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EWSI Analysis on Voluntary and Citizens’ 
Initiative: Estonia 

 

1 INTRODUCTION 

 

Are considered as citizens’ initiatives all activities mobilising large numbers of volunteers (e.g. in 

workplaces, schools, local communities, etc.) to support immigrants’ long-term integration and/or open 

up the public to integration matters and diversity. These initiatives most notably involve people-to-

people or mutual learning activities matching migrants with mentors, peers or people volunteering their 

time or space. These initiatives may concern housing, mentoring, child or university-level education, 

extracurricular activities for children, lifelong learning, language learning, information provision, 

assistance with public services, translation, job preparation, awareness-raising/advocacy, etc.  

Given EWSI’s thematic focus, the emphasis is placed on citizens’ initiatives focusing on long-term 

reception (e.g. during the asylum procedure) and integration (of beneficiaries of international protection 

and/or other categories of migrants), and not on the initial front-line humanitarian reception for asylum-

seekers (e.g. food, clothing, shelter before entering the reception phase). 

 

2 LONG-ESTABLISHED VOLUNTEERS/CITIZENS’ INITIATIVES 

Description of initiatives that have been running for several years. 

1. Estonian Refugee Council - ERF (Pagulasabi) assists refugees in their cultural, social and labour 

market integration. In addition, ERF carries out advocacy work, defending refugees' interests and 

raises public awareness on refugee issues in Estonia. ERF was created in 2001 in Tallinn and later 

expanded to Tartu. Volunteers have been involved in its work since 2013. They support refugees in 

different ways, including working around the bureaucracy, finding a school or a kindergarten place, 

teaching languages or other skills, acting as a translator/interpreter, or by just showing them 

around. ERF has around 10 active volunteers who help 21 different persons (December 2015).  

 

In 2015, 50 additional volunteers, 4 of which are foreigners living in Estonia, were trained to support 

refugees who will come to Estonia thanks to the EU resettlement plan.  

 

ERF also opened call for those who wish to help refugees finding a job, accommodation or in any other 

way. Their so-called database had around 260 entries on 1 December 2015.  

http://www.pagulasabi.ee/en
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ERF cooperates actively with different Estonian ministries (e.g. the Ministry of Social Affairs, the ministry 

of Cultural Affairs, the Ministry of Internal Affairs), The Johannes Mihkelson Centre, the Vao 

Accommodation Centre for Asylum Seekers and Estonian Unemployment Insurance Fund Töötukassa.1  

2. Johannes Mihkelson Centre - JMC (Johannes Mihkelsoni Keskus) aims to provide more opportunities 

for marginalised segments of the society, namely for unemployed, refugees, youth, and young women. 

To do so, JMC organises trainings of mentors (support persons) for refugees and asylum seekers, and 

coordinates and supervised mentoring services and mentors. JMC was founded in 1993 in Tartu and 

started training support persons for refugees in 2008. This activity was somewhat inspired by a similar 

activity in Finland where this kind of case-based work is organised by the local governments while 

JMC is carrying it out informally.  

 

JMC has seen the amount of volunteer mentors grow throughout the years to around 50 people 

annually. However, in December 2015, only 19, among which one Iraqi, were actually mentoring 

refugees. In preparation of the arrival of refugees within the EU resettlement scheme, JMC is training 

17 additional support persons; among them, people with knowledge of Arabic, Russian, French and 

English. 

 

JMC partners with different ministries (e.g. Ministry of Internal Affairs, Ministry of Social Affairs), the 

Estonian Refugee Fund, NGO Mondo, Vao Accommodation Centre for Asylum Seekers, and Tartu City 

municipality.2  

 

3. Estonian Human Rights Centre (EHRC) (Inimõiguste Keskus) - Since 2012, volunteers in the Estonian 

Human Rights Centre help minorities living in Estonia with translation and interpretation, as well as 

with juridical procedures, mainly in Tallinn but also in the Vao Accommodation Centre for Asylum 

Seekers (located in central-Estonia). There have been around 40 volunteers since 2012 and almost all 

of them are law students (from either Tallinn University, Tallinn University of Technology or University 

of Tartu). At the moment, there are 5 students assisting with legal questions. In addition, some 

foreigners (currently from Syria, Ukraine and Russia) living in Estonia assist with translation. Since 

2012, EHRC volunteers have helped around 300 persons and in 2015, approx. 60 persons. At the 

beginning of 2015, EHRC created a special online environment for volunteer sign up. 

