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Honourable Chairperson, 
Distinguished members of the Committee,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is a great honour for the Estonian delegation to participate at this 106th session of the Committee on Elimination of Racial Discrimination as we are considering our combined 12th and 13th periodic report. Let me assure you that Estonia remains fully committed to promoting and protecting human rights and is dedicated to combatting racial discrimination in all its forms. 

We are grateful for this possibility to participate at this meeting in-person. Estonian delegation would have also been available for an online session or in a hybrid format. We remain at the disposal of the Committee for this kind of modified sessions also in the future. 

We are grateful to the Country Rapporteur Ms. Tlakula, for the list of themes that has assisted us in our preparations. As time has passed since the submission of the report in 2019, I will mainly concentrate in my opening statement on recent developments, but I will also comment on some of the themes raised by the Country Rapporteur. 

Since 2020, the world has faced COVID-19 pandemic and the emergency situation in Estonia to effectively tackle its outbreak lasted from 12 March to 17 May 2020. Following restrictions and adjustments were imposed during the emergency situation: restrictions on movement and gatherings, distance learning, the opening hours of shopping centres were shortened, visiting hospitals, care homes and detention facilities was limited. 

The restrictive measures taken were continuously reviewed and eased progressively. The measures were temporary, lawful, non-discriminatory, necessary for the protection of public health and proportional to the legitimate aim. During the pandemic, Estonia benefited from its comprehensive digital experience that made it possible to transfer activities flexibly to the electronic environment, for instance teleworking and a quick transition to e-learning in education. 

The main principle has been to keep open and available all vital services for persons with special needs. In spring 2020 for two months, all educational institutions from primary education upwards were sent to distance learning. However, for children with special educational needs remained in contact-learning form for as long as possible. In addition, the Government responded with a wide range of support measures aimed at retaining the jobs put under risk by the pandemic. Short-term work schemes were available between 2020 and 2021, including regional scheme for Ida-Viru County with the majority of Russian speaking population and Harju County to alleviate the impact of regional restrictions implemented due to high rates of Covid cases. 

In 2021 around 200 cases were initiated in the administrative courts against COVID-19 restrictive measures. This number demonstrates the awareness of the public of their rights and the effectiveness of the legal remedies available. The effectiveness of legal remedies and the impact of COVID-19 on public were among the themes raised by the Country Rapporteur. 

Let me now turn to the introduction of the report and give you an overview of its drafting process.  

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs leads the drafting of CERD reports in cooperation with other ministries.

The Committee has recommended cooperation with civil society in the reporting process and dissemination of the report and concluding observations. Estonian authorities invite representatives of civil society to participate in the UN reporting process. This has also been the case while drafting this report. Although it may not be possible to include the submissions by civil society in their entirety in the state report, information on their activities and their opinions form a valuable part of the reporting process.   

Improving awareness of protection and promotion of human rights and in particular of the principle of non-discrimination as enshrined in the CERD, which has been raised by the Committee and the Country Rapporteur, remains a continued challenge. On the one hand it is a question of teaching human rights in the education system and additional education for different groups of civil servants, such as judges, police or military, and on the other hand for general public. As concerns education system and additional education, representatives of different ministries can comment what they do in their field of responsibility at a later stage.

In the list of issues the Country Rapporteur has asked about updates of the criminal law. We are pleased to report that significant progress has been made in reviewing the relevant articles on hate crime of the Penal Code. Although the legislation has not yet been changed and implementation of the recommendations of the Committee continues to pose a challenge, work on the amendments is ongoing and this task is also reflected in the Government’s work programme.  Currently amendments to the Penal Code are being discussed in parliament.  

The Chancellor of Justice and the Gender Equality and Equal Treatment Commissioner play an important role in awareness-raising, promoting equality and non-discrimination, including while exercising supervision over compliance with existing legislation. Very recently, on 1 April 2022, the Chancellor of Justice published an e-book “Human Rights”, which provides a comprehensive overview of the theory and practice of human rights in Estonian.

In the report, we informed the Committee that the Chancellor of Justice has been assigned the functions of a national human rights institute from 2019. This has been a previous recommendation of this Committee and other human rights bodies and stakeholders at international and national level. Establishment of a NHRI has been an important step not only at the national level, but it has also helped to enhance international cooperation among such national institutions. In December 2020, the Chancellor of Justice received the “A” status accreditation from the Sub-Committee on Accreditation of the Global Alliance of National Human Rights Institutions.

