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Introduction: 
Why and How Coalitions 
and Partners Matter1

As a small member state, Estonia has always 
been aware of the importance of having 
partners in order to influence decisions in the 
EU. While placing special emphasis on the 
Nordic-Baltic countries as its closest group of 
friends, Tallinn has been open-minded and 
flexible in building issue-based coalitions. One 
important partner has been the UK, and hence 
the Brexit process has raised concerns about 
the changing balance of power in the EU and 
the need to build new coalitions. With the UK’s 
influence waning, it has become more difficult, 
but also more important, for like-minded small 
member states to influence the remaining 
largest ones, Germany and France.

This paper examines Estonia’s partners in the 
EU with the aim of identifying ways to enhance 
its influence on policy-making. Effective 
coalition-building is also important for the EU 
as a whole, since it can improve the Union’s 
capacity to take decisions and act. Estonia’s 
connections and shared interests with other 
member states are analysed on the basis of 

1	 This paper was written in the framework of the research 
project “Estonia’s Image and Influence in the European 
Union”, commissioned by the Strategy Unit of the 
Government Office of Estonia and funded by the Operational 
Programme for Cohesion Policy Funds, 2014-2020, priority 
axis 12 “Administrative capacity”, action 12.2 “Development 
of quality of policy-making”. The initiator and partner of the 
project was the Estonian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The 
paper will be published also in Estonian as a chapter in the 
final report of the project.

two sets of data. First, the ECFR’s EU Coalition 
Explorer provides extensive information about 
the linkages, priorities, image and influence 
of each member state.2 Second, this data 
is complemented with a set of qualitative, 
semi-structured interviews conducted with 
diplomats and officials of member states and 
EU institutions during July–November 2019, 
which specifically explored the influence and 
image of Estonia in the EU.3

The paper highlights that: 
•	 Estonia has a relatively strong position in 

the EU, considering its small size and limited 
resources. 

•	 It is particularly well-connected with the 
Nordic-Baltic partners and should seek ways 
to use this grouping more effectively as a 
means to reach out to larger member states 
and shape decisions in the Union.

•	 The main challenge is to build stronger links 
with France and Germany, something that 
has become all the more important due to 
Brexit. Teaming up with other countries that 
are better connected to Berlin and Paris, 
such as Finland, Sweden, the Netherlands 
and Belgium, is one way to pursue this goal.

•	 It is too early to draw conclusions about the 
impact of the latest change of government in 
Estonia on the country’s influence and image 
among partners in the EU. However, the 
research interviews show some indications 
of a weakened position, notably due to the 
abandonment of a constructive approach 
on migration policy and positioning Estonia 
close to Poland and Hungary.

•	 Estonia should avoid losing its reputation 
as a results-oriented member state that 
takes into consideration the priorities of 
others while pursuing its own interests in a 
constructive manner.

2	 The EU Coalition Explorer plus a video tutorial, various 
sectoral and country-specific analyses and the raw data of 
ECFR’s EU28 Survey are available for download free of charge 
at: https://www.ecfr.eu/eucoalitionexplorer.

3	  52 interviews were conducted in the framework of the 
research project “The image and influence of Estonia’s 
foreign policy in the EU”. About half the interviewees 
were Estonian diplomats, with the other half made 
up of representatives of other member states and EU 
institutions. Information received in the interviews is used 
here in accordance with Chatham House rules, i.e. without 
identifying the source. 

https://www.ecfr.eu/eucoalitionexplorer
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1. Existing Links, 
Partners and 
Shared Interests 

As constituent parties to the European 
treaties, all member states formally enjoy the 
same rights, privileges and duties. In practice, 
however, they differ immensely in 
terms of size, population and GDP, 
and they differ too in terms of their 
visibility to the other member states, 
their connections or linkages and their 
relevance to others. The EU Coalition 
Explorer, a public policy research tool by 
the Berlin office of the ECFR, has been 
designed to measure and visualise the 
informal stratification of relationships between 
the 28 member states. The overall ranking 
in the 2018 edition shows Germany and 
France at the top of the leader board, as the 
best connected, most visible and influential 
member states, with Malta, Slovenia, Croatia 
and Cyprus at the bottom. Estonia is ranked in 
12th place, indicating a visibility and reputation 
of the country well above its position relative 
to its share of the EU’s population or GDP. 
Thus, Estonia appears to be punching above 
its weight, like some other member states that 

rank even higher on the scale, particularly the 
Netherlands and Sweden.

