other chapters.



Currently only one legislative act protects sexual minorities, and that is the Equal
Treatment on the Labour Market Act. Where one section says that there may be no
discrimination upon hiring. Other matters are not regulated.

Turu-uuringute AS

66

Human rights 2012



Estonian Institute of Human Rights

Passing the Cohabitation Act as quickly as possible.

Government institutions
The existing legislative base is currently sufficient. Rather, we should try to get the acts and
conventions that we already have working. Instead of drafting new and better ones. In the UN
as well, the policy in the Human Rights Council was not to keep on developing new conventions
all the while but try to enforce the ones that already exist. The same is the case with our
Estonian legislation as well. Already now, we have a sufficient legislative base, but now we
have to make sure that we comply with those obligations that we have already assumed. I
think it is sufficient, simply to lay emphasis on executing obligations that we have already
taken.

9



In the case of equal treatment, the directive is still on the table in the European Union
and it could amount to something if it is passed.



What has been done and is important is an amendment of the Penal Code that deals
with hatred as an aggravating circumstance. It is a little step ahead.



And we are also under NGOs’ pressure to prepare the amendment to the Equal
Treatment Act where all issues, except ethnicity, colour and race, are limited to
employment issues. The scope of application of the legislation should be extended to
other walks of life, goods, services. It should be broader. NGOs are applying pressure to
change it. The commissioner also concurs. This is one vision of something that could be
done.



A Partnership Act will likely be adopted soon – this is important for equal treatment.



With regard to disabled people, a document that should be drafted in 2013 is the
broadest one, strategy for protection of disabled people’s rights. Much will be handed
down from the government’s operational programme as an obligation, as well as from
the real need to change the situation, which the ministry envisions in its everyday work.



The biggest changes in progress pertain to the rehabilitation system. Special welfare
services strategy is coming, to this point such a basic document is lacking. Assistive
device reform, an analysis is being prepared.

Comments on the survey of the population

9.1 Human rights situation
The experts were asked for comments on the population survey findings, where 29% of
inhabitants find that Estonia does not honour human rights. Yet many examples cited are
socioeconomic problems. The linguistic discrimination theme dominates among the Russianspeakers. Can we conclude from this that violation of human rights is not the topic and other
things are transformed into human rights topic?
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Expert opinions as to whether the socioeconomic situation should be treated as
human rights violations or not diverge. Nine experts found that the socioeconomic
situation is not human rights violation. Yet five experts found that yes, social rights are also
included in fundamental rights and they can or must be treated in the human rights context.
One expert was torn between the two, saying that they could be viewed directly as violations,
but this need not mean that they are not important and they do not have to be dealt with.
If someone says that his or her human rights are violated because they don’t have free Wi-Fi in
the city, because the Internet is a human right in Estonia, I would not feel that it is comparable
to stoning someone to death for adultery in Saudi Arabia. There are such comparisons. Or in
Belarus, failing to register an NGO can be criminally prosecuted. If such things are compared, I
find that the right to free Internet is not the most important. And then political matters which I
mentioned before: the right to free public transport is no human right. People don’t realize
that.
We have been to Geneva to defend human rights related reports. The Foreign Ministry plays a
small part in this, there are also many Ministry of Social Affairs people there. In Geneva, our
attention has been drawn to such things. How people cope with minimum support, if we look at
the prices of foodstuffs or housing in Estonia… Our people pay all the money they have for food
and rent and that’s it, they can’t go out and take part of a cultural event. Human rights mean
you have the right to a normal life, you aren’t just between four walls, you can be socially
active. That’s human rights.
Estonia is currently not yet a member of the new protocol of the UN International Covenant on
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, which guarantees every person the right to pursue action
against the state. One of the reasons is perhaps the fact whether we are ready in the sense of
our economic development. We inevitably will have to analyse this at the state level and this is
one of the discussion questions that is very important in the legal sense.
Yes, without a doubt. Estonia’s representative at the European Court of Human Rights has
received letters from citizens on precisely these topics – that their pension is small and that
people are threatening to file action with the Court of Human Rights. Unfortunately a very large
part of humankind does still associate such issues with human rights. That a low wage is tied in
with human rights.
But this debate could be explored in greater depth using discourse on fundamental rights. If we
reduce the whole topic to right-wing political arguments vs. left-wing political arguments, we
will be in a trench from which it will be hard to emerge. We don’t want to create a situation
where people have an easier time not working, say.
Purely socioeconomic problems should certainly not be part of the field of human rights. People
are just talking about the problems that they have. No matter how they are labelled. If
someone is prepared to listen to the person and the problem is dealt with, these things are
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simply uttered out loud. That’s largely the reason. As to how these linguistic problems are
perceived, perhaps here there is even a closer tie-in with the human rights theme. But it is
clear that every nuance cannot be categorized in that field. There should be some fundamental
miscue in state policy if it were to come down to that level.

