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Equal opportunities and
access to the labour market

Estonia has an aging and decreasing popu-
lation, but over the last 20 years, its people's
healthy life expectancy has increased. Con-
sidering the ratio of people aged between five
and 14 to those aged between 55 and 64, it
is estimated that more people will leave the
Estonian labour market than enter in the next
decade. A recent analysis indicates that
by 2024 there will be almost 50,000 few-
er people of working age in Estonia. This
trend is putting increasing pressure on the
labour market and its growing needs, as
well as on the country’s system of social

1 Eurostat (2021). Gini coefficient of equivalised disposable income: h

t=ilc_di12

protection. More attention needs to be paid
to the financial sustainability of the systems of
social and health protection.”

However, the National Strategy Group reports
that the State Budget Strategy 2022-2025 and
Stability Programme 20212 did not put forward
any decisive changes in welfare and taxation.
The NSG recalls that wealth is not appropriate-
ly taxed — corporate income tax accounts for
5% of total tax revenue; and that real estate tax
is almost non-existent — land tax accounts for
0.1% of total tax revenue.®

2 Eurostat (2021). Unemployment by sex and age: annual data: https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=une_

rt_a&lang=en

3 European Institute for Gender Equality (2020). Gender Equality Index: https:/ei
4 Eurostat (2021). In-work at-risk-of-poverty-rate : hﬂp&iegﬂmpa@u&umsiamdaiamwmgapmﬂlommm

table?lang=en

5 Eurostat (2021). Overcrowding rate by age, sex and poverty status — total population: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/

view/ilc_lvhoO5a/default/table?lang=en

6 CIVICUS (2021). Civic space monitor - Estonia: https:/monitor.civicus.org/country/estonia/
7 Eesti Statistika (2021) Population Pyramid of Estonia 2021: https:/www.stat.ee/rahvastikupyramiid/?lang=en

8 Rahandus Ministeerium (2021) State Budget Strategies and Draft Budgetary Plans: htt
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After the outbreak of the pandemic, additional
measures were undertaken to protect employ-
ment and access to the labour market. A tem-
porary subsidy was paid to employees of those
employers whose activities were significantly
disrupted by the restrictions imposed to pre-
vent the spread of Covid-19. The Estonian Un-
employment Insurance Fund paid compensa-
tion of 60% of the employee's average monthly
salary, up to a maximum of €1,000 per month. ™
This subsidy is estimated to have saved
around 65,000 jobs,' reducing the number of
people falling into extreme poverty — defined
as those living on less than €220 per month.'
Moreover, the National Strategy Group reports
that a state study allowance was provided to
students from low-income families in order to
cover the costs of education. The allowance,
based on the revenues of students and their
families, ranged from €75 to €220 per month.™

The pension system was changed in 2021 by
the government that finished its mandate in
January 2021. The change allows workers to
withdraw money they have allocated to their
pension fund,* therefore reducing pensions to
the “first pillar” — that is, money added by the
state. The National Strategy Group reports the
introduction of this possibility as a negative de-
velopment. People who make withdrawals from
their pension funds will only receive very low
pensions, which might result in a significant
deterioration of their quality of life during retire-
ment and old age.

10 Eesti To6tukassa (2021) Temporary Subsidy Programme: htt
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11 Ibid.

12 Eesti Statistika (2021) Estimated subsistence minimum: htt
cial-exclusion-and-poverty/estimated-subsistence

13 Ministry of Education and Research (2021) Study allowances and grants: h
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As mentioned in last year’s Social Rights Moni-
tor, not many changes in Estonia’s approach to
migration have taken place in 2020 and 2021.
The conservative government adopted strat-
egies to limit migration in all its forms. Due to
the pandemic, the number of newcomers to
the country in 2020 fell around 11%." Most
of these came from Syria, Ukraine, and the
Russian Federation.'® The National Strategy
Group reports that borders were closed
and that the government did not issue any
working visas during the state of emergen-
cy. However, when it again became possible to
issue working visas in the second half of 2021,
the demand for labour was lowered by the
economic impact of the pandemic,'” and there
were 31% fewer registrations for short-term
work than there had been before the pandem-
ic. The decline was particularly sharp in the
manufacturing and construction sectors, which
are normally large employers of migrants.'®
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17 Eesti Pank (2021) Labour Market Review 2021: htt
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GOOD PRACTICE
The International House of Estonia
(IHE)

The International House of Estonia
(IHE)™ is based in Tallinn and provides
newcomers with a wide range of services
that help them settle in the country. Most
importantly, it provides free consultation
over essential documents, bureaucracy,
housing possibilities, language courses,
and family reunification. The IHE also
wants to provide Estonian employers
with useful information and training on
how to hire and retain an international
workforce.

