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ABSTRACT 

A lot of similar features can be observed in the development of the Eastern and 
Western European statistical systems during the past 20 years, but there are also a 
lot of differences. While after the collapse of the Communist Block the CIS 
countries started to co-ordinate statistical activities, the other group of countries 
followed the goal of acceding to the European Union. For this reason the 
development of statistical systems in these countries was almost completely 
focused on taking into use the shaped and continuously developing practice of the 
European Statistical System. The transition experience of these countries was of 
great value. For its small size and compactness, Estonia can be looked upon as a 
laboratory where new undertakings can be implemented more easily compared to 
large systems. Transition experiences can be observed from different aspects. A 
new legal-institutional framework had to be established, sample-based survey 
methodologies and new classifications had to be put into use, collection of 
entirely new type of data (e.g. the intra-Community foreign trade statistics) had to 
be prepared, and statistical registers had to be established. As the resources of 
transition society are scarce, the organisation and processes had to be organised 
as effectively as possible in order to cope with a large-scope statistical 
programme of the EU. Estonia has the IT-state image but swift implementation of 
opportunities arising from the IT development in the production of statistics has 
not proved easy. Nevertheless, during the last decade, the data collection, 
processing and publication have undergone great development. One of the most 
important aspects ensuring successful transition is a change in the mentality of 
statistical organisation. The transition period has proved that encouraging the 
younger generation specialists to stay at Statistics Estonia has been a real 
challenge and in several spheres we have managed to fulfil time- and energy-
consuming tasks due to the great devotion of our specialists who are known for 
their long-term experience. 

 

                                                           
1 Statistics Estonia. 
* Acknowledgement: English Editing by Heli Taaraste. 
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The current system of official statistics in Estonia – brief introductory 
overview 

Estonia as a small country has a centralised official statistical system. 
According to the law, official statistics are produced by Statistics Estonia (SE) 
and the Bank of Estonia. In addition, a remarkable quantity of administrative 
statistics is produced by a large number of state agencies. The official statistical 
programme is approved by the Government of the Republic and it is in firm 
correlation with the European Union Statistical Programme. It can be said that, at 
the beginning of the 90ies, Estonia anew built up the official statistical system, 
which had come to an end in 1940, and step by step, started to pursue the 
European Statistical System (ESS) membership status from the mid-decade and 
officially joined the system in 2004. The milestones reached during the two 
decades include laying a European-type foundation for official statistics, 
implementation of the principles applied by the statistical systems of the today’s 
developed world, introduction of a European-type work programme and ongoing 
search and testing of modern technology-based opportunities. The use of 
statistical data in the public information space is clearly revealed in Estonia. Fact-
based analysis and discussions are conducted on an ever wider scale while 
developing and monitoring policies and strategies. SE has been making 
purposeful and systematic efforts in this direction. For statisticians, a statistical 
action implies above all the use of data and, through it, benefits gained by the 
whole society. 

SE operates in the area of the Ministry of Finance, but is professionally 
independent. Statistical Council consisting of representatives of academic world 
and other users of statistics and respondents provides advice to the statistical 
system. 

I. Development of legal-institutional framework  

1) In Estonia, a statistics act typical of the transition time was passed in 1990. Its 
regulatory effect was weak and in a few years there emerged extensive 
controversies with other new laws and also with the Constitution. The next 
statistics act was passed in 1997 and it was, in general lines in the same wording, 
in effect until 1 August 2010 when the current statistics act was adopted.  
2) One of the most powerful stimuli encouraging drafting of the new act was the 
Peer Review on the Implementation of the European Statistics Code of Practice at 
the end of 2006. The results thereof elicited a certain need for better regulation in 
order to reinforce the professional independence of SE. A need to revise the 
Agricultural Census Act and Population and Housing Census Act which had been 
functioning separately so far was also a topical impetus. The three above-referred 
acts were later combined into one uniform act. 
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3) In 2009, Regulation (EC) No 223/2009 of the European Parliament and of the 
Council on European statistics was adopted. This coincided with preparations for 
the new Official Statistics Act in Estonia and, due to that in this national 
legislative act a strong and visible correlation was achieved with the respective 
EU act. This was done, first and foremost, in order to emphasize validity of the 
main principles underlying official statistics, although duplication of regulatory 
matters laid down in an EU regulation is not common practice. 
 4) The Statistical Council set up pursuant to the new Official Statistics Act gave 
additional solidity to the legal-institutional structure of official statistics. Despite 
the fact that there was a statistical council in Estonia already in the 20ies and 
30ies, it can be stated that the Statistical Council should have been founded earlier 
in the present-day Estonia.  

