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Executive Summary

In 2021–23, Europe experienced a major energy shock due to a number of significant factors in 
the energy market. As a result of Russia’s strategy to take advantage of Europe’s dependency on 
its energy supply and coerce the EU into acquiescence to Russia’s geopolitical demands, the most 
important course-changing trigger has been the Russian war against Ukraine. A raft of urgent policy 
measures passed at the EU and national levels, quick adaptation of the consumers to the price 
signals, the availability of LNG from the US, suppressed demand in China, and a mild winter meant 
that a full-scale disaster was averted. However, the previous crisis being less severe than anticipated 
does not mean the next one will be less challenging. 

Estonian society’s resilience to future energy crises may determine not only the country’s internal 
political dynamics but also its relations with key partners, its reputation in the EU, and even the 
country’s long-term geopolitical prospects. In order to understand how well-prepared Estonian 
society is for such future crises, this study identifies and analyses the key public narratives that 
emerged during the 2021–23 energy crisis and investigates how they reflected on Estonian society’s 
perceptions and actions. The narrative analysis is complemented by survey data, which indicates 
how the Estonian public viewed various aspects of the crisis and its resolution, as well as the extent 
to which public sentiment echoes or runs counter to the identified narratives.

The narrative analysis reveals that Estonian society possesses the necessary characteristics of being 
able and feeling empowered to challenge the authorities if their judgement and performance are 
deemed flawed. The survey results reveal that the authorities’ performance was indeed deemed 
flawed. There was a significant lack of confidence in the governance layer of resilience, with 58% of 
respondents indicating that they did not believe that the government is able to successfully manage 
energy security and energy crises. Trust in the government is a key factor in building societal 
resilience and handling future crises.

The energy crisis highlighted the importance of good communication during a crisis through the 
general lack of communication and the negative experiences of what there was. Government 
communication about the range, nature, and severity of risks to society inadvertently caused 
cynical or, to the contrary, alarmist reactions that undercut the purpose of such communication. The 
survey showed that, for example, after the prime minister’s speech about potential power supply 
disruptions in the case of Russia’s hostile action against the power grid, only 3% of respondents 
took all the necessary measures to prepare themselves for the potential emergency. The study also 
indicated that a large proportion of society failed to act at all in response to the unfolding broader 
energy crisis, which does not inspire optimism when it comes to future resilience.

One of the more significant breakdowns in resilience occurred along ideological lines, where the 
government considered businesses and households to hold important responsibilities with respect 
to enduring the crisis, while the latter demanded much stronger action from the government both 
at the national and EU levels. Estonian society seems to lack the capacity and drive for the grassroots 
self-organisation and collective problem-solving initiatives that characterise resilient coping, instead 
revealing such negative characteristics as passivity and overreliance on the state.

Another breakdown in resilience in the response to the energy crisis was related to the failure 
to maintain a just and equal distribution of risk, vulnerability, and cost. As the narrative related 
to the profits of the energy companies—especially state-owned ones—shows, the sense of unfair 
distribution of costs and benefits was pervasive and highly antagonising. The outcome is that 
even society’s understanding of the causes of the crisis became severely distorted, with a plurality 
(41%) of survey respondents choosing the increased profits of the energy companies as the most 
important cause of the crisis.
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The perceived unfairness of risk distribution and received support does not necessarily translate 
into a uniform unwillingness to bear additional costs. The respondents were more in favour of 
than against such costs if that was necessary to support Ukraine and its fight against Russia (45% 
fully or somewhat agreed, 34% disagreed). However, that support disappeared when the question 
concerned the climate agenda, with 45% of those surveyed responding that they would not accept 
additional costs should they be necessary to avoid catastrophic climate change. Despite apparent 
hostility to the climate agenda, in order to guarantee self-sufficiency in energy production, ensure 
energy security in the future, and avoid future crises, the respondents very strongly favoured (77%) 
the development of domestic renewable (wind, solar, biomass, and hydro) energy sources.

The survey also revealed an important aspect of Estonians’ somewhat concerning awareness of 
geopolitical risk, which was marked by a relatively optimistic view of potential political coercion 
by Russia. Only 34% somewhat or fully agreed with the notion that Russia is wielding energy as a 
geopolitical weapon to coerce its opponents, and almost the same share (33%) somewhat or fully 
disagreed. This belief in Estonia’s immunity to potential political coercion through the energy sector 
seems to have been grounded in the survey population’s faith in Estonia’s longstanding oil shale 
resources, with 56% answering that they would somewhat or strongly support the continued use of 
domestic oil shale for future energy production.

The study highlights several key shortcomings in Estonian society’s resilience capabilities. Firstly, the 
lack of constructive responsiveness to warnings about plausible severe risks (i.e., power cuts) and 
low scores on preparedness for future energy crises show that the Estonian society does not have 
a mindset of crisis preparedness. Secondly, society’s lack of confidence in the government’s ability 
to successfully navigate such crises has the potential to undermine the relationship of trust and 
cooperation in similar episodes in the future. As the survey showed, a responsible and competent 
media, effective government, and an impartial expert community were the most trusted sources of 
information with respect to coping with the energy crisis. These actors will have to play an important 
role in rebuilding the trust lost during the energy crisis, shaping the narratives that inspire steadfast 
action for forging a better future for energy and climate security, and improving Estonia’s societal 
resilience capabilities.
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Will we ever live in peace?
‘Cause those that can’t do often have to

And those that can’t do often have to preach
To the ones staring at the sun

Afraid of what you’d find
If you took a look inside

U2, “Staring at the Sun” (Album Pop, 1997)

Introduction

In 2021–23, Europe experienced a major 
energy shock stemming from Russia’s strategy 
of coercing the EU into acquiescence to 
Russia’s geopolitical demands and deterring it 
from supporting Ukraine in the event of war. 
As the war began, the Kremlin regime 
wielded the Russian energy supply and 
Europe’s dependence on it as a weapon 
to put pressure on the societies, 
economies, and politics of the West. A 
raft of urgent policy measures passed 
at the EU and national levels, quick 
adaptation of the consumers to the 
price signals, the availability of LNG 
from the US, suppressed demand 
in China, and a mild winter meant that the 
disaster was averted, even though this came at 
a substantial cost and with a measure of good 
luck rather than by smart design. At the same 
time, the crisis has been taken up by energy 
policymakers as an opportunity to highlight the 
geopolitical benefits of faster decarbonisation 
and transition to “zero carbon” energy systems 
and economies. Some studies have already 
highlighted the short-, medium-, and long-term 
policy responses by the Estonian government 
and the challenges of implementing them.1 

1	 See, for instance, Joanna Lepmets, Energy Without 
Russia: Country Report – Estonia (Budapest: Friedrich-
Ebert-Stiftung Budapest, 2023); Priit Mändmaa, 
“War as a Stress Test for Estonian Energy Policy,” in 
War and Energy Security: Lessons for the Future, ed. 
Tomas Jermalavičius (Tallinn: International Centre for 
Defence and Security, 2023). 

Still, the crisis brought to the fore a number 
of significant lessons, such as the importance 
of European solidarity and how national 
responsibility for energy policy saps it at critical 
moments or how mobilising the political will to 
support allies at war might be hampered by 
the unwillingness of citizens and industries to 
bear much higher energy costs. This is even 
more the case if the solution offered, such as 
accelerated decarbonisation, causes major 
disruption and creates new winners and 
losers. As a result, nationalist populism that 
condones military aggression or dismisses its 
victims becomes a major factor to reckon with 
in international statecraft. Future-proofed 
and climate-saving energy policy can thus 
still become a victim of hostile geopolitical 
powers acting against our interests and remain 
a vector via which to exploit our societal 
and political vulnerabilities. That a previous 
crisis was averted does not mean the next 
similar crisis will be too. Therefore, Estonian 
society’s resilience to future energy crises 
may determine not only the country’s internal 
political dynamics but also its relations with 
key partners, its reputation in the EU, and even 
the country’s long-term geopolitical prospects. 

In every crisis, accurate and consistent 
communication about the root causes, the 
possibility to rely on the critical thinking 
faculties of domestic societies and key groups 
of economic and political stakeholders, and 
the ability of leaders to offer the prospect of 
a brighter future amidst hardship are crucial 
components of the resilience necessary for 
successfully charting a successful pathway out 
of a crisis. Several studies have underscored the 
importance of these components in the context 
of multiple successive and even overlapping 
crises that have hit Europe, the Baltic region, 
and Estonia in recent years. According to these, 
Estonia fared reasonably well, even though 
significant gaps in its national resilience remain 
and the collective mindset of the society never 
quite recovered the optimistic outlook that 

Estonian society’s resilience to future energy 
crises may determine not only the country’s 
internal political dynamics but also its 
relations with key partners, its reputation 
in the EU, and even the country’s long-term 
geopolitical prospects

https://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/budapest/20486.pdf
https://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/budapest/20486.pdf
https://icds.ee/en/download/47068747/?tmstv=1683191636
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was present prior to those crises.2 However, 
to what extent these factors contributed to 
Estonia’s successful handling of, specifically, 
the 2021–23 energy crisis, and whether 
Estonia managed to put its energy policy on a 
course that echoes the society’s preparedness 
to overcome the inevitable challenges of the 
future remain open questions. 

This study seeks to address this knowledge 
gap and explore how Estonian society adapted 
and coped with the energy crisis. It identifies 
and analyses the key public narratives that 
emerged during the crisis and investigates 
how they reflected on society’s perceptions 
and actions. The first chapter outlines the 
concept of societal resilience, which served as 
the theoretical framework for this analysis. The 
second chapter describes in detail eight meta-
narratives that bring together various public 
discourses about the crisis. The third chapter 
presents the results of the public opinion 
survey, which used a set of questions based 
on the prerequisites of societal resilience and 
the narratives identified and discussed in the 
first two chapters. The paper concludes (i) that, 
although Estonian society displayed important 
capacities for coping, it did not emerge from 
the crisis unscathed and (ii) that its resilience 
contains gaps and deficiencies that should be 
the focus of future efforts to prepare for a 
similar disturbance.

1. Resilience Matters

1.1. What is Resilience?

In generic terms, resilience has been defined as 
a “process linking a set of adaptive capacities 
to a positive trajectory of functioning and 
adaptation after a disturbance”3 and as the 
“capability of a system to maintain its functions 
and structure in the face of internal and 

2	 See Dmitri Teperik, Solvita Denisa-Liepniece, Dalia 
Bankauskaitė, and Kaarel Kullamaa, Resilience Against 
Disinformation: A New Baltic Way to Follow? (Tallinn: 
International Centre for Defence and Security, 2023),; 
Shaul Kimhi et al., “A full-scale Russian invasion of 
Ukraine in 2022: Resilience and coping within and 
beyond Ukraine,” Applied Psychology: Health and 
Well-Being, 2023: 1–19. 