Estonian education and training institutions
had to close their doors in March 2020 to re-
duce the spread of the coronavirus.?° Learning
and education activities were moved entirely
online, and educational institutions cooperat-
ed with private companies to make use of on-
line learning platforms.?! As final school exams
were cancelled in 2020 due to the pandemic,
the government arranged additional state ex-
ams in 2021 for upper secondary school stu-
dents?? who had already graduated in 2020 but
needed a graduation certificate in order to en-
rol in higher education institutions. This allowed
students to pursue their academic careers in
Estonia and abroad. However, the basic final
examination and upper secondary state exams

19 The International House of Estonia — IHE: h 'workin

were not cancelled or postponed?®in 2021.The
Estonian government needs concrete data on
the impact of the pandemic and online teaching
on students’ skills and learning. Such data will
help the government take adequate measures
while planning next year’s education strategy
and mitigate gaps in learning that emerged
during the pandemic. The Estonian Ministry of
Education and Research has prepared a strat-
egy to support the students who are most in
need. It will provide additional courses to pre-
pare for exams, compensatory courses before
the beginning of the next academic year, and
enhanced support for students’ and teachers’
mental health.?*

The dropout rate was low in the early stages
of education, but around 25% of young people
left their studies in the first year of secondary
education, according to figures from 2017. At
universities, the dropout rate was even higher,
at over 30% for bachelor’'s degree students.®
More recent data confirm this trend. In 2021,
the number of young people not in educa-
tion increased by 1.3% compared to 2020.2¢
In 2020, 9.7% of people aged between 15
and 24 were not in employment, education
or training, almost 3 percentage points
higher than in 2019.2” However, as reported
by the National Strategy Group, no accurate
comparative data are yet ready to enable an
assessment of the impact of the pandemic and
of distance learning on Estonian education.

Overall, vocational and adult education in
Estonia is functioning well, as 74.1% of adult
Estonians currently have professional or vo-
cational education certificates.?® However,
the target set by the Estonia 2035 Strategy is
80%.2°
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Fair working conditions

The 2019 Guidelines and Recommendations
for employers and employees on health and
safety in telework®® adopted by the Estonian
Ministry of Social Affairs became particular-
ly relevant for employees’ working conditions
after the outbreak of the pandemic. Telework-
ing became the norm for sectors in which it is
possible. In 2020, 40,400 more people than
in 2019 teleworked, reaching almost 200,000
people at the end of 2020.%' The increase in
women who teleworked was bigger than the in-
crease in men.*2 The National Strategy Group
reports that some of the positive aspects of
teleworking were a better balance between
work and personal life. However, employees
working from home generally felt disconnected
from their workplace.® During school closures,
women were often left alone while working,
taking care of children and young people, and
doing most of the housework.34

The unemployment rate reached 6.9% in
the second quarter of 2021,%° a dramatic
increase from the recent annual minimum
of 4.4% in 2019. Until then, Estonia had been
on a trend of decreasing unemployment, from
a peak of 12.3% in 2011.% The pandemic and
the measures to cope with it increased the

30 Eurofound (2020) Living and working in Estonia https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/countr

number of unemployed, exacerbating geo-
graphical inequalities. Northeastern Estonia
registered double the unemployment rate of
the northern region, where the capital Tallinn
is located.®” However, average monthly wag-
es kept increasing from 2010 despite the pan-
demic. In June 2021, the average gross month-
ly salary was €1,448, a 6.7% increase from the
previous year.3®

In last year’s chapter on Estonia, the increas-
ing inappropriate use of contracts was men-
tioned, as more flexibility often coincided with
reduced social protection for workers.% In 2020
and 2021, a new form of contract is being de-
veloped by a tripartite committee composed of
the social partners — employees and employ-
ers —and the Ministry of Social Affairs. The new
employment contract has been developed in
order to increase flexibility, and it allows a vari-
able number of working hours every week.* In
April 2021, the Ministry of Social Affairs signed
a goodwill agreement with the Estonian Trade
Union of Commercial and Servicing Employ-
ees, the Estonian Traders’ Association, the
Estonian Trade Union Confederation, and the
Estonian Employers’ Confederation.*' The new
variable-hours contract*? is now being tested

stonia#working-lif
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through a piloting experiment in the retail sec-
tor, in which employees can work an additional
eight hours per week.*® The National Strate-
gy Group thinks that this new type of contract
could potentially result in more people working
shorter working weeks, while maintaining the
employment protection granted by traditional
employment contracts. The additional weekly
working hours must be agreed by both employ-
er and employee, but employees may come
under pressure or obligation to accept the ad-
ditional working time.

