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Civic space in Estonia is rated “open” on 
the CIVICUS Monitor.

T he CSO sector in Estonia has been relatively 
stable and is one of the most sustainable in 
the region. In parallel to long-term forms 

of volunteering, ad-hoc activism is becoming 
more popular, providing both opportunities 
and challenges. However, in the past years, the 
legislative and financial framework has failed to 
adapt and keep up with the needs of CSOs. With 
the establishment of the conservative, right-wing 
government, some CSOs have raised concerns 
on the future of the sector, in particular for 
those working on human rights and inclusion 
(representing less than 1% of the sector), after 
verbal attacks against the organisations have 
become more frequent.
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THE SECTOR IN NUMBERS
Population: 
1.33 million (2019)
Number of CSOs/Not for profit/Association/
charitable organizations registered in the country: 
34 081
SOURCE: THE 2017 CSO SUSTAINABILITY INDEX

Number of employees: 
23% of CSOs have people employed  
(2% of workforce)
SOURCE: NENO, 2018

In 2016, 22% respondents reported participating in 
voluntary actions (+9% compared to 2015)
SOURCE: 2017 WORLD GIVING INDEX, VIA THE 2017 CSO SUSTAINABILITY INDEX

DISTRIBUTION OF CSOS BY FIELDS OF ACTIVITY (2018)

THE ECONOMIC WEIGHT OF THE SECTOR
Public funding and availability of public funding for CSOs: 
roughly 158 million euros 
SOURCE: NENO, 2018

33.6 million 
of donations 

(2016)
In 2017, donations 

reached 35 million €

Representing the interests of 
social groups 

6% =

Religion
5% +4%

Social services 
5% +1%

Activity specific to a 
professional association

4% =

Health 
3% =

Society Development 
3% =

Fishing / Hunting 
3% +1%

Natural environment 
3% +1%

Agriculture 
2% +1%

Leisure / recreational activities 
17% =

Sport/ physical education 
16% -1%

Culture / Art 
14% -3%

Neighborhood, action 
to improve the quality  
of life in the area
8% -3%

Education / Science 
8% -1%

Other 
5% =

Associations
97,30%

SOURCE: IDEM

Foundations
2,30%

SOURCE: THE 2017 CSO SUSTAINABILITY INDEX, NENO

SOURCE: HTTPS://WWW.SISEMINISTEERIUM.EE/SITES/ 
DEFAULT/FILES/DOKUMENDID/UURINGUD/ 
KODANIKUYHISKOND/2019_KODANIKUUHISKONNA_ 
ARENGUKAVA_MOJUDE_VAHEHINDAMINE.PDF 

Anonymous  
donations
40%

Donations  
from companies

28%

Donations from  
private donors

32%

Compared to 2014

Entities  
by legal form  

in %
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CHANGES IN THE 
POLITICAL LANDSCAPE 
AFFECT THE TONES, NOT 
THE LEGISLATION
Civil society sector remains stable

By Kai Klandorf, Network of Estonian Nonprofit Organizations

E
stonian civil society sector has 
had quite stable past years. There 
have been no fast developments 
that would have helped the sec-
tor to advance and, luckily, no 

larger coordinated attacks that have cre-
ated the sector to shrink. However, we 
see that the global trends influencing 
the world are also present in Estonia. 
Luckily the impact it has had on civil 
society sector has not created any large-
scale changes.
In spring 2019, the parliamentary elec-
tion resulted in the right-wing conserva-
tive nationalist party EKRE becoming a 
member of the government. The coali-
tion was formed, and the prime minister 
seat was taken by the Center Party who 
invited EKRE and right-wing party Isamaa 
to join, instead of the winning Reform 
party. Quite a lot of people saw that as 
undermining our current development 
towards a more open and equal society 
following the principles of solidarity. As a 

result of this government change, we have 
observed a change of tones and a legiti-
mation of uncivil actors. Nevertheless, 
the legislative framework has to date 
remained unchanged.

TRENDS OF CIVIC 
PARTICIPATION
Based on recent research, the areas where 
civil society organisations (CSOs) operate 
have remained basically the same com-
pared with similar research carried out 
five years ago1: roughly 17% of CSOs oper-
ate in organising recreational activities, 
16% of CSOs are sports-related, and 14% 
is involved with culture. The majority of 
CSOs focus their activities on local level 
(82%) and about 30% of CSOs also carry 
out activities internationally.