3	 Fran H. Norris et al., “Community resilience as a 
metaphor, theory, set of capacities, and strategy for 
disaster readiness,” American Journal of Community 
Psychology 41 (2008): 130.

external change.”4 It can also be useful to think 
of resilience as a “set of networked adaptive 
capacities” whereby resilience draws on certain 
resources of the system and on “dynamic 
attributes of those resources (robustness, 
redundancy, rapidity).”5 

It is important to appreciate the type and the 
nature of the relevant disruption. Usually, 
this is a traumatic event or experience that 
shocks a system and disrupts its normal 
functioning by causing its various elements 
to fail or underperform. Stressors or “aversive 
circumstances that threaten the well-being 
or functioning” can differ not only in terms 
of their nature (e.g., environmental disasters, 
terrorism, war, or loss of a family member) but 
also in terms of severity, duration, and surprise, 
which all may require different resources and 
capacities.6  Systems which experience a single 
catastrophic event (e.g., the 9/11 attacks in the 
US or the 7 October 2023 attack in Israel) display 
different adaptive and coping or dysfunctional 
behaviours compared to those trying to cope 
with chronic stressors (e.g., prolonged terrorist 
campaigns, economic crises, or civil wars and 
insurgencies).7 

However, the variety and the dynamic nature of 
potential stressors mean that it is impossible to 
predict in advance which of a system’s adaptive 
capacities will be necessary, thereby calling for 
a broad-based approach to building resilience. 
In the case of this particular study, however, 
the stressor is clear – an energy crisis that 
slowly unfolded from autumn 2021 until spring 
2023 and which was characterised by price 
shocks and supply disruptions, starting from 
when Russia began ramping up preparations 
for its military attack on Ukraine and peaking 
when successive rounds of Western sanctions 
on Russia in response to its military aggression 
severely limited the import of Russian energy 

4	 Brad Allenby and Jonathan Fink, “Toward inherently 
secure and resilient societies,” Science 309, no. 5737 
(2005): 1034.

5	 Norris et al., “Community resilience as a metaphor,” 
135.

6	 Norris et al., “Community resilience as a metaphor,” 
131.

7	 See Seymour Spilerman and Guy Stecklov, “Societal 
Responses to Terrorist Attacks,” Annual Review of 
Sociology 35 (August 2009): 167–189; Michael Ganor 
and Yuli Ben-Lavy, “Community resilience: Lessons 
derived from Gilo under fire,” Journal of Jewish 
Communal Service, Winter/Spring (2003): 105–108.

https://icds.ee/en/download/47066871/
https://icds.ee/en/download/47066871/
https://icds.ee/en/download/47066871/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-070308-120001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-070308-120001
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resources.8 The crisis became a serious test to 
the economic, political, and social systems in 
many European countries and to the EU as a 
whole.9 To some degree, its impact continues 
to reverberate through those systems. Thus, 
the stressor in question had both acute and 
chronic aspects to its character, and we 
already have a possibility to assemble a body 
of evidence on how our societies managed 
or failed to cope with it and what the entire 
episode says about their resilience.

The energy sector has had its own share of 
focus on resilience, although this has mostly 
been concentrated on issues such as security 
of supply, continuity of service, adaptability, 
and rapidity of recovery in adverse situations.10 
The impact of war on critical energy 
infrastructures – especially when they are 
deliberately targeted – has also been studied, 
with particular attention to such aspects as 
preparedness, cross-sectoral cooperation, and 
external assistance.11 However, this work mostly 
relates to the services layer of the resilience 
ecosystem, while far less attention has been 
devoted to considering how the societies and 
polities that govern them anticipate, prepare, 
and respond to large-scale energy crises 
erupting as a result of or in conjunction with 
major geopolitical crises. However, it is the 
civic layer in which the true grit of individuals, 
communities, institutions, and entire societies 
resides, and which may well determine the 
political outcomes of a particular crisis.

8	 Ariel Cohen, “Europe’s self-inflicted energy crisis,” 
Forbes, 14 October 2021; Christina Lu, “Europe’s 
Worst Energy Nightmare is Becoming Reality,” Foreign 
Policy, 11 July 2022; Alexander Gard-Murray, Miriam 
Hinthorn, and Jeff D. Colgan, “The Missed Opportunity 
of Europe’s Energy Crisis,” Foreign Affairs, 23 August 
2023. 

9	 See Béla Galgóczi (ed.), Response Measures to the 
Energy Crisis: Policy targeting and climate trade-offs 
(Brussels: European Trade Union Institute, 2023). 

10	 See Marina Mola, Maksims Feofilovs, and Francesco 
Romagnoli, “Energy resilience: research trends at 
urban, municipal and country levels,” Energy Procedia 
147 (2018): 104–113.

11	 See Tomas Jermalavičius (ed.), War and Energy 
Security: Lessons for the Future (Tallinn: International 
Centre for Defence and Security, 2023). 

1.2. Societal Resilience

Societal (or social) resilience is defined as 
the “ability of a nation-state to preserve the 
cohesion of its society when it is confronted by 
external and internal stresses caused by socio-
political change and/or violent disturbances.”12 
It is closely related to the concept of 
community resilience, or a “community’s 
inherent capacity, hope and faith to withstand 
major trauma, overcome adversity and to 

prevail with increased resources, 
competence and connectedness.”13 In 
most cases, the concepts of societal 
and community resilience can be used 
interchangeably. The EU has defined 
resilience as “the ability not only to 
withstand and cope with challenges 

but also to transform in a sustainable, fair, 
and democratic manner,” thus highlighting 
the importance transformative capacities and 
underlining the imperative of ensuring that 
any transformation of a societal system after 
a disturbance must be aligned with certain 
key principles if it is to lay ground for future 
resilience.14

Fran Norris et al distinguish a set of four 
interrelated types of resources upon which 
community or societal resilience rests:15 

•	 Economic development. This includes 
such parameters as resource volume 
and diversity, the equity of resource 
distribution, the fairness of risk, and 
vulnerability to hazards. It was noted that 
groups on lower levels of socio-economic 
development tend to suffer more adverse 
consequences from stressors compared 
to those on higher levels of development. 
In terms of energy security, the energy 
poverty of those groups is an important 
indicator of resilience in this dimension.

12	 S. R. Joey Long, “Charting the Concept of Social 
Resilience: Past, Present, and the Future,” Conference 
Papers – International Studies Association Annual 
Meeting (2008): 2.

13	 Judith Landau, “Enhancing resilience: Families and 
communities as agents for change,” Family Process 46, 
no. 3 (2007): 352.

14	 European Commission, 2020 Strategic Foresight 
Report: Charting the Course Towards a More Resilient 
Europe (Brussels: European Commission, 2020), 6.

15	 See Norris et al., “Community resilience as a 
metaphor.”

The crisis became a serious test to the 
economic, political, and social systems in 
many European countries and to the EU as 
a whole

https://www.forbes.com/sites/arielcohen/2021/10/14/europes-self-inflicted-energy-crisis/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/07/11/europe-energy-crisis-natural-gas-russia-nord-stream-1/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/07/11/europe-energy-crisis-natural-gas-russia-nord-stream-1/
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/europe/missed-opportunity-energy-crisis-fossil-fuels
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/europe/missed-opportunity-energy-crisis-fossil-fuels
https://www.etui.org/publications/response-measures-energy-crisis-policy-targeting-and-climate-trade-offs
https://www.etui.org/publications/response-measures-energy-crisis-policy-targeting-and-climate-trade-offs
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.egypro.2018.07.039
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.egypro.2018.07.039
https://icds.ee/en/download/47068747/?tmstv=1683191636
https://icds.ee/en/download/47068747/?tmstv=1683191636
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1545-5300.2007.00216.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1545-5300.2007.00216.x
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/497a17be-3824-4135-bf2b-1072d74272b3_en?filename=strategic_foresight_report_2020_1.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/497a17be-3824-4135-bf2b-1072d74272b3_en?filename=strategic_foresight_report_2020_1.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/497a17be-3824-4135-bf2b-1072d74272b3_en?filename=strategic_foresight_report_2020_1.pdf
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•	 Social capital. This is a resource derived 
from the web of social relationships. It 
refers to levels of social support in times 
of need, the sense of community, and 
formal (organisational) and informal ties 
linking members of society and their 
sense of attachment to a place, as well as 
a sense of justice and equal treatment. 
Citizen empowerment and participation, 
as well as leadership with well-defined 
roles, structures, and responsibilities, are 
considered to be especially important.

•	 Community competence (human capital). 
This refers to society’s knowledge, problem-
solving skills, and abilities for collaborative 
action – in other words, collective efficacy. 
This resource depends on critical reflection 
skills, a willingness to contribute, an 
ability to solve conflicts in groups and to 
reach consensus, empowerment, and 
opportunities for getting involved in 
collective decision making. It also requires 
a “culture that permits challenges to 
authority and institutions that provide a 
basis for coordinating a response.”16

•	 Information and communication. This 
includes trusted sources of accurate 
information, effective transmission 
mechanisms, and collective narratives 
that “give the experience shared meaning 
and purpose.”17 In shaping this resource, 
the media plays an extremely 
important role. For instance, 
inaccurate, exaggerated, and 
dramatising stories may establish 
narratives unconducive to societal 
resilience and prompt inadequate 
political and societal reactions to 
stressors. As Bernice Lee and Felix Preston 
put it, “the public can be swayed by the 
most vocal, the most active or the most 
politically powerful participant rather than 
the best informed or the most legitimate.”18 
Thus, the responsibility of the media is a 

16	 Norris et al., “Community resilience as a metaphor,” 
142.

17	 Norris et al., “Community resilience as a metaphor,” 
140.

18	 Bernice Lee and Felix Preston with Gemma Green, 
Preparing for High-impact, Low-probability Events: 
Lessons from Eyjafjallajökull (London: The Royal 
Institute of International Affairs, 2012), 3. 

critical ingredient in strengthening societal 
resilience.19

According to Patrice Buzzanell, “the process of 
building and utilizing social capital is essential 
to resilience.”20 This entails pursuing societies 
that are built around high levels of social 
equity, trust, inclusion, and involvement; that 
are highly educated and therefore able to 
critically assess risks, messages, and leadership 
initiatives or to question the authorities; 
and that have a high density of communal 
relationships and high levels of understanding 
and trust between various communities.21 
In turn, this requires sustained policies and 
leadership behaviour consistent with and 
conducive to social and human capital growth 
and the legitimacy of society’s institutions, 
values, and norms.
 