9.2 Opinions on the theme of discrimination against the Russian-

speaking population
Question: the stereotypes of the Russian-speaking population are largely fostered by the
Russian media, where the discrimination theme is kept at the forefront. Do you feel that the
Russian-language population is really discriminated against in Estonia?
On this question the experts were unanimous that there is no linguistic discrimination.
There is no place in the world where one can get by in a specific country without knowing the
official language. Besides, Estonia’s Russian-speaking population can always continue to study
in Russian; they have not been stripped of this right. There are private upper secondary
schools for this. Public upper secondary schools must naturally be Estonian-language and it is
beneficial for Russian youth to help them to integrate into Estonian society.
International organizations that have studied the topic have come to the conclusion that there
is no violation of the rights of the Russophone community in Estonia.
And we indeed cannot deny that Estonia’s population includes stateless people and people with
undefined citizenship. The reason is the entire society, the environment from which we come.
These problems cannot disappear overnight, they are in society and they will have to be dealt
with year after year. I think we are doing just that in actuality, but perhaps it has seemed that
we have not done enough. I imagine that it is time for government departments to think about
whether there has been sufficient action taken or whether some field should be improved more.
No, there is no discrimination. But what perhaps is perceived as discrimination is, in the case of
the older population, the comparison with the Soviet era, when Russian had a privileged status.
The loss of these privileges and the change in the situation was a blow to these people.

Recommendations for outreach to the Russophone population
How to explain to the Russophone community that learning the official language and proficiency
requirements for a number of professions is not a human rights violation but an elementary
qualification requirement?
In general, the main recommendation was to make constant and extensive publicity efforts – to
talk, dialogue and converse with people. It was recommended to involve people of Russian
origin who have learned the language and who are doing well in Estonia. What they have to say
would be more persuasive than Estonians speaking on the same topics. It would be necessary
to reduce the prevalent fear of losing identity through becoming proficient in Estonian.
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Learning the language should be as simple as possible for people. It should be largely free of
charge. There could be a small co-pay but the process should be convenient with good
availability. That could be a big help.
Talking more on these topics. They must be very active information campaigns aimed at
specific target groups. They should explain: what are the measures and what does learning
Estonian mean. In what extent is it at the upper secondary school, what methods are used and
what is language immersion etc. People who are not connected to schools have a very distorted
view of what is actually going on in Russian-language schools. They think that when the poor
child gets there, he or she is told right away to forget the mother tongue.
We also have NGOs who fight against Estonian-language education. For instance, the Russian
School in Estonia, which the city of Tallinn finances, or the Legal Information Centre for Human
Rights, who do so for political purposes.
Open Republic drew the chancellor of justice’s attention to the fact that it is unconstitutional for
local governments to decide on language of instruction at the upper secondary schools. That
they form so-called private schools where only the school owner decides the language of
instruction. That the language is 100% Russian, end of story. But where does the money come
from – if it comes from the parents’ pocket, then they might as well study in Chinese, more
power to them, but here the money comes from the taxpayer’s pocket. We drew attention to
this in April and today the Parliament reached the conclusion that the Private Schools Act must
be amended.
The role model might be Latvia, where the education reform was carried out back in 2004. And
before that, in 2002, they already had bilingual study implemented in basic schools. We should
make use of the experiences from Latvia.
The state should do much explaining, through different campaigns, not just formal ones but
also very direct contacts that young people who speak Estonian will have more opportunities.
They can better protect their rights if they understand the local or the national legal space and
if they are in the information field. This should be explained more as a counterweight to the
information that comes from the Russia side. The fact that it is not dealt with – for lack of the
right methods - is an omission. But one very good way of spreading information is the different
civic associations, let’s say either in Ida-Viru county or among Russian-language population or
including different media publications and engaging directly with people. And explaining
through debates and meetings which is no small job but which must be done.
This will start improving little by little. The crux is that then they cannot be cross again, about
not getting work. There are many unemployed. But there are also Estonian unemployed people,
otherwise people would not be going abroad. They don’t want to understand that. The Russian
emigrants of the 19th century came from poverty. They were thankful to the young Estonian
state for giving them refuge. And there were no problems before the war with Jews, Russians,
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anyone. They all understood that they are living in the country of Estonia and it never occurred
to them that they would not learn Estonian. But now there is a group of people who agitate
other people. Russian veterans meetings are held in the Russian cultural centre and public
incitation takes place there.

