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Local Autonomy Index for the European countries (1990-2014): Estonia (EST)

Self-rule
1. Institutional depth
In the law of 1993 there are listed responsibilities by in detail per sector, but in each sector provision is added “unless it is in responsibility of other actors”. [Reference 7 (pg. 6), 19] This is also provided as a general competence “all activities which are not in responsibility of other actors”. The only restriction is budget. For instance policing is not the task of LG, but several LG have its own municipal police. The most debated is the financing of Tallinn TV, which is politically biased (majoritarian government), but the government cannot intervene. In the last period the government prohibited to pay salaries for management and consulting (psychologist) at schools, but majority is paying for that from own budget and is ignoring government financed consulting centres. Score is 3. From 1989 to 1993 there was predefined scope of tasks which were however defined rather widely, by a general competence was not defined. Actually in this transition period responsibilities of municipalities were gradually devolved from county self-governance which existed up to 1993. (Score is 2). 
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Estonia scores 2-3.
2. Policy scope
Education. All levels of schools are in responsibility of municipalities, except some special schools (Swedish Gymnasium, High School for Disabled etc.). [7 (pg. 6)]National curricula and quality standards are provided and supervised by central government /county government/prefect. The only restriction is that salary fund is provided by central government as categorical grant and schools are transferring salaries [8 (pg.76) and 18] which is supplemented by government decree, see reference 21] some proportion of salaries is added from local budget. Score 1,5.
Social assistance is provided mainly by central government social assistance system, and local authorities may provide supplementary but substantial assistance for its inhabitants. Power relief payments [7 (pg. 22/1); 2 (chapter 2, pg 8 and 9, chapter 3)] Score 1.
Health. Local authorities are formally responsible for maintenance of hospitals and major part of hospitals as private law foundations by municipalities. [9 and 10]However, as private law actors they are autonomous and are financed by public law organisation -- Health Insurance Fund. Actual score should be 0,5.
Land use. Municipalities are completely responsible for land use and planning/zoning in its territory, they have even a right to establish supplementary standards and requirements for landowners. [11 chapters 6,7] However rather extensive part of lands are in the responsibility of other owners. Building permits are issued by local authorities [3] Score 2.
Public transport. Local public transport is in responsibility of municipalities (mandatory). However in county (regional) level the public transport is as a rule planned by central and county government and provided by private companies (buses, trains). There are few inter-municipal regional public transport organisations [1]. Score 0,5.

Housing and communal services. Are completely in municipal responsibility and de facto managed. [17] Score 1.
Police is in responsibility of the central government. Municipalities can and rarely have established municipal police or officials to manage miscellaneous activities in ensuring law and order. Score 0.
Caring functions are mainly in responsibility of municipalities, however the central government via agencies are extending its role in providing caring functions [2, chapters 2,3]. Score 1.
3. Effective political discretion

In education municipalities are actually responsible for management and teaching according to national curricula, only minimal salaries of staff are paid from state budget via conditional grant. Up to 2001 salaries were paid directly form state budget by county government unit. However local authorities define the actual salary level from own revenues which could differ 100% between municipalities. I.e. salary policy is still largely in hands of local authorities. So I would give score 2 up to 2009 and score 1,5 from 2010, when firstly, central government started to develop state high schools (gymnasiums) at county centres, to administratively supervise for the payment of the staff and forcefully intervene into process of transformation of Russian language highs schools to partial (60%) studies in Estonian language without proper readiness to do that.

In social assistance. The government defined basic payments are not subject of decision by local authorities. Local authorities are defining this part of relief payments, which we observe some enlargement of autonomy after state assistance payment management was transferred to the responsibility of municipalities which increased also the proportion of conditional grants. But this assistance is not large as compared with other state social payments. Score 1.
Health issues are to some extent influenced by local governments, currently increasingly health promotion, which implementation is completely in responsibility of local authorities. However as soon as all levels of health services are provided by private law subjects (also general practitioners are private law actors), actually the political discretion is negligible. Score 0,5, up to 1995 (adoption of public health law) 1 when hospitals were in direct responsibility of large municipalities (until privatisation). Currently local authorities are managing hospital buildings as private law foundations.