1 Balti Uuringute Instituut, Vabatahtlikus tegevuses 
osalemise uuring 2018, https://www.siseministee-
rium.ee/sites/default/files/dokumendid/Uuringud/
Kodanikuyhiskond/2019_vabatahtlik_tegevus.pdf, 
2019.

Organisations that have paid staff has also 
remained stable, in 2010 it was 25%, 2013 
it was 21% and 2018 23%. Civic participa-
tion has grown during the past five years: 
in 2013 roughly 31% of the population con-
tributed as volunteers, in 2018 that num-
ber has grown to 49%. One factor explain-
ing such a significant increase is Estonia 
celebrating its 100th anniversary in 2018 
with quite a lot of activities organised for 
the local communities. What has also 
changed in volunteering is that people 

AS A RESULT OF THIS 
GOVERNMENT CHANGE, 
WE HAVE OBSERVED 
A CHANGE OF TONES 
AND A LEGITIMATION 
OF UNCIVIL ACTORS

https://www.siseministeerium.ee/sites/default/files/dokumendid/Uuringud/Kodanikuyhiskond/2019_vabatahtlik_tegevus.pdf
https://www.siseministeerium.ee/sites/default/files/dokumendid/Uuringud/Kodanikuyhiskond/2019_vabatahtlik_tegevus.pdf
https://www.siseministeerium.ee/sites/default/files/dokumendid/Uuringud/Kodanikuyhiskond/2019_vabatahtlik_tegevus.pdf
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are less interested in permanent volun-
teer positions and more interested in ad 
hoc participation. CSOs, however, find 
permanent volunteers more useful and 
are more interested in them.
At the same time, CSOs tend to recruit 
new members less frequently: only 28% of 
CSOs actively recruit members. The num-
ber of organisations with less than ten 
members have increased over time – they 
now form about 44% of CSOs. Therefore, 
we see the focus seems to be shifting from 
members to volunteers. Some civil society 
activists see that as a problem and state 
that involving fewer members impacts the 
inner democracy of organisations.
Civil society organisations and activists 
understand and even harness the fact that 
involvement is taking more and more 
diverse forms with CSOs searching for 
new ways of engaging communities. At 
the same time, we see that public poli-
cies and regulations are still focusing on 
membership. For example, youth organ-
isations are funded based on a number 
of members.
One form of civic participation is donating 
to CSOs. The amount CSOs fundraise as 
donations has been continuously growing 
throughout the past ten years. Meaning 
both people and corporations are more 
and more interested in influencing soci-
ety through CSOs. In 2017 CSOs collected 
€23.3 million in donations; if anonymous 
and foreign donations are added, the total 
sum reached €35 million.

LEGISLATIVE FRAMEWORK 
AND DEVELOPMENTS
The legal framework of Estonian civil 
society can be considered quite a positive 
example; it is fairly simple and support-
ive of CSOs. It is easy to form CSOs, and 
they are free to operate in any interested 
area. The legislative and regulatory frame-
work also provides some tax incentives 
for public benefit organisations, regard-
less of the area of their activities.
One notable legislative change that did 
take place during the past year was the 

Gambling Tax Act, which was amended 
in October 2018, abolishing the deci-
sion-making council, which was com-
posed mainly of politicians. Especially 
in the education and social sphere, the 
change will enable ministries to find lon-
ger-term strategic partners. The Ministry 
of Education and Research selected its 
partners in a non-transparent deci-
sion-making process, while the Ministry 
of Social Affairs organised two public 
competitions in 2019. This change has 
caused some confusion for the CSOs 
during the transition period and has a 
negative impact on organisations that 
would not be included as strategic part-
ners. In the social field, however, the pos-
sibility of smaller project grants remained 
and these are managed through the State 
Support Service.
At the same time, the legal environment 
governing civil society sector and the 
available funding have not been able to 
keep the pace of development and the 
growing need of funding. The budget 
of National Foundation of Civil Society 
(NFCS) has remained unchanged, the lim-
its for tax benefits have been unchanged 
or even reduced over the years, and the 
available incentives do not encourage 
large donations or strategic philanthropy. 
In 2018, the Good Deed Foundation, the 

first venture philanthropy fund in Estonia, 
established the Impact fund2 and the edu-
cation fund3 which were firsts of their 
kind. The funds help to launch and scale 
impactful initiatives that solve pressing 
problems concerning complex issues in 
education, social inequity, public health 
and environment. The Estonian legal 
framework does not, however, support 
innovative funding options, such as social 
investment bonds or investments in social 
enterprises.