9.3 Opinions regarding the biggest problems in life in Estonia
In the survey of the population, respondents were given options and asked to name the two
biggest problems in Estonian life. The experts were asked to comment on the results. The said
results are shown in figure 9 in the first part of this report.
The most divergent opinions stemmed from the fact that social equality was considered a
human rights problem (39% of respondents thought so). Some experts focused not directly on
social equality but on social problems in the broader sense (including low standard of living,
unemployment). For this reason, it is hard to compare the experts’ responses. To sum up, eight
experts believed that social equality was not a human rights problem, but six experts found
that it should be treated in the context of the human rights and that is truly a major problem in
Estonia. The responses from the latter show that the group viewed social equality more within
the context of social problems.
To sum up, it can be said that treating social rights in the framework of human rights
themes causes dispute among the experts. Yet it is completely clear that social equality
cannot be treated under this topic and that the topic was highlighted by 39% of respondents
shows the respondents’ low awareness of or lack of an in-depth approach to the topic.
In commenting other topics, it turned out that racial, ethnic and linguistic equality should be
ranked lower – it is not a major problem. Gender equality and children’s rights could be ranked
as greater problems. The experts concurred that there are also problems in guaranteeing the
rights of people with disabilities and the elderly. It is possible that there are also problems with
the rights of sexual minorities but here the opinions diverged – some found that it pertains to a
very small part of the population, that the actual urgent problems lie elsewhere, and on the
other hand it was found that there really is discrimination and disparaging attitudes and that
the rights of this group must be protected.
Five experts were astonished and saddened by the high ranking of free elections in the list of
problems – Estonia has achieved a high place in international rankings and presumably there
should be no problems here. The experts could not discern connections with citizenship policy
and lack of knowledge regarding the right of non-citizens to vote in local elections, which the
population survey actually revealed. Rather it was thought that the reason could be topics
involving the use of closed lists, dissatisfaction with national government policy or even
dissatisfaction with election results.
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In closing – looking at the results, perhaps we should talk more in the media or school, basic
school programme of human rights. Young people are taught from nursery school on to be a
friend with everyone.
But it should not be emphasized from the other side excessively (that development has taken
place) or resting on our laurels, because there are problems in all fields and as life goes on, the
laws often lag behind. They should be supplemented, they should be changed, they may have
to be rewritten. This is an on-going job that never ends.
In the rankings of the top three problems, we can say that there is no idea in Estonia of what
constitutes human rights... Basically we would need for people to understand, but they don’t.
And there is no point in talking about the fact that we have the right to criticize Ansip or
Savisaar if you don’t have food on the table. In other words, we need to also talk about
whether people have food. As a human rights topic.