 

EHRC is a partner of Töötukassa (Estonian Unemployment Insurance Fund), the Johannes Mihkelson 

Centre, the Estonian Refugee Fund and the Ministry of Internal Affairs.3  

More for the university-related tutoring programmes for newly-arrived foreign students in the Annex 

3 NEW VOLUNTEERS/CITIZENS’ INITIATIVES 

Description of major initiatives started only recently, particularly since the large numbers of refugee 

arrivals in 2015.  

http://www.jmk.ee/en/keskusest/
http://anneta.humanrights.ee/en/join-as-volunteer/
http://anneta.humanrights.ee/en/join-as-volunteer/
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1. "Friendly Estonia" – Directly related to the refugee crisis, the movement “Friendly Estonia” was 

created to encourage Estonia to remain an open-minded country that embraces diversity. 

 

The anti-racism demonstration in Helsinki on the 27 July 2015, as well as some other manifestations 

for multiculturalism, gave a thrive to organise similar events in Estonia. The opening event of "Friendly 

Estonia" was a concert held in Tallinn in September 2015. Around 7000 people visited the concert. 

Since the concert, the team of "Friendly Estonia" has actively mediated thematic news and 

information on their web page and their Facebook page "Salliv Eesti/Tolerant Estonia". The latter had 

nearly 9000 likes in the beginning of December.  

 

In September, the team organised a debate week on the topics of refugees and migration: every 

morning a thematic opinion article was published in the national media and in the evening, experts in 

the field held an online-debate on that same topic. Online-debate means that people could actively 

participate and discuss on the topic via the Estonian Daily Mail's (Eesti Päevaleht) online page. In 

addition, the team has put together a fact sheet on the myths on refugees, which was distributed 

both on- and offline.  

 

Because of its participative character, it is difficult to estimate how many volunteers are in total 

connected to the movement. However, the 'core team' consists of 15-20 people of whom, the 

majority is active in the creative industry. More are active for specific activities: around 100 volunteers 

(including 20 artists and 7 other public figures) took part in September 2015 concert and 15 people 

(experts and officials) volunteered, in addition to the core team, for the public debate week. By 

November 2015, more than 500 people openly supported (sign-up) the idea of tolerant Estonia.  

 

The movement has been supported by several companies and institutions: successful Estonian 

international start-ups TransferWise, GrabCAD, Pipedrive, Teleport, Adcash, but also other Estonian 

based companies as BLRT Grupp, Telliskivi Loomelinnak, AKU, Musiccase, Event Center, Jadasson, 

Kemmerling, Warren Safety, and Estonian World. People from those institutions have also openly 

showed concern in the negativity towards other nationalities or refugees.4 Newspapers like Postimees, 

Õhtuleht, Müürileht and Massimeedia have helped distribute the information. Ekspressgrupp, a group 

of various media publications, helped to organise the debate week.  

 

After the concert, several organisations, workgroups, roundtables, etc. have contacted the "Friendly 

Estonia" team for further partnership. The team members have participated also in several 

roundtables organised by the Ministry of Internal Affairs to discuss the situation with refugees and 

the coming situation connected to the EU resettlement plan.5  

 

2. NGO Pagula - is a non-profit organisation active in Läänemaa, a county in Western-Estonia with little 

experience with refugees. The NGO was founded with an aim to prepare the local community for the 

arrival of refugees with the EU resettlement plan and necessary conditions for integration.  

http://sobralikeesti.ee/
https://www.facebook.com/salliveesti/?fref=ts
http://www.pagula.ee/
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They prepare information fiches on different topics (e.g. job or accommodation search) but also 

organised information events on the arrival of refugees at a local vocational school (for 60 people), 

local gymnasium (for 40 people), and talks for the local Rotary and senior clubs, etc. NGO Pagula is 

also in touch with institutions who will be in contact with the refugees, e.g. local municipal institutions, 

different educational institutions and Töötukassa (Estonian Unemployment Insurance Fund).  

At the moment, activities are meant for the Läänemaa county, with a focus on the city of Haapsalu. 