Security strategy focused on societal resilience, 
however, will never yield quick results. 
According to Michael Ganor and Yuli Ben-Lavy, 
“the good news is that community resilience 
does not have to be specifically created; it 
grows by itself. It is actually a by-product of 
the investment in community development in 
many areas, seemingly unrelated to resilience 
[…] The bad news is that resilience cannot be 
achieved overnight.”22 Societal resilience as a 
process of responding to a stressor taps into 
society’s inner resources and capacities (skills, 
relationships, assets, values, norms, etc.) 

built over a long period of time and in areas 
which may appear as having little to do with 
national security in general or with resilience 
specifically.

19	 Social media is on the rise and gaining more 
importance as a channel of communication for 
individuals, communities, organisations and 
governments during crisis. Its impact on societal 
resilience is yet to be studied, although it is obvious 
that there are both risks and opportunities to 
resilience-based strategies flowing from growing 
reliance on social media.

20	 Patrice M. Buzzanell, “Resilience: Talking, resisting, 
and imagining new normalcies into being,” Journal of 
Communication 60 (2010): 6.

21	 See Long, “Charting the Concept of Social Resilience.”
22	 Ganor and Ben-Lavy, “Community resilience,” 106. 

Societal resilience as a process of responding 
to a stressor taps into society’s inner 
resources and capacities built over a long 
period of time

http://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/default/files/public/Research/Energy,%20Environment%20and%20Development/r0112_highimpact.pdf
http://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/default/files/public/Research/Energy,%20Environment%20and%20Development/r0112_highimpact.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2009.01469.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2009.01469.x
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On the other hand, a landmark report by the 
European Centre of Excellence for Countering 
Hybrid Threats and the EU Commission’s Joint 
Research Centre advocates systematically 
building societal resilience in the framework 
of “a comprehensive resilience ecosystem” 
(CORE). In this regard, one of the spaces of this 
ecosystem – the civic space – is of particular 
interest to our study. According to the 
report: “Social cohesion, efficient democratic 
deliberation, equal treatment and a culture of 
trust and discussion are key markers 
of a resilient civic space. Trust is key 
in the feeling of security, the sense of 
predictability, and the maintenance of 
social cohesion. It marks confidence in 
society as a whole.”23 

For this study, we took the fourth set of 
networked resources – information and 
communication – as a starting point for 
understanding and assessing how resilience (or 
a lack of it) was manifested in Estonian society 
during the energy crisis, with a particular focus 
on narratives (“collective stories”). However, 
the identification and analysis of the narratives 
that emerged during this crisis also provide 
plentiful insights into the state of play when it 
comes to the other three sets of resources or 
adaptive capacities described above. The next 
chapter delves into those narratives at length 
and relates them to various particular aspects 
of resilient or resilience-eroding behaviours 
evoked by the energy crisis.

2. Words Matter: 
Crisis Narratives

Public narratives are powerful factors in 
shaping societal resilience. They can project 
optimism and a credo for a better future, 
giving hope that the society will emerge from 
its predicament even in a better state, or they 
can propagate despair and haplessness in 
the face of adversity, corroding the society’s 
capacity for coping. They can amplify effective 
communication and promote collective 
learning and problem-solving, or they can 
confuse and induce further uncertainty, thus 
leading to inadequate behaviours or even 

23	 Rainer Jungwirth et al., Hybrid threats: a 
comprehensive resilience ecosystem (Luxembourg: 
Publications Office of the European Union, 2023), 42.

paralysis. They can promote realistic and 
balanced risk assessment by the members 
of the society  – thus facilitating better 
preparedness to manage those risks – or they 
can obscure those risks and blunt society’s 
alertness. They can also inspire society 
members to act without waiting for others to 
step in, thus stimulating grassroots leadership 
and bottom-up responses, or, in contrast, they 
can promote a culture of entitlement and 
dependence. 

Narratives can also strengthen the sense 
of security through collective efforts and 
cohesion or cause a sense of abandonment, 
leading to a fragmented and divided society. 
They can strengthen trust or weaken it, even to 
the point of collapse, leaving the society worse 
off for when the next crisis comes. Last but not 
least, they can induce fear about future, thus 
hampering what is called “bouncing forward” 
from the crisis that usually requires “the ability 
to use shocks as windows of opportunities, 
and thus translate the negative narrative 
of a “stormy future” into a positive one.”24 
Understanding the dominant narratives and 
their impact is thus crucial to nurturing societal 
resilience.

The following chapter provides an overview 
of the findings from a narrative analysis 
conducted in order to distinguish and evaluate 
the narratives that emerged in Estonian media 
during the 2021–23 energy crisis. The chapter 
introduces eight different narratives that 
were prevalent in the media. Each narrative 
is summarised by explaining the relevant 
events and context surrounding the discourse. 
The narratives are analysed from the point of 
view of the conditions required for resilient 
responses – in particular, how the narratives 
undermine or reinforce such responses. The 
analysis does not aim to assess the correctness 
of these narratives or provide counter-
narratives. Moreover, the aim is not to outline 
the measures undertaken by the government, 
transmission system operator (TSO), or private 

24	 Anna Rita Manca, Peter Benczur, and Enrico 
Giovannini, Building a Scientific Narrative Towards a 
More Resilient EU Society (Luxembourg: Publications 
Office of the European Union, 2017), 5.

Public narratives are powerful factors in 
shaping societal resilience

https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC129019
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC129019
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC106265/jrc106265_100417_resilience_scienceforpolicyreport.pdf
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC106265/jrc106265_100417_resilience_scienceforpolicyreport.pdf
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companies. These measures are occasionally 
mentioned as far as they help to illustrate the 
evolution of the narratives. It is important to 
note that due to the timing of the crisis, the 
narratives that emerged were increasingly 
intertwined with the parliamentary election 
campaign in the spring of 2023.

The Power of Narratives: Uruguay’s Green 
Transition as a Case Study

An example of a country that managed to 
harness a powerful whole-of-nation narrative 
to successfully reform its energy sector in a time 
of need is Uruguay. Uruguay faced an energy 
crisis in the 2000s as fossil fuel prices went up. 
By 2023, the country had nearly entirely phased 
out fossil fuels, with 90–95% of its power 
coming from renewable sources, particularly 
wind power. The leaders of the reforms in the 
energy sector highlighted the importance of 
a “strong national narrative” that needs to be 
present in order to succeed with this kind of 
transition and overcome misconceptions, such 
as the idea that renewables will kill jobs in 
the energy sector and impoverish consumers. 
Uruguay’s transition led to the creation of 
about 50,000 new jobs with a strong emphasis 
on the idea of a just transition for all and helped 
reduce the proportion of the population in 
extreme poverty from 40% to 10%. Uruguay’s 
success story showcases how political will and 
persistent attention to the power of narratives 
can revive a country’s energy sector and, in 
turn, benefit its economy and society as a 
whole.25

2.1. Methodology

The research uses narrative analysis to interpret 
how people viewed and made sense of their 
everyday experiences during the energy crisis 
through the stories that were shared by the 
media at the time. Narrative analysis is a 
qualitative analysis method used to uncover 
underlying ideologies and stances present in 
stories and, more widely, in the culture from 
which the narratives emerge. The language 
people use and the characters and plots they 
include in their stories offer insight into the 

25	 Sam Meadows, “Uruguay’s green power revolution: 
rapid shift to wind shows the world how it’s done,” 
The Guardian, 27 December 2023. 

message they want to convey. Narratives are 
influenced by the specific context in which they 
are created. At the same time, by interpreting 
events through their own perspective, they 
further create new contexts.26 

By analysing the articles that were published 
during the energy crisis, specific narratives 
can be distinguished that offer insight into the 
public discourse and context that was prevalent 
at the time. The articles that were written 
during the energy crisis showcase the main 
attitudes toward and views of the events that 
occurred during the crisis. The analysis used 
Estonia’s four biggest news portals to retrieve 
articles about the crisis – ERR, Äripäev, Eesti 
Päevaleht / Delfi, and Postimees. Eesti Ekspress 
and Postimees are larger media houses that 
include smaller publications, which were also 
used to collect data. Articles were retrieved 
from the time period of 1 November 2021 to 
31 March 2023. This period was chosen to 
cover the time leading up to the peak of the 
crisis (autumn–winter 2022) and its immediate 
aftermath. The collected discourses were used 
to compose the meta-narratives. 

2.2. Collective Stories in 
Circulation

2.2.1. Unprepared Government, 
Inadequate Responses

The first narrative dwelled on the Estonian 
government’s unpreparedness. This narrative 
was prevalent throughout the whole of the 
crisis period analysed and present in most of 
the sources discussing the energy crisis. The 
narrative centred on the argument that the 
Estonian government did not have any long-
term plans and had made no investments 
to prevent the energy crisis. Many sources 
focused on interviews with and statements 
from experts and analysts from the energy 
field, who were in agreement that the 
crisis could not have come as a surprise to 

26	 Matthew Craig Mitchell and Margaret Egudo, A Review 
of Narrative Methodology (Edinburgh: Commonwealth 
of Australia, 2003); Paul Mihas, “Qualitative research 
methods: approaches to qualitative data analysis,” in 
International Encyclopedia of Education, eds. Robert 
J. Tierney, Fazal Rizvi, and Kadriye Ercikan (Elsevier 
Science, 2023), 302–313; Anna De Fina and Alexandra 
Georgakopoulou (eds.), The Handbook of Narrative 
Analysis (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, 2015).

https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2023/dec/27/uruguays-green-power-revolution-rapid-shift-to-wind-shows-the-world-how-its-done
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2023/dec/27/uruguays-green-power-revolution-rapid-shift-to-wind-shows-the-world-how-its-done
https://www.webpages.uidaho.edu/css506/506%20Readings/Review%20of%20Narritive%20Methodology%20Australian%20Gov.pdf
https://www.webpages.uidaho.edu/css506/506%20Readings/Review%20of%20Narritive%20Methodology%20Australian%20Gov.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/B9780128186305110292
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/B9780128186305110292
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=7Ux_BwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PA7&dq=media+narrative+analysis&ots=cbVoN9VaJp&sig=Wn7XLfhbr-ORFZwKA7_fewI3BOQ
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=7Ux_BwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PA7&dq=media+narrative+analysis&ots=cbVoN9VaJp&sig=Wn7XLfhbr-ORFZwKA7_fewI3BOQ
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anyone.27 The discussions focused on a lack 
of accountability and initiative from the 
government’s side, particularly with regard to 
enhancing production capacity and investing 
in alternative energy sources to ensure energy 
security. Chairman of the Committee on Energy 
at the Estonian Academy of Sciences Arvi 
Hamburg noted in an interview: “The planning 
for energy security needs to start 10–15 years 
beforehand, to plan, invest, construct and 
to activate production capacity.”28 Hamburg 
added that – considering the current state 
of affairs – he did not see that the Estonian 
government had made these plans. 