10 Role of the media in covering human rights topics
The media has a major role in shaping people’s attitudes and views. Two aspects are important
in the light of covering human rights: first of all, the fact that Russian speaking media
consumer reside not in the Estonian media’s sphere of influence but that of the Russian media;
and the low level of education and ability of journalists to lend systematic coverage to human
rights problems.
The Estonian media certainly deals quite frequently with human rights topics, but this is not
done in the context of human rights. Human rights are certainly a complicated topic for the
layman reader and it is complicated to find simple and easy to understand solutions for
covering the themes. A problem related to the media is also the thirst of the media for scandal
and sometimes the lacking ability to keep the right focus.
As to differences between the Estonian and Russian media, there is not a major difference in
media coverage of non-political topics. For instance – when the story of little Varvara was
covered in spring, there was no difference between coverage of the topic or comment sections.
There was not the typical difference in views seen in coverage of political topics.
Otherwise Russian media coverage of certain political topics is redolent of incitation of hatred
and linking the human rights violation topic with certain topics where such violation is actually
lacking. Residing in the Russian-language media sphere is one reason that non-Estonians
perceive certain problems differently from Estonians. Above all, the fact that Russian is not the
official language.
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It is positive that Postimees daily publishes a Russian language edition where the articles are
largely translations of the Estonian edition – this brings Russian language media consumers
closer to the Estonian space.
Another positive example in human rights media coverage is certainly the activity of Tiina
Kangro, who through a combination of articles, TV and magazine writing has achieved results in
drawing attention to human rights topics and the introduction of certain amendments into
legislation.
A negative example is the media’s partly disparaging attitude toward the work of the gender
equality commissioner. The media does not treat major issues as fundamental rights issues and
sometimes bogs down to making light of some narrow topic without seeing the big picture or
understanding the importance of the entire field for us all.
I would note that we cover these topics quite often and they are on the radar but they are not
treated in this context. The topics are indeed on the radar, then. We don’t juxtapose them with
sections from the declarations, indicating where it is from. But we do deal with them. There are
many documents and at the international level there is debate over what and what no to treat
as human rights. Practices vary from country to country.
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11 Education in the field of human rights
What should be done to improve the education?
Civil society
Standing up for one’s rights is an art that can be taught, that must be learned. This should
actually be a part of the civics courses offered in Estonian scholastic education. Which is very
weak here and thus there are more and more youths and generations who have not learned
what their peers in western or northern Europe know. This occasions the low amount of
participation in the activity of trade unions and the trade union movement. A direct example
showing that people don’t know how, sometimes are not aware and sometimes don’t even care.
Because they don’t see the possibilities that such solidarity and collective action can bring.
Maybe it will start changing now when we see that trade union and professional associations’
movements and strikes have some results.
Estonian scholastic education must change and become modem, the teachers themselves must
be able to teach the subject and get students to be civically active. It is said that much is
dictated by family, but if there are no such traditions and awareness of what to pass down to
children, the role and importance of the school is all the greater.
Unfortunately no major leap forward has taken place in 20 years. When we look at these
curricula and how society is described to young people in Estonia, it is still very state-centred.
A citizen’s duties are primarily to go and vote and other skills are not really taught. Hands-on
activities are not really introduced to them. How a young person can learn to organize
campaigns or volunteer activity, this is a very small thing but it all begins here.

Law education in university
There is currently no compulsory human rights subject in bachelor’s or master’s programmes.
Only elective subjects are offered, specializing on both the EU context and the Russia context.
But in advisory form it is ensured that all lawyers who start practising are completely aware of
the fundamental rights and freedoms that they must actually take into account in their
everyday work. This is a key area for implementing human rights education and this deserves
to be thought through.
Universities could do more in these fields. Students learn about human rights as part of an
international law course and then constitutional law and to some extent in European Union law.
But I’m not sure how intensively our teachers have coordinated these things, as to who says
what, so that it all would form an integral picture.
We do indeed have a human rights elective but does it reach everyone?
If I compare University of Tartu to some high-level university in Western Europe, there is
certainly room for growth in treating human rights.
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If we talk about law education and social sphere in general, if there were time and teachers, a
mock judiciary would be good based on conventions, constitution and European Court of
Human Rights practice. It could really improve comprehension. I have seen this when people
are assigned competing group assignments. /………../ They then work through a great amount
of material and are able to ‘think’ themselves into the situation. And it’s likely that this will in
future contribute to making people better.

General education in schools
Perhaps we should take into consideration that the load on Estonian students is already quite
heavy. Perhaps we should think instead of making civics as interactive as possible where
students are made to think on these topics. This could be done through an active lesson format
that would be based on the Anglo-American class system rather than strong German-style
discipline. This would make it possible to ensure that students develop a personal connection.
Teaching of human rights has only recently entered the agenda. I doubt that the current
textbooks deal with this topic very intensively at all. Rather, only in passing, the facts are
touched upon in the section where the Universal Declaration is mentioned. But I think there
should be a separate… not a lesson but several lessons in the framework of civics. There is of
course plenty to cover. Through this prism, one can treat a key part of the world political
history, let’s say in the 20th century. It is some perspective on this history and it is a
perspective on Estonian history as well, as we can view the restoration of independence and
integration with Europe as going back to a cultural space where human rights were valued. And
this could all be illustrated based on examples.