However, if necessary, the NGO is ready to expand to Hiiumaa and Saaremaa, the two neighbouring 

counties. In 2015, 20 people expressed their readiness to volunteer for the NGO, mostly Estonian 

women active in education or social field but also 3 foreigners from France, Spain and Egypt. 

NGO Pagula has developed partnerships with Johannes Mihkelson Centre, Estonian Refugee Fund, 

Anna Lindh Foundation, "Friendly Estonia" movement, the Ministry of Social Affairs and the Ministry 

of Internal Affairs. It has included the local government of Lääne County in its work.6 

3. Teachers of the language centre of the Tallinn University School of Humanities (TUSH) have 

expressed their willingness to teach languages (Estonian, English and German) offer translation 

services to refugees on voluntary basis and free of charge, both in the form courses and individually. 

The schedule for the classes will be based on the needs of students and the availability of teachers.7  

 

http://www.tlu.ee/en/School-of-Humanities/About-us
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PROFILE OF VOLUNTEERS 

Description and comparison of the profile of volunteers active in old versus new initiatives. 

There are no significant differences in the profiles of volunteers in the old versus new initiatives, except 

for their background: more public figures are involved in the new initiatives, whereas mostly students 

volunteer in long-standing initiatives. This can be explained by the fact that as two out of the three new 

initiatives focus on awareness raising. People who already have a wide public audience can share ideas 

more efficiently.  

The number of people volunteering has increased in such initiatives because discussions around 

migration-related topics, e.g. tolerance in the society, are more present in public debates. Student 

volunteer bodies close to universities have grown in numbers.  

Immigrants are underrepresented among volunteers in both new and old initiatives. However, the 

amount of foreigners living in Estonia who volunteer to help other immigrants has been increasing in the 

last couple of years. This is shown by both the initiatives directed to international students as well as to 

refugees.   

4 INNOVATION ASPECT 

Description and comparison of innovative or entrepreneurial aspects of the old versus new initiatives. 

The only innovative aspect of the new initiatives is the number of partners included to support the 

initiative. The "Friendly Estonia" movement has support from large and international companies/start-

ups, e.g. TransferWise with broad experience in working with foreign employees with different cultural 

backgrounds. These well-known names attract more attention when raising public awareness concerning 

the migration matters. Therefore, new initiatives have also had a larger media coverage.   

5 ADDED VALUE 

Description of the added value of such initiatives (both long-established and new), including the 

uniqueness of their activities compared to the existing practices of the (1) state and (2) NGOs. 

The initiatives at Estonian universities add value to the reception of new international students. For 

example, all tutors who volunteer to help the international students to adapt to the new academic 

environment, fill in the missing gap the official international office couldn't fill. They allow the new 

international students to learn from people who have recently been in the same situation. This kind of 

personal approach enables international students to find answers and solutions to their concerns that 

appear when moving to a foreign country.   
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The personal approach is also present in the volunteer activities aimed at refugees. Getting personal 

support from a mentor accelerates the job, school and kindergarten search. Again, state structures would 

not be able to provide such personalised assistance. 

The added value of the new initiatives is mostly the amount of debate it has sparked concerning migration, 

integration and related issues. In spring 2015, there was a serious lack of communication from the 

ministries responsible to inform the public about the EU 'migration crisis'. Due to the lack of timely 

information from state institutions, the conservative parties managed to create an atmosphere of fear 

concerning the arrival of refugees. This in turn sparked the spread of xenophobic and racist ideas. The 

new initiatives, namely the "Friendly Estonia" movement and NGO Pagula stepped in and started to 

distribute information on migration issues, and helped people better understand the evolving situation. 

6 IMPACT 

Description and comparison of the impact of old versus new initiatives. 

The new and old initiatives have filled in gaps other NGOs or state structures have not been able to fill. All 

initiatives help, in some way, foster the long-term integration of immigrants into Estonia. However, they 

have not changed the activities of existing NGOs and state structures. 

Another impact of the new initiatives, namely of the "Friendly Estonia" movement, is that more people 

are willing to take a stand in the debate and speak up for tolerance concerning all groups in the society. 

