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Introduction. 

This overview has been compiled at the request of my Latvian friends. I tried to make it as short as I 

could, but also as comprehensive as possible. I concede that so big of an undertaking can't be attained 

without encountering some difficulties. Writing this paper, I couldn't forget the circumstance that for 

eight centuries, the Latvians are the only nation in the world who have shared a history similar to that 

of the Estonians. 

In the middle of the nineties, the Statistical Office of Estonia (recently Statistics Estonia) began 

preparing the publication "Social Trends" for the 1970-1995 period using time series of various 

indicators as their basic tool. My task was to comment on the numerical time series of health indicators 

presented by statisticians. This provided the opportunity to understand what an interesting and 

powerful means the time series are in the evaluation of health and population. Later, this task led me 

to write the treatise "Health of the Population of Estonia at the Threshold of the XXI Century". During 

a more recent study, I used the time series concerning population and fertility in Estonia together with 

such historical events as had had the effect of decreasing both of these. The changes that have come 

about in the demographical situation show the need for a special political approach. 

Analyzing this material, I proceeded from the premise of unity of theory, methodology and methodics. 

The parts of the report are compiled accordingly. The facts expressed in the time series of population 

and fertility are interpreted as theory, which provided the basis for the methodology and finally also 

for the methodics. 

NOTE: Demographic indicators have been extracted primarily from the database of Statistics Estonia. 

Population is indicated in millions, live births in thousands. Decreases in population are marked with a 

minus sign, and increases with a plus. 

I. The facts 

- 4 thousand fallen in the Estonian War of Independence. + 35.5-37.0 thousand Estonians immigrated 

in 1920-1923 from Russia. + Land reform after Estonian War of Independence – more than 50 thousand 

farms – many children born in new farms. Between the two World Wars, fertility was kept low by social 

mobility factors and a tradition of late marriage and few children (Parming, 1972) 

Year                   1919   1920   1921   1922   1923   1924   1925   1926   1927   1928 

Population          1.07    1.06     1.08    1.09     1.11     1.11    1.11     1.12     1.12    1.11 

Live births          18.5    19.6     22.0    22.2     22.2     21.4    20.4     19.9     19.7     20.1 

Crude birth rate  17.3     18.4     20.2   20.2     20.1     19.2    18.3     17.9      17.7    17.9 



- The Great Depression from 1929 to 1932 caused a limited decrease of births, if at all. A true decrease 

in births begun later – in 1933. Demographer Kaljo Laas wrote in 1988: "...limitation of births gave the 

necessary economic wealth to be able to develop education and culture, made possible the renewal 

of Estonian villages in a short time, and also the addition of new city quarters in Tallinn and Tartu." 

In 1935, measures for the supporting of births were taken. A commission for increasing the fertility 

rate and well-being was established at the Ministry of Social Affairs; in 1938 the tax on unmarried 

persons was increased from 10% to 25%; the media supported the policy of the government to 

increase the birth rate; the problem of population decrease was mentioned in almost every speech of 

the President; and the Prime Minister emphasized that legislation must also support the objective of 

population growth (Teder, 2003). The intentional abortions were permitted. 

Year                  1929   1930   1931   1932   1933   1934   1935   1936   1937   1938 

Population         1.12    1.11     1.11     1.12    1.12     1.12    1.12     1.13    1.13     1.13 

Live births         19.1    19.5      19.5    19.7    18.2      17.3   17.8     18.2    18.2     18.5 

Crude birth rate 17.1     17.4     17.4    17.6    16.2      15.4   15.8     16.1    16.1     16.3 

- The Second World War - deportations, repressions, collectivization, urbanization, emigration . During 

the whole period (1940—1991) nearly 90,000 citizens of the Republic of Estonia perished, and about 

the same number of people left their homeland forever (The White Book, 2004). Estonians and Latvians 

are the only independent nations in Europe whose number is smaller today than in the beginning of 

the 20th century (that of Estonians is smaller by ca 10 %), ibid. 

Year                    1939   1940   1941   1942   1943   1944   1945 

Population           1.13    1.12    ca 1.02    ..        ..          ..      ca 0.85 

Live births          18.5     18.4    19.5      19.2    16.0     15.2    15.0 

Crude birth rate  16.4       ..        ..           ..         ..          ..        .. 

- In Estonia, the baby boom experienced in the Western countries after WW II for twenty years had 

not taken place (Katus, 1998). This was probably caused by the violent reorganization of society during 

and after the war. + 50 thousand ethnic Estonians - many or most of them russified - immigrated to 

Estonia after the war from the East. + population growth in the years 1945-1989 from 0.85 to 1.57 

million was mainly caused by additional immigration from the East. 

