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Local Autonomy Index 2.0 (2015-2020): Estonia (EST)

Introduction
Estonian local governance is established only at municipal level, and not intermediate tier, there are neither self-governing nor central government autonomous tier at intermediate level. (County government as general government offices were abolished in 2018.) Central government ministries have as a rule only deconcentrated offices at four larger centres, and regional area every ministry is defining at their convenience. In formal legal dimension local government is autonomous and no administrative intervention is possible also in the real practice. The revenues are completely dependent on the central budget, but incremental changes of local budgets, basically investments programs, is annually effectively negotiated. After 2017 reform (from 2018) there are 79 municipalities. 
Self-rule
1. Institutional depth
After the reform 2017 the Local Government Act was not changed. Even after the abolition of county governments the scope of functions and roles of LG was considerably not changed. Some minor functions were assigned to LG county associations, and major tasks of county government were handed over to central ministries or their regional field services. The very existence of the need at county level coordination structures is debated. From 2019 the commission of the revision of LGA was established. However, it focuses mainly on functionality of the Act in practice and will not presume qualitative changes in governance system. The fields of activities, which are in responsibility of local authorities, is listed in the LGA (pg. 6/1) with special reference “unless it is in responsibility of other actors”; and other list, pg. 6/2 defines the list of areas which organisations are responsible for services, which could be funded from government budget or other sources. For instance, the health services are actually provided by private law hospitals and financed from centralised Sick Fund, but LG are formal owners of those organisations, which status is as a rule foundations. Besides, LG should be responsible for tasks which are assigned by other laws and take responsibility for tasks/ issues which are not “provided to decide or organise to other actors by the law”. With the increasing size of local authorities actually the scope of latter tasks has increased. LG could provide supplementary financing of activities which are insufficiently financed from general or targeted government grant, first of all teacher’s salaries in highly competitive environment and  financing of small school which have proportionally higher spending rates. There are two countervailing trends. On the one hand, municipalities tend to restrain their actual scope of general competences referring to the absence of direct responsibility (i.e. creating the competitive economic environment); on the other hand, first of all in education and social field, central government has through “lurking steps”, largely based on the capacity building via EL structural funds projects, take over selected core tasks, which presume the concentration of professional resource. Hence, we observe continuous trend to diminish de facto LG as a subsidiary (in sense of “younger”) sphere of government. First, its activities are increasingly tightly regulated. A good example was CIVID crisis in which Saaremaa county was severely hit, but managed almost independently crisis. Nevertheless LG as owners of schools or responsible of public order were missed of decisions on restrictions and other protective measures. Second, central government takes over the other part of functions which expect high level of professionalism (in social sphere first of all) arguing that LG cannot manage them. This argument was at least before the reform true but after the reform this trend did not faded. Thirdly, central government tries at the same time to put some its functions (special school for disabled, local roads) to the LG to escape responsibility for funding. Fourth, during the LG reform the competences and assignments of county government were mostly centralized to state agencies and no state functions – as it was expected – was delegated to enlarged municipalities.  

SCORE: 2,5 

2. Policy scope
Education
LGA provides that municipalities are responsible for the management of organisations of all levels of general education, if those are owned by municipalities. The Law on Education and the law on Basic Schools and Upper Secondary Schools Act do not specify clearly the principles of distribution of responsibility for ownership of school levels between LG and State, providing only that there are two different types of schools as autonomous agencies and that the Ministry is responsible for the curricula issues. Thus at all levels of education system there are state and municipal schools and ownership of schools has roots in traditions or single events (i.e. creation of Swedish Gymnasium). This ambiguity derives from need to take over the upper secondary level schools (which are actually small in rural areas). This is done via agreements with municipalities after new school building is financed from EU funds. This has broken in rural areas the basic schools (up to 9 class) and secondary school (10-12) into two different spheres of administration. There is also trend to form at local level private schools which would meet needs of parents (often – small schools) but which is financed from LG budget on equal footing with public schools. Municipalities are fully responsible for the pre-school education. So, the genera score will be 2,5

