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5.	HOW DOES ESTONIA REGULATE 
MIGRATION?

Mari-Liis Jakobson

This is a continuation of the chapter on migration policy and explains which migration policies Estonia 
is implementing. We will talk about how Estonia regulates labour, family and study migration, as well 
as the reasons for these rules. In other words, how past experiences, present needs and visions of the 
future affect our migration policy. 

If you want to understand the country’s migration policy, you have to look at the past, the present and 
the future plans. Estonian migration policy has been significantly affected by Soviet-era experiences, 
but our migration policy has also been greatly influenced by the lack of a workforce, which is espe-
cially felt during periods of economic growth. Yet Estonia’s image as a digital state and its desire to 
become an attractive destination for high-value companies has also had a clear impact.

The legacy of the Soviet era in Estonian politics

At a time when many Western countries were beginning to experiment with their migration policies, 
Estonia was part of the Soviet Union and felt the impacts of Moscow’s migration experiments. On 
paper, Estonia was a sovereign federal republic, but in fact, decisions concerning migration, for exam-
ple, were still made far away in Moscow. 

Unlike in the EU, where people can move between member states freely and according to their 
preferences, the Soviet-era movement was largely state-led: people who came to Estonia from other 
Soviet republics were assigned to work here, which means they may not have had the slightest idea 
of what Estonia is, and no desire to adapt to the local context. 

Migration was significantly influenced by two policies: on the one hand, large factories and infrastruc-
ture projects recruiting workers from other federal republics, and on the other hand, the dream of a 
so-called homo Soveticus (Soviet man ), a Russian-speaking builder of Communism who is loyal to 
the Soviet regime and has cast off the yoke of national history. 

By the end of the Soviet era, about half a million people had immigrated to Estonia in this way 
(though 350,000 of them emigrated again later) and they were mostly ethnic Russians . While more 
than 90% of the Estonian population was Estonian at the beginning of the 1940s, by 1990, i.e., just 
before Estonian independence, only 61% of the population was Estonian. There are various reasons 
for this. First, the Estonian population decreased during the war due to the number of war casualties, 
refugees, the departure of Baltic Germans, deportees and the repressed. Also, the period of rapid 
growth of the Estonian population had already ended by the time the Soviet powers arrived, while in 
several other regions of the Soviet Union it was still ongoing and there were many people at a suita-
ble age for migration. 

https://www.digar.ee/arhiiv/en/download/162073
https://www.stat.ee/sites/default/files/2020-08/Eesti%20rahvastik.%20Viis%20p%C3%B5lvkonda%20ja%20k%C3%BCmme%20loendust.pdf
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Immigrants from other Soviet republics into Estonia 1956–1990

Thus, due to the Soviet time experiences, Estonia has become subconsciously wary of immigration 
as a means of repatriation, and there is a great fear that it may get out of our control again and be 
managed from somewhere further away.

Immigration quota

Probably the same fears, but also the desire to control migration processes and build a nation-state, 
were behind the fact that newly independent Estonia’s migration policy became quite conservative. 
When Estonia became independent and was drafting the Aliens Act in 1993, the term immigration 
quota was introduced.

It was stipulated that the number of residence permits issued to aliens in one year may not exceed a 
limit, which is equal to 0.1% of the permanent population of Estonia. In other words, if one and a half 
million people lived in Estonia, no more than 1,500 foreigners could settle here annually. The quota 
has been changed – for a while it was reduced to 0.05%, and later brought back to 0.1%. As of 2021, it 
was at 0.1%, or 1,315 people a year.

This is, in fact, a rather rare method in migration policy, and in most cases, the volume of migration 
is not fixed so categorically. In Bulgaria, for example, there is a quota for work permits for foreigners, 
and the extent of the quota is determined by a special council based on the workforce currently 
required (labour demand forecasts). For example, in 2017 the quota was set at 9,000 permits, while in 
2020 the quota was already over 100,000. 

It is true that over time exceptions have also been made to the Estonian immigration quota. Some 
of them were the result of international agreements – for example, since the 1990s, US and Japa-
nese citizens are not limited by the quota. Later, family migration was also excluded from the quota 
because the fulfilment of the quota is not sufficient justification to prevent the right to family reuni-
fication. Also excluded from the quota are the student migrants and several specialists with higher 
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added value, such as top specialists who are paid at least twice the Estonian average salary, start-up 
entrepreneurs and employees, ICT specialists and researchers. The current list of exceptions can be 
found in §115 of the Aliens Act.