II. Infrastructure of official statistics – IT, classifications, statistical 
registers and methodology 

A. Metadata driven development of statistical IT systems 

5) Implementation of a coherent corporate statistical system requires a systematic 
approach to software development, project management and testing. Over the last 
decade, Estonia has considerably increased outsourcing in the field of software 
development, but relied on in-house resources in the field of project management 
and system analysis. Since the beginning of financial crisis in 2008 which led to 
sharp budget cuts, the European Union Structural Funds have had an important 
role in the development of statistical information systems.  
6) The possibility of outsourcing IT services in the statistical system has become a 
recurrent theme on the international forum of IT specialists. For sure, it should be 
explicitly defined what is to be outsourced and what remains the responsibility of 
a statistical institution’s IT department. The situation of ESS members is 
different, but still a growing trend of outsourcing can be noticed. In Estonia, 
limited knowhow and the IT sector’s high salary level constitute a major obstacle 
to supplying a statistical institution’s IT unit with a full-functional in-house staff. 
Therefore, focus has been set on cross-agency cooperation networks. Traditional 
IT support services and IT infrastructure have been consolidated for all 
institutions under the government of the Ministry of Finance.  
7) Within the international statistical system, efforts have been made to share the 
statistics production software. At the UNECE level, the Sharing Advisory Board 
has been set up and Eurostat has carried out two ESSnet projects for standardising 
the IT system architecture (CORA, CORE). Whenever possible, SE has used 
software developed by others (for example PC-Axis and Blaise) and is willing to 
share any in-house developed software. 
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8) In the statistical system, at the national as well as ESS level, metadata which 
function as integrating elements in the statistical information systems are of 
central importance. Development of metadata driven information systems has 
been the keyword of the last decade. SE has been developing the metasystem for 
over ten years and, in mid-2011, the new central metasystem called iMeta was put 
into operation. The previous metasystem developed in 2000–2003 is gradually 
being replaced with the new one. In iMeta, the basic code is open and the 
software can be used on the basis of EUPL licence. The documentation and 
software are in English.  
9) Designing of technical metadata application is not the only important task, 
standardisation of metadata embracing the whole organisation is essential, too. SE 
started to implement the latter task from describing statistical actions, from 
classifications and output tables; currently the work with statistical questionnaires 
and definitions is under way.  

B. Statistical registers 

10) In Estonia the register of enterprises, agencies and organisations was set up in 
1990 and SE used this register for 2 years in producing economic statistics. Since 
statistical needs are wider than those of the register of enterprises, agencies and 
organisations , thus in 1994 SE decided to establish the Business Register for 
Statistical Purposes. The aim thereof was to set up a register which complies with 
the EU legislation and contains as up-to-date information as possible. A separate 
farms register was created in 2002 in Estonia.  
11) At the beginning, the Business Register for Statistical Purposes was based on 
the FoxPro platform, later on it was developed further on the basis of Oracle 
platform. The register which is in use also today has been in operation since June 
2002 and contains data on economic units starting from the year 1995.  
12) SE participates in an expert group which deals with developing methodology 
for the ESSnet register of multinational enterprise groups (EuroGroups Register) 
in collaboration with colleagues from Italy, the Netherlands and the United 
Kingdom.  
13) In 2011, SE launched an extremely large-scale and ambitious project for 
setting up a system of statistical registers. The purpose is to essentially enhance 
the functionality of the Business Register for Statistical Purposes, reform the 
farms register and create two new statistical registers – the population register and 
the buildings and dwellings register. A need for new registers proceeds from the 
future objective to conduct the 2021 Population and Housing Census as a register-
based Census. 
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C. Development of classifications and methodology 

14) The use of international classifications in statistics became especially 
important in connection with joining the ESS. SE managed to fully bring in 
international classifications by the end of 1990ies and, a general assessment of the 
Estonian statistical system carried out at the end of 1999 confirmed its full 
compliance with requirements. 

15) Administration of national classifications is a legal responsibility of SE. 
Therefore, all amendments that state agencies wish to make to their databases 
must be first coordinated with SE.  

16) Major classification-related projects which started after accession to the 
EU include introduction of the Classification of Economic Activities (NACE vol 
2.0) and of the International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO 2008) 
at SE. Classifications belong to the meta-information system, where respondents 
and users of statistics can conveniently use and download classifications and 
correspondence tables as well as search for necessary additional information.  

