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This report summarizes the main points related to gender issues that have taken place between 2016 and 2023. The report covers the broad areas of the national legal framework, gender equality development and action plans, resources for equality bodies and access to justice. The report highlights the situation with tackling violence against women and the implementation of the Istanbul Convention. Gender inequality problems are highlighted in some areas of life (women in political and economic decision-making, employment, education and skills).


General Legal Framework
Estonia’s previous periodic report was submitted to the CEDAW Committee in 2015 and presented in 2016. The 6th periodic report was submitted in April 2024 and is presented to the Committee in May 2024. 
Between 2016 and 2023, Estonia made strides in advancing gender equality and addressing violence against women through legislative measures. However, there remains a gap in the awareness and application of UN Convention provisions aimed at eliminating all forms of discrimination against women among lawmakers and judges.

Recommendations are as following:

· Allocate funding from the state budget annually for awareness-raising campaigns addressing gender equality, violence against women, and domestic violence;
· Implement special temporary measures such as quotas to enhance women’s involvement in political, social, and economic decision-making, expediting progress towards equality in decision-making processes;
· Advocate for pay transparency and mandate employers in both public and private sectors to provide sex-segregated data, promoting fairness in wages;
· Ensure adequate resources are allocated to the Office of the Gender Equality and Equal Treatment Commissioner;
· Integrate gender equality and sexuality education into school curricula and reform teaching practices across all educational levels;
· Enact legal amendments defining violence against women and girls as human rights violations and manifestations of gender discrimination, thereby addressing all forms of gender-based violence;
· Introduce a training module on violence against women as part of compulsory basic education for professionals who regularly interact with victims or perpetrators of violence;
· Schedule consistent, comprehensive, and recurring supplementary training sessions on violence against women for existing specialists across various sectors: child protection and social services, psychologists and therapists, victim support personnel, medical professionals, law enforcement officers, prosecutors, and judges;
· Designate trained, specialized judges for domestic violence cases and custody disputes within regional courthouses to guarantee impartial, well-informed, and equitable proceedings;
·  Sufficient funding should be allocated to NGOs dedicated to assisting domestic violence victims and advocating for gender equality, enabling them to offer comprehensive support and facilitate recovery.
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Reporting discrimination cases
There have only been a limited number of court cases that have explored the important legal concepts and interpretations of direct and indirect discrimination and sexual harassment. 

The Estonian Gender Equality and Equal Treatment Commissioner was established to monitor compliance with the Gender Equality Act (GEA)[footnoteRef:1] and the Equal Treatment Act (ETA). In this role, as one task, the Commissioner responds to claims of gender discrimination.  [1:  Gender Equality Act, Gender Equality Act–Riigi Teataja] 



Concepts of discrimination
The Equal Treatment Act (ETA)[footnoteRef:2] was adopted in 2009.  Researchers and the gender equality commissioner have criticised different aspects of the GEA and ETA for several years, but these have not been addressed[footnoteRef:3]. There are different grounds for unlawful discrimination specified in legal acts. The GEA prohibits discrimination on grounds of gender in all areas of life, e.g. in connection with fulfilling parental obligations. The ETA covers discrimination based on religion or belief, age, disability, and sexual orientation, but only in the area of employment. Discrimination based on nationality, race, colour, sex, language, origin, religion, and sexual orientation is additionally covered by the Penal Code (PC)[footnoteRef:4]. Gender identity is not included as a prohibited ground of discrimination.  [2:  Equal Treatment Act, Equal Treatment Act–Riigi Teataja]  [3:  ECRI	Report	on	Estonia	(205),	ECRI report on Estonia (coe.int), accessed 29 March 2022.]  [4:  Penal Code, Penal Code–Riigi Teataja] 


The Employment Contracts Act (ECA) stipulates employers’ obligation to ensure the protection of employees against discrimination, to follow the principle of equal treatment and to promote equality. Periodic reports by the Gender Equality and Equal Treatment Commissioner, as well as statistics from the Labour Inspectorate, show that discrimination due to parental obligations and pregnancy is a serious issue in Estonia.