Salary criterion

Additionally, Estonia has tried to avoid the introduction of low-paid labour. For this purpose, a salary 
criterion has been established for labour migration, which as of 2021 was equal to the official aver-
age gross monthly salary in Estonia. The salary requirement should ensure that we get more foreign 
added-value professionals, who do not fall into the trap of low income and therefore have better 
prospects for societal integration. Bringing such an employee to Estonia could also benefit Estonian 
society at large, as a higher-paid employee also pays more taxes to the state. And since the employ-
ee’s residence permit depends on the salary information received by the Tax and Customs Board, the 
chances of tax evasion are also eliminated. 

In fact, there are some exceptions to the salary criterion, such as foreigners working in the performing 
arts (ballerinas, opera singers, actors, directors, musicians), researchers, clergy, athletes and foreign 
nationals working on youth projects. The purpose of these exceptions is to allow the involvement of 
foreign labour in sectors where the average wage is lower, but in which the involvement of foreign-
ers would provide great added value. At the same time, many of the aforementioned groups (for 
example, employees of performing arts institutions) are still limited by the immigration quota, which 
confines the possibilities of inviting them to Estonia for a longer period.
 

Focus on attracting highly-qualified immigrants

In recent years, there have been experiments with various measures to attract potential added value 
migrants to Estonia. Estonia is advertised as an attractive place to work and live, especially to ICT 
specialists and engineers, start-up entrepreneurs and international students. For example, the Work 
in Estonia programme supports ICT companies recruiting from abroad, and the Study in Estonia 
programme supports universities in marketing their curricula abroad. A separate Startup Estonia 
programme is designed to attract start-ups and keep them here. Through Startup Estonia, it is also 
possible to apply for a visa or residence permit specifically for start-ups. To do this, applicants must 
at least have a ready-made prototype or an existing company that hopes to expand abroad. And 
before starting the residence permit or visa procedure, the applications are evaluated by a committee 
of experts. The Estonian method is remarkable because the applicant can take along his/her entire 
team.

Additionally, Estonia issues a digital nomad visa. A digital nomad is a person who works remotely 
and offers his/her products or services through ICT solutions. Unlike, for example, an employee of a 
start-up company, it is not assumed that the digital nomad works for a company registered in Estonia. 
In other words, Estonia also enables, for example, a visa for an Armenian web designer whose one-
man company offers services mainly to clients in the EU. Though he lives and works mainly in Arme-
nia, he can open a bank account for his company in Estonia, use the Estonian e-government services 
as an e-resident and if necessary conveniently travel through Estonia to meet his clients elsewhere in 
Europe. 

https://www.riigiteataja.ee/akt/28574
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If we look at the statistics, it can be said that Estonia’s current policy to contribute to higher added 
value labour migration is gradually bearing fruit. For example, in 2020, top specialists earning at least 
twice the Estonian average salary already accounted for almost a fifth of all those who received a 
work residence permit, and more than a tenth of the migrants came to work in Estonian start-ups. 
They are joined by those visa applicants who come for a shorter period and are just starting a busi-
ness in Estonia.

Short-term mobility to alleviate labour shortages

On the other hand, the field of labour migration has also experienced  growing labour shortages 
during the period of economic growth. To meet the needs of employers, in many labour-intensive 
sectors where wages are high enough, such as construction, the demand for workforce has also 
been eased by issuing work visas. For example, an alien can apply for a long-term visa and come to 
work in Estonia for up to a year. But in essence, it is possible to also work on a three-month Schengen 
visa or work without a visa when coming to Estonia from countries with which Estonia has visa-free 
travel. It suffices if the employer registers the short-term employment in the respective register. 
When the visa or visa-free stay period ends, one must return to their home country and stay there for 
the prescribed period – at least half a year in the case of an annual visa – before regaining the right to 
work in Estonia again. And this, of course, again for at least the average salary in Estonia. 

Although this arrangement is perhaps not the most convenient for the employer – because employ-
ees need to be constantly rotated due to the duration of the visa – this scheme seeks to encourage 
circular migration: for example, instead of moving here with their whole family, one family member 
goes to work in Estonia intermittently, and takes the earned wages largely back to his/her home 
country, boosting the economy there. 
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In addition, foreigners can also work in Estonia as seasonal workers, for up to nine months, after which 
they have to leave the EU for at least three months. For example, a seasonal worker can work in 
agricultural, fishing, catering and accommodation companies. The most important difference to other 
visa-based workers is that seasonal workers are not required to receive an average wage: they must 
only be paid above the minimum wage. However, in addition to the salary, the employer must also 
cover the costs related to the reception and accommodation of the seasonal worker. Thus, in princi-
ple, certain sectors are allowed lower-paid and lower-skilled workers. The list of sectors which can 
employ seasonal workers is established by a regulation of the Minister of the Interior.