Central and Eastern European countries 
have taken distinctly different routes in their 
relationships with other, older EU member 
states. Fifteen years after the first enlargement 
to the east, three rather different clusters have 

emerged: the Visegrád Four countries and the 
three Baltic states each exhibit a strong focus 
on each other and a specific approach to the 
west, while member states in South-Eastern 
Europe and the Balkans pay less attention to 
each other and are less connected with western 
EU members. Figure 1 is a graphic from the 
2018 EU Coalition Explorer and highlights only 
the strong notions of shared interests between 
capitals, with an average vote share of 15% 
or higher in the mutual assessment. Estonia’s 
Baltic connection and northern link is evident.

The EU Coalition Explorer 

The EU Coalition Explorer is an interactive data tool presenting the results of the European 
Council on Foreign Relations’ EU28 Survey on coalition building in the EU. The current edition 
of the survey was conducted anonymously between April and June 2018, gathering the 
assessments of 877 professionals working on European policy-making in government and 
politics, think-tanks, academia and the media. Results are shown in an interactive PDF file, the 
EU Coalition Explorer. This is an open resource to explore the survey results for the EU as a 
whole, selected country groups, and individual member states. The 2018 edition is structured 
in three main chapters: Preferences, Influence, and Policies & Partners. The explorer and 
the raw data it is based on are freely available from the ECFR website at: https://www.ecfr.eu/
eucoalitionexplorer. The analysis is part of the “Rethink: Europe” project carried out by ECFR 
Berlin with support from the private German foundation Stiftung Mercator.

Estonia is ranked in 12th place, indicating a 
visibility and reputation of the country well 
above its position relative to its share of the 
EU’s population or GDP

https://www.ecfr.eu/eucoalitionexplorer
https://www.ecfr.eu/eucoalitionexplorer
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Clearly, the Baltic states connect with other 
parts of the EU mainly via Scandinavia, and 
they reach out to Germany, as do most other 
EU member states. In this pattern, the linkage 
between Estonia and Finland proves to be the 
strongest. Looking at the three main interaction 
categories measured – contact priorities, 

shared interests and responsiveness 
– the Baltic bond and the 
Scandinavian link are clearly visible. 
Survey respondents were able to list 
up to five other member states in 
each of the categories, which brings 
out the strongest links in each of 
them. As each respondent from any 

country could list five other countries, voting 
shares around or in excess of 20% indicate 
very strong consensus among a national 
sample, whereas a share of 5% or less signals 
weak consensus. In all three dimensions, 
Estonia receives most attention from the other 
two Baltic states; Finland and Sweden are 

Figure 1. EU coalition potential

Clearly, the Baltic states connect with other 
parts of the EU mainly via Scandinavia, and 
they reach out to Germany, as do most other 
EU member states
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usually also found with strong levels. Other 
countries mostly do not rank Estonia above 
5%, indicating that Estonia is generally not 
mentioned among their top five partners. The 
exception is the responsiveness assessment, 
where the UK, Germany, Luxembourg and the 
Netherlands show readings around 5% of the 
respective vote, which means that at least 
some respondents in a national sample listed 
Estonia among their top five partners.