17) Transition to the market economy statistical system entailed fundamental 
changes in methodology. Step by step, surveys based on probability sampling 
methods were introduced. The first sample-based household survey was organised 
in cooperation with the Norwegian Research Foundation (FAFO) in 1994. The 
ESS regular and main Labour Force Survey (LFS) monitoring the labour market 
was organised for the first time in 1995 by the Estonian Institute for Population 
Studies whereas the sample was taken from the Soviet Union last Population 
Census (1989) database. From 1997 onwards the LFS has been conducted by SE. 
Implementation of the European Union Statistics on Income and Living 
Conditions (EU-SILC) was a high objective as the methodology of this survey 
had been prescribed in an extremely detailed way. Estonia was the only one of the 
countries having acceded to the EU in 2004 which managed to implement EU-
SILC in 2004. Allowing for some concessions, the Household Budget Survey can 
also be included among the continuous surveys mentioned above. Besides 
continuous surveys, SE has also conducted several ESS ad-hoc surveys, e.g. the 
Time Use Survey (1999–2000 and 2009–2010), the Continuing Vocational 
Training Survey, the Work Life Survey, the Immigrant Population Survey, etc.  
18) Introduction of the probability-based Structural Business Surveys started in 
1994. Larger enterprises (with at least 20 employees) were observed by total 
survey and a stratified random sample was drawn from among smaller enterprises. 
In 2001, the used probability-based sample surveys were further elaborated. 
Following the example of Statistics Sweden, the sample coordination 
methodology was taken into use in order to ensure a more even distribution of 
enterprises’ response burden.  
19) In parallel with the introduction of probability-based sample surveys, 
computation and publication of quality indicators of surveys were started. The 
first indicators were response rates and the standard errors or confidence intervals 
of estimates. Confidence intervals and the response rate were first published for 
the 1994 wage statistics. At that time, quality indicators were published in printed 
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publications, after the creation of statistical database also in the database tables or 
as attached metadata. In 2010, the publication of quality indicators was 
thoroughly revised and dates were set for publication of the quality indicators of 
all sample surveys. During 2011, publication of quality indicators has remarkably 
increased.  
20) A legal requirement to compile and publish detailed quality reports has been 
established in the ESS with respect to several statistical domains. The first such 
reports were compiled by SE four years before accession to the ESS in structural 
business statistics (SBS). Thereby some quality indicators were even calculated 
by individual variables (e.g. coefficient of variation, item non-response rate, unit 
non-response rate). At the same time, first reports were prepared also on short-
term business statistics.  
21) Later on, the structure of quality reports was updated according to the quality 
aspects (e.g. timeliness and punctuality, etc.) agreed on within the ESS. 
22) Improvement of quality in statistics involves an international effort. For 
example, the statistical institutions (incl. SE) which had joined the ESS in 2004 
participated in an international project “Quality in statistics”. The existing quality 
reports were revised, the quality assessment questionnaire was tested on six 
surveys of different domains and trainings were conducted. This project gave a lot 
of people systematic knowledge about the quality of statistics.  
23) Quality of statistics is influenced not only by the quality of data processing 
processes. The European Statistics Code of Practice encompasses 15 quality 
criteria. All members of the ESS commit themselves to adhering to these 
principles in their activities at the national as well as international level. In order 
to introduce the Code, the ESS members conducted self-assessments in 2005 and, 
in 2006 Estonia was among the first countries where also a Peer Review was 
carried out. SE has been continuously involved in the implementation of EFQM 
(European Framework of Quality Management). For the given purpose, the first 
self-assessment took place in 2007, followed by a Peer Review. SE got the EFQM 
certificate “Committed to Excellence”. Certificate of the same level was awarded 
to SE also in 2009.  