Family migration

As part of family migration, only the spouse and minor children of an Estonian citizen or an alien 
holding an Estonian residence permit can come to live in Estonia. In exceptional cases, this circle 
may be wider – for example, to include the spouse’s parents or adult children if they need constant 
care due to a disability or medical condition and will otherwise no longer have a carer in their home 
country. For a family migrant to come to Estonia, the inviter must have sufficient income to cover the 
expenses necessary to support all the invited family members and must have lodging where they 
can settle. Family migrants are also checked to ascertain whether the family relations are genuine or 
whether the invitees pose a risk to public order.
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Student migration

To obtain an Estonian visa or residence permit for studying, a person must be admitted to an Estonian 
vocational or higher education institution or another study programme, meet all the related aca-
demic and language requirements, and be able to pay for the studies if there is a tuition fee. Univer-
sities have to constantly monitor that students participate in their studies and prevent students from 
misusing their residence permits. On the other hand, the Estonian regulation on student migration is 
also relatively liberal – several countries have restrictions on, for example, how many hours a week 
a student can work, but there are no such restrictions in Estonia – the only condition is that working 
must not interfere with studies. For example, if a foreign student falls behind in his/her studies and no 
longer meets the requirements for full-time study, his/her residence permit may be revoked.

According to research, in 2020, about half of all international students had a job. At the same time, as 
many as 84% of students in Estonian-language curricula were employed. 

The primary residence permit expires. What happens to the alien? 

As in other EU countries, a person can stay in Estonia with his/her primary residence permit for as 
long as there is a basis for his/her stay (for example, the person still works at the place where he/
she came to work or is matriculated as a student in the same curriculum) or until five years have 
passed. During this time, a large number of all those arriving in Estonia will find new challenges in 
another country. However, those who want to stay in Estonia more permanently and have already 
mastered Estonian at the intermediate level (B1) can also apply for a long-term residence permit and 
stay in Estonia even permanently. If a person does not yet speak Estonian to this extent, the residence 
permit can be extended for a limited period, although even then, for example, migrant workers are 
required to have at least A2 proficiency in Estonian. 

However, if a person has lived in Estonia for eight years (at least five of them continually in Estonia), 
speaks Estonian at a B1 level, and has a permanent legal income, he/she also has the opportunity to 
apply for Estonian citizenship. 

Thus, Estonia’s current migration regulation seeks to partially cover the present labour needs: to 
pick this year’s strawberries, to complete unfinished buildings, to find the additional workforce that is 
currently lacking. And other measures will pave the way for long-term hopes for the future: for Estonia 
to be a land of smart and competitive jobs and attractive to global talent. Will it really happen? We 
shall see. As has already been said in the chapter on migration policy, it is quite difficult to get people 
to follow instructions to the letter. Although migration policy determines who can come here, under 
what conditions and for how long, then who stays here also depends on other policies, the private 
sector and society at large.

https://www.stat.ee/sites/default/files/2021-01/valistudengid_raport2020.pdf
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Discussion points

• See also Chapter 4 “Migration Policy: Why and How Do Countries Regulate Migration?” and 
discuss which migration regulation would be most beneficial for Estonia in your opinion? Is it 
reasonable for Estonia to abandon the immigration quota and, for example, switch to only labour 
market control or a points system? Or is the quota system still worth maintaining, and perhaps 
should even be developed somehow? 

• How do you assess the impact of the Soviet era on Estonian migration policy? How different do 
you think Estonia’s current migration policy would have been if it had not been for the Soviet 
occupation and the development of Estonia’s migration policy had been more in line with West-
ern countries?

Further reading

For the current exact list of exceptions to the immigration quota, see §115 of the Aliens Act https://
www.riigiteataja.ee/akt/110072020073?leiaKehtiv 

You can find all the rules for granting citizenship by naturalisation in the second chapter of the Citi-
zenship Act: https://www.riigiteataja.ee/akt/103122020004?leiaKehtiv 

History of Estonian immigration: https://www.err.ee/1608114112/jaak-valge-ja-andres-aule-sisser-
anne-eestisse-eriti-eestlastele-moeldes 

You can follow the updates on migration regulation, for example, via the EMN Estonia’s annual 
reports: https://www.emn.ee/publications-catalog/aastaaruanded/ 

You can get acquainted with up-to-date migration statistics, for example, through EMN Estonia’s 
statistical reports: https://www.emn.ee/publications-catalog/statistikavaljaanded/

Texts on migration have been developed as part of the project “Shared Journeys” that is co-funded by the EU, 
Estonian Ministry of Culture, National Foundation of Civil Society and Estonian Ministry of Foreign Affairs from the funds of 

development cooperation and humanitarian aid.
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