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Dear Mr. Chairman! 
Ladies and gentlemen! 


First of all, thank you for the opportunity to participate in this conference and to talk in front of such a distinguished audience. Across the EU today Member States are faced with similar challenges with respect to protection of national minorities. This is an increasingly important task and also a very complex and sensitive one. I believe that the Estonian experience will be as a good example for Latvia and for the rest of the Europe.  
Estonia has already up to ten years of experience in implementation of the Framework Convention, as we signed the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities on the second of February 1995 and it entered into force on the first of February 1998. The first report on the implementation of the requirements of the Framework Convention was submitted in 1999 and the second report in 2004.
First of all let me now say a few words about reporting to the Advisory Committee being an inseparable part of the monitoring system.

The first report was drafted at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Estonia on the basis of data and opinions submitted by different ministries and authorities. When the report was being written, we tried to cooperate with representatives of NGOs and ethnic minorities, but it was not overly successful. A big step forward was taken in this regard when the second report was written. The first report of Estonia largely focused on describing valid legal acts and integration measures and less attention was paid to reflecting the actual situation. The Advisory Committee, which obtained more of the relevant information in the course of their visit to Estonia, also pointed this out in their opinion.

The delegation of the Advisory Committee met with the representatives of the Government and the Parliament, NGOs and other experts with the aim to obtain information about the implementation of the requirements of the Convention in Estonia. The Advisory Committee noted in its first opinion on Estonia that the visit organized upon an invitation by the Government of Estonia provided an excellent opportunity to have a direct dialogue with authorities and other sources. The additional information provided by the Government and by other sources, including by representatives of national minorities, was most valuable, especially as concerns the implementation of relevant norms in practice.

The opinion of the Advisory Committee with regard to Estonia was adopted in September 2001. The Council of Europe Committee of Ministers passed the decision on the implementation of the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities in Estonia in June 2002.

Estonia has pursued a constructive approach to the monitoring process under the Framework Convention. Estonia agreed to early publication of the first Opinion of the Advisory Committee, and it was one of the first countries to host a follow-up seminar to discuss, with national minorities and representatives of the Advisory Committee, how the results of the first monitoring cycle could be put into practice. This seminar had extremely positive impact on the acquaintance of the Framework Convention. Different ministries and NGOs were invited, who received an overview of the rights of the national minorities and the information of the practical implementation of the convention.

One of the problems with the first report due to limited resources was also the fact that it was only written in English, which restricts the circle of persons who can access it. The report, the opinion of the Advisory Committee and the relevant resolution of the Committee of Ministers are available to the public on the website of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

The opinions given and recommendations made in the first round of supervision of the fulfillment of the Framework Convention of the Advisory Committee and the Committee of Ministers were sent to all the relevant ministries and institutions who deal with areas concerning ethnic minorities. When talking about consideration of the recommendations made and introduction of relevant changes to laws and practice, we have to admit that after the end of the first round of monitoring, Estonia had a year and half until the deadline of the second report. This is a rather limited time from the viewpoint of designing and amending a state’s legislation and policies. It also means that it is impossible to discuss and/or enforce several of the Advisory Committee’s opinions in this time even if the will to do so is there. Therefore it will not be possible to reflect many of the important changes in the second report as well.

Therefore, it is highly commendable that the work of the Advisory Committee has been considerably quicker during the second round – the visit to the state took place at the same when the report was submitted and the opinion of the Advisory Committee was presented to the government for comments in less than a year.

However, preparation of the second report was considerably easier based on the experience obtained from writing the first report and the dialogue with the Advisory Committee that followed. The fact that in January 2003 the Committee of Ministers adopted a new instruction for writing the second round report, which was easier to follow than the previous one, also had a certain effect.

When the second report was written, it was considered very important in Estonia to also make it available in Estonian when published and that as many representatives of ethnic minorities and NGOs as possible were included in its preparation. This was achieved by sending letters to major ethnic minority organisations and NGOs with the request to comment on the fulfillment of the Framework Convention. There were also meetings with the representatives of some ethnic minority groups and ethnic minority roof organisations.

I must admit that there is obviously still room for growth in cooperating with representatives of ethnic minorities. Correspondence seemed to be too difficult for smaller communities and therefore it seems that communication through roof organisations has better prospects. More consistent communication could also have a future, as opposed to contacting them only before the report is written.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs as the institution that coordinates the writing of reports gathers and saves information that concerns changes in areas covered with international conventions, but since most of the activities actually occur in the area of administration of other official bodies, then frequent cooperation with other ministries and institutions is very important. The Minister of Population Affairs, the Ministry of Education and Research with its sub-institutions, especially the Language Inspectorate, the Ministry of Culture, the Ministry of Social Affairs, the Ministry of Justice and the Ministry of the Interior are directly involved in the fulfillment of the Framework Convention on Protection of Ethnic Minorities. All of their contributions to the reports are extremely necessary, I must say.

Let me now turn to the issues that the Advisory Committee evaluated positively and the areas that will need for improvements in respect of the implementation of Framework Convention.