Evaluating the reverse view, the Estonian 
professionals surveyed by and large reflect 
the assessment from outside. For Estonia, 
the two Baltic neighbours and Finland come 
first for shared interests and responsiveness, 
followed by Germany. In the view from Tallinn, 
Sweden ranks behind Finland, the other 
Baltic states and Germany. Compared to the 
2016 edition, however, Swedish professionals 
show a higher appreciation of the quality of 

Figure 2. Shared interests: EU partners with strong mutual ties

Figure 3. Shared interests: Estonia’s top five partners
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interaction with Estonia – their vote for Estonia 
on responsiveness is up by seven percentage 
points. Both Latvia and Lithuania show 
stronger focus on Sweden than Estonia, thus 
complementing Tallinn’s priority for 
engaging with Finland.

Estonia and its Baltic neighbours take 
a realistic view of overall influence in 
EU policy-making, including that of 
one’s own country. Only Lithuanian 
professionals assume their own country to be 
more influential than is the view elsewhere in 
the EU. On the other hand, all three Baltic states 
(and Finland) view the commitment of their own 
country to deeper integration as being much 
stronger than the overall view. While 4% of the 
total votes of respondents from all member 
states on this question go to Estonia, 13% of 
Estonian professionals’ votes are cast for their 
own country, the same proportion as Estonian 
respondents give to France. Moreover, Baltic 
unity is much less deep on this issue. While the 
share of Estonian votes for Latvia and Lithuania 
is 3%, matching the overall average score for 
these countries, professionals in both Riga and 
Vilnius put Estonia well above the average, 
seeing Estonia as more strongly committed 
to deeper integration than other member 
states do. The findings indicate a readiness by 
Estonia to engage on policies leading to deeper 
integration within the EU, which is stronger 
than is generally perceived in other capitals. 
Estonian professionals do not see their country 
as a veto actor, but as a partner that could 

be engaged – which is significant to all those 
member states seeking to advance integration 
among the classic drivers of “more Europe”, 
such as Germany and France.

Outside the Nordic-Baltic context, Estonia’s 
most important linkages are with Germany 
and with other actors among the smaller 
and affluent EU member states, the Benelux 
countries and Austria. Estonia does not show 
up on the German radar in Berlin, apart from 
a weak link on responsiveness, but Estonia’s 
closest Scandinavian partner, Finland, enjoys 
more – though still rather asymmetric – 
attention in Berlin. Among the Affluent Seven (a 
category in ECFR’s coalition analysis comprising 
the three Scandinavian countries, the three 
Benelux countries and Austria), the three 
Baltics tend to see the Netherlands, Sweden 
and Austria as most influential. In the reverse 
view, professionals from the Affluent Seven 
put Estonia very high on the list of countries to 
involve in closer cooperation with themselves. 

For like-mindedness on issues of deeper 
integration, Table 1 shows that Estonia fully 
shares the overall preferences in the EU on 
priority ranks 3 to 6: completing the single 
market, common border police and coast 

Estonian professionals do not see their 
country as a veto actor, but as a partner 
that could be engaged

Issue all EU Big 6 DEU Affluent 7 EST LAT LIT FIN POL
Common immigration & asylum policy 1 1 1 1 8 4 6
Single fiscal policy & eurozone governance 2 2 2 6 2 6 6

Fully completes single market 3 5 8 2 3 5 1 3
Common border police and coast guard 4 3 3 3 4 5 8 5
Integrated foreign & security policy 5 4 4 7 5 3 3 2
Common energy policy 6 7 6 4 2 2
Common digital policy 7 4 2 3 7

Common Russia policy 8 6 5 8 1 1 1 7 1
Common defence structures 8 6 6 7 5
Single climate policy 5 8
Common USA policy 7 7
Common Ukraine policy 8 7 4 4
Common development assistance policy 8

Table 1. Relative importance of issues

Issues of comparable rank (-1 to +2) are shown in blue.			 
The top three issues for Estonia and like-minded countries are highlighted with black borders.
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guard, integrated foreign and security policy, 
and common energy policy. At the same time, 
common immigration and asylum policy and 
single fiscal policy and eurozone governance – 
which are the top two priorities for the EU as 
a whole and six large member states, Germany 
in particular – do not rank among the top eight 
for Estonia. Instead, Estonian professionals 
prioritise a common Russia policy and a common 
digital policy as key issues of deeper integration. 
On Russia, Tallinn finds itself in perfect harmony 
with Latvia, Lithuania and Poland, which all put 
this topic at the top of their priorities, while 
Russia takes eighth place in the overall priorities 
of all member states combined.

