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Mr. Chairman, Dear Seminar Participants,

During my presentation I would like to pay attention to the interrelation of naturalization and integration problems in Estonia. Specific historical and sociological background made this issue especially topical in our country.

At the present moment the split of the Estonian society became a recognized fact. Lines of cleavages mostly coincide with the borders of different ethnic communities, namely official Estonian and Russian-speaking. Empirically the differences between them can be put down as follows. 1. The language: non-Estonians use predominately the mother tongue of the majority of them, i.e. Russian. 2. The political alienation: 60% of non-Estonians are going without Estonian citizenship. 3. The social alienation: non-Estonians are under-represented in higher positions in social sphere and in business (1). The State program "Integration of non-Estonians in Estonian Society 2000-2007" provides that the above-mentioned problems can be solved through accordingly linguistic-communicative, political-legal and social-economic integration. Even a superficial analysis gives us understanding that for officials linguistic integration is on the top in the list of priorities (2).

According to 1989 census the level of proficiency in Estonian among local Russians was as good as 15% (3). These figures can explain deep concerns about future role of the Estonian language in Estonia. The linguistic policy of the state since 1991 was aimed at ensuring a dominant position of the official language. Strict linguistic requirements were set down for all positions in the state and public law sector and for most positions in the private sector alongside with different restrictions imposed on the public use of Russian. After 9 years of such policies we can analyze the first results of the forced linguistic integration. One can notice that the level of language knowledge has improved, but at a smaller extent that expected. According to the data of recent sociological survey in Tallinn only 29% of local non-citizens speak Estonian. Among Estonian citizens of Russian origin this figure is considerably higher - 68%, but only 35% of them can speak Estonian on the level higher that "can understand and say something" (4). That proves only that the potential of language studying is always limited and depends on different factors, e.g. financial and time resources, age, level of education etc. It is obvious that younger generations will have fewer difficulties there but they compose a minority of our rapidly aging society.

In Estonia the language training and naturalization are interconnected. The basic requirement for future citizens is a language test and test on Constitution and Law on Citizenship. Thus, the emphasis of the state integration program is quite understandable: language proficiency enables a person to get citizenship and to receive better position on the labor market. It is indisputable that good command of Estonian will favor the future integration. Nevertheless, the integration program's authors apparently exaggerated the role of this factor.

The current policies of integration are sued within the legal framework originated from the laws adopted in the beginning of 90s. No changes in the citizenship and migration policy are expected in the nearest future and this principle is stipulated in the standing agreement of present governmental coalition. Consequently, the model of integration will remain the same. Nowadays the overwhelming majority of non-Estonians find themselves excluded from the official socium. They are supposed to fulfill some requirements to fit to it, first of all to learn Estonian. It is to ensure a feeling of belonging to a common core of the society, which is characterized by different notions with adjective "Estonian". Furthermore, the Estonian cultural dominance that has been institutionalized in the Constitution is considered as an important component of integration (5).

This model is not erroneous per se. Furthermore it is a good model, which was applied in many societies. But I would like to question its applicability under Estonian circumstances. Again empirically, there are many Russians or Russian-speakers who are not integrated in terms of the integration program though they have Estonian citizenship and are fluent in Estonian. The present integration model requires that they join the existing Estonian community and accept its values. In other words, this scheme can be defined as assimilation of a moderate degree. The problem is that the overwhelming majority of non-Estonians will not assimilate voluntarily today or in the future. There could be different explanations why, but cultural differences and demographic strength made non-Estonians, first of all Russians and Russified Slavs, to present quite different demands comparing with the official proposals.

Of course, the current integration model can be attractive for a certain number of non-Estonians. The State program provides that one of the main means of integration is system of education. According to the data of the same recent sociological survey of non-Estonians in Tallinn only 5% of respondents support assimilative models of the Russian school education (classes with Estonian as language of instruction) and 14% argue, that only basic school in Russian should remain. As few as 11% of questioned non-Estonians of Tallinn supported the official model, i.e. the planned abolishment of Russian gymnasiums by year 2007. The rest of respondents are in favor of preservation of Russian language education, though only 13% are satisfied with the current model (6). These figures demonstrate that only 1/3 of non-Estonians support or are indifferent to the perspectives of the Russian-speaking community assimilation or "radical integration". It is the guaranteed margin of influence of the present integration policy under the favorable conditions.