SMEAR CAMPAIGN AND 
FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION
The political context impacts the civil 
society sector quite directly. There has 
been more slander against organisations 
advocating for minorities and human 
rights. Even members of parliament and 
government have attacked organisa-
tions and their funding openly. The cur-
rent political climate has created tension 
among CSOs and has impacted funding. 
For some, the impact has been positive 
as each time a parliament or a govern-
ment member threatens the funding of 
minority organisations, donations fol-
lowed to some of organisations account. 
However, in general the attacks have cre-
ated concern and tension. We can also 
see that ministries who fund activities 

2 See more: https://www.heategu.ee/impact-fund.
3 https://heategu.ee/haridusfond.

CIVIL SOCIETY 
ORGANISATIONS AND 
ACTIVISTS UNDERSTAND 
AND EVEN HARNESS THE 
FACT THAT INVOLVEMENT 
IS TAKING MORE AND 
MORE DIVERSE FORMS 
WITH CSOS SEARCHING 
FOR NEW WAYS OF 
ENGAGING COMMUNITIES

THE LEGAL 
ENVIRONMENT AND 
THE AVAILABLE FUNDING 
HAVE NOT BEEN ABLE 
TO KEEP THE PACE 
OF DEVELOPMENT 
AND THE GROWING 
NEED OF FUNDING

https://www.heategu.ee/impact-fund
https://heategu.ee/haridusfond
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focusing on minority rights also feel the 
tension.
To some extent, we have observed a legit-
imisation of uncivil society as attacks 
from the right-wing politicians towards 
civil society organisations, human rights 
defenders, minorities, universities etc 
have been emphasised by the media and 
granted quite a large audience. The right-
wing conservative populist party has been 
quite provocative and managed to cre-
ate fear and attract attention to issues 
not really worth the debate – for exam-
ple, fear of migration in Estonia is quite 

THE AUTHOR

Kai Klandorf is an executive 
director of Network of Estonian 
Non-profit Organizations 
(NENO). NENO is one of 
Estonia’s largest umbrella 
organization and focuses on 
advocacy and capacity building. 
Kai worked for Estonian 
Debating society for 6 years 
and as a teacher for nearly ten. 
She is an experienced project 
manager with a demonstrated 
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trainer for a social enterprise 
SpeakSmart. Before joining 
NENO she worked for the 
National Institute of Health 
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public institutions. She has a 
Master’s Degree from Tartu 
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unwarranted because the number of 
refugees in Estonia is extremely small. 
That has helped the spread of anti-rights 
thoughts and organisations. Also, one of 
the largest media corporations Postimees 
assigned a new chief editor who is affili-
ated with people leading the right-wing 
conservative nationalist party EKRE. As a 
result, a liberal journalist left her position, 
and that created quite a heated discus-
sion. There have been some public attacks 
against the national broadcasting com-
pany by members of EKRE party. Luckily 
no real changes in the company have fol-
lowed. Therefore, it is safe to conclude 
that even if we have seen some examples 
of attempts to limit freedom of expres-
sion, they have not been successful.