Looking at like-mindedness from the 
perspective of Estonia’s top three priorities, 
several other EU partners come into focus. On 
the issue of a common Russia policy, beyond 
those countries mentioned above, the UK 
also has this issue as its top priority; it ranks 
second in Denmark and Romania, and fourth 
in Sweden. Of the seven other countries giving 

high priority to Russia policy, four list Estonia 
as a preferred partner in dealing with Russia: 
Poland, Latvia, Lithuania and Sweden.

Estonia’s second-most important issue, a 
common digital policy, ranks seventh overall. 
For Luxembourg, a common digital policy is 
the top priority; it ranks second in Ireland, 
third in Austria, the Czech Republic, Finland 
and Portugal, and fourth among the Affluent 
Seven. In all seven other countries, Estonia is 
mentioned as a preferred partner in dealing 
with this issue.

Estonia’s number three priority, completion 
of the single market, is also the third-
most-often listed priority among all EU 
member states, and the second-most 
listed among the Affluent Seven. It is 
also the issue with the widest array 
of like-minded other governments. A 
fully completed single market takes 
top priority in five countries (Finland, 

Denmark, Ireland, the Czech Republic and 
Hungary), while it ranks second in five others 
(the Netherlands, Sweden, Luxembourg, 
Slovakia and Portugal) and shares third place 
in Slovenia and Poland. On the other hand, 
Estonia is listed among the most preferred 
partners in only three of these 13 countries 
(Finland, Denmark and Luxembourg).

On Russia, Tallinn finds itself in perfect 
harmony with Latvia, Lithuania and Poland, 
which all put this topic at the top of their 
priorities

Figure 4. Common Russia policy: Partners sharing Estonia’s priority
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Finally, another way of looking at Estonia’s 
priorities focuses on the preferences over 
the mode of integration – whether to pursue 
an issue at the EU-wide level or a formal or 
informal coalition, or to keep policy-making at 
the national level. While Estonian professionals 
are clearly in favour of an all-EU approach 

when it comes to the single market and related 
issues from digital to climate, and prefer to 
work with all member states on an integrated 
foreign and security policy, the numbers are 
weaker for a common defence policy and a 
common development assistance policy and 
thus favour the national level.

In dealing with global powers, Estonia prefers 
a joint EU approach, but less so when it comes 
to the MENA region. While there is a readiness 
to deal with a common border police and coast 
guard at the EU level, other aspects of Justice 
and Home Affairs receive much less support 
among Estonian professionals. For its top three 
issues, commitment in Estonia to completing 
the single market as a common issue for all 

members is very strong, and visibly stronger 
than in Latvia and Lithuania. While on the 
number two issue of digital policy, Estonia has 
a clear all-EU preference alongside its most 
preferred other partners, Estonia’s top issue, 
a common Russia policy, is more divisive in 
Tallinn. Only 58% of the Estonian votes are in 

favor of an all-EU approach on Russia, a 
number that is way below the marks in 
Sweden, Poland, Latvia, Lithuania, and 
Finland, which range between 94 and 
82 percent. Perhaps this figure reflects 
a degree of suspicion and discontent 
among Estonian foreign policy-makers 
towards the EU’s common Russia 

policy – but the difference compared to Poland, 
Latvia and Lithuania is hard to explain.

2. Estonian Working 
Methods as Seen by 
Estonia Itself and by 
Its Partners

We now turn from the EU Coalition Explorer 
data to the results of the qualitative interviews 
conducted with diplomats from Estonia and 
other member states and EU officials, which 
help us identify Estonia’s strengths and 
weaknesses in EU policy-making. How does 
Estonia work with its partners in the EU? How 

Figure 5. Preferred level of decision-making: the view from Estonia on 18 strategic policy projects

Estonian professionals are clearly in favour 
of an all-EU approach when it comes to the 
single market and related issues from digital 
to climate
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did it try to reach out to its closest partners; 
what about large member states? How is 
Estonia’s contribution in the EU seen by its 
partners?