Progress in gender equality has slowed over
the last couple of years.** Men and women are
still not granted equal access to work or good
working conditions. Part-time employment is
more common among women than men, as
the rate of full time equivalent (FTE) employ-
ment among women is 15.6 percentage points
lower than that of men.*® The gender pay gap
decreased by 1.5 percentage points over the
year. In 2020, women’s average gross hourly
pay was €7.70 and men’s was €9.13. The larg-
est gaps between men's and women's wages
were in finance and insurance (29.4%), mining
and quarrying (26.1%), and information and

43 Ibid.
44 EIGE (2021) Estonia Gender Equality Index: https:/eige.eur

communication (24.1%).*¢ Gender inequality
can also be seen in women’s average monthly
earnings, which are 23% below those of men.
Women are therefore most at risk of living in
poverty.*”

On the plus side, parental leave in Estonia
lasts for 36 months and can be transferred
between the newborn’s parents. However,
self-employed workers are not eligible for pa-
rental leave.®®

In addition, the allocation of time — one of the
main indicators of the Gender Equality Index
- reflects gender inequalities that are still pres-
ent in the country: 76% of women say they are
the person in charge of doing daily housework,
while only 47% of men say the same.*® This
leaves women with less time to work and de-
velop personal interests. In Estonia, as in the
majority of the countries analysed, gender in-
equalities are not adequately addressed
by policies and laws to give equal oppor-
tunities to all. Decision-making and polit-
ical power is mainly held by men in Esto-
nia: they represent 74% of members of the
Estonian Parliament and 71% of members of
regional and local assemblies.®® The dispro-
portion is even worse on the boards of large,
quoted Estonian companies, where women
represent just 9% of members.5!
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Social protection

and inclusion

The Estonian constitution®? is the main source
of social protection rights, particularly through
its second chapter, which recognizes the uni-
versal right to public assistance. It pays spe-
cial attention to support for households living
with children and people with disabilities. The
constitution also says that social protection
should be guaranteed to migrants. But the Na-
tional Strategy Group reports that people with-
out Estonian nationality need to be either in
possession of a work contract or attending an
educational institution in the country if they are
to receive social-security and healthcare bene-
fits. Others have to bear the costs themselves.
This puts migrants who do not speak the Es-
tonian language at a particular disadvantage,
especially in healthcare.

Estonia has a unified national healthcare insur-
ance system, which ensures access to all peo-
ple with no distinction based onincome or place
of residence.*® Only 6.7% of national GDP is
spent on healthcare,* and the system is
mainly funded through workforce taxation,
which contributes to the Haigekassa, the
Estonian Health Insurance Fund (EHIF).%®
In order to receive healthcare services in Es-
tonia, someone must be a permanent resident
of the country or be living there on a temporary

52 Estonian Constitution: https:/www.riigiteataj n/eli

residence permit.®® The National Strategy
Group reports that, overall, Estonia has an effi-
cient healthcare system with satisfied patients.
However, they often have to wait on incredibly
long waiting lists, especially in rural areas. A re-
cently published analysis by the European of-
fice of the World Health Organization,*’ reports
that Estonia significantly cut public health ex-
penditure after the 2008 crisis. This led to an
increase in patients’ out-of-pocket payments, a
trend that was not later reversed.

An analysis in 2021 by the Estonian Ministry of
Social Affairs makes it clear that is becoming
less sustainable to finance healthcare from so-
cial contributions. It cited increasingly flexible
forms of work as one particular cause. While
people's expectations of healthcare are rising,
the proportion of people contributing to health
insurance is sharply decreasing, putting future
generations at risk of not being adequately
covered.5®

In 2021, remote healthcare services were
introduced.>® Importantly, an online registers°
was created, a move particularly welcomed by
the National Strategy Group. The NSG reports
that communications between doctors and
patients have been facilitated thanks to the
digitization of medical records. Telehealth be-
came more widespread in Estonia after March
2020, in the wake of the Covid-19 outbreak. In
2021, healthcare professionals have provided
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specialised care services remotely. According
to the National Strategy Group, the Estonian
Health Insurance Fund now finances both re-
mote visits and remote therapies, which can
take place via phone or video chat. The Na-
tional Strategy Group reports that the remote
service provided most often at the beginning of
2021 was psychological help. Next most com-
mon were services in gynaecology, endoctri-
nology, and neurology. The National Strategy
Group thinks that remote services are a major
innovation in Estonian healthcare.