Pre-school education in nursery schools
It is also the aim of the Estonian Union for Child Welfare to popularize rights and human rights
topics from a very early age. We have a project on bullying free nursery schools that came
from Denmark and which will spread soon all over Estonia. Tolerance has a major part to play.
Developing it from childhood on. And there are also trainings for parents. Change takes
generations.
I have seen a large Estonian language poster of the Convention on the Rights of the Child on
the doors of nursery schools. I think it’s a very praiseworthy activity to make them aware so
early that there are such acts and that children have rights. And it should start with that in
reality. You can’t just show up and tell youths in secondary school that “now there are human
rights”. It should grow with us. It also comes from radio, TV, all that tolerance related themes.
But undoubtedly there could be more in-depth coverage in school, not just as one part of civics
class but also elsewhere. Estonia has been a closed society, we have not had a large inflow of
migrants and thus there could be more emphasis placed on increasing tolerance.
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SUMMARY OF THE SURVEY OF EXPERT OPINION
There are no problems with fundamental (classical) human rights in Estonia. As a member
of the European Union, high human rights standards have been established for us. People’s
political rights, right to life, democracy and freedom of speech are guaranteed
everywhere. Estonia also stands out in the good sense at the international level. Since the
1990s, Estonia has acceded to human rights conventions and it has a good image in
international organizations.
On the other hand, several respondents mentioned the fact that although judging by the laws,
everything is well, not all rights are necessarily guaranteed in real life. More precisely, these
topics pertain to protection for people’s fundamental rights, which are still seen as problematic
in many cases.
The most vulnerable groups are families with many children, children, long-term unemployed,
women, older people living alone in low-density areas, elderly in general, family members of
disabled people (family caregivers); disabled people, especially those with psychological special
needs, people in nursing homes and same-sex couples.
Several experts found that overall awareness of human rights is very low. On one hand,
everyday conflicts are overamplified and many things are seen in the context of
human rights but which are actually not part of this field. On the other hand, the people
are not up to date with legislation, there is a lack of the necessary tolerance toward minorities.
Nor do people know their rights – they lack the ability and courage to stand up for their rights.
They are left alone with their troubles and do not know where to turn to defend their rights.
Speaking of the developments of the last few years in the field of human rights, it should be
mentioned that representatives of government institutions, international law and the media all
praised the effective work of the NGOs in raising human rights topics and increasing public
awareness. There has been much benefit from such activity and it contributes to changing
attitudes and greater awareness of problems.
Although much progress has been made on human rights in recent years, it is still hard to raise
certain topics. The primary obstacles are people’s low awareness and dearth of funds. All of the
organizations surveyed plan to continue dealing with protection of human rights as there is
much that needs to be done and plenty of problems.
In commenting on the population survey recently carried out, there were divergent opinions
as to whether socioeconomic topics should be dealt with in the context of human
rights or not. It was not possible to draw one single conclusion on the basis of the
results.
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SUMMARY OF THE TWO PARTS OF THE STUDY
Estonia lacks a long tradition of dealing with problems in the context of human rights.
Summarizing the results of both the population survey and the experts’ survey, the following
can be said.
Awareness and knowledge of human rights is low among the population. People do not know
which problems and rights violations should be categorized as human rights, and which should
be dealt with in another context. The term “human rights” is associated mainly with general
knowledge of people’s rights, legislation, equality and freedom. Only a small percentage of the
population is able to identify the precise nature of human rights. A large part of the population
tends to categorize socioeconomic aspects under human rights.
The experts also agreed that the awareness of the population is low. On one hand, everyday
conflicts are overamplified and many things are seen in the context of human rights but which
are actually not part of this field. On the other hand, the people are not up to date with
legislation, there is a lack of the necessary tolerance toward minorities. At the same time,
people are unaware of their own rights and are unable to stand up for them. There were
differences of opinion among the experts as to whether socioeconomic themes should be
categorized as human rights or not. It was not possible to draw one single conclusion and it
was not the study goal.
54% of the population believes that there are no problems with guaranteeing human rights in
Estonia, while 29% feel that there are violations, while the rest were unable to say. Thirteen
per cent of inhabitants felt their human rights or the human rights of an acquaintance had been
violated. Most frequently, a weak socioeconomic situation is considered to be a human rights
violation, and, in the case of non-Estonians, linguistic discrimination. In discussing violations of
one’s own human rights, the primary topic proved to be unequal treatment in the workplace,
but other fields were also noted.
The group of experts was unanimous that there are no problems guaranteeing classical human
rights in Estonia. Estonia has since the 1990s joined most human rights related conventions
and its image in international organizations is good. At the same time, topics that pertain to
protection of people’s fundamental rights should be discussed in the context of human rights,
as there are violations in this area. The reasons for rights violations are on one hand, omissions
on the part of the state, and, on the other hand, attitudes widespread in society that are
expressed as human relations.
Human rights are a complicated and multi-layered sphere. It is also disputed at the
international level what is to be treated in the context of human rights. It is not surprising that
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in Estonia, one of the least wealthy countries in the euro area, there is a desire to bring the
poor socioeconomic situation into the human rights discourse. The main conclusion of the study
is that the people’s awareness and knowledge of their rights should be increased. In the case of
non-Estonians, better opportunities for communication and publicity efforts should be found to
improve implementation of integration policy.
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APPENDIX 1: QUESTIONNAIRE
1. When speaking about human rights, how do you interpret this term?
____________________________________________________________________________
2. Do you feel that human rights are respected in Estonia?
1 Yes  CONTINUE TO QUESTION 5
2 No  CONTINUE TO QUESTION 3
3 Can’t say  CONTINUE TO QUESTION 5