The same unpreparedness was also noted 
with regard to transitioning away from oil 
shale use in energy production. On the one 
hand, the government’s plan to stop oil shale 
production by the year 2030 was considered 
both hasty and unlikely to happen since no 
sufficient alternatives seem to be present or 
in the making.29 The common description of 
the government with respect to this was “all 
talk, no action.” This sentiment was brought 
up in discussions about planning and the 
government’s naivety in relying on Russian 
gas and underestimating the necessity for 

27	 “Liive: me oleme energeetika planeerimisega mööda 
pannud [Liive: we have failed with energy planning],” 
ERR, 7 December 2021; “Arvi Hamburg: energiakriis 
ei saanud tulla ootamatult [Arvi Hamburg: the energy 
crisis did not come unexpectedly],” ERR, 16 December 
2021; Kajar Lember, “Kuidas majatäied analüütikud ei 
suutnud praegust elektribörsi ette näha? [How could 
the analysts fail to foresee the current electricity 
exchange?],” Eesti Päevaleht, 17 September 2022. 

28	 “Arvi Hamberg: energiakriis.” 
29	 “Arvi Hamberg: energiakriis.”; Kersti Kaljulaid, “Andrus 

Ansip: meie energiamajandust peaksid juhtima Oki 
ja Liive moodi inimesed [Andrus Ansip: our energy 
economy must be led by people like Oki and Liive],” 
Eesti Päevaleht, 14 December 2022. 

a transition to renewable energy.30 On the 
other hand, the government was seen as 
shortsighted and failing to prioritise the shifts 
necessary to ensure a rapid green transition 
and, thus, energy security. The co-leader of 
the Estonia Green Party, Johanna-Maria Tõugu, 
wrote in her opinion piece, “We have had the 
opportunity to create a clean, durable and 
diverse energy supply for a long time now, but 
the lack of political will has left us in the status 
of a polluting energy producer in the EU.”31 

The second strand of the discourse relating to 
this narrative was, to some extent, connected 

to the government’s unpreparedness 
but focused more on criticism of the 
government during the crisis and 
on arguments that the government 
acted wrongly in the way it handled 
the energy crisis. The energy crisis 
was an opportunity for the opposition 
to criticise the government ahead 
of the 2023 spring elections and 
offered a platform for them to air their 

own ideas, which often ran counter to the 
established pre-crisis policy approaches (e.g., 
on implementing the EU’s Green Deal). 

One of the decisions that was widely criticised 
was the introduction of the national universal 
electricity service. The price set for the 
universal electricity service was thought to 
be highly profitable for the incumbent energy 
company – the majority state-owned Eesti 
Energia group – a state of affairs that was 
viewed as hypocritical considering the prime 
minister’s stance on not supporting businesses 
during the crisis.32 Universal service was seen 
as an unnecessary measure since the prices 
were still high and because it ignored the 
principles of free market regulation. It was also 
seen to delay the transition to green energy by 

30	 Kaspar Oja, “10 tähelepanekut energiakriisi 
tagajärgede kohta: midagi tuleb kindlasti kinni ja maha 
keerata [10 observations about the consequences of 
the energy crisis: something must be stopped and 
turned off],” Eesti Ekspress, 12 September 2022; 
Johanna Maarja Tiik, “Oleme olnud võhiklikud ja 
naiivsed. Sõda ei muuda loodusseadusi [We have been 
ignorant and naive. War does not change the laws of 
nature],” Eesti Päevaleht, 1 November 2022; Johanna-
Maria Tõugu, “Diktaatorite küüsist päästab rohepööre 
[The green revolution saves us from the clutches of 
dictators],” Eesti Päevaleht, 21 January 2023. 

31	 Tõugu, “Diktaatorite küüsist päästab rohepööre.” 
32	 Tõnis Mölder, “Kodutarbijate universaalteenus on 

petukaup [Universal service for home consumers is a 
scam],” Eesti Päevaleht, 15 September 2022. 

The discussions focused on a lack of 
accountability and initiative from the 
government’s side, particularly with regard 
to enhancing production capacity and 
investing in alternative energy sources to 
ensure energy security
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https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120091280/johanna-maarja-tiik-oleme-olnud-vohiklikud-ja-naiivsed-soda-ei-muuda-loodusseadusi
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120131346/poliitkolumnist-johanna-maria-tougu-diktaatorite-kuusist-paastab-rohepoore
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120067760/paeva-teema-tonis-molder-elektrituru-reformist-kodutarbijate-universaalteenus-on-petukaup
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120067760/paeva-teema-tonis-molder-elektrituru-reformist-kodutarbijate-universaalteenus-on-petukaup


8An Edifying Tale of Keeping the Lights On

China-Russia “Alliance”

tying consumers to oil shale energy, which was 
used to cover the energy consumption arising 
from the provision of the universal service.33 

The decision to set up the universal service was 
claimed to be a populist move to secure votes 
by offering a quick solution instead of investing 
in alternative energy sources and ensuring 
alternative production capabilities.34 Articles 
from different opposition members focused 
on alternatives to the government’s decision. 
For instance, Eesti 200 member Margot Roose 
wrote advocating for the development of 
renewable energy production and criticising 
the government’s short-sightedness.35 And 
Estonian Conservative Party chair Martin 
Helme claimed that the universal service did 
not do enough to aid the Estonian consumer 
and promised, instead, that the electricity 
price could be kept at 30 euros MWh by 
focusing solely on increasing national energy 
production.36

Criticism was also directed at Estonia’s 
representation in the EU. The discourse 
about the EU was mainly concerned with the 
government’s lack of prioritisation of Estonia’s 
needs compared to those of the EU. Also 
criticised was the dearth of instructions from 
the government that could help Estonian 
consumers and entrepreneurs deal with the 

33	 Sander Vesik, “Universaalteenus on jabur! 
[Universal service is nonsense!],” Eesti Päevaleht, 
2 December 2022; Margot Roose, “Soodsa elektri 
hinna toob toimiv roheenergiasüsteem, mitte 
universaalteenusega vangerdamine [A functioning 
green energy system brings a favourable electricity 
price, not the tricks with the universal service],” 
Eesti Päevaleht, 24 January 2023; Joakim Helenius, 
“Universaalteenus ei lahenda midagi. Energiakriisid 
on tulnud, et jääda [Universal service does not solve 
anything. Energy crises are here to stay],” Eesti 
Päevaleht, 17 February 2023. 

34	 Roose, “Soodsa elektri hinna toob toimiv 
roheenergiasüsteem.”; Vesik, “Universaalteenus on 
jabur!”

35	 Roose, “Soodsa elektri hinna toob toimiv 
roheenergiasüsteem.” 

36	 Kaili Malts, “Martin Helme väidab, et Eesti saaks 
elektrit müüa 30 eurot MWh. On see reaalne? [Martin 
Helme claims that Estonia could sell electricity for 30 
euros per MWh. Is it possible?],” Eesti Päevaleht, 14 
September 2022. 

new measures and policies coming from the 
EU.37 Questions about Estonia’s strength and 
boldness when it comes to speaking up for 
national perspectives in the union were also 
central to the discourse. The biggest point 
of concern was over EU plans to extend CO2 

emission trading quotas for the traffic and 
construction sector.38 This would create an 
artificial price surge for fuels and heating 
sources, which would be unacceptable 
to Estonian taxpayers who are already 
struggling because of high energy prices. The 
disappointment regarding the issue was caused 
by the fact that Estonian representatives did 
not voice their opposition to the plan.39 

Lack of consideration for Estonia’s domestic 
goals was also criticised in relation to the 
EU’s regulations on the transition from fossil 
fuel-reliant transport to electric vehicles. 
Member of the opposition party Isamaa, Mart 
Maastik, wrote that Member States from the 

eastern part of the EU were put at a 
disadvantage when talking about any 
sudden changes in the transportation 
sector. The shift to electric vehicles 
by 2035, he suggested, requires 
radical changes in the whole of the 
infrastructure in Estonia and other 
Member States in the EU’s east, which 

will force them to push domestic projects into 
the background.40

Perhaps one of the biggest controversies 
over the government’s communication arose 
following the prime minister’s televised speech 

37	 Madis Hindre, “Kes peab kellele maksma? Komisjoni 
energeetikaettepanekud tõid segaduse [Who has 
to pay whom? The Commission’s energy proposals 
brought confusion],” ERR, 20 September 2022; 
Margot Roose, “Kes vastutab, et aastaga on Eesti 
inimesed maksnud energia eest 1,2 miljardit rohkem? 
[Estonians have paid 1.2 billion more for energy last 
year: who is responsible for that?],” Eesti Päevaleht, 
20 February 2023. 

38	 Raimo Poom, “Eesti pani jälle klapid pähe, kui 
Brüsselis olulisi asju teatati [Estonia did not notice 
again when important decisions were made in 
Brussels],” Delfi, 4 January 2023; Riina Solman, “Eesti 
peab õppima Brüsseli rumalustele “ei” ütlema [Estonia 
has to learn how to say “no” to the nonsense from 
Brussels],” Eesti Päevaleht, 9 January 2023. 

39	 Rain Hepner, “Hüpiknukud ja silmakirjateenrid EL-i 
energiapoliitikas [Puppets and hypocrites in the EU 
energy policy],” ERR, 27 September 2022; Solman, 
“Eesti peab õppima.”; Poom, “Eesti pani jälle klapid 
pähe.”

40	 Mart Maastik, “Suure hurraaga elektriautodele 
üleminek meenutab Hruštšovi plaanimajandust [The 
transition to electric vehicles resembles Khrushchev’s 
planned economy],” Eesti Päevaleht, 15 February 2023. 