The housing and rental market in Estonia is
not regulated by the state, and local authorities
have limited possibilities to intervene. Accord-
ing to the National Strategy Group, municipal-
ities can influence housing policy by planning
and selling residential plots and granting build-
ing rights. During 2021, no major changes in
housing policy were made. However, the coun-
try has already undertaken a process for devel-
oping the housing sector, as part of the Esto-
nian National Development Plan of the Energy
Sector Until 2030.8" According to the National
Strategy Group, it mainly provides support to
renovate apartment buildings and small hous-
es to improve their energy efficiency or to help
low-income households with three or more
children. In addition, the Plan grants allowanc-
es to adapt houses and apartments for people
with physical disabilities, the National Strategy
Group reports.

Onaverage, Estonian households live inhomes
that are less overcrowded than the European
average.® Moreover, Estonia experiences low-
er percentages of people living in a house with
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a leaking roof than the European average, and
the majority of the people are able to keep their
homes adequately warm.®® However, Estonia
registered the largest increase in house pric-
es among European countries between 2010
and 2020: prices rose 96%, making it almost
impossible for the majority of the population to
buy a house. Most worryingly, rents in Estonia
increased 156% over the same period (2010 to
2020), the biggest increase in the EU. This has
had a dramatic impact, particularly on young
people, who make up many lower-income
households.5

The National Strategy Group reports that Es-
tonians’ perspective on the climate emergency
and the necessity of adopting a just-transition
approach is slowly changing. There is a clear
recognition of the relationship between human
activities and climate change, according to re-
search published by the Ministry of the Envi-
ronmentin 2020.%° However, the environmental
situation in Estonia is considered to be gener-
ally good, so global problems such as climate
change are considered distant and almost ir-
relevant for Estonia. Even when environmen-
tal disasters happen, such as more-frequent
heat waves and an increase in storm surges,
it is difficult for the majority of Estonians to link
daily changes in the country’s environment
to the global situation.®® However, Estonians
perceive individual activities to be the main
drivers of climate change and propose solu-
tions such as reductions in consumption and
car trips.” Compared to 2016, the number
of people who consider that Estonia has not
prepared adequately to deal with the climate
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emergency had increased. Now, 43% of sur-
vey respondents are concerned about their
ecological footprints and for the future of the
next generations.

The contribution of the Estonian Recovery and
Resilience Plan to just transition to a greener
economy amounts to 42% of its total funding.®®
The Plan is structured in three main pillars:
green transition in enterprises, sustainable
transport, and energy efficiency. Decarbonis-
ing the economy is one of the main challenges
for Estonia, according to the National Strategy
Group, especially because of its widespread
use of oil shale. The envisaged National Devel-
opment Plan for the Energy Sector plans to de-
velop a strategy to phase out oil shale,®® which

Civic space

Freedom of association is protected in Esto-
nia. Everyone has the right to belong to a trade
union, religious community, or other non-gov-
ernmental organisation. During the last year,
no major obstacles to freedom of association
were registered in Estonia. Indeed, the CIV-
ICUS monitor ranks Estonian civic space as
open.”? The National Strategy Group re-
ports concerns over hate speech direct-
ed at LGBTQI+ organisations. But a recent
public opinion survey demonstrated increasing
support for LGBTQI+ rights: 64% of Estonians
were in favour of the Registered Partnership
Act,”® the legal basis for the recognition of
same-sex unions. However, in July 2020, the
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will create new incentives for renewable ener-
gies and facilitate investment in energy-stor-
age solutions.”

Creating new jobs while implementing the car-
bon neutrality targets will provide a longer-term
opportunity to restructure and improve the
competitiveness of the economy and better
prepare for the future. Strategic investments
over the next decade will support innovation
and the creation of new, high-value-added
jobs in low-carbon and sustainable sectors.”
Investment in human capital development can
also help to prevent the emergence of bottle-
necks in technical skills — that is, shortages of
skills that are in demand - through education
and vocational training.

Minister of Trade proposed not to grant further
funding to three human rights organisations
working on gender and equality issues.”* There-
fore, the situation needs close monitoring.

Freedom of assembly has also been protect-
ed, according to the National Strategy Group.
However, throughout 2020 and 2021 restric-
tions have been adopted by national and lo-
cal authorities in order to limit the spread of
Covid-19. The National Strategy Group says
the adopted measures have been proportion-
al and justified, as a ban on public gatherings
was removed as soon as other major restric-
tions were lifted.