3. What kinds of human rights are violated in Estonia?
____________________________________________________________________________
4. Please describe a specific situation in which your human rights or the human rights of an
acquaintance were violated.
IF UNCLEAR FROM THE RESPONSE, PURSUE FURTHER: When did this occur?

____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
5. From what sources have you received information on human rights? MULTIPLE ANSWERS
ACCEPTABLE. CARD 2

1 School/university
2 Media
3 In relation to work
4 Friends, family
5 Internet (please specify) ________________________________________________
6 Estonian Institute of Human Rights
7 Estonian Human Rights Centre
8 Children’s Protection Union
9 Chamber of Disabled People
10 Estonian Women’s Studies and Resource Centre
11 Government institutions and local governments (specify)
_______________________________
12 Elsewhere, from where? ____________________________________
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6. Has there been enough information on human rights topics? ONE ANSWER.
1 Yes, completely sufficiently  CONTINUE TO QUESTION 9
2 Rather sufficiently CONTINUE TO QUESTION 9
3 Rather little
4 Very little
5 Not interested / Can’t say  CONTINUE TO QUESTION9
7. In what field might there be more information?
____________________________________________________________________
8. Through which channels would you prefer to receive the relevant information?
____________________________________________________________________

9. Is it ethical for the Estonian state to pursue relations with countries where human rights are
brutally violated? ONE ANSWER. CARD 3
1 There is nothing wrong about it
2 It doesn’t bother me
3 It is rather unethical
4 Relations should be cut off with such countries
5 Can’t say
READ THE FOLLOWING OUT LOUD:

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights states that all human beings are born free and
equal in dignity and rights and everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms as well as
responsibilities.
10. In your opinion, which of the following rights do you feel are human rights that apply to all
people?
MULTIPLE ANSWERS. CARD 4

11. Please choose five of the most important rights from the list. CARD 4
10. Which of these are
human rights?
MULTIPLE ANSWERS

11. The most
important ones
among them
UP TO 5 ANSWERS

Right to life

1

1

Right to equality before the law

2

2

Right to justice in the courts

3

3
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Right to protection of personal data

4

4

Right to freedom of speech, press and religion

5

5

Right of assembly in associations

6

6

Right to work

7

7

Right to social security, leave and pension

8

8

Right to free medical care and treatment.

9

9

Right to an average income guaranteed by the state.