The percentage of Estonians: in 1945 - 95%; in 1959 -75%; in 1970 - 68%; and in 1989 61,5 %, this then 

making for a total of 0.96 million ethnic Estonians in 1989 (Parming, 1972; database of Statistics of 

Estonia). + The growth of the number of Estonians in 45 postwar years was about 100 thousand. This 

was caused by natural increase, decrease of mortality, return of ethnic Estonians from Russia ("Eesti 

Vabariik. Maa, rahvas, kultuur", 2013). The fertility rate of Estonians was below the replacement level 

for 40 years, but from 1970 to 1990 was at or above the replacement level. At the same time, the 



foreign-born population experienced a rate of fertility beneath the replacement level - 1.64 - 1.72 

(Katus, 1998) 

Year                  1946   1947   1948   1949   1950   1951   1952   1953   1954 

Population            ..        ..        ..         ..        1.02     1.05    1.07     1.09    1.12 

Live births         19.4    22.7    21.8     21.8     20.2     20.7     21.1     20.1    20.9 

Crude birth rate    ..        ..       ..          ..        19.5     19.5     19.5     18.2    18.5 

  

Year                  1955   1956   1957   1958   1959   1960   1961   1962   1963 

Population          1.14    1.15     1.16    1.18     1.19     1.20    1.22     1.23    1.25 

Live births          20.8    19.7     19.5     19.6     19.9    20.2     20.2    19.9    19.3 

Crude birth rate  18.2    17.0     16.6     16.5     16.6    16.7     16.5    16.0    15.3 

- In 1955, abortion was legalized. The number of its victims is at least 1 million, because until 1999 the 

number of abortions exceeded the number of births. + In the sixties, a decrease of the crude birth rate 

– below 15 - occurred. Some enthusiasts of the editorial board of the Edasi (Forward) newspaper 

arranged a public discussion entitled "Increase, Increase, Increase". Politicians, directors and citizens 

took part of round-table discussions. They made calls for the use of economic measures to increase 

births. These proposals were partly used in practice. The media campaign seemed to produce positive 

results. So thousands of additional births took place. 

+ From the sixties/seventies, the economic situation of agricultural enterprises improved, and people 

settled from towns into the countryside, which was where investments were directed. This increased 

fertility. + Under the pressure of the deterioration of the demographical situation in the Soviet Union, 

measures had been taken to support maternity, fertility and child welfare. Nets of kindergartens were 

established, and maternity care, pediatric aid and so on were provided. Demographic data were kept 

secret throughout the Soviet period. 

Year                  1964   1965   1966   1967   1968   1969   1970   1971   1972   1973 

Population          1.27    1.29     1.30     1.31    1.32    1.34    1.35     1.37    1.39     1.40 

Live births          19.6    18.9     18.6     18.7    19.8    20.8    21.5     22.1    21.8     21.2 

Crude birth rate  15.4 14.6 14.2 14.2 14.9 15.5 15.9 16.1 15.6 15.1 

  

Year                  1974   1975   1976   1977   1978   1979   1980   1981   1982   1983 



Population          1.41    1.42    1.43     1.44    1.45     1.46     1.47    1.48    1.49     1.50 

Live births          21.5    21.4    21.8     22.0    21.8     21.9     22.0    22.9    23.1     24.1 

Crude birth rate  15.1    14.9    15.1     15.2    15.0     14.9     15.0    15.4    15.4     16.0 

The period between 1983-1988 was a positive period, with a crude birth rate of about 16.0. It is 

interesting that this situation arose during the so-called "stagnation era". The stagnation period – life 

without radical changes – was probably fruitful for fertility growth. The same trend was noted for 

Russia. Perhaps this increase was caused by the decision of the Soviet government in 1981 "About 

Measures of Public Support to Families Having Children". In 1989, the peak of fertility was over. 

The French demographer Adolphe Landry (1874-1956) defined genuine demographic revolution as the 

situation in which use of contraceptives and abortions by women becomes universal. This revolution 

liberates fertility from social control and transfers it to the interests of individuals. For Estonia, this 

period arrived at the beginning of nineties, when plenty of contraceptives became available, in 

addition to abortions continuing to be permitted. 

In 1991, the crude birth rate fell to 12.4, and the total fertility rate to 1.80. The year of 1991 was the 

first year of two decades of continuing decrease. The fall of the birth rate at the beginning of nineties 

was much worse than it was during WW II. The population of about one million had a birth rate of 19.5 

and 19.2 thousand births respectively in 1941 and 1942, but in 1993, only 15.3 thousand children were 

born to a population of one and a half million. The genuine demographic revolution had truly arrived! 

In addition to the availability of contraceptives and abortions, other possible causes of such a decrease 

were: secularization, economical uncertainty regarding the future, the opening of the world with a 

variety of choices, career factors, and so on. Almost thirty decrees regarding the family benefits of the 

Soviet period that had been made by that government were cancelled in 1992. 