In February 2022 the Ministry of Foreign Affairs organized a seminar which was dedicated to human rights reporting under different UN treaties and how to improve national cooperation and how to better implement recommendations of different human rights treaty bodies, their decisions and judgments of international courts and tribunals. Representatives of different ministries, agencies and courts participated in the seminar. Good cooperation between ministries and sufficient knowledge of the legal practice of international tribunals, in particular the European Court of Human Rights, was specifically emphasized by the participants.  

Estonia, as an elected member of the Security Council for the first time in 2020-2021, put the notions of a rules-based international order, compliance with international law, including international humanitarian law and international human rights law at the centre of its work in the Council. Among our most important priorities was the full, equal and meaningful participation of women in all stages of conflict resolution and ending the impunity concerning sexual violence in conflict.

Since 2010 Estonia has adopted and implemented consecutive national action plans to implement the UN Security Council resolution 1325 on “Women, Peace and Security”. The latest national action plan for the period 2020-2025 was approved by the Government in May 2021. 

In 2021 Estonia participated in the third cycle of the UPR, where 274 recommendations were made, of which 192 were accepted. Several recommendations concerned issues related to non-discrimination, for instance – gender equality, the gender pay gap, protection of children against violence, promotion of equality – were accepted by the Government. The Chancellor of Justice, for the first time in the role of a NHRI, as well as Estonian civil society organisations, actively participated in the UPR process and either presented their reports and additional information or made comments to our national report. We had a positive experience from the UPR proceedings as the UPR was carried out in a hybrid format due to COVID-19 pandemic and the Government’s delegation participated remotely. 

Madame Chairperson,

Estonia is a firm believer in the advantages that a digital society and e-Government can bring, including better protection of human rights, such as access to justice, and greater transparency of decision-making processes, for a healthier democracy and greater protection of the rule of law. We would like to stress, that international law, including human rights law - equality rights and prohibition of racial discrimination applies equally online and in cyber space. Thanks to a safe, convenient, and flexible digital ecosystem, Estonia has reached an unprecedented level of transparency in governance and built broad trust in its digital society. In Estonia, 99 percent of public services are available online 24 hours a day.

Estonia has enabled electronic voting since 2005. In 2021 it was the eleventh time that it was possible to vote over the internet, this time at municipal elections. Internet voting (i-Voting) is a unique solution that conveniently engages citizens in the governance process. To vote electronically, a voter needs a secure computer with an internet connection and an ID-card with a reader, or a mobile-ID and they can cast their vote anywhere in the world. In the 2021 local elections out of the slightly more than one million eligible voters, more than 587,000 voted at the municipal elections, with over 46 % (more than 273,000) votes cast online votes (i-votes). Around 313,000 voters cast their vote by paper ballot at a polling place and 4446 voters cast their vote at home. The final voter turnout in the municipal council elections was 54.7%. Although internet voting has continued to gain more and more popularity and the overall trust of voters, traditional voting by a paper ballot remains and steps are taken to improve the electoral system. 

We would like to point out that in addition to citizens of Estonia and EU citizens, citizens of countries outside the European Union and persons with undefined citizenship residing in Estonia on the basis of a long-term residence permit or with the right of permanent residence can vote in municipal council elections but cannot stand as a candidate. 

As concerns election acts, important amendments have been made. The new amendments to the election acts make voters independent from specific polling places; instead, they can choose the most convenient polling place in their electoral district. An innovation allows voters to annul their online vote in the polling place on the Election Day with a ballot paper.

The Committee has closely monitored issues related to the acquisition of Estonian citizenship by persons with undetermined citizenship and has made recommendations in this regard. Estonia has consistently taken legal and policy measures to promote the acquisition of Estonian citizenship and reduce the number of persons with undetermined citizenship. The number of persons with undetermined citizenship has been steadily declining. Estonia has gone through a major development in reducing the number of persons with undetermined citizenship from 32% of the population in 1992 to 4,9% in 2022.  

The training on the Estonian constitution and citizenship is open to residents and new immigrants from different linguistic and cultural backgrounds. The training lasts for 18 academic hours.  Integration Foundation is planning to study persons with undetermined citizenship in order to provide integration and citizenship services that meet the needs and expectations of this target group. 

In Estonia, we have a long experience with horizontal integration policies. This is mainly due to a fact that one-third of our population of 1,3 million has a migrant background. Estonia is the country of residence for representatives of over 190 nationalities who constitute approximately 31% of the entire population. 

The purpose of integration is to ensure a cohesive and tolerant society for everyone living in Estonia where everyone can feel comfortable and safe – to work, study, develop their culture, be a full member of society. It is important to ensure that each member of society feels supported and valued. Three integration development plans have been adopted and implemented since 2000. The development of the integration of Estonian society has been systemically studied for 20 years. Implementation of integration plans has been under constant monitoring. The Ministry of Culture has the main responsibility for the realization of the national integration policy but also other ministries, local municipalities and civil society organizations play a central role in the integration activities. 