FREEDOM OF ASSEMBLY
The freedom of assembly has luckily not 
experienced any changes and limitations 
over the course of past years. Protests 
and assemblies are usually not the pre-
ferred means to voice citizens’ concerns 
in Estonia mainly because other means 
as representative advocacy organisa-
tions and channels as rahvaalgatus.ee4 
are available. Protests are usually per-
ceived as more emotional and remain 
limited. However, following the coalition 
talks for the new government big protest 
movements took the streets, including 
Koigi Eesti. The aim of Kõigi Eesti was to 
remind the values of the people and the 

4 The Citizens Initiative Portal enables people to 
compile and send collective addresses – with at least 
1000 digital signatures – to the parliament of Estonia.

direction of our countries policies since 
re-establishing our independence.
In general, civil society has been respond-
ing by organisations doing different initia-
tives. The Kõigi Eesti movement did unite 
activist behind the values and motivated 
people to come together for the Kõigi 
Eesti song concert. At the same time, 
there are quite a lot of activists who are 
focusing on uniting the people and even 
go as far as saying Kõigi Eesti and other 
similar movements do not build bridges, 
but instead contribute to the polarisation 
of different minded people. Quite a lot of 
CSOs focus on bringing people together 
to a cohesive nation.

CONCLUSION
Estonian civil society sector is in general, 
quite stable. There are areas where CSOs 
are sustainable and strong and at the same 
time areas where organisational capacity 
needs further development. The current 
government has caused tension and emo-
tional reactions among people and civil 
society organisations in general. There is 
a reason to be alert and pay attention to 
the steps the government is taking but 
not enough to cause panic. The civil soci-
ety needs to work together more effec-
tively and help restore a more cohesive 
society.

THE CIVIL SOCIETY 
NEEDS TO WORK 
TOGETHER MORE 
EFFECTIVELY AND HELP 
RESTORE A MORE 
COHESIVE SOCIETY
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Estonia has an open civic space and for years, the country 
has been a good example of cooperation between CSOs 
and government and cases of smear campaigns against 
democratic organisations were isolated episodes. 
However, the elections in spring 2019 brought to power 
the Conservative People’s Party of Estonia (EKRE), 
considered by some a far-right party, in a right-wing 
conservative government. Major protests were sparked 
by the decision of the second-biggest party, Centre Party, 
to turn down the offer by the winning Reform party to 
form a joint coalition and, instead, opening to EKRE and 
the conservative party Isamaa. We interviewed Silver 
Tambur from Kõigi Eesti, a group of people living in 
Estonia who successfully mobilised thousands online 
and offline to send a strong message of tolerance and 
inclusion in the face of growing hate speech.
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MOBILISING PEOPLE 
TO STAND UP 
FOR THE VALUES  
THAT UNITE US
Everyone can say “this is my Estonia too”

Interview with Kõigi Eesti

How was Kõigi Eesti created, 
and why did you decide to 
call it like this (in English, 
“My Estonia too”)?
I am actually a journalist and an editor. I 
edit a media outlet called Estonian World, 
where we write about Estonia in English. I 
started in 2012 in London, and I came back 
to Estonia in 2014. Already in 2015 when 
the refugee crisis happened in Europe, 
the far-right party called EKRE (Estonian 
Conservative People’s Party) used that 
situation to their own advantage. That is 
when they started to increase their popu-
larity. They set up their own media chan-
nel called Uued Uudised which is basically 
a fake news site. They started printing leaf-
lets, newspapers sent to people’s homes. 
They basically lied about those immigra-
tion numbers. At that time, Estonia agreed 
to take about 500 refugees. But of course, 
EKRE started spreading lies that there 
was mass immigration on its way. A lot 
of people here in Estonia still have a fear 

of unknown – hence, they were an easy 
target; people who have not had experi-
ence with people from other countries. 
EKRE’s popularity got a boost and was 
rising up until the 2019 election and has 
been more or less steady (17-20%) since. 
Throughout these years, I was monitor-
ing or observing the rise of the far-right 
in Estonia. As a liberal and tolerant per-
son, I think it is important that Estonia 
remains an open and tolerant country, 
part of the global world. I was observing 
with growing worry and concern what 
was happening in Estonia since 2015. So 
to me, the situation was not new.
The specific trigger was when, after the 
parliament election on 3rd of March, the 
Center Party decided to invite EKRE to 
coalition talks. On 11 March when they 
announced they would start coalition 
talks, I was on social media, and I noticed 
so many people concerned. I started con-
tacting them, and we immediately started 
a group – “Democratic Estonia” – a secret 