Year                    1984   1985   1986   1987   1988   1989   1990   1991   1992   1993 

Population           1.51    1.52     1.53     1.54    1.56     1.56     1.57   1.56     1.55    1.51 

Live births           24.2    23.6     24.1     25.0    25.1     24.3     22.3   19.4     18.0    15.3 

Crude birth rate   16.0    15.5     15.7     16.2    16.0     15.5     14.2   12.4     11.8    10.2 

Total fertility rate   ..        ..          ..         ..        ..          ..       2.05   1.80     1.71     1.49 

In the liberal market economy of the nineties, population policy was left largely to chance. Public 

attention to the issue was narrowly limited to family benefits and integration programs. There was an 

attempt to work out a population policy in Estonia in 1998, but in the quickly changing political 

situation, emphasis was put on family policy instead. It was not until the beginning of 2003 that the 

country's concept of Child and Family Policy was worked out and reviewed in the Cabinet of Ministers, 

but without any decision to apply the policy (Veismann, 2003). Social policy was employed to provide 

public family benefits, but these were insufficient. 

Year                    1994   1995   1996   1997   1998   1999   2000   2001   2002   2003 



Population           1.48     1.45     1.43    1.41     1.39    1.38    1.37    1.37    1.36     1.36 

Live births           14.2     13.5     13.2    12.6     12.2    12.4    13.0    12.6    13.0     13.0 

Crude birth rate     9.7       9.4      9.4      9.0       8,8      9.0     9.5       9.8     9.6       9.6 

Total fertility rate 1.42 1.38 1.37 1.32 1.28 1.32 1.38 1.34 1.37 1.37 

In 2003, the basics of population policy were formulated with the main objective of achieving a rise in 

the birth rate to the replacement rate (2.1 children per woman). The second objective was to increase 

longevity and viable lifespan to at least the average European level. The third objective was to achieve 

a sound gender and demographic structure in the population in all parts of Estonia. The common 

denominator for the most important demographic policy measures and actions based on 

these policies is a fusion of family life and professional life. The Parental Benefit Act passed in 2003 

tried to attain the first and third objectives. According to the Act, persons have the right to receive 

parental benefits for 435 days from the day following the final day of maternity leave. The amount of 

the parental benefit received is calculated on the basis of the Social Tax paid during the previous year. 

If the parent didn't work, the parental benefit is paid at the designated benefit base rate, which is 290 

euros in 2013. The upper limit of the amount of the parental benefit is three times the average salary 

earned during the year before last, which - in 2013 - is 2,234 euros. 

If we take the birth rate of the years 2002 and 2003 – 13,000 births - as the plateau (base rate) and 

eliminate all other factors pertaining to reproductive behavior, then natality during the 2004 -2012 

period resulted in about 18 thousand additional births. This speaks of the effectiveness of the parental 

benefit. However, even this was insufficient for attaining positive natural increase. The total maximum 

fertility rate obtained was 1.65, but later - in 2011 - it decreased to 1.52. 

The government aims - by 2015 - to achieve a birth rate that is higher than the death rate, meaning an 

increase of the total birth rate to 1.70. (Action Program of the Government of the Republic 2011-2015). 

This seems unattainable. Poverty and migration worsen the situation. The at-risk-of-poverty rate in 

local governments in Estonia in 2011 was 17.6% on the average. The parent benefit and family benefits 

together constituted 1,7% of GDP in 2011 ( the same figure in Sweden and Finland was 3%). - Migration 

that took place in 2011 decreased the population of Estonia in 2012 by 6,600 inhabitants. 

The years from 1991 to 2011 are characterized by a birth rate under the replacement level. The lowest 

point arrived in 1998, with a total fertility rate of 1.28. After that it began to rise, reaching 1.65 in the 

year of 2008, only to decrease again later. At the same time, the population figure decreased by 14 %. 

Thus the necessity for more effective population measures in Estonia is obvious. The window of 

opportunity for this still remains open, but only barely, as women born in the eighties during the 

generation of many births remain in the reproductive age, at least for now. As Joel Kotkin wrote: "No 

nation has thrived when its birthrate falls below replacement level and stays there – the very level the 

United States is at now. Examples from history extend from the late Roman Empire and Venice to the 

Netherlands in the last millennium (2012). Problems caused by decreasing population entail a threat 

to the survival of the Estonian national culture, issues with sustainable economic development and 

difficulties with the sustainability of the social infrastructure (Servinski, et al, 2013). 



Basic documents: Basics of population policy 2009-2013. Action program of the Government 2011-

2015. Development plan for children and families 2012-2020 with its application plan. Annual State 

budget. It seems sufficient, however the document guaranteeing the positive natural increase and 

birth rate on or above replacement level is lacking. 