The point underlined most strongly by Estonian 
diplomats is, unsurprisingly, flexibility and the 
lack of permanent coalitions in the EU. Like-
minded partners vary in different issue areas, 
and it is always important to be attentive to 
the views of all member states in the search for 
potential partners. The importance of looking 
at the big picture and showing interest in the 
positions and priorities of all member states 
are seen as key components of a successful 
modus operandi by Estonian diplomats 
working in Brussels. In addition, 
building broad networks and being 
active outside formal institutional 
settings are required in order to be 
able to influence the outcomes of 
the EU’s complex decision-making 
process. Sensitivity to the concerns 
of others is always helpful in order to 
gain an understanding of one’s own problems. 

Another crucial guiding principle is to have 
clearly defined priorities. A small member 
state cannot master all the issues on the EU 
agenda and does not have important interests 
at stake everywhere. It is necessary to invest 
in expertise in priority areas and actively use 
that expertise in the EU framework. Everyone 
knows about Estonia’s focus on and experience 
of digitalisation; the challenge is to maintain 
the position as a frontrunner and devote 
sufficient resources to this area. In the field of 
foreign policy, geography dictates that Estonia 
will always have a special interest in Russia, the 
EU’s Eastern neighbourhood and transatlantic 
relations. Estonia’s general experience is that in 
these priority areas other member states listen 
to its views and recognise its special interests 
– which does not, however, automatically or 
easily translate into influence on EU decisions. 
Indeed, as noted above, only four like-minded 
member states see Estonia as a preferred 
partner on Russia policy. 

The experience of holding the rotating 
presidency of the Council, which Estonia did 
for the first time in the second half of 2017, 
featured strongly in the interviews. This was 

seen as a valuable learning experience 
by the Estonian diplomats, while 
Estonia’s performance was assessed 
very positively by partner countries. 
The presidency helped improve 
Estonia’s reputation as a country 
that takes account of the interests 
of other member states and works 

pragmatically towards common decisions. 
Estonia used the presidency successfully to 
promote some of its own priorities, notably 
digitalisation, but also to show its ability to be a 
consensus-builder, e.g. on the Posted Workers 
Directive. A broader conclusion to be drawn 
here is that the rotating presidency still plays an 
important role in encouraging member states 
to take ownership of the EU, develop a broader 
look at the EU agenda and gain deeper inside 
experience of its policy-making processes.

Although flexibility is a key principle in 
coalition-building, it is clear that Estonia most 
often shares similar positions with the two 
other Baltic states. Yet even together, the 
weight of the three Baltics does not get very 
far in shaping EU policies. The importance of 
the Nordic-Baltic grouping (NB6) within the 
EU has been increasing, with Estonia playing a 
special role in linking the Baltics and Nordics 
together and improving the ties of the group 
as a whole with the rest of the EU, as indicated 
by the ECFR data. Coordination meetings of 
the NB6 group ahead of Council meetings have 
been established practice for many years.4 An 
additional level of coordination meetings has 
recently been introduced among the Nordic-
Baltic ambassadors to the Political and Security 
Committee at Estonia’s initiative.

4	 Piret Kuusik and Kristi Raik, The Nordic-Baltic Region in 
the EU27: Time for New Strategic Cooperation, (Tallinn: 
International Centre for Defence and Security/Estonian 
Foreign Policy Institute, December 2018), https://icds.ee/
the-nordic-baltic-region-in-the-eu-27-time-for-new-strategic-
cooperation/.