Republic of Estonia Education Act https://www.riigiteataja.ee/en/eli/517072020006/consolide
Basic Schools and Upper Secondary Schools Act https://www.riigiteataja.ee/en/eli/519032015002/consolide 

Social Assistance

CODING: 1

Social Welfare Act https://www.riigiteataja.ee/en/eli/531032021007/consolide 

Unemployment Insurance Act https://www.riigiteataja.ee/en/eli/522122020002/consolide 

Family Benefits Act https://www.riigiteataja.ee/en/eli/ee/Riigikogu/act/531032021006/consolide 

Välismaalaste seadus (Law on Aliens ) https://www.riigiteataja.ee/akt/110072020073?leiaKehtiv
Economic assistance to individuals with resource shortage is fully provided as a service by LG. the  universal subsistence benefit to compensate the subsistence level minimum is funded from government budget but organised by LG.  Government is funding also some in-kind services (dental care minimum). LG is providing large amount of supplementary assistance, also compensating services in kind. When state payments are provided  strongly based on a standards, LG assistance – according to actual needs assessment. 

Score 0,25+0,5 = 0,75
Work Training/ rehabilitation. Unemployment affairs and training is completely in responsibility of central government and its local field offices. LG are involved largely to projects with agency, but as subsidiary actor. The central agency has a status of public agency  (autonomous), which is government by the board, and local offices are active in providing services for unemployed in cooperation with regional service (training or work experience) providers.  

Score 0 

Integration of refugees. The issue of refugees in completely in the responsibility of central government, and local authorities are involved in the integration thorough the cooperation projects with government and other funding sources. However, legal refugees issue is a minor one in Estonia, all illegal or temporary labour migration is regulated and managed by the government. 12% of Estonian inhabitants are either Russian citizens (6,5) or with undefined citizens (former citizens of USSR). Integration issues are rather well known for LG, because majority of them are living in large cities.    

Score: 0,25 + 0 
Health 
CODING: 0.25

Health Services Organisation Act  https://www.riigiteataja.ee/en/eli/522122020004/consolide
Estonian Health Insurance Fund Act https://www.riigiteataja.ee/en/eli/527122019003/consolide 

Health Insurance Act https://www.riigiteataja.ee/en/eli/530122020007/consolide 

Public Health Act https://www.riigiteataja.ee/en/eli/529082019007/consolide

Primary health is completely private-law activity of general practitioners. Local authorities sometimes provide rooms in areas where supply of doctors is scarce. Large schools have nurse’s services for pupils. Score = 0+0

Hospitals. LG is responsible for maintenance of hospitals and are formal owners of hospitals as private law organisations (foundations). However, LG is involved only into the general management of hospitals. Personnel and salaries are out of their competence and are financed from Sick Fund. Score 0,25 + 0,0

Dental service. There minor state and also LG subsidies to dental care. Score 0.
However, local authorities are responsible for public health and prevention since 2018 (among a few tasks delegated to LG.). This is actually increasing sector.
Land use
CODING: 2

Planning Act https://www.riigiteataja.ee/en/eli/505042019003/consolide

Land Consolidation Act https://www.riigiteataja.ee/en/eli/511072018005/consolide

Building Code  https://www.riigiteataja.ee/en/eli/526022021001/consolide
Local authorities are completely responsible for land use and planning/zoning in its territory, they have a right to establish supplementary standards and requirements for landowners. However rather extensive part of lands is in the state ownership. Score 1,0

Building permits are issued by local authorities as well as land and buildings register. Score 1,0
Public transport 

CODING: 0.5

Public Transport Act https://www.riigiteataja.ee/en/eli/518062015009/consolide 

LG is responsible for public transport in its territory. As soon as other transport is private or/and for long-distance carriers, local authorities and state are forming joint companies for regional transport, and it is supported financially by the government and managed together. These companies cover all regional territories. Railway transport has with pronounced regional-local focus. 
Scores: Bus transport – 0,5

          Railway - 0

Housing 
Dwelling Act https://www.riigiteataja.ee/en/eli/501072015010/consolide 

Housing and town development is completely in responsibility of LG.