Towards substantive gender equality
The formal approach to equality in Estonia fails to acknowledge the inherent differences between women and men while asserting their equality. The current government's policies and institutional framework lack a clear focus on promoting gender equality and safeguarding women's rights. Although the Estonia 2035 Strategy[footnoteRef:5] outlines some goals for addressing gender equality, there is a lack of a comprehensive document consolidating all these objectives. Additionally, the majority of legislative documents in Estonia employ gender-neutral language.  [5:  Strategy document (2021): Estonia 2035 Strategy; Action plan for Y 2023 to Strategy 2035 ] 


There is a pressing need for a gender equality strategy that acknowledges gender disparities while affirming equality between women and men. Presently, Estonia's fragmented policies fail to target gender equality and the empowerment of women effectively. The Gender Inequality Index (GII), which assesses gender-based disparities in reproductive health, empowerment, and economic participation, ranked Estonia 27th out of 166 countries in 2022

A ccording to the European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE) Gender Equality Index (GEI), challenges persist in the domains of time allocation and power distribution in many countries, including Estonia. Women continue to be disproportionately burdened with unpaid caregiving and domestic responsibilities, while men remain overrepresented in decision-making positions[footnoteRef:6]. The GEI score for Estonia in 2023 (60.2) decreased compared to the previous year, 2022, and falls 10.0 points below the EU average. [6:  EIGE Gender Equality Index 2023: EIGE GEI 2023 ] 

Among high school students, there is a disparity in understanding the importance of gender equality between genders. Female students tend to support gender equality more strongly, while male students show disagreement. A recent study conducted by the Ministry of Education and Science highlights this gender gap clearly[footnoteRef:7].  [7:  ICCS study, chapter 4.5: ICCS study_2023] 


Lack of resources for gender equality promotion
A continuous issue is the decrease of funds for the Gender Equality and Equal Treatment Commissioner. The budget for the work of the Commissioner’s office has decreased by 54% since 2021 (2021 1’152 th €; 2023 532 th €). At the same time, additional tasks were added to the Commissioner’s office work plan. As described in the previous chapter, the need to promote GE to youth is an urgent issue. 
There is the Equality Competence Center of the EU Cohesion Policy Funds for organizations that apply for EU CPF funding. The Center is working under the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Communications. 
Awareness-raising campaigns and media
Campaigns addressing gender equality and women's rights are sporadic and rely on funding from various state projects and activist-led initiatives by NGOs. Given the significance of these issues in society, it is imperative to conduct targeted campaigns annually to enhance gender equality and combat stereotypes. In recent years, some private companies have supported awareness-raising efforts by donating resources and negotiating for free advertising spaces and billboards.
Since 2010, the Association of Estonian Business and Professional Women (BPW Estonia) has spearheaded the Equal Pay Day campaign and organized lectures. These campaigns operate on a project basis and largely rely on voluntary contributions from organizers.
Despite the recognition of the importance of awareness-raising in the Violence Prevention Agreement 2021-2025, there is no designated funding allocated for awareness campaigns in 2024. Moreover, the representation of women in media often perpetuates gender stereotypes and sexism.



Gender equality goals in the social sphere
The Welfare Development Plan (WDP) 2023-2030[footnoteRef:8] is a follow-up of the plan 2016-2023.  The plan continues to stress the need for a strategic approach to gender inequalities: gender pay gap, care obligations, poverty, employment rate, gender segregation in the labour market, power and decision making, etc. and changing societal attitudes on gender roles. There have been few public awareness campaigns[footnoteRef:9] to address gender roles, but these are rather random and, therefore, do not actually address the issue of attitudes.  [8:  Welfare Development Plan(EE): Heaolu arengukava 2023-2030 | Sotsiaalministeerium (sm.ee)]  [9:  Campaign 2016: Videos about stereotypes_EST ] 