Land use. After land reform 1991 all land use administration is in the responsibility of municipalities and land tax as state tax is rated by the municipality. True major proportion of public land is in state ownership of the state. Score 2.

Public transport. In large municipalities public transport is in compete responsibility of municipalities, also in some regions through inter-municipal cooperation. In rural areas the regional transport schedules and also contracting is in responsibility of state and county government, however through cooperation with municipalities. Actually local authorities out of cities can manage and decide completely only the school transport, the level of financing intercommunity transport is decided by government. Score 0,5. 

Housing is completely in responsibility of municipalities, although major proportion of housing is privatized and large proportion organized into housing associations which local authorities are actively supporting. Score 1.

Police. Some municipalities (city Tallinn) have developed municipal police for simplest law and order functions, but their role in negligible. Score 0.
Caring functions. Although central government have launched several projects of aged care (through foundations), local authorities are in charge of different forms of care. Score 1. 

4. Fiscal autonomy

Local authorities can establish and collect miscellaneous local taxes/ fines (0,8 % of total revenues). Local authorities receive fixed rate of personal income tax (state tax), which has been unilaterally reduced by the government in 2009. In 2010 the parliament abolished sales tax, which was contested in European court but Tallinn lost the case. Score 1.
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Estonia scores 1.
5. Financial transfer system
Up to 2001 the proportion of unconditional grants was over 60% (as compared with total grants (score 2). From 2002 after the salary of teachers and later – the management of state subsistence grants the proportion of unconditional dropped below 40% (score 0). Precise calculations demonstrated that the increase of unconditional grants from 1998-2007 was 74%, whereas conditional grants increased 6,45 times. (Overall increase of local budgets at that period was 2,88 times.) Overall proportion of has not substantially changed since 2002. 

Note: if the shared tax is accounted as unconditional transfer, the explanations are rather different and picture becomes confusing. Unconditional grants compose from 2002 – ca. 70% financial transfers!
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Estonia scores 0-2.
6. Financial self-reliance

Own sources have dropped as compared with 1990s ca. 10%, however they are above 50%. However, main source of own revenues is personal income tax which is shared state tax. True, local authorities have delegated the collection of taxes to State tax and Custom agency, which very correctly is doing its job (accounting taxes strongly according to place of living, not according to actual place of employment. In 2008 the government reduced, due to economic decline the proportion of PIT from 11,8 to 11,4% of the tax (such a sequester has been done also in government sector). If shared taxes are considered as financial transfers (i.e. unconditional grants) so the role of own revenues is 12,9% in 2014. Score 1.
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7. Borrowing autonomy

The borrowing is done without prior authorization, but under strict supervision of ceiling and debt-service ratio (repayment of loans 20% of annual expenditures and in total 60% of budget). After EU membership, the scope of public sector and expenditures was extended (government owned and shared private companies were taken into account) and because of that some LG were not able to meet restrictions and were put under direct supervision.
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8. Organisational autonomy

Estonian municipalities are rather autonomous in defining its internal organisation. Larger municipalities can except establish electoral districts and extraordinary elections can be held in case of amalgamations with the definition of electoral districts (we have proportional system, so territory of electoral sites and electoral districts are different things, only in the latter case the scope of voters could be defined.
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Estonia scores 4.
Interactive rule
9. Legal protection

Local authorities can and have applied to different levels of courts, including higher/ constitutional courts against the government. In lower courts the practice of legal appeal is rather frequent, there are several cases of appeal to state (constitutional) court. Central government can change boarders of municipalities after consultations with local councils, there are several other constitutional guarantees of autonomy.
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Estonia scores 2-3.
10. Administrative supervision

Prior to 1993 law, there was direct administrative ex ante supervision by county governor. After that there are formally no rights of administrative interventions into municipalities affairs except ex ante legal supervision and this rule is followed quite strictly even if there is obvious lack of local capacity to manage issues. There is rather limited supervision concerning following the standards and quality (school inspectorate).
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11. Central or regional access

In 1990-s local authorities had much influence on central government decisions (score 2), from 2003, 4 this influence has been curbed first of all because decline of influence of LG associations and of politicisation and decrease of influence of county governor and government which was substantial channel [12,13, 14,15,16].
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Estonia scores 1-2.
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