Facebook group to gather those people 
together. In two days, the group gathered a 
couple of hundreds of people. There were 
start-up founders, designers, journalists, 
musicians, actors, civic activists… mostly 
Tallinn-based urban people. These are 
people who love Estonia, who are proud of 
their country but want Estonia to remain 
an open, free, democratic and tolerant 
country. Approximately 25 of us met on 13 
March, and for the first hour and a half, we 

THE SPECIFIC TRIGGER 
WAS WHEN, AFTER THE 
PARLIAMENT ELECTION 
ON 3RD OF MARCH, 
THE CENTER PARTY 
DECIDED TO INVITE EKRE 
TO COALITION TALKS
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expressed our frustration about the sit-
uation. We did not come together to be 
against EKRE per se, or their members or 
their voters. What specifically concerned 
and worried us was the EKRE leaders’ 
xenophobic, isolationist, sexist, intoler-
ant, homophobic and bigoted rhetoric. 
Since 2013, they have offended so many 
people over the years: people with differ-
ent skin colour, foreign students, single 
mothers, people from sexual minorities, 
journalists, judges... you name it. We had 
a real concern of what would happen if 
EKRE would be invited to be part of the 
government. That was a very real worry 
and concern.
After venting our frustration, with half 
an hour to go until the meeting’s end, 
we decided to start a social media cam-
paign and launch a Facebook platform: 
the chosen name was “Kõigi Eesti”. The 
direct English translation would be “Our 
Estonia”, but we then decided to use the 
[English] hashtag “My Estonia too” to say 
that people who live here and contribute 
to this country can say “this is my Estonia 
too”. We set up a launch date – 17 March 
– and we started contacting a lot of influ-
encers who have a large social media fol-
lowing, both on Facebook and Instagram.
We told them: “We are a group of active 
folks who are gravely concerned by the 
current coalition talks between the 
Centre Party, Isamaa and the far-right 
EKRE party. The situation is threatening 
all the values Estonia holds dear.

As we do care about the future of our 
home, we would like to remind every-
one about what is important here, that 
needs protecting and looking after. This 
has grown into a social media flash-move-
ment, where everyone can express what is 
important to them and invite their friends 
and family along to do the same.
By bringing out the values that are import-
ant to us – regardless of gender, race, reli-
gion or other identifiers – we want to 
stress the positive ones that unite us. […]
Let’s do it?
How:
1. On Sunday at 13:00 (1PM) let’s 

all upload a photo of ourselves on 
Instagram and Facebook in a similar 
style. Include a message according 
to what you deem relevant.

2. For Facebook activism, we have 
created a more convenient way to 
participate. A white heart symbol 
that you can add to your profile 
photo to show unity.

This movement is for everyone – let’s 
leave party affiliations behind the door 
and talk about values that are important 
and in danger.”
And that is what they did: hundreds of 
influencers at the same time came out 
with all those messages, on grayscale style 
images. It was amazing. At the same time, 
we launched a Facebook page – our first 
post was our manifesto – and we invited 
everyone already involved as well as 

influencers to share that page with every-
one else.
Estonian media immediately took notice. 
Sunday was a very good choice because 
there is less news on that day. We did not 
say the action was against EKRE. What 
we did was to publish a manifesto on our 
Facebook page about what we stand for. 
We basically said that we cannot sit by 
and watch in silence while our country 
gets derailed. Today’s political situation 
puts at risk values that are important to 
Estonia. We lined up what we stand for 
in terms of values: we want Estonia to be 
caring, respecting, dignified. An Estonia 
that is everyone’s Estonia regardless of 
gender, race, language, religion and any 
other difference. Our Estonia is demo-
cratic, confident, protective, inclusive, 
caring, forward-looking and European 
in spirit.
On the morning of 17 March, before we 
launched that Facebook page, one of 
our team members said: “Okay, we’ll be 
lucky if we have 3,000 followers by the 
end of the day.” But by the end of the 
day, we had 16,000 followers – a rate that 
is unprecedented in Estonia, especially 
when it comes to citizen movements. It 
was like a massive wave. Now we have 
around 30,000 followers, which is more 
than any other civil movement and any 
party in Estonia.
The populists and to an extent, media, was 
first a bit puzzled as to who was behind 
the campaign – as we didn’t publish the 
names of the main organisers (around 
50 names) until the next day. There were 
many, who at first, said that it was “an 
operation by the parties not invited to the 
coalition talks” (and the ones ultimately 
forming the Estonian opposition), the 
Social Democrats and the Reform Party, 
both more or less on the liberal side. But 
this was not true: we were genuinely a cit-
izens’ movement. Among our organising 
team, there were a handful of people who 
were members of both parties, but none 
of them had been a professional politi-
cian. What’s more, they all terminated 