Thus, the official integration model envisage future risks of instability, which is a characteristic of deeply divided societies that cannot guarantee equal opportunities for all its members. The alternative model has been presented in political discourse for the last 9 years. It includes all major components of the official model but put emphasis differently. The starting point of this approach is that it is impossible to integrate those who are excluded by law or socially. The current scheme is good enough to deal with Gastarbeiter, not with a 35% minority community. It cannot be denied that the major factor of disintegration of the society since begging 90's was the alienation of non-Estonians from the state. The solution of the Estonian citizenship's problem on the basis of principle of restitution could be considered in terms of compensation for historical injustices, but it could be seen simultaneously as a source of social distrust in the future. The absence of citizenship and mass statelessness among non-Estonians are the obstacles to democratic processes in Estonia. A blue passport of an Estonian citizen does not mean only an opportunity to vote once in 4 year for a representative in the Riigikogu. It is also an evidence of participation in social and political developments in the country.

Today ethnic composition of Estonian citizenry does not correspond to the ethnic composition of the population (see Appendix I). The official core nation is more or less ethnically homogeneous and that is reflected in its characteristics and in the requirements of acceptance into it. The disproportion between citizenry and population composition militates against any integrative initiatives. 1. The 35% of population expect to be considered as full-fledged members of the core nation that will not be defined using different references to the dominance of the titular nation. 2. The resources of the titular nation to follow the chosen and proposed official model are rather limited. That means that the present system of two communities will preserve in a near future any official programs notwithstanding. Consequently, the most important problem will be a character of future relations between Estonians and Russian-speakers. It is easy to foresee that the involvement of non-Estonians into political life, or the rate of their integration into official social and political life of the country, will be, first of all, in correlation with the tempo of naturalization. At the present moment it is too slow to have any significant impact on the situation.

According to data provided by the Citizenship and Migration Board, about 110 thousands persons have been naturalized in 1992-1999. Considering Estonian citizens by birth of non-Estonian origin, only 2/5 of all Russian-speakers are Estonian citizens. The tempo of naturalization was not the same all the time. The most rapid growth took place on the basis of Law on Citizenship 1938. The drop in numbers of naturalized persons took place when requirements on the basis of new Law on Citizenship 1995 were introduced (See Appendix II). In 1995-1999 only a bit more that 8 000 persons were able to pass two naturalization exams: linguistic one and on Constitution and Law on Citizenship. Up to 90% of persons naturalized during this period on the basis of old requirements or were relieved from tests (mostly minors under 15 of new citizens: the new law permitted their automatic naturalization) (7). There is a grain of truth in the assumption that new linguistic requirements were much more complicated. The rate of naturalization is lower that the number of non-citizens who according to different pools can speak Estonian and want to became a citizen. In fact, naturalization is the question of requirements imposed by the valid regulations (8).

In the interests of the Estonian society, integration of Russian-speaking community should not be slowed down by the rules that were to limit indirectly the number of naturalized persons. I am pleased to inform you that this year the Estonian Government introduced some innovations in this sphere. In Estonia we have obligatory category exams that prove that the level of proficiency in Estonian of a Russian speaker meets professional linguistic requirements. 30 June 2000 the Government decided to equate these exams with the citizenship language test. It could result in the increase in numbers of naturalized persons (9). 1. According to amendments of 9 February 1999 to the Law on Language the majority of Russian-speakers were obliged to pass category exams anew and to receive new certificates till 1 July 2002 (10). 2. The graduates of Russian secondary schools and gymnasiums who passed obligatory state language exams and received 60 points of 100 were also entitled for category certificates (11). The only problem is that new requirements for category exams are apparently more difficult comparing with previous ones. Nevertheless several thousands persons have an opportunity to be naturalized without language and Constitution/ Law on Citizenship tests being disabled or as children under 15 of stateless resident parents (12).

To sum up, the success of integration in Estonia will be defined by numerous factors, first of all by ability to amend the chosen integrative model in order to make it more applicable in the present social-demographic situation. The problem of naturalization should conquer its decisive role in the process of integration, which is necessary to prevent major social distrust and further disintegration in the Estonian society.  