D. Development of processes  

24) The way how official statistics had developed in the past, created a situation 
where different statistical domains developed rather in isolation from one another. 
That is why, in lots of countries, fragmented pictures can often be seen in data 
processing. This is also characteristic of SE. Differences in processes have been 
caused by variability in methodology and technical applications used in data 
processing. New initiatives have been taken at the international level with a view 
to standardising statistical data processing, which should open fresh prospective 
in the ESS for the use of standardised processes and data processing applications.  
25) In the last decade, SE has moved towards bigger centralisation: the so-called 
horizontal units in SE are methodology, IT, data collection and dissemination. 
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Generalised statistical business process model (concerning metadata and 
statistical processes) forms a basis for IT architecture and also for software 
development. 
26) Centralisation of the dissemination of statistics on 01.09.1993 can be pointed 
out as the first case of withdrawal from work organisation by the so-called stove-
pipe pattern. Nowadays, there is nothing new in that for statistical institutions. But 
nearly 20 years after a thorough reorganisation of the Estonian statistical system it 
should be noted that namely centralised dissemination of data created 
preconditions for developing a consolidated client perspective and similar 
services irrespective of the statistical domain. Furthermore – centralised 
dissemination allowed for an easier start in following the fundamental principles 
of ESS data dissemination. In this way, it is easier for a centralised dissemination 
unit to apply the equality of treatment principle with respect to consumers than in 
decentralised statistical systems or in organisations where the dissemination 
function is scattered.  
27) In addition to acting as a watchdog the principle of equal access to statistical 
releases, the central dissemination unit functions as a lawyer for users of statistics 
since he stands for the timeliness and relevance of statistical data, develops 
modern services on a constant basis and develops client relationships. In the ESS, 
dissemination heads closely cooperate in order to 

a) ensure smooth publication of official statistics of European countries; 
b) consistently learn the application of best practices from one another and 

get new product-related ideas. 
28) The dissemination unit could make use of fast developing IT possibilities in 
the publication of all statistical data. Application of the PX-Web software while 
the public database was created can be considered a specific example of eastward 
collaboration between Estonian and Swedish statistical systems. The ESS strategy 
for the coming decade attaches a remarkably bigger importance than earlier to 
statistical information processing systems which are being developed in common 
interests. Relying on a common wallet, the most capable ones are invited to 
develop services and processes for the benefit of the whole statistical system. 
Census-Hub – an environment for disseminating the 2011 Population and 
Housing Census data – could be highlighted here as an example. 
29) Web technology and the Internet have essentially facilitated the use of 
microdata for scientific communities. Instead of coming in person to SE or taking 
microdata saved on a CD-ROM along from SE, researchers can download public 
use files and have even more detailed data at their disposal at their workplace via 
remote access.  
30) Data collection is the sphere where extremely great changes have taken place 
in the modernisation of processes during the last 7–8 years. Estonia as a small 
country has to work with relatively large samples in order to publish as detailed 
data as agreed on in the EU. This fact lays a relatively large response burden on 
respondents. On the other hand, every Member State is committed to fulfilling 
Principle 9 of the European Statistics Code of Practice (non-excessive burden of 
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respondents). Thus, strong development of electronic data collection and an effort 
to expand the use of administrative databases have been self-evident. 
31) Several solutions were considered during the initial years of electronic data 
collection (file upload, web-questionnaire, file per e-mail, etc.). To get data 
processing, which follows data collection, standardised and unified, data 
collection had to be grounded on a single technical solution – a web-questionnaire 
for economic units and laptop applications for face-to-face interviews. SE has 
systematically and consistently worked towards preparing respondents for giving 
up paper-based reports. This work has proved successful but was not an easy task. 
In 2009, we unilaterally dropped the send-out of blank report forms to 
respondents who had been included in the sample by informing them that they 
could use the possibility of downloading the questionnaire form from the SE web 
site and submit the report on paper, but we strongly advised them to submit data 
over the web. By now, all monthly, quarterly and annual reports can be submitted 
over the web. In 2010, 70% of all reports received from economic units were 
submitted via the web. Nevertheless, achieving of such a result has taken several 
years.  

