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Abstract 

Civil society and civil society development is one of the most essential and 
fundamental questions of the functioning and development of societies. The 
history and traditions of Estonian societies and associations are long, reaching 
back to the middle of the 19th century. The topic of the development of civil 
society reached the public in the second half of the 1990s. The role of non-profit 
organisations (NPOs) in society is a key question, and they act in the interests of 
sustainable development at several levels. The civil society and community of 
NPOs in Estonia is strong and impressive in the EU context. On 1 January 2008 
there were 26,363 registered NPOs, and the index of NPOs per 1000 inhabitants 
was 19.3. This number has continuously grown in the period 2001–2008. On the 
other hand, there are extremely great differences in the level of development of 
civil society and NPOs at community or local, regional and civil society level.  
Keywords: civil society development, civil society organisations (CSO), 
community development, local development, networks, nongovernmental 

1 Introduction 

1.1 Aims and objectives of study  

This article characterizes the development of civil society, the non-profit sector, 
NPOs, NGOs and CSOs, but first and foremost the role, possibilities and scope 
of NPOs and NGOs in sustainable development at the civil society, regional and 
community or local levels in Estonia. The paper presents the results of the joint 
research carried out from 2000-2008 in two stages: 2000–2005 and 2005–2008. 
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organisations (NGO), philanthropy, regional development, social capital.   



The aims and objectives of this study are to analyse the development of Estonian 
civil society, its characteristics and the regional peculiarities of this development. 
These results have been published in the Quarterly Bulletin of Statistics Estonia 
[1, 2]. 

1.2 The Republic of Estonia and the units of its administrative system 

As we have stated in previous articles [3], the territorial objects that are related to 
regional and local development and development policy – development units – in 
Estonia are all units of the Estonian administrative system. These have been 
characterized in our previous articles [1, 2, 4]. On 1st January 2008 there were 15 
counties and 227 local government units, 33 cities and 194 rural municipalities 
[1, 2]. The administrative division of Estonia has been presented as of 1st January 
2008. The changes in the period under observation have been taken into account 
in our calculations. 

1.3 Theoretical approaches and grounds for analyses and studies of the 
development of civil society and NPOs, NGOs and CSOs  

For analyses and the theoretical approaches used in this paper, the conceptions 
and bases of development of civil society and NPOs, NGOs or CSOs have been 
used, as well as studies and works by Bourdieu [5], Putnam [6], Salomon et al. 
[7], Til [8] and others. As described by Bourdieu [5] and Putnam [6], there are 
three types of capital that are important and needed by all parts of society – 
cultural, social and economical capital. The third sector and civil society itself 
and NPOs or NGOs acting in society also need these capitals for their operation 
and work [5, 6]. At the same time, they are the main producers of social capital. 
As characterized by Putnam [6], Till [8], Paton [9] and others, there is a widely 
used concept of social economy and social enterprises, and they are a reality in 
societies. From the point of view of the individual in society, the activities of 
NPOs and NGOs affect everyday life in a number of ways [10]. Voluntary 
actions has been described by Payton as “private action for the public good” [11] 
and by O’Neill as “private organisation serving a public purpose” [12]. 
Sumariwalla classifies NPOs as private-sector “non-business” entities, operating 
either in the public interest or as part of a “whole different” sub-category [13].  

1.4 Scope and content of civil society: understandings, concepts and 
theoretical approaches 

As established above, there are some understandings and concepts, of the nature, 
content and extent of civil society [14–17]. In his monograph “Growing Civil 
Society: From Nonprofit Sector to Third Space”, Professor Jon Van Til [10] has 
mapped the boundaries between various sectors in society and described the 
development of the public mind, thinking and ideas from the third sector to the 
third space – civil society. Concepts of and theoretical approaches to sectors of 
society and civil society have been developed by Til [8, 10], Smith [18, 19], 
Paton [9], Schuppert [20], Billis [21], Sumariwalla [13], Hall [22], Salomon and 
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Anheier [23], Lohmann [24] and others. We have examined and taken into 
considerations these models, schemes and concepts.  
     In our understanding and in our simplified model, there are or can be seen to 
be a minimum of four models or schemes of civil society [14–17] (Fig. 1).  
 

                        
 

M 1 – civil society in its strictest meaning               M 2 – civil society as the third sector 
 

                           
 

M 3 – civil society in its more extensive meaning:      M 4 – societies without civil society 
civil society as all society                                         

Figure 1:  Models or schemes (M) of different understandings of civil society. 