The discourse about the EU was mainly 
concerned with the government’s lack of 
prioritisation of Estonia’s needs compared 
to those of the EU

https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120108228/paeva-teema-sander-vesik-universaalteenus-on-jabur
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120132874/paeva-teema-margot-roose-soodsa-elektri-hinna-toob-toimiv-roheenergiasusteem-mitte-universaalteenusega-vangerdamine
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120132874/paeva-teema-margot-roose-soodsa-elektri-hinna-toob-toimiv-roheenergiasusteem-mitte-universaalteenusega-vangerdamine
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120132874/paeva-teema-margot-roose-soodsa-elektri-hinna-toob-toimiv-roheenergiasusteem-mitte-universaalteenusega-vangerdamine
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120144974/paeva-teema-joakim-helenius-universaalteenus-ei-lahenda-midagi-energiakriisid-on-tulnud-et-jaada
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120144974/paeva-teema-joakim-helenius-universaalteenus-ei-lahenda-midagi-energiakriisid-on-tulnud-et-jaada
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120067248/faktikontroll-martin-helme-vaidab-et-eesti-saaks-elektrit-muua-30-eurot-mwh-on-see-reaalne
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120067248/faktikontroll-martin-helme-vaidab-et-eesti-saaks-elektrit-muua-30-eurot-mwh-on-see-reaalne
https://www.err.ee/1608722092/kes-peab-kellele-maksma-komisjoni-energeetikaettepanekud-toid-segaduse
https://www.err.ee/1608722092/kes-peab-kellele-maksma-komisjoni-energeetikaettepanekud-toid-segaduse
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120145762/varivalitsus-margot-roose-kes-vastutab-et-aastaga-on-eesti-inimesed-maksnud-energia-eest-1-2-miljardit-rohkem
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120145762/varivalitsus-margot-roose-kes-vastutab-et-aastaga-on-eesti-inimesed-maksnud-energia-eest-1-2-miljardit-rohkem
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120123584/tagatuba-eesti-pani-jalle-klapid-pahe-kui-brusselis-olulisi-asju-teatati
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120123584/tagatuba-eesti-pani-jalle-klapid-pahe-kui-brusselis-olulisi-asju-teatati
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120125552/paeva-teema-riigihalduse-minister-eesti-peab-oppima-brusseli-rumalustele-ei-utlema
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120125552/paeva-teema-riigihalduse-minister-eesti-peab-oppima-brusseli-rumalustele-ei-utlema
https://www.err.ee/1608729613/rain-epler-hupiknukud-ja-silmakirjateenrid-el-i-energiapoliitikas
https://www.err.ee/1608729613/rain-epler-hupiknukud-ja-silmakirjateenrid-el-i-energiapoliitikas
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120143838/paeva-teema-mart-maastik-suure-hurraaga-elektriautodele-uleminek-meenutab-hrustsovi-plaanimajandust
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120143838/paeva-teema-mart-maastik-suure-hurraaga-elektriautodele-uleminek-meenutab-hrustsovi-plaanimajandust
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in September 2022 about the possibility of 
blackouts resulting from Russian power-grid 
tests in the Kaliningrad exclave. This speech was 
criticised at all levels of society, being labelled 
unnecessary, an overreaction, and even 
fear-mongering.41 The lack of transparency 

surrounding the speech was seen as a 
communication error, which, it was claimed, 
led to fear and confusion among the public. 
The speech was scheduled on the day following 
Russia’s announcement of its mobilisation for 
its war against Ukraine and on the same day 
that Estonia called its military reservists for a 
“snap” exercise.42 In light of these events, the 
lack of communication about the speech’s topic 
or details following its announcement led to it 
having the opposite effect to the intention of 
reassuring and preparing the Estonian society.43 
The speech was compared to comments from 
Taavi Veskimägi, at the time Chief Executive 
Officer of the transmission system operator 
Elering, and various experts, who were seen 
to provide better information by offering 
concrete explanations of what might happen 

41	 Mikk Salu, “Kuidas Kaja Kallas otsustas rahva 
paanikasse ajada [How Kaja Kallas decided to cause 
panic among the people],” Postimees, 24 September 
2022; “Kas me peame kartma Putini elektrirelva? 
[Should we be afraid of Putin’s electric weapon?],” 
Postimees, 23 September 2022; Kristjan Järvan, 
“Valitsus ei tohiks oma rahvast “lihtsalt igaks juhuks” 
hirmutada [The government should not scare people 
“just in case”],” Eesti Päevaleht, 23 September 2022; 
“Kallas rääkis, mida ei oleks pidanud rääkima ja 
jättis ütlemata selle, mida kõik ootasid [Kallas said 
what she should not have said and didn’t say what 
everyone expected],” Postimees, 24 September 
2022; “Parlamendierakondade esimehed kritiseerisid 
Kallase erakorralist pöördumist [The chairmen of the 
parliamentary parties criticized Kallas’ extraordinary 
announcement],” ERR, 23 September 2022. 

42	 Salu, “Kuidas Kaja Kallas otsustas rahva paanikasse 
ajada.” 

43	 Järvan, “Valitsus ei tohiks oma rahvast “lihtsalt igaks 
juhuks” hirmutada.”; Salu, “Kuidas Kaja Kallas otsustas 
rahva paanikasse ajada.”

were Estonian to be disconnected from the 
Russian grid and how Estonia has prepared for 
this scenario.44 

The speech left too many questions unanswered 
and provided little guidance for the public to 

follow. Despite the criticism, it was 
followed by what was presumably 
the main aim – an evaluation of the 
preparedness of the country in case 
of a blackout. In the days following 
the speech, articles assuring the 
public of the capabilities of several 
vital service providers (water, energy, 
communications, and retail) were 

published.45 In some instances, however, the 
discourse surrounding this episode of the crisis 
was rather ominous and outlined scenarios 
far more extreme than those that the prime 
minister had put forward. In this regard, some 
of the reactions to the speech seem to have 
been driven by the status of the messenger 
rather than the message itself.

2.2.2. War as a Trigger for Action

The third narrative is related to the Russia-
Ukraine war and its effects on the Estonian 
energy market. The narrative that emerged 
about the war was two-sided. One side was 
focused on the war as a trigger for – but not 
necessarily the main cause of – a crisis that 
had already been set in motion by various 
shortcomings in national and EU energy 
policy. This sentiment was prevalent mainly 
among experts and analysts. This aspect of 

44	 Ekvard Joakit, “Eksperdid rahustavad: tõenäoliselt ei 
suuda Venemaa meie elektrivõrku uppi lüüa [Experts 
reassure: Russia probably won’t be able to knock out 
our electricity network],” Õhtuleht, 23 September 
2022; “Kas me peame kartma Putini elektrirelva?”; 
Arvi Hamburg, “Peaministri hoiatusest hoolimata 
elektrisüsteem kokku ei varise [Despite the Prime 
Minister’s warning, the electricity system does not 
collapse],” Eesti Päevaleht, 26 September 2022. 

45	 Arved Breidaks, “Võru Vesi: elektrita jäädes suudame 
vett anda vähemalt 72 tundi [Võru Vesi: during a 
power outage, we can provide water for at least 72 
hours],” Lõuna-Eesti Postimees, 23 September 2022; 
Tarvo Madsen, “Kas suure elektrikatkestuse korral 
saab tankida ja poest toitu osta? [Can we refuel and 
buy food during a large power outage?],” Postimees, 
23 September 2022; Brita-Maria Alas, “Helistamist ja 
mobiilsidet mõjutaks vaid pikem elektrikatkestus [Only 
a longer power outage can affect phone calls and 
mobile communications],” Postimees, 23 September 
2022; Katrin Viirpalu, “Veskimägi: peaminister tegi ühe 
avaldusega ära päästeameti 10 aasta töö [Veskimägi: 
the Prime Minister’s announcement solved the 
problem that the Rescue Board has been trying to 
solve for 10 years],” ERR, 26 September 2022.

One of the biggest controversies over the 
government’s communication arose following 
the prime minister’s televised speech in 
September 2022 about the possibility of 
blackouts

https://majandus.postimees.ee/7612246/luubi-all-kuidas-kaja-kallas-otsustas-rahva-paanikasse-ajada
https://majandus.postimees.ee/7612246/luubi-all-kuidas-kaja-kallas-otsustas-rahva-paanikasse-ajada
https://arvamus.postimees.ee/7612264/juhtkiri-kas-me-peame-kartma-putini-elektrirelva
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120072216/paeva-teema-kristjan-jarvan-valitsus-ei-tohiks-oma-rahvast-lihtsalt-igaks-juhuks-hirmutada
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120072216/paeva-teema-kristjan-jarvan-valitsus-ei-tohiks-oma-rahvast-lihtsalt-igaks-juhuks-hirmutada
https://arvamus.postimees.ee/7612475/keskpaevatund-kallas-raakis-mida-ei-oleks-pidanud-raakima-ja-jattis-utlemata-selle-mida-koik-ootasid
https://arvamus.postimees.ee/7612475/keskpaevatund-kallas-raakis-mida-ei-oleks-pidanud-raakima-ja-jattis-utlemata-selle-mida-koik-ootasid
https://www.err.ee/1608726217/parlamendierakondade-esimehed-kritiseerisid-kallase-erakorralist-poordumist
https://www.err.ee/1608726217/parlamendierakondade-esimehed-kritiseerisid-kallase-erakorralist-poordumist
https://www.ohtuleht.ee/1070713/eksperdid-rahustavad-toenaoliselt-ei-suuda-venemaa-meie-elektrivorku-uppi-luua
https://www.ohtuleht.ee/1070713/eksperdid-rahustavad-toenaoliselt-ei-suuda-venemaa-meie-elektrivorku-uppi-luua
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120072652/arvi-hamburg-peaministri-hoiatusest-hoolimata-elektrisusteem-kokku-ei-varise
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120072652/arvi-hamburg-peaministri-hoiatusest-hoolimata-elektrisusteem-kokku-ei-varise
https://lounapostimees.postimees.ee/7611991/voru-vesi-elektrita-jaades-suudame-vett-anda-vahemalt-72-tundi
https://lounapostimees.postimees.ee/7611991/voru-vesi-elektrita-jaades-suudame-vett-anda-vahemalt-72-tundi
https://www.postimees.ee/7611917/ulevaade-kas-suure-elektrikatkestuse-korral-saab-tankida-ja-poest-toitu-osta
https://www.postimees.ee/7611917/ulevaade-kas-suure-elektrikatkestuse-korral-saab-tankida-ja-poest-toitu-osta
https://majandus.postimees.ee/7611829/helistamist-ja-mobiilsidet-mojutaks-vaid-pikem-elektrikatkestus
https://majandus.postimees.ee/7611829/helistamist-ja-mobiilsidet-mojutaks-vaid-pikem-elektrikatkestus
https://www.err.ee/1608728416/veskimagi-peaminister-tegi-uhe-avaldusega-ara-paasteameti-10-aasta-too
https://www.err.ee/1608728416/veskimagi-peaminister-tegi-uhe-avaldusega-ara-paasteameti-10-aasta-too
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the narrative was largely connected to the 
idea of the government’s unpreparedness, 
where the main fault was seen to be the lack 
of long-term planning and the dependency 
on Russian gas. This discourse focused on the 
weak points in Estonia and the EU that Russia 
was able to take advantage of.46 Journalist 
Indrek Lepik wrote in his article, “The 
same politicians who have made their 
countries reliant on Russia now have 
to restrain from any temptations to 
trade Ukraine’s aid against a warm 
house.” The war has helped to reveal Estonia’s 
shortcomings in terms of energy security and 
put into perspective the consequences of its 
dependence on oil shale energy production and 
the absence of alternative energy sources.47