Silver Tambur

WE THEN DECIDED TO 
USE THE [ENGLISH] 
HASHTAG “MY ESTONIA 
TOO” TO SAY THAT 
PEOPLE WHO LIVE HERE 
AND CONTRIBUTE TO THIS 
COUNTRY CAN SAY “THIS 
IS MY ESTONIA TOO”.

https://xn--kigieesti-q7a.ee/about/message
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their party membership to focus on Kõigi 
Eesti movement instead.
After the successful social media cam-
paign, we came together and while real-
ising how big momentum we had created, 
decided to organise an open-air concert.

Why a concert and not other 
forms of protest?
We were discussing a few ideas, includ-
ing a street protest. But in Estonia, you do 
not get massive amounts of people going 
to make their voices heard in the streets. 
There have never been massive protests 
here. After this coalition was formed, we 
have had people in the streets now more 
frequently than ever before – there’s a 
separate street protest movement called 
“Yes to freedom, no to lies!” – but still, it 
is not like in France or the UK, Portugal or 
Spain where you have millions of people 
coming in the street if they’re really fed up 
or unhappy about something. In Estonia, 
people love music and love singing – the 
prime historical example of a non-violent 
protest in an Estonian way is the so-called 
“singing revolution” – a series of open-
air concerts in 1988 when hundreds of 
thousands of people came together at the 
Tallinn Song Festival Grounds to protest 
against the Soviet rule and demand sover-
eignty and independence. We sensed that 
it is easier to get people together with a 
concert. We set a date – 14 April – and had 
three weeks to put the line-up together, 
advertise and organise everything. For 
three weeks, approximately 40-50 peo-
ple worked around the clock to organ-
ise everything. The line-up – consisting 
of Estonian and Estonian Russian art-
ists – was very diverse and they all per-
formed for free. The concert was called 
“Kõigi Eesti Song” and attracted approxi-
mately 10,000 people – it was a beautiful 
and moving day. The concert took place 
next to the main Song Festival stage – it 
was very symbolic.
It is also important to emphasise that 
from the start – including the social 
media campaign and the concert – we 

communicated all our main messages and 
statements in three languages: Estonian, 
Russian and English. This was unique as 
well: no other movement or political party 
has ever done it in Estonia. We imme-
diately sent a signal that we speak to all 
the people in Estonia, including Estonian 
Russians. Many of them still feel alienated 
from the country. Or maybe alienated is 
too of a strong word, but you know, not 
fully part of the country. We also involved 
Estonian Russians in our team, and they 

were very enthusiastic because again, 
nothing like that has ever been done.

You said that with this 
movement you want to 
represent everybody and it 
is great that you also tried 
to integrate Russians. But 
you also said that behind the 
movement there is mostly 
urban people. How do you see 
this? Are you able to reach 
outside cities?
This is a good question. This is really our 
next step. In the beginning, many of our 
team members that were already active in 
Tallinn already knew each other because 
Estonia is small. We also had people from 
other places as well – like Tartu and Pärnu 
– but still, they are respectively the second 
and fourth-largest towns in Estonia. Our 
next goal is to reach out to other places 
in Estonia. But for that, we need to really 
raise some funding because it would cost 
more to organise events outside Tallinn. 
We have had a lot of interest from other 
towns already, so we want to reach out 
and have local groups of Kõigi Eesti. And 
talking about what we want to do next, we 
want to reach schools. One of the ideas 
is to organise hackathons to get some 

THE PRIME HISTORICAL 
EXAMPLE OF 
A NON-VIOLENT 
PROTEST IN AN 
ESTONIAN WAY IS THE 
SO-CALLED “SINGING 
REVOLUTION” – 
A SERIES OF OPEN-AIR 
CONCERTS IN 1988 
TO PROTEST AGAINST 
THE SOVIET RULE
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school children involved. The other idea 
is to organise some educational lectures 
because some young people are an easy 
target for populists, for radicals. EKRE 
has actually tried to reach out to a lot of 
young people here.