In its second opinion adopted in February 2005 the Advisory Committee emphasizes that Estonia has taken a number of steps to improve the implementation of the Framework Convention following the adoption of the first Opinion of the Advisory Committee in September 2001. This process has included improvements f.e. in electoral and citizenship legislation as well as in the language legislation:

· Firstly, Estonia has taken certain legislative and administrative steps to make the naturalization process more accessible and streamlined, including for disabled persons. Consequently the rate of naturalization has recently increased. 

· One particularly valuable initiative is the proposed exemption of the elderly citizenship applicants from the Estonian language proficiency examination, which is currently being considered by the Government. 

· The start of the transfer to Estonian as the main language of instruction in upper secondary schools in the school year 2007/2008 is a major challenge, but Estonia has introduced added flexibility by providing secondary schools the possibility to apply for the exemption from the requirement to transfer to Estonian language teaching.

· Estonia has also abolished the language proficiency requirements for electoral candidates and has extended the validity of the certificates for Estonian language proficiency for occupational purposes that were issued under previous language regulations.

· In addition, it is now legal to use a “foreign language” in oral communications with officials of state agencies and local government “by agreement of the parties”. This provides an improved legal basis for the practice, common in some areas, of using Russian is such contacts.

Nevertheless, there remain shortcomings in the implementation of the Framework Convention in Estonia. 

I would now like to continue with a brief account of some of the proposals made by Advisory Committee.

· Firstly, the positive measures to speed up and facilitate the naturalization process need to be strengthened further, bearing in mind that the number of persons without citizenship, while gradually decreasing, remains disconcertingly high.

· Secondly, concerning the educational reform, the transfer to Estonian as the main language of instruction in upper secondary schools has not yet been adequately prepared and there is a need to intensify the training and other efforts to ensure that teachers have adequate Estonian language and other skills, and that pupils and others involved are also prepared for the transfer.

· Thirdly, the recruitment of persons belonging to national minorities in public service is also an essential factor in ensuring their full inclusion in decision-making processes, and there is a need to step up efforts on this subject.

Of course Estonia has tried to take the proposals and recommendations of the Advisory Committee into account as much as possible and will continue activities for the protection of national minorities, also in the light of recommendations of the Advisory Committee.

Allow me now touch upon the challenges and measures to be taken to improve the protection of national minorities in Estonia.

First of all, it must be emphasised that in Estonia, as in Latvia, immigrants are not only legally resident third country nationals but also persons of undetermined citizenship. Unfortunately, this is the legal status that not all EU documents take into consideration. The process of naturalisation (acquisition of Estonian citizenship) has accelerated suddenly in the last few years. It also means that the false perception of the excessive complexity of the citizenship exams that had come about in the past has started to disperse. This does not mean that options to make preparations and exams even more efficient should not be considered. As to the statistics in Estonia, in the first six months of the year 2005 3600 (three thousand six hundred) persons were granted citizenship, which is equal to the number in the whole of 2003. Predictably, in december 2005 the number of persons acquiring Estonian citizenship exceeds the number of persons with undetermined citizenship.

The aid materials in preparing for the exam on knowledge of laws should definitely be distributed more widely than until now and more consultations and so-called trial exams should be organised for those who are interested. A very good opportunity for this will appear soon through the EU Transition Facility project. The Integration Foundation will implement a project in 2005-2007 aimed at supporting the aspirations of stateless persons in acquiring Estonian citizenship, including wide-ranging information campaigns and free training will be targeted to potential citizenship applicants. The training will be offered for a total of 10 000 persons.

Last week, Estonian polling company suggested that ethnic minorities should be allowed to take exams in the Republic of Estonia Constitution and the Citizenship Act in their own languages as well. I would like to point out that when preparing for the exams, people may use base materials in Estonian and questions at the exam will be based on this material. Considering the fact that applicants for citizenship will also be taking an exam in Estonian, the practicality of giving the option to pass the Constitution exam in Russian seems doubtful.

That applicants for Estonian citizenship know the history and culture of Estonia – even if they have not been able to study these in school due to the year in which they were born – is of course welcome. At the same time, our principle has been to not increase the volume and complexity of exams, especially for older applicants. When preparing the new integration program, we will definitely pay attention to the organization of obligatory base courses in Estonian history and culture from those who have arrived from abroad, as this is the usual practice in many European countries.

The study language reform that has already occurred in Latvia is the biggest challenge for Estonia. It is important to allocate extensive resources for teacher training (retraining of subject teachers, training for teachers of Estonian as a second language), creation of study literature to support teaching subjects as well as informing schools and parents of the organization of bilingual teaching. The latter is particularly important and necessary to avoid fears and insecurity that may be caused by difficulties in obtaining information about the content of the transfer to studying in Estonian. Therefore, different interest groups must be informed that bilingual studies in currently Russian-language schools is a better alternative to an Estonian-language school (similarly to language immersion programs), because it gives more security regarding native language skills, cultural identity and belonging. When acknowledging the need for bilingual studies, we should emphasize the role of bilingual studies as a factor that increases social mobility and social capital in the context of the expansion of the labour market, educational options and communication room, i.e. first and foremost its practical and applicable value. Coordinated cooperation between all offices engaged in integration, local governments, citizens’ associations and the media (on the level of the RIP Management Committee) is unavoidable in the preparation and completion of the transfer. The Ministry of Education and Research has prepared a time schedule with financial projections for transfer to Estonian-language studies. For example, production of the planned curriculum (teachers’ handbooks, videos, other consultation materials), conduction of medial campaigns and training for parents have been planned mainly for 2006. 