Housing and town development – Score - 0,5

Social housing is increasingly in attention of local authorities. Also issues temporary housing for poor and emergency dwelling for women or homeless.

Score:  0,5

Police   
CODING: 0.25

Law Enforcement Act https://www.riigiteataja.ee/en/eli/503032021003/consolide 

Decree of public order of Tallinn city (in Estonian)  https://www.riigiteataja.ee/akt/401022013063

Local government is responsible for ensuring public order in his territory and every LG have appropriate act. There are in larger cities municipal police or official which produce legal enforcement of those local rules. Police is responsible for detection of misdeeds and criminal offences; but police draws largely on local voluntary (certified) policemen and involves volunteers in case of emergency. In this Estonian Defence League provides substantial support. 
Scores:
Public order 0, 25

Traffic police 0

Caring functions

CODING: 2.25

Social Welfare Act https://www.riigiteataja.ee/en/eli/531032021007/consolide 

Child Protection Act https://www.riigiteataja.ee/en/eli/511012019009/consolide 
Social Benefits for Disabled Persons Act https://www.riigiteataja.ee/en/eli/531032021001/consolide 

General care services are in responsibility of LG. However, stationary care could be provided by LG or is provided by private sector. LG can buy service from either neighbours LG or from private sector.

Score – 0,5 for infra or expenses, 0,5 for personnel
Special care services are provided by special organisations and paid by the government. General care for special groups are provided by local authorities.
Score – 0,25 for availability of service

              0 for staffing

Child protection is completely in responsibility of LG (excluding special need), but it should search support services (substitute home, child care) from specialized organisations with support of state agencies and those services are payed by the state. After the LG reform this was one of function where LG sufficiently improved its capacity for autonomous actions. Recently the provision of substitute home services (selection of providers and paying) is on responsibility of LG.
Child protection – 0,5 + 0,5
Overall remark. In Estonia rather extensive delegation of service provision is used and LG frequently buy these services. In this way the government has much effective supervision over these organisations. 

CODING: 3

3. Effective political discretion

Education

Pre-school education is completely in the responsibility of LG (1). So is the secondary education, except the national curricula, which is established and supervised by the state (1). Secondary education is increasingly becoming managed by the state via taking over ownership of schools at the county centres and also capital city. (0,5) 
Score 2,5

Social assistance

Economic assistance 

LG provides supplementary funding of people’s subsistence especially in case unpredicted losses and accidents. State subsistence benefits payments are determined by the state on universal basis, but completely organized by LG. LG has many supplementary, including in kind services. Score 0,75
Work training and rehabilitation. 
Score 0

Integration of refugees. Integration of refugees. The issue of refugees in completely in the responsibility of central government, and local authorities are involved in the integration thorough the cooperation projects with government and other funding sources. 
Score - 0
Health

Primary health. Score 0.

Hospitals. LG do not have any meaningful policy discretion in health at hospitals, this is completely in responsibility of Sick Fund (a public law organisation, financed from social tax). However they are as founder of foundation appointing the council of the hospitals as foundations and contributing to the development of infrastructure (providing lang etc.) . 
Score 0,25

Dental services are completely private affair. Score 0

Land use

All land use administration is in the responsibility of municipalities and land tax as state tax is rated by the municipality. Large proportion proportion of public land is in state ownership, but its use should be agreed with LG. 
Score 1+1.

Public Transport

LG is responsible for public transport at its territory. Local authorities and state are forming joint companies for managing regional transport. These companies cover all regional territories. Railway transport has however with pronounced regional-local focus and is coordinated with LG

Scores

Bus transport 0,5

Railway – 0

Housing and town planning
Is completely local affair, responsibility and is managed by municipality.