The other side of the narrative was more 
prevalent amongst politicians, as well as being 
promoted by the prime minister, and focused 
on labelling Russia as the culprit for the energy 
crisis. The common focus point in speeches by 
Prime Minister Kaja Kallas was that it 
was Russia’s weaponisation of energy 
and non-kinetic war against Europe 
which had led to the energy crisis.48 
Although the prime minister never 
denied Estonia’s own shortcomings when 
it came to remaining reliant on Russia, the 

46	 Kalev Stoicescu, “Eesti mittesõjalisi ohte ei tohi 
alahinnata, raskemad ajad on ees [Estonia’s non-
military threats should not be underestimated, 
difficult times are coming],” Eesti Päevaleht, 27 
September 2022; Indrek Lepik, “Aitäh rohepöörde 
eest, Venemaa! [Thank you, Russia, for the Green 
Turn!],” Eesti Ekspress, 2 August 2022; Indrek Lepik, 
“Hea naaber aitab: kuidas Gazprom Euroopa pihtide 
vahele võttis [A good neighbour helps: how Gazprom 
put Europe in a difficult situation],” Eesti Ekspress, 
3 November 2011; Maris Lauri, “Venemaa sõdib ka 
Eestiga [Russia is also at war against Estonia],” ERR, 
5 September 2022; Rando Värnik, “Sõda tõstatab 
varustuskindluse küsimuse veelgi teravamalt [The war 
raises the question of security of supply even more 
acutely],” ERR, 29 March 2022. 

47	 Värnik, “Sõda tõstatab varustuskindluse küsimuse.” 
48	 “Kallase kõne Eesti poliitikast Euroopa Liidus lähtus 

Vene agressioonist [Kallas’ speech about Estonian 
policy in the European Union was based on Russian 
aggression],” ERR, 22 November 2022; “Kallas 
kohtumisel Kreeka peaministriga: Venemaa on 
põhjustanud energiakriisi, millega kogu Euroopa 
silmitsi seisab [Kallas at a meeting with the Prime 
Minister of Greece: Russia has caused the energy 
crisis affecting all of Europe],” Republic of Estonia 
Government, 1 November 2022; Kaja Kallas, 
“Peaminister Kaja Kallase kõne vabariigi aastapäeva 
eel: eestimaalased, te olete olnud vapustavalt tublid! 
[Speech by Prime Minister Kaja Kallas on the eve of 
the anniversary of the Republic of Estonia: Estonians, 
I truly admire everything you have done],” Eesti 
Päevaleht, 22 February 2023. 

main message was still focused on attributing 
blame to Russia itself for the energy crisis. One 
member of the prime minister’s Reform party, 
Maris Lauri, wrote in her article on the topic, 
“Can we stop talking about an energy crisis 
already! We have an energy war, which was 
started by Russia already a year ago.”49 

The relevance of both narratives to the Estonian 
public can be seen when compared to national 
survey results from March 2023. Support for 
Ukraine is still considered important despite 
the economic hardship, with 67% of the 
respondents supporting continuing military 
aid for Ukraine.50 At the same time, 75% of 
the respondents also supported the idea of 
nuclear energy development in Estonia, with 
the principal arguments given for this being 
security of supply and lower cost of electricity.51

2.2.3. Government Favours the 
State-Owned Energy Producer

The fourth narrative is centred around the 
public’s backlash against Estonian energy 
companies’ profits and management benefits 
during the crisis. The public felt the government 
was favouring energy businesses over 
consumers. Articles about Eesti Energia’s 
increase in profits during the crisis were 
prevalent in all major publications and 
emphasised how beneficial the crisis had 

49	 Maris Lauri, “Me suudame võita energiasõja Venemaa 
vastu [We can win the energy war against Russia],” 
Eesti Päevaleht, 8 September 2022. 

50	 “Uuring: 67 protsenti Eesti elanikest toetab Ukraina 
sõjalist abistamist [Survey: 67 percent of Estonians 
support military aid to Ukraine],” ERR, 13 March 2023. 

51	 “Üle poole elanikkonnast toetab Venemaa-vastaseid 
sanktsioone, hoolimata hinnatõusust [More than half 
of the population supports sanctions against Russia, 
despite the price increase],” Postimees, 9 March 2023. 

Support for Ukraine is still considered 
important despite the economic hardship

The public felt the government was favouring 
energy businesses over consumers

https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120073954/kalev-stoicescu-eesti-mittesojalisi-ohte-ei-tohi-alahinnata-raskemad-ajad-on-ees
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120073954/kalev-stoicescu-eesti-mittesojalisi-ohte-ei-tohi-alahinnata-raskemad-ajad-on-ees
https://ekspress.delfi.ee/artikkel/120044128/indrek-lepik-aitah-rohepoorde-eest-venemaa
https://ekspress.delfi.ee/artikkel/120044128/indrek-lepik-aitah-rohepoorde-eest-venemaa
https://ekspress.delfi.ee/artikkel/94962997/hea-naaber-aitab-kuidas-gazprom-euroopa-pihtide-vahele-vottis
https://ekspress.delfi.ee/artikkel/94962997/hea-naaber-aitab-kuidas-gazprom-euroopa-pihtide-vahele-vottis
https://www.err.ee/1608705604/maris-lauri-venemaa-sodib-ka-eestiga
https://www.err.ee/1608705604/maris-lauri-venemaa-sodib-ka-eestiga
https://www.err.ee/1608547603/rando-varnik-soda-tostatab-varustuskindluse-kusimuse-veelgi-teravamalt
https://www.err.ee/1608547603/rando-varnik-soda-tostatab-varustuskindluse-kusimuse-veelgi-teravamalt
https://www.err.ee/1608796507/kallase-kone-eesti-poliitikast-euroopa-liidus-lahtus-vene-agressioonist
https://www.err.ee/1608796507/kallase-kone-eesti-poliitikast-euroopa-liidus-lahtus-vene-agressioonist
https://www.valitsus.ee/uudised/kallas-kohtumisel-kreeka-peaministriga-venemaa-pohjustanud-energiakriisi-millega-kogu
https://www.valitsus.ee/uudised/kallas-kohtumisel-kreeka-peaministriga-venemaa-pohjustanud-energiakriisi-millega-kogu
https://www.valitsus.ee/uudised/kallas-kohtumisel-kreeka-peaministriga-venemaa-pohjustanud-energiakriisi-millega-kogu
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proven to be for energy companies.52 In the 
first nine months of 2022, Eesti Energia had an 
income of 1.2 billion euros.53 After this was 
made public, Eesti Energia applied for the 
Competition Authority’s permission to raise 
the price of the universal electricity service 
further. This application was viewed as highly 
hypocritical because of the company’s large 
profits and the already high price of a universal 
service that was not working in favour of the 
consumers.54 These profits were seen to be 
disproportionate with regard to the economic 
state of the people and the country. The topic 
raised questions about how to handle the 
profits: Should they be taxed? Should they be 
invested in the development of the energy 
grid? Or should they be handed out to the 
government as dividends?55 Member of the 
opposition Isamaa party Aivar Kokk said, “If 
someone wants to claim that the input price 
has risen, then let’s be honest, with the past 

52	 “Eesti Energia on tegelikult üheksa kuuga saanud 
1,2 miljardit kasumit [Eesti Energia nine-month 
profits actually total 1.2 billion euros],” ERR, 8 
November 2022; Kristjan Pruul, “Eesti Energia kasum 
kolmekordistus [Eesti Energia’s profit tripled],” 
Äripäev, 3 November 2022; “Eesti Energia kasum 
enam kui kolmekordistus [Eesti Energia’s profit 
more than tripled],” Postimees, 1 March 2023; Tõnis 
Oja, “Eesti Energia võiks selle aasta juba lõppenuks 
lugeda [Eesti Energia could end this year already],” 
Postimees, 4 November 2022; Erik Aru, “Õiglustunde 
teisendamise võimalikkusest arvudeks [Possibility 
of converting the sense of justice into numbers],” 
Postimees, 19 September 2022. 

53	 “Eesti Energia on tegelikult üheksa kuuga saanud 1,2 
miljardit kasumit.” 

54	 Mike Calamus, “Oravate juhtimisel on Eesti 
Energia ahnus lõputu [Under the leadership of 
the “Squirrels”, Eesti Energia’s greed is endless],” 
Postimees, 4 December 2022; Erkki Erilaid, “Milline 
on Eesti Energia mõistlik kasum: konkurentsiamet 
selgitab, kuidas kujuneb elektri universaalteenuse 
hind [What is reasonable profit of Eesti Energia: the 
Competition Authority explains how the price of 
universal electricity service is formed],” Postimees, 
19 August 2022; Aivar Kokk, “Eesti Energia soov 
tõsta universaalteenuse hinda on välistatud [Eesti 
Energia’s desire to increase the price of the universal 
service is out of question],” Postimees, 7 November 
2022; Mölder, “Kodutarbijate universaalteenus on 
petukaup.” 