In addition to that, the working plan 2023-2027[footnoteRef:10], to prevent intimate partner violence (IPV), was signed by 4 ministries. In addition to the prior agreements signed by the Ministries of Social Affairs, Interior, and Justice, the Minister of Education and Science has now joined in signing the plan. This inclusion holds significant importance, as it mandates the incorporation of knowledge about intimate partner violence (IPV) into education curricula across all levels of schooling. [10:  Working plan to end IPV (EE): News about WP 2023; Action plan by ministries 2023] 

Estonian authorities need to allocate ample financial and human resources to the Gender Equality and Equal Treatment Commissioner to ensure compliance with the legal mandates. 

Women in power and decision-making
Based on the Estonian statistical database, the share of female legislators, senior officials, and managers is 34,4%[footnoteRef:11]. The number of MPs has increased slowly, and women in the Parliament have held 29,7% of seats since the spring of 2023. While writing the report, the proportion of women in government is 46%, and is led by prime minister Kaja Kallas. With that speed of development, it is estimated that there will be equal distribution of seats in Parliament by 2123.  [11:  Ths Tree of Truth: Buerau of Statistics visual database] 

Some parties have made efforts to implement "striped" candidate lists (alternating female and male candidates) in election processes to promote internal democracy within parties, but this practice has yet to become widespread. 
Representation of women in supervisory boards of listed companies was 8.1% in 2023. 

Women hold varying opinions regarding the use of gender quotas for boardroom elections in listed and state-owned companies. Some women oppose quotas, fearing the stigma of being labelled a "quota woman." Conversely, many argue that reserved seat quotas are necessary as temporary special measures to promote women's advancement in economic decision-making [footnoteRef:12]. [12:  Monitoring of gender equality in society 2021: 6th monitoring report_KANTAR] 

Women generally achieve higher levels of educational attainment compared to men19, yet they face significant structural barriers and glass ceilings when it comes to being selected for high positions in company management and advisory boards. Addressing this issue requires more than just encouragement; practical training is also essential.
Entrepreneurship

There is a pressing need for a gender-sensitive enterprise policy. While institutions of higher education offer business management courses and NGOs conduct entrepreneurship training for women on a project basis, sustainable programs funded by the state are lacking.

Enterprise Estonia has previously implemented mentoring programs for women, but currently, there is no program specifically aimed at promoting women in business. The existing start-up support program emphasizes growth in personnel and equity for assisted firms. However, research on female entrepreneurship indicates that women often establish their own companies to balance work and family commitments, prioritizing sustainability over rapid growth and expansion. The challenge of reconciling work and family responsibilities persists, particularly in rural areas with limited access to technical infrastructure and transportation. Moreover, women continue to bear a disproportionate burden of unpaid work compared to men.
The creation of job opportunities for women could be enhanced by support programs tailored to their specific needs. Unfortunately, there is currently no regional policy, start-up program, micro-credit initiative, or gender equality strategy focused on advancing women's economic participation. This lack of targeted support impedes the full utilization of female talent in business.



Work under the Istanbul Convention
Estonia signed the IC in 2014, ratified in 2017 and acceded on 01.01.2018. Tackling domestic violence has been one of the stated priority issues at the governmental level. 
The new Victim Support Act (VSA)[footnoteRef:13] came into force from April 2023. The act covers rights and support for all victims, no matter their gender, but Subchapter 5 provides specific requirements for Women’s Support Services (WSS). This ensures that WSS's work is included in the state budget. However, since 2018, when initial funding was stated, the increase in funding has been only 7% (2018: 1 M€; 2024: 1,07 M€).  [13:  Victim Support Act, passed Dec 2022, acceded 01.04.2023: text of Act (Eng)] 

The Social Insurance Board’s Victim’s Support Unit has expended and taken various responsibilities to comply with the requirements of IC and CEDAW (work with perpetrators, a national crisis helpline, sexual violence crisis centres etc.) as well as coordination and quality development of WSSs. All organizations rely on projects from different funders to carry out the development of support, awareness raising, advocacy, and specialist training.