Why?
This is actually a question for us, as well. 
We have discussed this, but we need to 
have proper research here to look into it. 
One possible reason is that some young 
people in rural areas, poor areas maybe 
feel like.. I don’t want to say left out... 
They are perhaps driven by this sense of 
belonging and identity. There was a poll 
that showed about 25% of people between 
18 to 24 supported EKRE. So, it is not the 
majority, but 25% is a big number. And this 
is what got us concerned. We were not 
expecting it to be that high. And there-
fore we want to look more into it.
Also, to put a stop on hatred and division 
in the society, we have an idea of “Kõigi 
Eesti table” or “Kõigi Eesti talking cir-
cle”: literally putting up a table in big 
events around the country or big shop-
ping centres – or forming a talking cir-
cle. We would invite different people 
around the table to discuss and talk to 
each other. On social media, people are 
angry and divisive, but when you actu-
ally let them speak face to face they real-
ize they are all humans, they all live in 
Estonia. People can communicate more. 
We want to do this on a large scale. We 

have tested similar format already twice – 
at the Tallinn Freedom Square on 9 May, 
at the event celebrating Europe Day, and 
at the Estonian Opinion Festival in Paide, 
a small town in the middle of Estonia. On 
Europe Day, we simply had a small table 
and our large heart symbol and passively 
waited passers-by coming to talk to us – 
it was a pop-up action. At the Opinion 
Festival, we had our own tent and organ-
ised a “talking circle” with an open mike, 
which we had also advertised on the social 
media few days in advance. Very differ-
ent people – from a 15-year-old school-
girl to a few retired persons in their 70s, 
from all across Estonia – came to sit in 
a circle and expressed their opinion to 
the open mike. We also live-streamed it 
on our Facebook page. In both cases, the 
conversations went well. There was no 
angry exchange or anything like that, it 
was all polite and respectful. We realised 
that there is completely different chem-
istry when you speak to people or when 
you actually listen and initiate a dialogue.

What was the reaction of the 
authorities?
They were quite cool, they did not say 
much. But EKRE and its media outlets and 
social media channels, of course, started 
a certain fake news campaign against us: 
[they said] that we are for mass immigra-
tion, we are a tool of globalists, [linked 
with] Soros, and the usual lies. But gov-
ernmental authorities were very calm 
about us. It is fine. But some people were 
cautious – or even afraid – to become pub-
licly involved or support us because they 
saw us as too political. When I say afraid, I 
mean they did not want to sign up or sup-
port us publicly when we published a list 
of who initiated Kõigi Eesti.

You mentioned some of the 
challenges you face as a young 
movement, like raising funding 
and move outside the city... Do 
you face other challenges as a 
grassroots movement and do 

you plan to establish an official 
NGO?
We are actually already an official 
NGO. We registered as NGO immedi-
ately because the donations – by sev-
eral Estonian entrepreneurs and private 
individuals – needed to be registered and 
transferred to an official bank account. 
The next phase is to set up a back-office: 
we need at least one or two people work-
ing full time to communicate and coordi-
nate our activities. Money and time are the 
two big challenges: in the last five months, 
I have put a lot of my time into coordinat-
ing Kõigi Eesti, and at the same time, I still 
have my media outlet to run. Everyone 
else is the same. For a month or two, many 
people put a lot of their time in Kõigi Eesti. 
In summer, we slowed down our activi-
ties because people needed to have a rest 
and catch up with their own work. The 
third challenge is being aware all the time 
and being a watchdog of what govern-
ment is doing. One of the dangers is what 
happened in Poland and Hungary – peo-
ple get used to that new normal. Just last 
week the leader of EKRE attacked Tallinn 
University – the third largest and third 
best university in Estonia – in very nasty 
terms saying that the university’s output 
is not scientific and it has been producing 
“horse thieves”. We reacted immediately 
on our Facebook page, releasing a state-
ment in defence of the university (which 
is fact-based). But this is one of the exam-
ples of how you always have to be alert. A 
lot of people in society seem to get used 
to it. People just need to go on with their 
normal lives. They do not have time and 
energy to fight. We need to mobilise also 
within ourselves to be constantly alert.