The importance of looking at the big picture 
and showing interest in the positions and 
priorities of all member states are seen as key 
components of a successful modus operandi 

Estonia used the presidency successfully to 
promote some of its own priorities, notably 
digitalisation, but also to show its ability to 
be a consensus-builder

https://icds.ee/the-nordic-baltic-region-in-the-eu-27-time-for-new-strategic-cooperation/
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Interestingly, many of the interviewed re-
presentatives of other member states and 
EU institutions acknowledged Estonia’s key 
position among the three Baltic states. It is 
not uncommon for other actors in the EU to 
turn first – or even only – to Estonia in order 
to find out the position of the Baltic states 
or to encourage the formulation of a joint 
Baltic position. Estonia is recognised as a 
constructive, well-connected and results-
oriented member state that works towards a 
common EU decision. It stands out as more 
active than Latvia and more pragmatic than 
Lithuania. Estonian diplomats themselves, 
however, find that the more stubborn and 
radical style of Lithuania – notably on Russia 
and the Eastern neighbourhood – often works 

to Estonia’s advantage in shaping EU policy. 
There is certainly potential to enhance Nordic-
Baltic or extended Northern cooperation in a 
more results-oriented manner. One example 
is personnel politics, where the promotion of 
jointly agreed candidates could help to increase 
NB6 representation in top positions. The 
selection process for the EU’s five top jobs5 in 
2019 was a case of missed opportunity for the 
Nordic-Baltic countries. An effort to coordinate 
and propose joint candidates could 
have improved the chances of the 
Northern member states to be 
represented. However, the process was 
dominated by France and led to the 
Nordic-Baltic states and even members 
of the broader Hanseatic group being 
absent from the top positions.6 Furthermore, 
the Eastern member states that joined the 
Union in 2004 or later (which is another, though 
less preferred, reference group for Estonia) are 

5	 President of the European Commission, President of the 
European Council, President of the European Parliament, 
President of the European Central Bank, and High 
Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy/Vice-
President of the European Commission.

6	 Established in February 2018 by the finance ministers of 
Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Ireland, Latvia, Lithuania, the 
Netherlands and Sweden.

also unrepresented. As a result, the balance of 
top jobs strongly favours Western and Southern 
member states.

Looking beyond the Nordic-Baltic group, one 
of the key questions is how to reach out to 
large member states. The UK used to be a close 
partner of Estonia on many matters in the EU, 
including security and defence, Russia, Ukraine 
and enlargement, as well as liberal economic 
policies and free trade. The Brexit process has 
shifted the centre of gravity of power in the 
Union towards France and Germany. The latter 
is generally inclined to be responsive and ready 
to listen to smaller member states’ views, e.g. 
Estonia’s positions on Russia. This does not 
mean, however, that it would regard Estonia as 
a close partner whose views would shape its 

own positions. Influencing Germany’s 
stance is considered very difficult by 
the Estonian diplomats. 

An even more challenging partner 
is France. Having shown very little 
interest in Northern and Eastern 
European member states in the past, 

France has made an effort to reach out to these 
parts of the Union under Emmanuel Macron. 
Cooperation between France and Estonia has 
become closer than ever – admittedly against 
the backdrop of very meagre ties. In the field 
of security and defence in particular, Estonia 
has invested in developing cooperation with 
France over the past decade. This cooperation 
has become all the more important due to the 
Brexit process, which has seen France become 

the leading security actor in the EU. 
Estonia’s contribution to Operation Barkhane 
in Mali and other French-led operations in 
Africa provides an important means to make 
Estonia’s views heard in Paris. Furthermore, 
Estonia was among the first countries to join 
the French-led European Intervention Initiative 
(EII). However, these activities take place 
outside the EU framework and it is hard to 
assess their contribution to Estonia’s influence 
in the Union. The views and priorities of 
Estonia and France in the field of foreign and 

Many of the interviewed representatives 
of other member states and EU institutions 
acknowledged Estonia’s key position among 
the three Baltic states

The views and priorities of Estonia and 
France in the field of foreign and security 
policy are often visibly different
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security policy are often visibly different, and 
French ambitions such as pursuing European 
strategic autonomy or re-engaging with Russia 
are viewed with great suspicion in Tallinn. 