10

10

Right to free elections

11

11

Women’s and men’s equal rights

12

12

Right to education

13

13

Right to inviolability of family and private life

14

14

Right to ownership and protection of property from
arbitrary expropriation

15

15

Other, what? _______________________________

16

16

None of the above is a human right

17

None of the above is important

18

12. To what extent do you agree with the following statements? CARD 5 (scale)
Agree
Agree
completely somewhat

Neither
agree Disagree Disagree Can’t
nor
somewhat completely say
disagree

Human rights are not important to me
in my everyday life

1

2

3

4

5

6

Violation of human rights is a problem
in some countries but not in Estonia

1

2

3

4

5

6

Guaranteeing human rights is beneficial
to all Estonian inhabitants

1

2

3

4

5

6

Charter of Fundamental Rights in the
European Union takes precedence over
Estonian law

1

2

3

4

5

6

Human rights are important for
creating a more just society in Estonia

1

2

3

4

5

6

Respecting human rights also means the
obligation to honour the human rights of
other individuals

1

2

3

4

5

6
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1

2

3

4

5

6

13. If you thought your human rights were violated, where would you turn to first? List the
three most important ones. CARD 6
Most
important

Second most
important

Third most
important

ONE
ANSWER

ONE ANSWER

ONE
ANSWER

Estonian courts

1

1

1

Chancellor of Justice

2

2

2

Gender Equality and Equal Treatment Commissioner

3

3

3

Estonian Institute of Human Rights

4

4

4

Estonian Human Rights Centre

5

5

5

European Court of Human Rights

6

6

6

Legal Information Centre for Human Rights

7

7

7

Union of Nationalities

8

8

8

Patients Association

9

9

9

Chamber of Disabled People

10

10

10

Children’s protection organizations

11

11

11

Organizations dealing with sexual minorities

12

12

12

Organizations dealing with gender equality

13

13

13

Organizations dealing with the environment

14

14

14

Lawyers (including legal assistance websites, free legal
assistance days)

15

15

15

Other, what? ____________________________________

16

16

16

Can’t say

17

17

17

14. Which international organizations are engaged in monitoring the human rights situation?
MULTIPLE ANSWERS. CARD 7

1 UN
2 European Union
3 Council of Europe
4 OSCE
5 Can’t say
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15. What human rights do you feel Estonia has the greatest problems ensuring? SELECT ONE
OR TWO MOST IMPORTANT. CARD 8

1 Freedom of speech, freedom of assembly
2 Freedom of religion
3 Free elections
4 Rights of sexual minorities
5 Children’s rights
6 Disabled people’s rights
7 Gender equality
8 Racial, ethnic or linguistic equality
9 Age-related equality
10 Social equality
11 Other, what? __________________________________________
12 Estonia has no problems guaranteeing human rights
13 Can’t say
16. How much did you know about the human rights topic before this interview? ONE
ANSWER. CARD 9

1 A great deal
2 A sufficient amount
3 Not very much
4 I had heard the word but didn’t know anything about the content
5 I have never heard of the topic
6 Can’t say
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APPENDIX 2: INSTRUCTIONS FOR INTERVIEWERS

Introduction – contracting entity, topic, objective.
1. What are Estonia’s greatest human rights problems? Describe them and try to bring 3-4
more serious problems. Which groups are the most vulnerable? What are the main problems in
the field in which your agency/NGO/institution is engaged?
2. How does Estonia’s human rights situation appear in comparison to other countries (above
all EU and neighbours)?
3. What have been the developments of the last few years in the human rights situation and
what has your NGO/agency done?
4. What are your plans for dealing with human rights in future?
5. What recommendations would you give government agencies/NGOs in the field of human
rights. What recommendations would you give citizens? How would you assess the activities of
the government and/or local government in guaranteeing human rights?
6. Questions specific to area of activity:
NGOs: What are your expectations for supplementing legislation in the field of human rights
and your proposals in this regard?
Government agencies: What is the current and planned legislative activity for improving human
rights protection?
Higher education institutions: What should be done to improve and supplement human rights
related education and training?
Media: How do you assess coverage of human rights in the Estonian media, comparison of
Estonian and Russian journalism and what should be improved.
7. Comments on the survey of the population
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