     In this study and our analyses and survey, we took the third model or scheme 
as the basis for civil society and the civil society level (Fig. 1).  

1.5 Estonian Civil Society Development Concept (EKAK) and the 
description of civil society  

At the end of the 1990s, Estonian NGOs, NPOs and CSOs prepared the Approval 
of the Estonian Civil Society Development Concept (EKAK) [25]. The EKAK 
was adopted by the 1st General Assembly of the Estonian NGO Roundtable 
(February 2001) and sent to the Parliament of Estonia, the Riigikogu (May 
2001), where it was adopted as a state document and long-term instruction on 
12th December 2002 [26]. In processing the EKAK in parliament in close 
cooperation with NGOs and authorities, some compromises were made: 

Management of Natural Resources, Sustainable Development and Ecological Hazards II  13

 
 www.witpress.com, ISSN 1743-3541 (on-line) 

© 2009 WIT PressWIT Transactions on Ecology and the Environment, Vol 127,



Estonia’s civil society has been described as the whole society in Approval [25], 
but as the third sector in the adopted EKAK [26].  

2 Materials and methods 

2.1 Analyses, survey and description of Estonian civil society  

On 1 January 2008, there were 26,363 registered NPOs in Estonia, of which 
24,894 were non-profit associations, 705 were religious organisations and 764 
were foundations. It must, however, be taken into account that statistics do not 
reflect the great number of non-registered or informal societies, especially in 
rural areas. During this study period (2000–2008), the number of NPOs 
increased very rapidly, from 12,423 in 2000 to 26,363 in 2008 – during the eight 
years, the number of NPOs more than doubled (2.1 times) [1, 2]. The number of 
NPOs per 1000 inhabitants increased steadily in the period 2001–2008, while at 
the same time the difference between the minimum and maximum indicators in 
local government units has increased continuously [1, 2]. The structure and 
resources of NGOs in Estonia have also been presented by Lagerspetz et al. [27] 
and other authors.  
     We have performed analyses of civil society and NGOs and NPOs on the 
community level in cities and rural municipalities, on the regional level in 
counties and regions of Estonia and on the civil society level in Estonia as a 
whole. The following research units have been distinguished: (1) cities, (2) the 
agglomeration of Tallinn (TLN + the rest of Harju County), (3) rural 
municipalities, (4) counties, (5) EU NUTS 3 regions [28]: Northern (N), North-
Eastern (NE), Central (C); Western (W), and Southern (S) Estonia, (6) 
development regions and (7) the overall civil society of Estonia. 

2.2 Data and materials for research  

For this study, the basic source data used on the number and structure of NPOs 
or NGOs or CSOs were received from the Centre of Registers and Information 
Systems of the Ministry of Justice and from official state registers therein. We 
use data from the Ministry of Finance on personal income tax received into local 
government budgets. Population data were obtained from the State Population 
Register. Some basic data for research and overall calculations was acquired 
from yearbooks [28] and other official publications of Statistics Estonia [28–34]. 
We also used the results of previous studies on this topic by the Department of 
Geography of the Institute of Ecology and Earth Sciences of the University of 
Tartu [1–3, 14–17, 35–37]. These results have also been presented at 
international conferences of the International Society for Third-Sector Research 
(ISTR) [38] and published as abstracts in conference abstracts [14–17].   
     Based on the data available in the state registers from the Centre of Registers 
and Information Systems, non-profit organisations or citizens’ organisations 
(NPO) were defined as follows: 

NPO = non-profit associations + religious associations + foundations    (1) 
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where NPO – non-profit organisations, religious associations – churches, 
congregations, associations of congregations and monasteries. 

2.3 System for measurement of development of civil society and 
corresponding indexes used for that purpose 

In order to characterise the role, possibilities and scope of NPOs in the 
development of community or local, regional and civil society, we have 
examined and performed statistical analysis using indexes. For this purpose we 
have taken relatively integrated and informative but also simple indexes 
describing the potential of development, the level and possibilities of regions on 
one hand and the strength and development of NPOs and civil society on the 
other hand [14, 15, 35]:  
 
(1) The index of personal income tax received into the local budget per capita or 
per inhabitant is defined as follows: 

PIT/inh  = PIT / No inh,              (2) 

where PIT/inh  – index of personal income tax received into local budget per 
capita or per inhabitant; PIT – total sum of personal income tax received into 
local budget; No inh – total number of inhabitants living on territory of 
development unit. 
 