Another complex question concerns the 
possible implications of domestic political 
change in Estonia in 2019 for the country’s 
position in the EU. The latest Coalition Explorer 
data is from 2018, so we must wait for the 
next survey in 2020 to see any change in a 
comparative manner. Previous editions of 
the Coalition Explorer suggest that domestic 
political changes usually have a limited impact 
on coalitions in the EU. However, in the case 
of Estonia, the change of government in April 
2019, when the Conservative People’s Party of 
Estonia (EKRE) joined the coalition, has given 
rise to new questions over Estonia’s position 

and partners in the EU. 
Apart from generally anti-EU rhetoric expressed 
by EKRE, there are few concrete indicators 
of policy change. Indeed, the coalition’s 
programme highlights continuity in foreign, 
security and EU policies. The most visible shift 
took place over migration policy, on which the 
new government adopted a firm position that 
Estonia is not willing to receive any asylum-
seekers redistributed within the Union. In the 
field of climate policy, Estonia positioned itself 
in the Eastern group together with the Czech 
Republic, Hungary and Poland in June, but four 
months later changed its position and joined 
the EU’s goal of achieving climate neutrality by 
2050, after completing background studies on 
the effects of this goal.7

As for partners, Estonia has made some 
visible new openings towards Hungary and 
Poland. In the EKRE’s rhetoric, these are often 
singled out as Estonia’s models and partners 
in the EU, portrayed as countries that fiercely 
defend national interests vis-à-vis Brussels 
and seek to reinforce national sovereignty. 

7	 “Government endorses 2050 as target year for climate	
neutrality”, ERR, 3 October 2019, https://news.err.
ee/987949/government-endorses-2050-as-target-year-for-
climateneutrality.

Furthermore, foreign minister Urmas Reinsalu, 
who represents the mainstream national 
conservative party Pro Patria, launched a 
new mechanism of consultations with the 
two countries on migration issues, reportedly 
with the aim of exchanging information on the 
subject and being prepared to fend off new 
initiatives in the international arena.8 

Other concrete examples of change are 
rare. The degree of change when it comes to 
policies and actions is therefore rather limited. 
However, some reputational damage was 
noted in the interviews. Showing solidarity 
over migration is a hugely important issue 
for many member states, and hence Estonia’s 
strict position is viewed negatively. Most 
member states are not keen to take account 
of the interests of countries that are seen as 

obstructive and not willing to show 
solidarity towards others. This does 
not mean that Estonia will always have 
to go along with majority views in the 
EU or, even less, be ready to receive 
large numbers of asylum-seekers. 
However, an attitude of solidarity and 

a predisposition to seek common solutions is 
very important.

It is also worth noting the weak position 
and influence of the Visegrád countries in 
the EU. Poland and Hungary are visible and 
loud, but their ability to shape outcomes is 
relatively low. The Coalition Explorer shows 
that Poland’s connections in the EU weakened 
considerably between 2016 and 2018. Our 
interviews suggest that a strong emphasis on 
Poland and Hungary is counterproductive to 
partnership with the Nordic countries, which 
remains a priority for the current government 
and is strongly supported by the Estonian 
population.9 This is not to say there should 
be no coordination and cooperation with the 
Visegrád countries; Poland, in particular, is a 

8	 “Reinsalu: Foreign policy to remain on course with small 
changes”, ERR, 30 July 2019,  https://news.err.ee/965943/
reinsalu-foreign-policy-to-remain-on-course-with-small-
changes.

9	 According to an opinion survey conducted in October 
2019, Estonians think that their country should pursue 
closest partner relations with the Nordic countries and 
the two other Baltic states (76% and 67% of respondents, 
respectively). Germany was seen as a preferred partner by 
29% and the Visegrád countries by 16%. Source: Turu-
uuringute AS, “Avalik arvamus Euroopa Liidust”, Autumn 
2019, http://kaljurand.ee/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/
AS-Turu-uuringud-avalik-arvamus-Euroopa-Liidust-2019-
oktoober.pdf.