The growth of web-response in SE (data collection from 
economic units only)
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32) Timeliness of data depends on timely receipt of input data. Here, no higher 
mark than ‘satisfactory’ can be given to the situation. In short-term statistics, data 
are received by a fixed date in 50–60% of cases, in annual statistics – one third of 
cases. This means that the data collection unit (centralised at SE in 2004) should 
spend lots of resources on a fast delivery of delayed data in order not to detain 
fulfilment of the time schedule fixed for further processing. 
In a short-term perspective, the solution is oriented to using enterprises’ annual 
reports submitted to the Commercial Register in structural business statistics and, 
to using monthly reports submitted to the Tax and Customs Board in enterprises’ 
short-term business and wages statistics.  
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33) SE has taken interest in developing cooperation possibilities with 
representatives of several accounting software companies for the purpose of 
creating solutions for importing statistical data directly from companies 
accounting systems. The referred attempts have unfortunately proved futile so far. 
During 2009–2010, main attention has been paid to other aspects: developing of 
the common taxonomy part of annual accounts of enterprises and structural 
business statistics, to implementation of compulsory electronic annual accounts 
and to the importation of data from there for structural business statistics. 
34) By now, laptops are made use of in all household surveys. In single cases SE 
has tested completion of web-based questionnaires. The 2011 Population and 
Housing Census will be carried out by a combined method encompassing e-
census and face-to-face interviews. Several countries in the world (South Korea, 
Bulgaria, Australia, Latvia and Lithuania) have recently achieved extremely 
encouraging results in conducting the e-census. The advantages of transition of 
interviewers’ work from paper-based questionnaires to e-questionnaires lie in 
instant data quality check up and in central monitoring of interviewers’ 
compliance with their work schedule.  
35) During last decades, the development of statistical data processing has been 
most of all influenced by IT development. Production of a data unit has become 
cheaper namely due to technological development. A sharp increase in the volume 
of data would not have been possible without IT investments. Statistical 
institution of every country should take into account the development of e-
services in other public sector or private sector institutions and, proceeding from 
that, the expectations of cooperation partners. Since the end of the past century, 
submission of tax returns through the e-Tax Board/e-Customs has been pursuing a 
fast course of victory. In Estonia the relevant e-forms are in general simpler than 
the statistical questionnaires intended for economic units. But the habit of 
enterprises of submitting value added tax returns, income and social tax returns 
via the web has created favourable preconditions for web-based collection of 
statistical data.  
36) Upon joining the ESS, Estonia had to adjust its release calendar to that of the 
ESS, which meant accurate planning of time schedule for every survey. 
Considering rather widespread criticism of the timeliness of data, various work 
stages had to be accelerated and this has been possible only due to elaboration of 
information technology solutions.  

III. Effect of ESS-collaboration on the development of statistical 
institution 

37) In a small country like ours, hiring and keeping of statisticians on the payroll 
of our institution is a really complicated task due to a small number of statistics 
specialists graduating from universities. Joining the ESS has had an obvious 
effect on the development our statistical organisation’s capabilities. In 2010, the 
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public servants of SE spent 905 days at international meetings which totals 
approximately 4.5 man-years. At least half of this time was spent at the ESS 
meetings.  
38) The ESS director groups as well as working groups and task forces of top 
specialists provide valuable opportunities for exchange of experience. The ESS is 
unique in the sense that a statistical action is in detail and predominantly governed 
by legal acts. Legal acts are compiled in collaboration with the Member States; 
implementation of new statistical actions is in a lot of cases financed from the EU 
budget funds, from where the Member States get support. Estonian statistical 
system became eligible for the ESS member status as a result of several EU 
transition facilities. 
39) The ESS strategic development trends initiate strategic choices at the national 
statistical institution level. Similarly, the ESS annual and multi-annual work 
programmes constitute the most important input for the national official statistical 
programme.  
40) The ESS members are committed to the national as well as European needs. 
In the past, there were several discussions on international forums about the 
controversies between the statistical needs of Europe and those of Member States 
(e.g. at the DGINS conference in Cracow in 2006). According to Mr Tim Holt, 
former national statistician of the UK, who made a presentation in Cracow, there 
definitely exist European statistics and there cannot exist large divergences 
between the statistical needs of Member States and the respective needs at the 
European Union level. During recent years, the ESS with its members has been 
developing into an ever more harmonious family who is strongly committed to 
common principles, work plans concerning the whole statistical system and 
forthcoming strategic tasks. 

Summary 

In the framework of the Eastern Partnership Program of the European 
Commission, incl. Eurostat, the experience gained by the Member States which 
acceded to the EU in 2004 is of great value. Pursuing the ESS member status has 
not been an easy task, but the results achieved are extremely positive. It has taken 
the referred countries a decade to build up their statistical systems which are no 
worse than the respective statistical systems of the so-called old Member States. It 
is true that sometimes set-up of a new system proves easier and takes less time 
than reorganisation of a complicated old system. Like in other small countries, 
Estonian official statistical system has been centralised, the legal-institutional 
basis has been updated and Estonia is successfully implementing the statistical 
programme. In development rather the stove-pipe approach with its merits and 
drawbacks has been followed. The challenges for prospective development are in 
general similar to those faced by the entire ESS.  
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