(2) The index of non-profit organisations or civil society organisations per 1000 
inhabitants is defined as follows: 

NPO/R = NPO / R,                 (3) 

where NPO/R – index of non-profit organisations or civil society organisations 
per 1000 inhabitants; NPO – total number of non-profit organisations; R – total 
number of inhabitants living on territory of development unit divided by 1000. 
     The period for the analysis is the years 2001–2008. In more thorough 
analyses using personal income tax and related measures, the years 2001, 2004 
and 2007 have been used. In the case of the number of NPOs and their measures, 
the years 2002, 2005 and 2008 (as of 1 January) have been used.  

2.4 Groups by the level of civil society development and development 
resources for integrated analyses of civil society  

We have created five groups of development units based on the level of 
development of civil society or NPOs and the potential used development 
resources [15, 35], based on indexes NPO/R and PIT/inh (Table 1). The 
distribution was made on the basis of the Estonian average value of both indexes. 
The area where the values of both indexes are below the Estonian average has 
been divided in two. The division line goes along the line where the receipt of 
income tax in the local government budget equals 75% of the Estonian average.  
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Table 1:  Groups defined on the basis of the level of development of civil 
society (NPO/R) and development resources (PIT/inh) [15, 35]. 

 

Group NPO/R PIT/inh  
I Above the Estonian average Above the Estonian average 
II Above the Estonian average Below the Estonian average 
III Below the Estonian average Above the Estonian average 
IV Below the Estonian average Below the Estonian average: the upper half 

(75%–99% of the Estonian average) 
V Below the Estonian average Below the Estonian average: the lower half 

(less than 75% of the Estonian average) 
 

2.5 Statistical analyses of the relationship between indexes of the level of 
civil society development and development resources 

For statistical analyses and data processing we use the program STATISTICA 6.0. 
The normality of variables was checked using the Lilliefors’ and Shapiro-Wilk’s 
tests. For all variables the distributions were asymmetrical and skewed towards 
smaller values, and hence nonparametric methods were used.  
     We have calculated Spearman Rank Order Correlations or Spearman Rank 
Order Correlation coefficients by counties and local administrations and inside 
regions of Estonia between NPO/R and PIT/inh.                                    
     The indexes of NPO/R and PIT/inh were normally distributed, and thus we 
also partly used a parametric method – linear regression analysis. We found a 
linear relationship between the variables and the coefficient of determination – 
R2, which describes the percentage (%) of the total variability of the model.                       
     Harju County, including the city of Tallinn, the capital of Estonia, its 
conurbation, its nearest hinterlands and most of the distant hinterland [39], 
differed from other areas. For this reason, in linear regression analysis we also 
performed comparative calculations without including Harju County. The results 
of the statistical analyses presented in this paper are based on the first stage of 
the joint research.  

2.6 Classification and groups of NGOs and NPOs by field of activity  

NPOs operate in different fields of activity. In order to analyse the landscape of 
civil society and the structure of fields of activities of NPOs and foundations, we 
have developed a classification of NPOs or NGOs by fields of activity, which 
contain a division into nineteen groups [1, 2]: I Agriculture, hunting, forestry and 
fishing; II Apartment associations, garage associations and other real estate 
management; III Research and development; IV Education, incl. Training; V 
Health; VI Social care; VII Sports clubs and sporting activities; VIII Activities of 
commercial, employers’ and professional organisations; IX Activities of trade 
unions; X Activities of religious organisations; XI Protection and custody of civil 
rights; XII Associations and funds promoting regional/ local community life; 
XIII Youth and children’s associations and associations promoting the welfare of 
children and young people; XIV Associations of national minorities and cultural 
societies; XV Associations engaged in leisure time, recreational and cultural or 

16  Management of Natural Resources, Sustainable Development and Ecological Hazards II

 
 www.witpress.com, ISSN 1743-3541 (on-line) 

© 2009 WIT PressWIT Transactions on Ecology and the Environment, Vol 127,



hobby activities, and hobby clubs; XVI Environmental and nature protection 
associations; XVII Associations of handicapped people; XVIII Activities of 
other organisations not included in groups VIII–XVII and XIX Other.  
     The distribution is based on the main economic activity of NPOs as defined 
by the Estonian Classification of Economic Activities EMTAK 2008 [40], which 
is an Estonian national version by Statistics Estonia of the Statistical 
Classification of Economic Activities in the European Community NACE Rev. 2 
by Eurostat [41]. 

