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Being a tenant in Tallinn, Estonia
By Mr Tönu Kauba
In Estonia the share of rental sector has fallen in less than 10 years to only 5%. 
Currently there are about 385 thousand inhabitants in Tallinn. The number means a decrease of 100 000 people in 14 years. 1989 the amount of inhabitants was 480 thousand. Total number of dwellings was counted to be 173 395 in the year of 2000. The same year the total amount of households was 175 088. That means little less than 2000 households more than available dwellings. There is a calculation that about 3000 households share their homes with other household. 
Like all over Europe, Tallinn has municipal and free market based rental dwelling sector. And in both sectors there are currently some very interesting things happening. Of course it needs to be mentioned that municipal dwelling sector and free market sector are not totally separated. Depending on different cases these two sectors are more or less crosslinked. And both of them face the same difficulties: costs are rising enourmously no matter if you intend to rent or buy yourself a dwelling. This has lead of course to the escape of young families with children and for example older people also, who move to nearby municipalities where it’s cheaper to live indoors. At the end of june this year many of city’s 8 districts informed that there is no what so ever free and available municipal dwelling to give to anyone.
During the last years the speed of building has decreased in Tallinn, at least when it comes building dwellings, homes for people. From the amount of around 14 000 dwellings in year 1989, building rate has dropped to 300-440 dwellings in the years of 2000 and 2001.
Due to 5000 applications for municipal rental dwelling, city administratives have launched the program called „5000 dwellings to Tallinn 2003-2008“. They have budget of 80 million euros for the project. A bit funny is although that city itself plans to build only 2000 dwellings and believes that it can persuade the private sector to build the remaining 3000. This program was introduced in april 2002 and it has already faced some severe difficulties, like the planned areas for new houses are planned on land that is not owned by city (owned by state). From 14 planned areas or houses, 11 are located on land not owned by city. And on their funding they have relied on that the state will cover 25% of all expenses. At this moment funding from state is far from sure. If the program is successful, nobody knows its causes to existing dwelling market.
Before going further there is one basic topic that needs to be reviewed. At the beginning of last decade state released the much-spoken law that returned all possible property to people and their descendants who owned it before the russian occupation in 1940. Everyone can imagine what that kind of „new deal of property “ causes among the citizens. And Estonia is still the only  country from former Soviet Union which has gone through a process like that. This has led to some very serious trouble as we can see from example in little village called Mäe. Land which was swamp back in 1940 was dried and planned for summer cottages in Soviet time. People built their houses and take care of the land for about 50 years. Now the former swamp has been legally given back to its legal owner who owns the land and also the result of other peoples work for a half a century. Houses, gardens and everything. In this case the owner has runned down some houses with a bulldozer and some inhabitants have been in court against this owner for several years without any result yet. 
This was one example where this reform has lead on its worst. In Tallinn 2119 houses have changed owner during this process with over 14 000 dwellings. If the house was rented before the giving back-process – new owner got also tenants within the deal. A lot of returned property was cashed in immediately which resulted quick owner’s changing rate. Tenants position was secured with 8 year possibility to live in a dwelling, but he or she did not have any rights to his or her previous home, like all the others had. But owner was given right to cash in all the costs from the house and 10% profit. And this has resulted to even 1000% increase in rent in some cases. In private sector there is no rent limit at the moment, so highest rents are around 10 euros per square meter in city center. City has a rent limit of 1,3 euros (2002) in its own rental dwellings. So there can be quite a difference in your rent depending on if you live in municipal dwelling or if you’ve rented your dwelling from free market. Official number of these original „forced tenants“ who got caught living in wrong place at wrong time, was in last year 3500 households. Unofficial number is still as high as 12 500. But... nobody is is sure about the exact amount of them or their current situations, which would be extremely important to know, to be able to improve their situation.
This program “5000 dwellings” has also been called a way to get these tenant’s voices in next elections, which means satisfying the needs of 1% of all inhabitants by using 99% remaining tax-paying population’s money. So the opposition calls program just a big fluke. And says that there is no winner, when program ends.