Score: 0,5 + 0,5 

Police. 
Local government is responsible for ensuring public order in the areas of its responsibility. There are in larger cities municipal police or official which produce legal enforcement of those local rules. Proportionally local community safety tasks are increasing due to the decrease of crime rate

Coding:

Public Order –  0,25

Traffic police - 0

Social care 

General care service is in responsibility of LG and LG should search for its availability outside of LG it cannot have an infrastructure.  Score - 1,0

Service for special groups are in responsibility of the state. Score 0
Child protection is in responsibility of the LG, but services are provided by special organizations of substitute homes. Score 1,0
CODING: 3
4. Fiscal autonomy

Local authorities can set base for minor local taxes and rating the land tax. Personal income tax is shared (11,6% from 20%) state tax. CODING:1
5. Financial transfer system
Revenues of local authorities (2019) are coming from shared local income tax (56,6%), land tax (2,7%) and local taxes ca. 0,7%; government grants comprise 29%, from them 4,8% as general grants; and revenues from own economic activities 9,7%. General grants (shared taxes) comprise 61,4%.
CODING:2
6. Financial self-reliance

In 2019, own sources of revenue accounted 10,4% of total revenues.
CODING:1
7. Borrowing autonomy

Borrowing could be done without prior authorization, but under supervision of ceiling and debt-service ratio, i.e. repayment of loans 20% of annual expenditures and overall debt cannot exceed as a rule 60% of budget. However, in practice the latter threshold is established via consultation with authorities and in case of spending/ revenues annual excess is favourable it could reach up to 90%.  
CODING: 2
8. Organisational autonomy

CODING: 3.75

Estonian municipalities are rather autonomous in defining its internal organisation. 
(A) Local executives are elected by councils by majority and is actually the leader of the coalition. Code 1

(b) LG can define core elements of electoral organisation, but not the system of elections which is provided by the law. Larger municipalities can except establish electoral districts and extraordinary elections can be held in case of amalgamations. Electoral districts are only in Tallinn and defined by LG. (Are there countries where the electoral system is defined by municipalities themselves, not by national law?). Code – 0,75
(c) Staff hiring, salaries are defined by LG, organisational structures defined completely by local council as well as establishing new organisations and legal entities. Code – 2,0
Interactive-rule
9. Legal protection

There are rather detailed constitutional clauses and legal provisions for autonomy (Local Government Act). Code 1,0
Local authorities can and do to settle disputes with higher justice (not administrative!) authorities via State court. Code 1,0
Local authorities are settle disputes via different kinds of courts. At amalgamation reform LG 17 municipalities contested the decision of government in the State court, but lost legal contest (as in many similar cases in European countries). (Whether some countries municipalities are listed in Constitution?)
Code – 1 

10. Administrative supervision

Here is maybe confusion with question. There is no administrative subordination of LG in Estonian legal system, neither of council nor mayor, which are at local level higher authorities. Legality of LG decisions or act cannot be contested otherwise than in courts. State Legal Chancellor (formerly county governor) can convince local authorities to change their decisions which obviously are illegal, and in about half of such debates LG do that (Sootla et.al. 2006). I.e. only the higher court can suspend the decision of LG, but as well – of the Parliament (there are cases of the latter). 
CODING: 3
11. Central or regional access

LG have rather good and permanent consultation mechanism with government, which is targeted to budget strategy consultations and formal agreements (Score 0,5), but a rather weak representation of LG national association at legislation shaping process (Score - 0,25), i.e. all draft laws should get approval or counterarguments of LG associations but those could be ignored. But at the level of government and parliament LG input is almost absent. Rather intensive channels of access are via party lines and dual mandates (Score - 0,5), which is rather a channel for individual local authorities, not LG as institution. The latter prevents coordinated input of local authorities into the government. 
CODING: 1.25
References