The latest monitoring report of 2020 shows that immigrants themselves consider their access to basic services in Estonia to be good. 94% of them rates access to official activities and proceedings as good and 90% rates access to law enforcement and security as good. New immigrants are satisfied more than average with access to social assistance and care services (81%) and labour market services (76%). New immigrants list a lack of information as the main reason for less than average satisfaction with access to some services. 

All residents, irrespective of their national background support learning Estonian from an early stage. The report indicates that most of new immigrants are well integrated in society. 

The fourth consecutive integration development plan „Cohesive Estonia 2030“ was drafted in cooperation with all relevant stakeholders and adopted by the Government in November 2021. It sets goals in the areas of adaptation, integration, civil society and Estonians living abroad. The general objective of the action plan is to promote Estonia as a cohesive and inclusive society.

In 2022, we and the entire international community are facing new challenges. The military aggression against Ukraine by the armed forces of the Russian Federation constitutes a flagrant violation of international law, including the UN Charter, which we have condemned in the strongest terms. Russia is causing horrific human suffering in Ukraine and the flight of millions of Ukrainians from their homeland. In the past weeks more than 30 000 war refugees from Ukraine have arrived to Estonia, which represent about 2% of the entire Estonian population. Estonia has warmly welcomed the war refugees by providing them with all possible assistance, so that they can settle in Estonia for a shorter or longer period, if necessary. This has been done in cooperation among the government, local governments, civil society, national and international donors, in particular ICRC. To date, Estonia has provided humanitarian assistance to Ukraine amounting to more than 13 million EUR and one in three inhabitants of Estonia has made a contribution to this common effort. 

Particular attention is paid to guaranteeing housing to war refugees and to equal access to education for their children. Estonia will ensure that children and young people from Ukraine can continue their education at all levels of education (pre-primary, basic, upper-secondary, vocational and higher education) in Estonia safely and securely. The Ministry of Education and Research is working in close cooperation with local authorities to guarantee a place in school for all children from Ukraine, who are of compulsory school age, as soon as possible. 

Madame Chairperson,

In 2020, the Minister of Foreign Affairs appointed Estonia’s first diplomatic representative with a special mandate in human rights and migration. The special envoy  represents Estonia internationally in various human rights and migration related issues.

On 12 April 2021, the Estonian Government approved the first-ever national action plan for human rights diplomacy. In our action plan, it is stated that Estonia’s human rights diplomacy has been consistent and stayed on a similar course for decades, focusing on protecting the rights of women, children, and indigenous peoples; freedom of expression and information, including online; and upholding the principles of civil society, democracy and the rule of law, as well as on fighting impunity.

Estonia is working for the advancement of these rights through international organisations, bilateral relations as well as through development cooperation and humanitarian aid. The action plan also includes new focus areas, especially those concerning technological solutions and human rights.

Protection of the rights of indigenous peoples, has been one of Estonia’s human rights priorities for a long time. Over the years, Estonia has contributed to the preservation and development of indigenous culture, education, and languages, focusing primarily on the situation of the Finno-Ugric peoples, who are linguistically close to us and with whom we have decades of scientific, educational and cultural cooperation. In addition, we are monitoring the situation of the Finno-Ugric peoples in the Russian Federation and of the Crimean Tatars in occupied Ukrainian territories and are responding in cooperation with the EU and other likeminded states.  

Estonia hosted the 8th World Congress of Finno-Ugric Peoples on 17-19 June 2021.  The World Congress of the Finno-Ugric Peoples is a representative forum that is independent of governments and political parties and relies on the Declaration of Co-operation between the Finno-Ugric Peoples of the World. The goals of the World Congress were to develop and protect the national consciousness, cultures and languages of the Finno-Ugric peoples and  to promote co-operation between the Finno-Ugric peoples.

Estonia has financially supported the activities of the UN Voluntary Fund for Indigenous Peoples since 1996 (most recently, we contributed €20,000 in 2021). We have supported the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues since 2006 (most recently, we contributed €10,000 in 2021). 

Estonia supports the International Decade of Indigenous Languages 2022-2032 and we are actively contributing in cooperation with UNESCO, other States and stakeholders in building a global community for the preservation, revitalization and support of indigenous languages worldwide. Additionally, Estonia is supporting the preparations of the international Decade of Indigenous Languages financially (€30,000 in 2021). An opening event of the decade will be organized in Tallinn on the 6th of May.

In conclusion, the Estonian delegation is looking forward to a constructive dialogue with the honourable members of the Committee and will do our best to assist the Committee’s consideration of our report to the greatest extent possible. 
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