Apart from generally anti-EU rhetoric 
expressed by EKRE, there are few concrete 
indicators of policy change

https://news.err.ee/965943/reinsalu-foreign-policy-to-remain-on-course-with-small-changes
https://news.err.ee/965943/reinsalu-foreign-policy-to-remain-on-course-with-small-changes
https://news.err.ee/965943/reinsalu-foreign-policy-to-remain-on-course-with-small-changes
http://kaljurand.ee/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/AS-Turu-uuringud-avalik-arvamus-Euroopa-Liidust-2019-oktoober.pdf
http://kaljurand.ee/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/AS-Turu-uuringud-avalik-arvamus-Euroopa-Liidust-2019-oktoober.pdf
http://kaljurand.ee/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/AS-Turu-uuringud-avalik-arvamus-Euroopa-Liidust-2019-oktoober.pdf
https://news.err.ee/987949/government-endorses-2050-as-target-year-for-climateneutrality.
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very important partner for Estonia on security 
and defence matters and Russia. There are 
far fewer shared interests with Hungary. It 
is important to acknowledge that Estonia 
risks damaging its image and losing influence 

if it positions itself in the same group as the 
Visegrád countries. 

3. Future Prospects 
and Policy 
Recommendations

The importance of the Nordic-Baltic member 
states as the primary reference group with 
which Estonia has the best connections is 
clearly indicated by different sources. Estonia 
should make an effort to get more out of these 
links as a way to influence other member 
states’ positions and EU policies. The Nordic 
countries are an important link that helps 
to connect Estonia and other Baltic states to 
the western EU members. At the same time, 
Estonia should be mindful of the differences 
between the Nordics. Finland and Sweden 
have a very close and balanced bilateral link 
and are both important partners in reaching 
out to large member states. Finland’s relations 
with Germany are fairly close, mostly because 
of common positions in many areas. Sweden 
has much potential to grow as a vocal and 
ambitious member state on internal issues 
(from markets to migration) and on foreign 
and security policy. Denmark’s position in the 
EU is weaker, focusing strongly on Sweden, 
while there is a clearly weaker response from 
Stockholm. Denmark may be quite open to 
closer links with Estonia, but has rather weak 
outreach outside the north, with the exception 
of the Netherlands.

The so-called New Hanseatic League, which 
has expressed shared, conservative positions 
of northern member states on eurozone 
policies and governance, probably has limited 
potential due to its narrow focus. However, the 
group might come up with new, constructive 

initiatives in future, for example on digital 
policy. There is more potential for new 
coalition-building involving Estonia among the 
rich and smaller member states constituting 
the Affluent Seven. The EU Coalition Explorer 

shows that policymakers in these seven 
countries tend to look at Estonia and 
Ireland as the most suitable additional 
participants in such a cooperation. 
There is a recognition of the potential 
of such a grouping as a common actor 
in shaping EU policy in, for example, 
The Hague and Stockholm. Hence, if 

this group moves towards closer cooperation, 
Estonia should be ready to engage.

Estonia has had a generally pro-EU, pro-
integration attitude, which matters a lot when 
it comes to reaching out to the historical 
core of the EU, notably Germany and France. 
However, the Germans and French do not 
seem to assess Estonia’s position as very 
committed to the EU, so Tallinn has a challenge 
to communicate this position better. One way 
to do this is to seek closer links with countries 
with special relevance to the Franco-German 
tandem, such as the Netherlands, which has 
a special relationship with Germany, and 
Belgium, which has very close links with both 
France and Germany. 

Finally, Estonia’s ability to build on its 
constructive and results-oriented image 
depends, of course, on whether it maintains 
this approach in future and avoids slipping 
away, as a result of domestic political currents, 
from the Nordic countries and closer to the 
Visegrád group, which has a weaker reputation 
and less influence in the Union. 

It is important to acknowledge that Estonia 
risks damaging its image and losing 
influence if it positions itself in the same 
group as the Visegrád countries
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