2021 RRP-Taastekava-170621-VIISi.
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Civil society involvement
and the national recovery
and resilience plans

The Estonian National Strategy Group reports
positive developments in the involvement of
civil society organisations and trade unions in
civil and social dialogue in the country. In July
2020, the Ministry of Population approved
its Kodanikutlihiskonna Programmi 2021-
2024 (Civil Society Programme),”> which
provides a strategy for the development
and involvement of civil society. The pro-
gramme is part of the Sidusa Eesti arenguka-
va 2021-2030 (Cohesive Society development
plan).” The overall goal is to strengthen civil
society by increasing the share of the popula-
tion participating in voluntary activities in order
to support community initiatives, increase the
capacity of non-governmental organisations,
and improve the general viability of Estonian
civil society. Interestingly, a joint committee
composed of members of the government and
civil society representatives was created and
tasked with monitoring the development of the
programmes and their approval. The National
Strategy Group reports these processes fa-
vourably as inclusive and transparent.”

The process that led to the adoption of the
country’s strategy Eesti 2035 (Estonia 2035)"®
has also been open and inclusive. The strategy
was created though an open process, a joint
work of Estonians, associations and unions,
communities, social partners, experts, en-
trepreneurs, and local governments and offi-
cials. A nationwide brainstorming — featuring

seminars, workshops, meetings, and debates
at festivals — was carried out in 2020 to de-
velop the strategy. The initiatives were meant
to map out Estonia’s needs and identify key
challenges, in order to find agreement on the
main reforms and changes that need to be
implemented.

The preparation of the Estonian Recovery and
Resilience Plan™ was carried out in a similar
way. Key social partners and civil society or-
ganisations were consulted through meetings
and virtual roundtables from autumn 2020 on-
wards, the National Strategy Group reported.
They discussed the key elements, priorities,
processes and steps of how to make use of
funds made available by the EU Recovery and
Resilience Facility (RRF). Further in-depth dia-
logue took place at the end of March 2021, with
more than 30 different umbrella organisations
and around 1,000 participants. Five thematic
workshops and 46 roundtables took place to
discuss the key elements of the national Re-
covery and Resilience Plan to be published
- the reforms, investments, activities, and ac-
tions. They also discussed actions planned
under the structural instruments. Participants
during the week of seminars provided valuable
input for the preparation of the Recovery and
Resilience Plan. The government approved the
plan on 17 June 2021. It set out the use of near-
ly a billion euros of funds from the EU’s Recov-
ery and Resilience Facility. The plan was then
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submitted to the European Commission, which
endorsed it in October.®® The plan allocated GOOD PRACTICE

42% of its funds to support measures towards Municipalities’ Participative Bud-

the green transition, in particular the develop- gets®

ment of new skills, improvements in energy ef-

ficiency, and support for the transport sector. Out of the 79 Estonian municipalities, 49
Another 22% was allocated to the digital transi- have made participative budgets a com-
tion, including measures aimed at enterprises, mon practice. In these cities, citizens are
public administration, and the strengthening of invited to participate in initiating public
internet capacity in rural areas.®' projects through an inclusive budget. In

this way, communities can partially de-
cide on the use of municipal money by
submitting proposals for actions that
they deem necessary for their home-
towns. This means that all residents of a
particular municipality can submit ideas
and vote on them. The winning ideas are
then implemented by the municipality
— for example a new swimming pool, a
public library, or a theatre. Implementing
the inclusive budget increases the par-
ticipation of residents in planning to use
and distribute public funds. The Nation-
al Strategy Group warmly welcomes the
initiative, as it provides an opportunity to
narrow the gap between politics and cit-
izens
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SOLIDAR’s Social Rights Monitor 2021 has been developed in the framework of the Together
for Social Europe programme co-funded by the EU Programme for Employment and Social
Innovation (EaSl). It provides an insight into the state of social rights in 16 European countries.
The Monitor assesses the state of social Europe in terms of equality of opportunities, fair
working conditions, social protection, inclusion and civic space based on the observations
of Civil Society Organisations working on the ground in combination with statistical data and
scientific findings. This information is provided by National Strategy Groups that are set up in
each of the 16 countries by a SOLIDAR member or partner. The 2021 Monitor also analyses to
which extent civil society and social partners have been involved in the design of the national
Recovery and Resilience Plans, integrated in the 2021 European Semester cycle.
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