55	 Aru, “Õiglustunde teisendamise võimalikkusest 
arvudeks.”; Andrus Karnau, “Eesti hääletab 
energiafirmade maksustamise vastu [Estonia votes 
against new taxes on energy companies],” Postimees, 
27 September 2022; Liina Laks, “Rahandusminister 
Eesti Energia hiidkasumist: kavatseme dividende võtta! 
[Finance Minister about Eesti Energia’s huge profit: 
we intend to take dividends!],” Postimees, 18 August 
2022; “Eesti Energia peaks kasuminumbrite asemel 
mõtlema pigem varustuskindlusele [Eesti Energia 
should rather think about security of supply instead 
of profits],” Postimees, 3 November 2022; Andre Anni, 
“Enefit Greeni aktsionäre ootab ees 55 miljonit eurot 
dividende [Enefit Green’s shareholders will receive 55 
million euros in dividends],” Äripäev, 1 March 2023. 

nine months, Eesti Energia has massively 
increased its profits. At the expense of this, 
they should be able to serve the citizens and 
entrepreneurs during the winter with no 
worry.”56

The feeling of injustice deepened when Eesti 
Energia revealed its plans to pay out large 
bonuses to its board. In addition to the general 
discourse about the amount of money to 
be paid out, as well as the extravagance of 
that, the topic led to an argument between 
government members and the energy 
company.57 Prime Minister Kaja Kallas, 
together with the then minister of finance 
Annely Akkermann, voiced her disapproval of 
the plan to pay out the 400,000 euro bonus 
package and claimed that Eesti Energia had not 
operated according to government guidelines 
in this matter.58 The ministers’ stance on 
the matter received a wide backlash both from 
other government members and experts, who 
claimed that the government’s interference in 
the company’s functioning was out of line and 
that withholding the bonus payments would 

56	 Kokk, “Eesti Energia soov tõsta universaalteenuse 
hinda on välistatud.” 

57	  Jaokim Helenius, “Hando Sutteri lahkumistasu ajab 
maruvihaseks [Severance pay to Hando Sutter is 
infuriating],” Postimees, 30 March 2023; Meinhard 
Pulk, “Eesti Energia hiigelpreemiad lähevad ministri 
vastuseisust hoolimata käiku [Eesti Energia pays 
high bonuses despite the minister’s opposition],” 
Postimees, 31 March 2023; Andrus Karnau, 
“Energiafirma juhid said preemiat võlakirja päästmise 
eest [The executives of the energy company were 
rewarded for rescuing the bond],” Postimees, 1 April 
2023; Märt Belkin, “Ministri vastulöök: Eesti Energia 
juhid võivad ilma jääda sadadest tuhandetest eurodest 
[The minister’s objection: Eesti Energia executives may 
lose hundreds of thousands of euros],” Eesti Ekspress, 
29 March 2023. 

58	 Belkin, “Ministri vastulöök.”; Vilja Kiisler, “Kaja Kallas, 
lõpetage Hando Sutteri kolkimine. Riigiettevõtteid ei 
juhi peaminister [Kaja Kallas, stop fustigating Hando 
Sutter. State-owned companies are not managed by 
the prime minister],” Eesti Päevaleht, 31 March 2023. 
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not be in accordance with the employees’ 
contracts.59 

The attempt to stop the paying out of benefits 
by claiming Eesti Energia had operated poorly 
was seen to be hypocritical and a way to push 
the blame for high energy prices onto the 
company.60 Although the discussion 
about the benefits quickly became 
focused on the ministers’ responses 
and their unrighteousness, the general 
tone around the topic was one of 
criticism of the amount of money 
being handed out despite the ongoing 
crisis. Journalist Hindrek Riikoja wrote 
in his opinion piece, “In a situation 
where municipalities are closing schools and 
libraries because of budget deficits, the new 
government is frantically searching for ways to 
save funds, and people are forced to cut back 
on their expenses due to rapid inflation, these 
benefits feel like being spat in the face.”61

2.2.4. The Spectre of 
De-Industrialisation

The profits of energy companies might have left 
the general public with a feeling of injustice and 
helped solidify the idea that the government 
favours the business sector more than its 
citizens. However, entrepreneurs viewed the 
effects of the crisis differently. The narrative 

59	 Argo Luude, “Häbi Eesti riigile! Hando Sutterile 
sülitati lihtsalt näkku [Shame on the State of Estonia! 
Hando Sutter was spat in the face],” Eesti Päevaleht, 
31 March 2023; Märt Belkin, “Anne Mere annab 
aru: miks maksti Eesti Energia juhtidele hiidtasusid? 
[Anne Mere explains: why were the executives of 
Eesti Energia paid huge bonuses?],” Eesti Ekspress, 
31 March 2023; Kiisler, “Kaja Kallas, lõpetage Hando 
Sutteri kolkimine.”; Jaanus Karilaid, “Energiahindade 
eest vastutab Kaja Kallas, mitte ametist lahkuv Hando 
Sutter [Kaja Kallas is responsible for energy prices, 
not the outgoing Hando Sutter],” Eesti Päevaleht, 31 
March 2023; Merike Lees, “Juhtimisekspert: kogu 
vastutus on Eesti Energia nõukogul. Riigiettevõtete 
nõukogud peaksid hakkama päriselt vastutama 
[Management expert: full responsibility lies with 
the Supervisory Council of Eesti Energia. Boards 
of state-owned companies should start taking real 
responsibility],” Postimees, 31 March 2023; Carl-
Robert Puhm, “Absurdne, arusaamatu, lubamatu – 
Kallas tegi Eesti Energia juhtkonna maatasa [Absurd, 
incomprehensible, unacceptable. Kallas flattened the 
management of Eesti Energia],” Postimees, 30 March 
2023. 

60	 Karilaid, “Energiahindade eest vastutab Kaja Kallas.”; 
Puhm, “Absurdne, arusaamatu, lubamatu.” 

61	 Hindrek Riikoja, “Eesti Energia lahkumishüvitistega 
võiks päästa maakoolid. Ministri jutt on lihtsalt lapsik 
[Eesti Energia’s severance pay could save rural schools. 
The minister’s statement is just childish],” Maaleht, 30 
March 2023. 

that emerged from the entrepreneurial point 
of view was focused on the lack of government 
aid in terms of maintaining a competitive 
market and facilitating production during 
the crisis. The Estonian government was 
seen as hostile towards entrepreneurs and 
thought to drive business away from Estonia. 

Estonian exports were considered to be losing 
competitiveness because of the profitable 
conditions other EU countries had created 
for their business sector to cope with the 
crisis.62 The head of the Estonian Federation of 
Engineering Industry, Raul Kütt, claimed that 
the Estonian government lacked the skills to 
communicate with its entrepreneurs on the 
European level. “No entrepreneur expects 
the government to maintain them, but the 
indifference that prevailed during the energy 
crisis scares off money and businesses from 
Estonia and further slows down the efforts of 
rising to the same level with the Finnish and 
Swedish economies.”63 

The media was filled with stories about 
companies that were struggling due to rising 
energy prices and forced to cut back on 

62	 “Eesti ettevõtjad sattusid hätta: teiste riikide 
suurtoetused lükkavad meid konkurentsist välja! 
[Estonian entrepreneurs got into trouble: large 
subsidies from other countries destroy our 
competitiveness!],” Postimees, 19 December 2022; 
Raul Kütt, “Eestil tuleb õppida, kuidas ettevõtjatega 
euroopalikult suhelda [Estonia needs to learn how 
to communicate with entrepreneurs in a European 
style],” Äripäev, 21 March 2023; Mait Palts, “Kui jääb 
nii nagu praegu, siis on pankrotid vaid aja küsimus [If it 
stays as it is, bankruptcies are coming soon],” Äripäev, 
25 November 2022; “Kaubanduskoda: ettevõtete 
kindlustunne selgelt kukub [Chamber of Commerce: 
Business confidence is clearly decreasing],” 
Äripäev, 16 November 2022; Linda Eensaar, “Kunda 
tsemenditööstust mõjutab sanktsioonidest kordades 
enam energia hinnaralli [The Kunda cement industry is 
affected many times more by the rise in energy prices 
than the sanctions],” Äripäev, 11 July 2022. 

63	 Kütt, “Eestil tuleb õppida.” 

The narrative that emerged from the 
entrepreneurial point of view was focused 
on the lack of government aid in terms of 
maintaining a competitive market and 
facilitating production during the crisis

https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120166202/paeva-teema-argo-luude-habi-eesti-riigile-hando-sutterile-sulitati-lihtsalt-nakku
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120166202/paeva-teema-argo-luude-habi-eesti-riigile-hando-sutterile-sulitati-lihtsalt-nakku
https://ekspress.delfi.ee/artikkel/120166434/anne-mere-annab-aru-miks-maksti-eesti-energia-juhtidele-hiidtasusid
https://ekspress.delfi.ee/artikkel/120166434/anne-mere-annab-aru-miks-maksti-eesti-energia-juhtidele-hiidtasusid
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120166306/paeva-teema-jaanus-karilaid-energiahindade-eest-vastutab-kaja-kallas-mitte-ametist-lahkuv-hando-sutter
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120166306/paeva-teema-jaanus-karilaid-energiahindade-eest-vastutab-kaja-kallas-mitte-ametist-lahkuv-hando-sutter
https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/120166306/paeva-teema-jaanus-karilaid-energiahindade-eest-vastutab-kaja-kallas-mitte-ametist-lahkuv-hando-sutter
https://majandus.postimees.ee/7744304/juhtimisekspert-kogu-vastutus-on-eesti-energia-noukogul-riigiettevotete-noukogud-peaksid-hakkama-pariselt-vastutama
https://majandus.postimees.ee/7744304/juhtimisekspert-kogu-vastutus-on-eesti-energia-noukogul-riigiettevotete-noukogud-peaksid-hakkama-pariselt-vastutama
https://majandus.postimees.ee/7744304/juhtimisekspert-kogu-vastutus-on-eesti-energia-noukogul-riigiettevotete-noukogud-peaksid-hakkama-pariselt-vastutama
https://majandus.postimees.ee/7743516/absurdne-arusaamatu-lubamatu-kallas-tegi-eesti-energia-juhtkonna-maatasa
https://majandus.postimees.ee/7743516/absurdne-arusaamatu-lubamatu-kallas-tegi-eesti-energia-juhtkonna-maatasa
https://maaleht.delfi.ee/artikkel/120165824/hindrek-riikoja-eesti-energia-lahkumishuvitistega-voiks-paasta-maakoolid-ministri-jutt-on-lihtsalt-lapsik
https://maaleht.delfi.ee/artikkel/120165824/hindrek-riikoja-eesti-energia-lahkumishuvitistega-voiks-paasta-maakoolid-ministri-jutt-on-lihtsalt-lapsik
https://majandus.postimees.ee/7673661/eesti-ettevotjad-sattusid-hatta-teiste-riikide-suurtoetused-lukkavad-meid-konkurentsist-valja
https://majandus.postimees.ee/7673661/eesti-ettevotjad-sattusid-hatta-teiste-riikide-suurtoetused-lukkavad-meid-konkurentsist-valja
https://www.aripaev.ee/arvamused/2023/03/21/raul-kutt-eestil-tuleb-oppida-kuidas-ettevotjatega-euroopalikult-suhelda
https://www.aripaev.ee/arvamused/2023/03/21/raul-kutt-eestil-tuleb-oppida-kuidas-ettevotjatega-euroopalikult-suhelda
https://www.aripaev.ee/arvamused/2022/11/25/mait-palts-kui-jaab-nii-nagu-praegu-siis-on-pankrotid-vaid-aja-kusimus
https://www.aripaev.ee/arvamused/2022/11/25/mait-palts-kui-jaab-nii-nagu-praegu-siis-on-pankrotid-vaid-aja-kusimus
https://www.aripaev.ee/uudised/2022/11/16/kaubanduskoda-ettevotete-kindlustunne-selgelt-kukub
https://www.aripaev.ee/uudised/2022/11/16/kaubanduskoda-ettevotete-kindlustunne-selgelt-kukub
https://www.aripaev.ee/uudised/2022/07/11/kunda-tsemenditoostust-mojutab-sanktsioonidest-kordades-enam-energia-hinnaralli
https://www.aripaev.ee/uudised/2022/07/11/kunda-tsemenditoostust-mojutab-sanktsioonidest-kordades-enam-energia-hinnaralli
https://www.aripaev.ee/uudised/2022/07/11/kunda-tsemenditoostust-mojutab-sanktsioonidest-kordades-enam-energia-hinnaralli