3 Results and discussion 
3.1 Comparing regional differences of level of development of civil society 

and between NPOs and its dynamics at the civil society level in Estonia 
as a whole  

There are great differences between the number and structure of NPOs in various 
Estonian regions. These differences are directly influenced by the resources 
available for the development of civil society. In 2001 the number of NPOs per 
1000 inhabitants was below the Estonian average in 163 local government units, 
which accounted for 71.8% of the total number of local government units. In 
2002 the respective figures were 173 and 76.2%. Thereafter the situation 
improved somewhat, but at the beginning of 2008 the number of NPOs per 1000 
inhabitants was 19.3 on average, and the respective indicator was above this in 
only 54 local government units (23.8%). In thirteen county centres the number of 
NPOs exceeds the Estonian average. The resource is significantly greater than 
the average for Estonia in local government units around Tallinn [1, 2]. 

3.2 Regional differences in the level of development of civil society and 
between NPOs at the regional level in EU NUTS 3 regions and counties 
of Estonia 

The results of the study and regional differences in NPO/R in EU NUTS 3 
regions and counties of Estonia and its dynamics in the years 2001 and 2008 are 
shown in Fig. 2.  
     On the counties level, the respective indicator (NPO/R) is higher in Western 
Estonia. Civil society is more developed along the Tallinn-Pärnu axis. In 
comparing the years 2001 and 2008, one can notice significant development in 
all counties [1, 2]. Of EU NUTS 3 regions, this index and the number of NPOs is 
and has been the highest in Northern Estonia in all years of the period 2001-2008 
(2001-11.0, 2008-21.8). Western Estonia has also surpassed the Estonian 
average. In North-Eastern Estonia, civil society is least developed and has the 
lowest figures for the NPO/R index over all of the years we examined (2001-7.0, 
2008-15.7). Central and Southern Estonia is also below the Estonian average.  

3.3 Regional differences in level of development of civil society and between 
NPOs at municipal and community level in Estonia 

The results of the study and the extremely great differences in the level of 
development of civil society and NPOs at the municipal level in Estonia are 
 

Management of Natural Resources, Sustainable Development and Ecological Hazards II  17

 
 www.witpress.com, ISSN 1743-3541 (on-line) 

© 2009 WIT PressWIT Transactions on Ecology and the Environment, Vol 127,



0 5 10 15 20 25 30

Estonia

Harju
Hiiu

Ida-Viru

Jõgeva

Järva

Lääne
Lääne-Viru

Põlva

Pärnu
Rapla

Saare
Tartu

Valga

Viljandi
Võru

2001 2008

 

Figure 2: Non-profit organisations per 1000 inhabitants by county and in EU   
NUTS 3 regions of Estonia, 2001 and 2008 (at beginning of year). 

presented in Fig. 3 (2001) and Fig. 4 (2008). 
     In thirteen county centres the number of NPOs exceeds the Estonian average. 
In 175 local government units, the NPO/R index was below the Estonian 
average. Big cities and their hinterlands can be distinguished as the most 
developed regions. The resource is also significantly bigger than the Estonian 
average in local government units in the vicinity of Tallinn [1, 2]. 

3.4 EU NUTS 3 regions, counties and local government units by groups of 
the level of development of civil society and development resources and 
dynamics 

Fig. 5 presents the results of research into the distribution of counties and EU 
NUTS 3 regions by groups of the level of development of civil society and 
development resources. We have also compared regions by the relevant 
dynamics during the period 2001–2007 [1, 2]. 
     Regarding counties, only Harju County was in relatively good group I during 
the period 2001–2007. Calculations show that two-thirds of the counties are in 
groups IV and V, thus falling below the Estonian average with respect to the 
number of NPOs and personal income tax received, or in these counties civil 
society is at a low level of development and there are limited resources for 
development.  
     The distribution of population between groups provides quite a positive 
picture: over 56% of the Estonian population belongs to groups I and II, which 
are the most essential from the point of view of the development of civil society. 
The population in group I shows a slow growth trend — this is also a positive 
sign [1, 2]. Of EU NUTS 3 regions, there is a positive situation in Northern 
Estonia and Western Estonia, which have been in group I and group II 
respectively in all of the years from 2001 to 2007. In contrast, North-Eastern 
Estonia has been in the worst group, V, throughout this period. Central Estonia is 
in group IV, and Southern Estonia has also been in this group since 2002 also.  
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Figure 3: Non-profit organisations per 1000 inhabitants in Estonian local 
government units, January 2001.  
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Figure 4: Non-profit organisations per 1000 inhabitants in Estonian local 
government units, January 2008. 
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Figure 5: Distribution of counties and NUTS 3 regions of Estonia by the 
level of development of civil society and development resources, 
2007. For an explanation of groups indicated by Roman numerals, 
see Table 1.   