Talking about learning of Estonian, a noteworthy number of adult non-Estonians have participated in Estonian language courses and taken qualification exams in the last 10 years, but at the same time the share of people in society who do not speak Estonian or (in their own opinion) do not speak Estonian well enough is still too high. We should focus even more on Ida-Virumaa, where the Russian-language environment does not favour the acquisition of Estonian. In order to change this situation, we must provide substantive, financial and organization support to those who wish to improve their Estonian by strengthening cooperation between the educational and social systems, implementing labour exchange programs between the different regions of Estonia more than until now and contributing to the expansion of the environment of the Estonian language in Ida-Virumaa with relevant support measures.
At the same, I believe that integration will not occur through language only. Many international reports have critically pointed out the circumstance that measures of the national integration program have mainly been planned in the area of education and language teaching and the social and economic aspects have not been proportionally covered. The share of non-Estonians in social risk groups continues to be too high when compared to their number in the population and this does not contribute to the creation of an integrated society, where the wealth and poverty or success of a person on the career ladder should not be associated with their ethnic characteristics. For example, it is important to reduce the unemployment risk of young people in Ida-Virumaa and Harjumaa, whose first language is not Estonian, through different activities that support integration into the labour market while considering their social and ethnic characteristics. Increase of the competitive abilities of such young people also allows their concentration to be reduced in certain areas of the state and the social and security risks arising from isolation. 
One of the problems is related to the preservation of the identities of ethnic minorities. The only group who does not have a problem in this area is the Russians, since the state Russian-language educational system has been totally maintained for them. All other ethnic minorities need to develop structures for the preservation of their identities. On the level of the state, the active cultural tolerance of Estonia towards the cultural and educational activities of the numerous ethnic groups is expressed by the support of the state. The state provides basic support (3.2 million EEK per year) to ethnic minority associations. At the same time, the associations receive project support through the Integration Foundation and other foundations (e.g. the Gambling Tax Council). The state also supports Sunday schools for ethnic minorities. Considering the large number of ethnic groups living in Estonia (over 100) and considering the smallness and geographic dispersion of specific ethnic communities, which affects their ability to guarantee the sustainability of their languages and cultures, we have to continue developing national financing mechanisms so that we can offer stable support to the educational and cultural activities of different ethnic minorities.
Conducted media monitoring shows that the Estonian media is still not widely consumed among non-Estonians. Estonian media channels themselves have initiated only a few programs that are aimed at non-Estonians, and there is still no public communicative room for sufficient expression of the interests of different ethnic groups and for delivering official information adequately to population groups whose proficiency of the Estonian language is poor (mainly representatives of the older generation). At the same time, bilingual media programs act as a support service in promoting a better understanding of the official language of the state. This means that we should increase the volume and resources of bilingual media programs and support services produced in Estonia, while avoiding the possibility that distribution of information in other languages reduces the motivation to learn the official language of the state.

Considering the above needs and the long time required for achievement of the goals, Estonia has launched the development of a new integration program which will definitely consider the experience obtained in the implementation of the previous program. The new national integration program for the years 2008-2013 must be completed by the end of 2007 at the latest and it must be prepared in cooperation with the Office of the Minister of Population Affairs, the Foundation of Integration of Non-Estonians, the ministries and state institutions who will fulfill the program and representatives of the institutions and organizations that participate in integration. It is extremely important in the participation of ministries/administrations in the preparation of the program that they appoint relevant officials who will actively gather the said information and include the necessary persons from departments/services and other relevant units in the development of the program.
We have also set the goal of informing the public of the preparation of the program, encouraging a wider circle of interested people to express in the media their visions about the objectives of the national program and the ways in which they can be achieved.
To conclude my speech, I would like you to think – what is the task that we have put into the words “protection of national minorities” and ''integration''?  

From my point of view, nothing more but the wish that every person who lives in Estonia would feel love and responsibility to Estonia. And rights and obligations come through responsibility. I would like this feeling – that we are building our common homeland with our hands, that we all have different relationships, but it all focuses on the same goal – not to be realized in conferences, but in our everyday life.
I’m confident that you will agree with me that Europe's strength must be in Europe's diversity, and not in a conflict-ridden. I feel that the preservation of national minority languages and culture is our duty not only to our grandchildren, but also to our European neighbours. It is our contribution to Europe's dynamic diversity, without Europe would not be Europe. 

I do hope, that this conference encourages us to find the ways to protect national minorities in the building of a diversely enriched multiethnic society for our peoples.
Thank you for your attention!
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