Additional questions (2020 only)
With these additional questions on the potential causal mechanisms and effects of local autonomy, we want to collect a current perception. More concretely, it means that it would be great if you could give us your answers to these questions directly here (i.e. no coding sheet), without considering any possible asymmetries in your country (i.e. national level only) or any changes over time (i.e. 2020 only). Any interesting (legal) indication may be also mentioned/added.
To better understand how an external shock may cause a change in local autonomy in a given country, a question is asked about the implication of Covid-19 pandemic.
The effects of local autonomy concern the satisfaction with local government service delivery, the importance of local government for citizens, the satisfaction with local democracy, the turnout at local elections and the trustworthiness of local politicians.
Implication of Covid-19 Pandemic

	Implication of Covid-19 pandemic
	The extent to which the autonomy of local government has been impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic
	0-3
	0 local government autonomy has generally decreased with the Covid-19 pandemic

1 local government autonomy has not been impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic

2 local government autonomy in health has increased with the Covid-19 pandemic

3 local government autonomy in health and in other fields related to the Covid-19 pandemic has increased


In 2020 local authorities in Saaremaa island were rather autonomous in mananing the crisis via their own crisis commission, and later many steps were reassured by the Health Protection Agency. In 2021 their authority was curbed and all crisis related decisions are made central agency (government)

CODING: 0
Satisfaction with local government service delivery

	Satisfaction with local government service delivery
	The extent to which the citizens are satisfied with local government service delivery
	0-3
	0 citizens are generally not satisfied at all with local government service delivery

1 citizens are generally moderately satisfied with local government service delivery

2 citizens are generally mostly satisfied with local government service delivery
3 citizens are generally entirely satisfied with local government service delivery


CODING: 2
Importance of local government for citizens

	Importance of local government
	The extent to which local government has an important role in the daily life of citizens
	0-3
	0 local government is not important at all in the daily life of citizens

1 local government is somewhat important in the daily life of citizens

2 local government is important in the daily life of citizens

3 local government is very important in the daily life of citizens


CODING: 2
Satisfaction with local democracy

	Satisfaction with local democracy
	The extent to which the citizens are satisfied with local democracy
	0-4
	0 citizens are not at all satisfied with local democracy

1 citizens are rather not satisfied with local democracy

2 citizens are neither dissatisfied nor satisfied with local democracy

3 citizens are rather satisfied with local democracy

4 citizens are entirely satisfied with local democracy


CODING: 3
Turnout at local elections

	Turnout at local elections
	Electoral turnout at local elections (approximately, last general elections)
	0-4
	0 no elections

1 between 1 and 25 %

2 between 26 and 50 %

3 between 51 and 75 %

4 between 76 and 100 %


At last elections 2017 the turnout was 53,3% which was lower than 2013 (58%) and 2009 (60,6%). Whereas in 2010s the turnout at national elections was from 63,5 – 64,2.
CODING: 3
	Electoral participation on local level compared to electoral participation on national level
	The extent to which electoral participation on local level is higher than on national level 
	0-2
	0 electoral participation on local level is generally lower than electoral participation on national level

1 electoral participation on local and on national level are very much the same

2 electoral participation on local level is generally higher than electoral participation on national level


Local election’s turnout is permanently lower that at national elections.

CODING: 0
Trustworthiness of local politicians

	Perception of trustworthiness of local politicians
	The extent to which local politicians are trustworthy
	0-4
	0 local politicians are not at all trustworthy

1 local politicians are rather not trustworthy

2 local politicians moderately trustworthy

3 local politicians are rather trustworthy

4 local politicians are very much trustworthy


CODING: 3
	Perception of trustworthiness of local politicians compared to national politicians
	Whether local politicians are more trustworthy than national politicians
	0-2
	0 local level politicians are generally less trustworthy than national politicians

1 local and national politicians are similar in terms of trustworthiness

2 local level politicians are generally more trustworthy than national politicians


According to last Eurobarimeter (Summer 2020), Estonian citizens trust in local and regional authorities was 58% and Parliament 44%. However, they trust slightly more public administration (65%) and especially police – 89%.

CODING: 2
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