The Report "Proposals and opinions of public sector to compiling basics of population policy of Republic 

of Estonia", by J. Uibu, Government Office, 2003, has been used to write the methodological principles 

and methodics of pronatalist policy. 

Year                      2004   2005   2006   2007   2008   2009   2010   2011   2012   2013 

Population            1.35       1.35    1.34    1.34     1.34    1.34     1.34    1.34     1.34    1.29 

Live births            14.0       14.4    14.9    15.8     16.0     15.7    15.8    14.7     14.0 

Crude birth rate    10.4       10.7    11.1    11.8     12.0     11.8    11.8    11.0     10.9 

Total fertility rate  1.47       1.50     1.55    1.63    1.65     1.62    1.63    1.52     1.59 

  

II. Some Methodological Principles 

"The State... must guarantee the preservation of the Estonian people, the Estonian language and the 

Estonian culture through the ages." (The Constitution of the Republic of Estonia). It is necessary to 

remind politicians of the Constitution, since their terms in office seem too short for them to be aware 

of demographic trends. 

Every life birth and every child is a wonder – the coinciding of many auspicious conditions. 

The most important indicator of public health is the birth rate. 

It is desirable to apply the principle of competency. If applicable theories are insufficient for our 

purposes, we can learn from history. 

Society should be perceived in a population-centric manner (Katus). 

In order to understand population processes, long periods need to be evaluated, involving at the 

minimum one generation (25-30 years). 

The genuine demographic revolution arrives at the point at which the use of contraceptives and 

abortions by women has become universal (Landry). 

In order for population policy to actually function, it is not desirable to focus only on a single measure, 

while at the same time it also isn't good to try to apply a policy that diverges into too many details. 

The term "demographical development" - (Bevölkerungsentwicklung) is not a good catch phrase to 

describe demographical processes and changes in them. These processes include not only progressive, 

but also regressive trends, which we ought to differentiate between, and approach separately. 



Philosophically, the development of demographics is understood as moving from lower to higher, and 

from simple to more complicated. 

One needs to employ the principle of a certain steering of social processes, including demographical 

processes (Bagdasarjan, 2006), There are many spheres that can be governmentally steered. Policies 

of public administration ought to support population policy. For example, it is important to guarantee 

professional medical care for the child and mother, which encourages mothers to give birth. 

The interruption of primary connections (human connection to Earth, sea, work, and home) may lead 

to breaking of other important connections. Estonia can now see the disintegration of family ties and 

transition to community ties in accordance with the Western model. 

The functioning of the family is the only possibility that guarantees normal development and normal 

future for the child. Without a family to support, the very basis for the work ethos will have changed, 

perhaps irrevocably (Kotkin, 2012), 

  

III. Methodics of Pronatalist Policy 

Legislation must support the objective of stimulating population growth. From this viewpoint, revision 

of Estonian legislation is necessary. 

Attainment of increases in the birth rate presupposes a secure living environment, stability and 

firmness concerning the future, changing of degenerated values, international security, having a 

source of income, social guarantees and many other conditions, including family benefits. The key 

underlying concept and need is having a sense of security. 

Population policy ought to include the main activity of services and offices guaranteeing the above-

named necessities of society, and the regular adjustment and monitoring of policy, at least on the level 

of the Steering Group. The co-opting of experts is also necessary to evaluate achievement of policy 

aims. 

Decision-makers must have competency in population processes. 

Support must be provided to rural populations, in order to help families move to or stay in the 

countryside in their own households. This provides a counterweight against urbanization. 

Statesmen and opinion leaders should endeavor to be good role models in family life. 

Those who consider abortion should have the option of receiving psychological and economic 

consultation before gynecological consultation, in order to encourage giving birth. 

Baby and children's supplies should be subsidized. 

In Estonia, the following are in practice (these measures were supplemented in 31.01.2014): 

Family benefits existing should be increased. Necessity-oriented family benefits should be further 

provided. 



Parent benefits should be maintained. 

An increased basic tax exemption should be applied when two or more children are born. 

Parental pension and father's rest policies (10 days per year) should be continued. 

The media ought to support family life and the institution of marriage much more. 

Good population policy indicates the necessity to renew family benefits on an ongoing basis. 

Free school meal for all children going in Elementary school. 

Free health insurance for all children (0-19 years). 

Local governments support. 

Free contraceptive are distributed for youth in youth counseling centers. 

Health Insurance Fund covers the three times of the artificial insemination procedures. (In years 2009 

– 2012 were born 1608 children artificially inseminated). 

In 2010 the Estonian Chamber of Commerce started the programme "Talents home", but without 

remarkable success. 

Struggle against narcotics, HIV and alcohol, which are destroying the family life. 

  

The report is presented on the conference Roadmapping of Demographic Recovery organized 

by the Demography Subcommittee of the Budget and Finance Committee of the Saeima of the 

Republic of Latvia, 31. of January 2014. 

 