"Friendly Estonia" has also managed to get large amount of media coverage which balances out the 

information otherwise shared on the EU migration crisis. Through media, the tolerant ideas will be carried 

to a wider audience.  
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7 ANNEX 

 

Tutoring programme in University of Tartu (UT): Tutors are students who help newly arrived international 

students to adapt to their new environment. 1 tutor for a small group of maximum 10 people. Tutors can 

provide guidance and information on several matters, ranging from the electronic study system and 

student life to living conditions in Tartu. UT, inspired by a similar activity in Finland, has trained tutors 

since 1997 in Tartu, Narva, Viljandi and Pärnu. In 2015/16, there have been 493 tutors for 820 

international students and 309 exchange students. Since 1997, 4533 international degree students and 

3152 exchange students have been assisted by tutors.  

The tutoring course is organised in close partnership with Primus and different UT structures such as the 

Student Union, the International Office, the Marketing and Communication Office, different faculties, 

Erasmus Student Network Tartu, etc.8. NGO Think and ELIL (the Estonian Union of Persons with Mobility 

Impairment) help organising tutor courses for students with disabilities. 

Tutoring programme in Tallinn University (TLU) started in 2006 in Tartu. TLU tutors are active only in 

Tallinn. In 2015, there were around 20 active tutors, but altogether there have been approximately 150 

tutors for international students. Every year, there have been 1-2 tutors, who are international students 

themselves (since 2006 in total approx. 15 foreign tutors). During the academic year 2014/2015, tutors 

assisted 270 international students, of whom 50 were international degree students and 220 exchange 

students. There are no active partnerships with other organisations.9  

Tutoring programme in the Estonian University of Life Sciences (EMU): One tutor assists usually 2-5 
international students. A new international student has to contact the tutor him-or herself as the tutors 
are not assigned to all new incoming students. EMU has been training tutors since 2005, but special 
trainings for tutors who support international students started 3 years ago. The tutors volunteer only in 
Tartu. Each semester, there have been around 10 tutors to help the new incoming international students. 
No data is available on the number of beneficiaries.  

The idea to support all the new students with tutors originates from other Estonian universities. However, 
similarly to TUT, the content of the course is based on the peer support manual published at Oxford 
University. At the beginning, tutors were giving information on informal issues, but soon it appeared that 
the international students also expect information on police, healthcare and other formal issues, which 
have now been added to the training. So far there are no partnerships developed.10  

Tallinn University of Technology International Club (TUT IC)11: TUT IC's mission is to integrate incoming 

foreign students into TUT and the Estonian lifestyle. They do it with the buddy-system by organising 

activities. A buddy (a local friend) will get in contact with the students before they come to Estonia and 

meet up after arrival. In the following weeks they help the new students out with everyday issues like 

nearest shops, transportation system etc. The buddy programme is connected with the Erasmus Student 

Network (ESN).  

http://www.ut.ee/en/prospective-students/about-tutoring
http://www.tlu.ee/en/studies/Practical-Information/Tutors
https://www.emu.ee/en/studies/practical-information/tutors/
http://ic.tipikas.ee/buddies
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The IC was created in 2003 but became a section of the Erasmus Student Network (ESN) in 2007.  

1) The current form of the club is based on the international example of other ESN International Clubs. 

The first ESN International Club was created in Utrecht, the Netherlands.  

2) In 2015, there are 20 volunteers in TUT IC, of whom 10 are international students. TUT IC does not hold 

information on the total amount of volunteers since 2003.  

3) TUT IC collaborates actively with TUT International Relations Office and the International Club in Tallinn 

University.12  

Tallinn University International Club (TU IC): Tutors in the TU IC help foreign students in administrative 

questions as well as in getting to know Estonian culture. They assist new students in questions regarding 

transportation, banking, shopping, health care, the university, etc. The tutor knows where to go and what 

to do, and is ready to answer all queries about life in Estonia. The idea to create an International Club at 

TUT was initiated in 2006 based on the ESN activities in other Estonian universities, but the initial idea 

derives from the first IC created in Utrecht, the Netherlands.  

In 2015, there were 42 volunteers who supported international students. 3 were foreigners. Tutors are 

active in Tallinn only. Since 2006, there have been 182 tutors in the TU IC. During the 2014/15 academic 

year, tutors helped 50 international degree students and 220 exchange students. TU IC has not collected 

statistics on the total amount of beneficiaries.  

In 2009, TU IC became a formal member of the Erasmus Student Network. Since then, TU IC participates 

in several international events organised by other ESN member universities in other countries. In Estonia, 

TU IC is actively cooperating with ESN Tartu, ESN Tallinn and ESN Estonia.13  
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