3.5 Relationship between resources and potential and development level of 
civil society and indexes in Estonian regions: results of statistical 
analyses  

Based on the results of our previous statistical analyses and data processing [15, 
35, 36], Spearman Rank Order Correlations of the counties of Estonia were 
significant between indexes, and varied from 0.654 to 0.846. The discovered 
linear relationship between the variables is described in previous articles. When 
Harju County is excluded, the linear relationship between the variables becomes 
stronger: the coefficient of determination, R2, is higher. The relationship between 
indexes exists and is quite strong.  

3.6 Distribution of NPO-s by field of activity and respective regional 
characteristics  

The results of our study – the distribution of NPOs in Estonia in 2002, 2005 and 
2008 by field of activity – are presented in Fig. 6. 
     The NPOs registered in Estonia mostly consist of apartment associations, 
garage associations and associations engaged in other real estate management 
activities (accounting for 11,812 or 44.8% in 2008). In terms of absolute figures, 
NPOs embrace a considerable number of sports clubs and associations engaged 
in sports activities (3057 or 11.6% in 2008), NPOs engaged in leisure time, 
recreational, cultural and hobby activities, and hobby clubs (2072 or 7.9%), 
NPOs of commercial, employers’ and professional organisations (1667 or 6.3%), 
NPOs promoting and supporting regional/local community life (1001 or 3.8%), 
followed by all other associations, which were fewer in number. The number of 
NPOs grew most rapidly in the groups that are important from the perspective of 
local and regional development: NPOs promoting regional/ local community life 
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Figure 6: Distribution of NPOs in Estonia by field of activity, 1st January 
2002, 2005 and 2008. For explanation of Roman numerals, see 
section 2.6. 

(342.8% by 2008 compared to 2002); in the group of research and development 
(282.4%), but also in case of associations engaged in education, incl. 
training [1, 2]. 

3.7 Perspectives and development of civil society and NGOs and NPOs in 
Estonia 

The Estonian Civil Society Development Concept (EKAK) was adopted by the 
Parliament of Estonia in December 2002 [26]. On the basis of this concept, 
several strategic documents have been created: a development plan for civic 
initiative support for the years 2007–2010 [42], a development plan for volunteer 
efforts for 2007–2010 [43] etc. The next steps should be to establish EKAKs etc. 
on the regional and local levels. 
     Our research and long-term survey also demonstrated that there are enormous 
differences between regions of Estonia in terms of the structure, number and 
development characteristics of NPOs and NGOs and the level of development of 
civil society. We can observe the same tendencies in the regional and 
community-level development of Estonia [29]. All European and other countries 
use regional policy in several ways [44]. In Estonia today, it is essentially 
necessary to increase the size and capacity of the stimulation of regional policy, 
based on support for enterprises and also NPOs [45].  

We have described and pointed out several participants, social partners and 
actors, different kinds of groups and the main sources of direct funding of and 
for community development [14–17]. We have taken the Baltic Sea NGO 
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Network [15, 17, 46] and the Central and Eastern European Citizens’ Network as 
good examples of the participation of NGOs in civil society, regional and 
community development and the implementation of these principles on the 
international level and by international regions [17].    

4 Conclusions 

In Estonia, joint action and the development of civil society have been brought 
into focus once again. Estonia has a relatively well-developed, strong and 
impressive civil society and community of NPOs. There are more than 27,000 
registered NPOs, and the index of NPOs per 1000 inhabitants is over 19. There 
exists quite a rather strong relation or correlation between the two indexes: NPOs 
per 1000 inhabitants, NPO/R and personal income tax received into the local 
budget per capita or inhabitant PIT/inh. The number of NPOs grew most rapidly 
in the groups whose fields of activity are important for local and regional 
development. At the same time, there are also extremely great differences 
between regions of Estonia in terms of the structure, number and characteristics 
of the development of NPOs and NGOs and the level of development of the civil 
society. These differences are increasing rather than decreasing, and will at best 
remain at the same level. In Estonia today it is crucial that the size and capacity 
of the stimulation of regional policy be increased, based on support for 
enterprises and also NPOs [45].  
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