Violence against women and girls and the legislation

Estonia has made efforts to research, awareness raising, systematic approach and capacity building in the field of gender-based violence (GBV). 
Due to the ratification of Istanbul Convention (IC)[footnoteRef:14] amendments were made in Penal Code (PC) on the issues of FGM, (physical) sexual abuse and stalking[footnoteRef:15] The PC still doesn’t address other forms of DV, such as coercive control and psychological and economic abuse, making it nearly impossible to press charges or convict an abuser in these situations. There is no separate law on DV or VAW that would address the shortcomings mentioned above. [14:  Istanbul Convention ratified 2017, accessed 01.01.2018]  [15:  Penal Code amendmends: Act 14.06.2017] 


Issues with certain Articles in the Penal Code, as highlighted in the previous shadow report, persist. For instance, the terminology "sexual intercourse" is used instead of "forced physical conduct" in cases of rape. In Estonian case law, rape is narrowly defined, often requiring accompanying factors such as pain, physical abuse, health damage, or threats. Following a change in government at the beginning of 2023, a commitment was made to revise the Penal Code to include consent-based provisions. Presently, ongoing analyses are being conducted to inform legislative proposals, expected to be discussed by the end of 2024. However, strong opposition to this change persists, particularly among legal professionals.
While legislation may encompass various aspects of gender-based violence (GBV), challenges arise in its implementation and the development of procedures based on the law. According to observations from Women's Support Services (WSSs), re-victimization occurs at all points of contact for victims. Therefore, it is imperative to enhance the attitudes and knowledge of police, prosecution, and court officials (including civil and criminal judges and clerks) regarding GBV and its impact on victims' behaviour. Specialization within these professions is strongly recommended. A recent study conducted among police officials underscores the necessity for improved education on these matters.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Minister of Interior Affairs study, 2023: Study by Antropology Center_2023; Factsheet_2023 ] 

A significant challenge arises in custody and child support cases, spanning various levels, such as local government child support services and civil courts. Despite mandates outlined in international conventions, prior and ongoing abuse suffered by mothers is often not given due consideration. This perpetuates a cycle of abuse over the years and results in children becoming bargaining chips in these situations. 
Efforts to prevent violence against women and support victims encounter several obstacles. Access to services is more readily available in urban centres and larger towns than in rural areas. Additionally, societal prejudices that either justify violence or place blame on the victims remain prevalent. Moreover, there is a need for an enhanced collection of statistics and research on violence.
 Furthermore, violence against women is not consistently integrated as a compulsory module in the higher education and university curricula of disciplines such as law enforcement, medicine, and social sciences.

Equal pay

Estonia has the widest gender pay gap in Europe (17,7% in 2023) and one of the largest in the world (Statistics Estonia). Although the State acknowledges the problem, it has not been effectively tackled. There have been several initiatives that support salary negotiations, but knowledge about this information is not wide among applicants[footnoteRef:17][footnoteRef:18].  [17:  Salary mirror, Unemployment Agency Estonia: Salary mirror_2023]  [18:  Estonian Statistical DB: https://palgad.stat.ee/] 

In Estonia, most employment occurs through individual employment agreements (due to the poor unionisation rate). Furthermore, the rules for non-disclosure of remuneration, privacy, and data protection are strict. Job applicants’ lack of knowledge about wage levels, gender stereotypes, long maternity leave and segregation in the labour market all contribute to a persistent gender wage gap.

Even if state institutions and local governments have made their officials’ salaries public (published once a year)[footnoteRef:19], the pay gap is visible there as well. There is ongoing discussion about the administrative burden of employers reporting payroll data. Pay transparency measures are thus inadequate. [19:  Salary data explanation sheet 2022-2023: payroll of public officials 2022-2023] 

Still, there is a perception that men are the main family providers. The gender pay gap is seen as a political problem caused by pressure from the EC and other international organisations. Slowly, awareness has increased about the issue, but there is no movement towards the decrease in it.