Tacking the opportunity that 
you are also a journalist... 
What are the challenges that 
journalists face?
With three Estonians, we founded a pri-
vate independent outlet, Estonian World, 
and we have managed to survive thanks to 
private support. We are proud that we are 

ON SOCIAL MEDIA, 
PEOPLE ARE ANGRY AND 
DIVISIVE, BUT WHEN YOU 
ACTUALLY LET THEM 
SPEAK FACE TO FACE 
THEY REALIZE THEY ARE 
ALL HUMANS, THEY 
ALL LIVE IN ESTONIA. 



51

SUCCESS STORIES OF RESISTANCE ESTONIA

independent, especially in a situation like 
this, where the democratic institutions 
and the foundations of liberal democracy 
are being tested. No one can tell us what 
to write, and we have been vocal about 
these issues. But, as an independent out-
let, it is very difficult to survive and be sus-
tainable. We need more support for that.
EKRE’s MP and deputy chair Martin 
Helme also attacked our public broad-
caster ERR while they were still negotiat-
ing to form the government (he became 
Finance Minister). When he attacked ERR 
and said that some journalists there are 
not impartial or neutral and should be 
“held accountable”, he was publicly sup-
ported by at least one politician of Isamaa 
party (in English, Fatherland) which is a 
traditionally conservative party, not far-
right. One of their politicians, a former 
journalist, published an opinion article in 
which he supported the criticism against 
our public broadcaster. Furthermore, he 
listed several names of journalists at ERR 
whose integrity should be questioned. 
That was the big red flag for many journal-
ists, including me. Luckily, there was a big 
storm after that; people started defend-
ing ERR and their integrity. ERR’s chair-
man was forced to make a statement – 
though there was a lot of criticism about 
ERR chairman because he was quiet for a 
while instead of defending his journalists. 
Eventually, he issued a statement saying 

that ERR is impartial, no one can tell them 
what to do.
There’s been an issue with Postimees, 
the oldest and largest daily newspaper 
in Estonia. Reporters Without Borders, 
an international organisation that con-
ducts political advocacy on issues related 
to freedom of information and freedom 
of the press, has expressed concern about 
Postimees and has called the newspaper’s 
owner, Margus Linnamäe, to respect the 
editorial independence of the daily. The 
editors of five section of Postimees have 
resigned or have been forced to resign 
in the past year. The editors of the news, 
business, investigations, sports and op-ed 
sections have left because of Linnamäe’s 
attempts to turn Postimees into a pro-
paganda mouthpiece for his conserva-
tive and nationalist opinions, Reporters 
Without Borders said. According to 
Reporters Without Borders, Linnamäe 
has told his staff that “not all opinions 
are worth repeating, only the good ones”.
Until now in Estonia we have had com-
plete press freedom: we were 11 in last 
year’s Reporters Without Borders Press 
Freedom Index. It is a good number, but it 
could go down after what happened here.

Do you think that the 
European Union could be an 
ally in your fight and, more 
broadly, for the fight of the 
movements fighting against 
the far-right all across Europe? 
How?
I think it would [help] if there was a 
pan-European collaboration between civil 
society and movements. When you say 
that something is supported by the 
European Union, immediately it would 
be resented by the far-right and some oth-
ers like radicals and populists. “Brussels 
is saying what to do in Estonia”, this is 
the weapon they use. But I think that the 
European Union should definitely encour-
age this sort of cooperation between cit-
izens’ movements and find ways to sup-
port that. As for journalists, I think it 
would [also] be good if there were some 
pan-European cooperation between inde-
pendent journalists and media: that would 
help with the know-how and with fund-
ing. All those things are happening across 
Europe, we are all in it together, so there 
is definitely a need for more collabora-
tion and [exchange of] know-how among 
us.

BY BRINGING OUT 
THE VALUES THAT 
ARE IMPORTANT TO 
US – REGARDLESS 
OF GENDER, RACE, 
RELIGION OR OTHER 
IDENTIFIERS – WE WANT 
TO STRESS THE POSITIVE 
ONES THAT UNITE US
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