13An Edifying Tale of Keeping the Lights On

China-Russia “Alliance”

expenses or even shut down.64 Since Estonia’s 
economy was benefiting from the export-
oriented manufacturing industry, it was seen 
as short-sighted that the government was 
not aiding these high energy-consuming yet 
profitable sectors. The government’s attempts 
to cut back on energy consumption at the 
expense of large manufacturers, such as the 
wood industry, were also met with criticism.65 
Board member of Viru Keemia Grupp Ahti 
Asmann said that Estonia did not facilitate the 
means for its industries to succeed in export 
markets: “The government’s message is that 
financial support for businesses is not right 
and in order to stay competitive in the market 
entrepreneurs have to try harder, be more 
clever and innovative. However, the market has 
shown that equal competition is not possible 
when other enterprises in the export market 
have significant backing from their destination 
countries.”66 In a public letter to the prime 
minister, candle manufacturer Harri 
Juhani Aaltonen voiced his concerns 
about the situation the crisis had 
created for entrepreneurs and asked 
the prime minister to take action to 
facilitate production: “Please be so kind 
as to give the Estonian manufacturing 
industry a chance, promise us that we 
can produce our own energy without paying 
insane fees or operate in a way that electricity 

64	 Eensaar, “Kunda tsemenditööstust mõjutab.”; Kirsti 
Vainküla, “Ujula pääse 72 eurot? Aura veekeskuse 
juht: elektri hinnad on suve jooksul läinud nii 
meeletuks, et see on ulmeline [A pass to the 
swimming pool is 72 euros? Manager of the Aura 
Water Park: it’s unprecedented how much the 
electricity prices have risen during the summer],” 
Eesti Ekspress, 7 September 2022; Kirsti Vainküla, 
“Fikseeritud pakett ei anna kindlust: elektrimüüja 
lõpetas Pärnu spaadega ühepoolselt lepingu, nüüd 
käiakse kohut [The fixed-price package does not 
provide certainty: the electricity sellers unilaterally 
terminated the contract with Pärnu spas, now are in 
the court],” Eesti Ekspress, 8 September 2022; Viivika 
Rõuk, “Hiiumaa kiletootja kiirlaskus kahjumisse [The 
Hiiumaa plastic film manufacturer’s losses grew 
rapidly],” Äripäev, 1 April 2023; “Standard sulgeb 
tehase ning koondab töötajaid [Standard closes the 
factory and lays off the employees],” ERR, 1 November 
2022. 

65	 Hendrik Välja, “Miks tahab riik asendada Eesti puitu 
Vene gaasi või Hiina plastikuga? [Why does Estonia 
want to replace our timber with Russian gas or 
Chinese plastic?],” Eesti Päevaleht, 19 January 2023; 
Ahti Asmann, “Kas Eesti deindustrialiseerimine oli 
meie plaan või jälle lihtsalt kukkus nii välja? [Was the 
deindustrialisation of Estonia our plan or did it just 
turn out that way?],” Eesti Päevaleht, 13 November 
2022. 

66	 Asmann, “Kas Eesti deindustrialiseerimine oli meie 
plaan.” 

is as cheap or as expensive as everywhere 
else.”67 

Another topic of discussion between the 
government and entrepreneurs that became 
relevant because of the energy crisis was the 
government’s lack of initiative to facilitate 
investments in and development of the energy 
sector. The energy crisis sparked a number 
of ideas and proposals from experts and 
entrepreneurs on how to develop alternative 
means for energy production – including from 
imported sources.68 However, it was felt that 
these ambitions were not supported by the 
government. 

The lack of government interest was especially 
criticised with regard to the plans to develop an 
LNG terminal in Paldiski. Entrepreneurs were 
in talks to start developing the LNG terminal 
and port already in 2009, but this plan was 

continuously dismissed by the government 
until the outbreak of the energy crisis. When 
the project idea was resurrected, private 
companies were expecting the state to provide 
them a guarantee by sharing the risks of the large 
investment, but the government was reluctant 
to do so. The passivity and lack of initiative on 

67	 Harri Juhani Aaltonen, “Ettevõtja avalik kiri Kaja 
Kallasele: tänane elektribörs on nagu kommunism, 
lubage meil oma elekter ise toota [Entrepreneur’s 
public letter to Kaja Kallas: today’s electricity 
exchange is like communism, let us produce our own 
electricity],” Eesti Päevaleht, 1 October 2022. 

68	 Hans H. Luik, “Ain Hanschmidtile antakse aina korvi, 
aga “ettevõtjasõbralik” riik kolistab ämbreid [Ain 
Hanschmidt is always ignored, but the “business-
friendly” state makes mistakes],” Eesti Ekspress, 
12 May 2022; Sulev Vedler, “Hüvasti, elektri hind 
4 €/kWh! Imeprojekt sügaval Paldiski linna all 
[Goodbye €4/kWh for electricity! A miracle project 
deep under the city of Paldiski],” Eesti Ekspress, 31 
August 2022; “EE: energeetikaprojektideks vajaliku 
kapitali kättesaadavus on vähenenud [Eesti Energia: 
the availability of capital for energy projects has 
decreased],” ERR, 2 December 2022; Kadri Sildmets, 
“Päikeseparkidega liitumise taotlused püstitasid juulis 
uue rekordi [Applications to connect solar parks set a 
new record in July],” Delfi, 17 August 2022; Tanel Raig, 
“Päikeseelektri tootjatele lahendus leitud? Elektrilevi 
uus idee toodangu võrku mahutamiseks [Is a solution 
found for solar power producers? Elektrilevi has a new 
idea, how to fit production into the electricity grid],” 
Delfi, 30 June 2022. 

The passivity and lack of initiative on the part 
of the government were seen to hold back 
developments crucial to the Estonian energy 
sector and energy security in times of crisis
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the part of the government were seen to hold 
back developments crucial to the Estonian 
energy sector and energy security in times of 
crisis.69 The head of Eesti 200 at the time, Lauri 
Hussar, said, “The government needs to make 
an effort to recover entrepreneurs’ trust again. 
The most evident example regards the LNG 
terminal development, where entrepreneurs 
have been deceived by the government.”70

2.2.5. Confused Consumers

In addition to the public’s criticism of high 
energy prices and the government’s insufficient 
work during the crisis, the discourse in 
the media also revealed another aspect of 
society’s feeling of being left behind. The 
narrative that emerged concerned the lack of 
communication on the part of the government 
and energy companies, which resulted in an 
information gap about how the energy market 
functions and the changes that had occurred 
because of the crisis. Confusion spread over 
the different energy packages and how they 
worked. Meanwhile, the topic sparked lively 
discussions and led to accusations that the 
energy companies were taking advantage 
of consumers’ lack of knowledge about how 
the energy market functions.71 Newspaper 

69	 Sulev Vedler, “LNG-projektis põrkuvad era- ja 
riigikapitali huvid [The interests of private and state 
capital collide in the LNG-project],” Eesti Ekspress, 
20 April 2022; Luik, “Ain Hanschmidtile antakse 
aina korvi.”; Sulev Vedler, “LNG-terminali ehitus: 
miljonäridest vennad kardavad tünga [Construction of 
the LNG terminal: the millionaire brothers are afraid 
of being cheated],” Eesti Ekspress, 27 April 2022.

70	 Pille Ivask, “Eesti 200 uus juht Lauri Hussar: peame 
taastama ettevõtete usalduse riigi vastu [Lauri Hussar, 
the new leader of Estonia 200: we have to rebuild 
companies’ trust in the state],” Äripäev, 15 October 
2022. 

71	 Sulev Vedler, “Nädala hittlugu: Eesti Energia 
elektripakett ajas segadusse isegi firma juhtkonda 
kuulunud tegelase [The hit of the week: Eesti Energia’s 
electricity package confused even a person who was 
part of the company’s management],” Eesti Ekspress, 
29 May 2022; Sulev Vedler, “Vaadake elektrilepingud 
üle! Kümned tuhanded eestlased kasutavad 
börsipakette, mis ei arvesta tunnihindu [Check your 
electricity contracts! Tens of thousands of Estonians 
use exchange packages that are not based on hourly 
prices],” Eesti Ekspress, 25 May 2022; Kristiina 
Reimand, “Eesti Energia oleks salamisi üle viinud 
kallimale paketile? “Ma ei saa aru, kust nad sellised 
numbrid võtsid...” [Eesti Energia secretly switched to a 
more expensive package? “I don’t understand where 
they got such numbers...”],” Postimees, 7 October 
2022; Triin Loide, ““Lõpetame teie lepingu enne 
tähtaega” [“We will terminate your contract before 
the deadline”],” Sakala, 10 September 2022; “Eesti 
Energia plaanib börsipaketid viia üle tunnipõhisele 
hinnastamisele [Eesti Energia will transfer all its 
exchange packages to the hourly pricing system],” 
ERR, 31 May 2022. 

headlines read: “Look over your electricity 
contracts! Tens of thousands of Estonians are 
using exchange price packages that do not take 
into consideration hourly rates,”72 and “Story 
of the week: Eesti Energia electricity package 
confused even the company’s own board 
member.”73 

Consumers felt misled by Eesti Energia’s 
package, which had been advertised as 
taking into account hourly rates but which, in 
reality, was still based on the daily average. 
Therefore, those who had planned their energy 
consumption according to hourly prices did 
not gain anything. One reader who contacted 
the media about the matter said that they 
had found out about the error when an Eesti 
Energia representative called them and offered 
a package with flexible hourly rates. As they 
put it, “You can imagine my surprise when I 
found out we did not already have this kind 
of package.”74 Eesti Energia issued a public 
apology over the matter, saying that they 
realised they had not fully informed customers 
about the different prices and functioning of 
their packages.75 “Unfortunately, our e-service 
did make the mistake of describing the hourly 
rates package the same way as the package 
based on monthly rates.”76 The error was 
estimated to have affected around 70,000 
Estonian households.77

The confusion continued with the 
implementation of the universal electricity 
service. The announcement of the service was 
called a “classical government communication 
error” by PR expert Aive Hiiepuu. Hiiepuu noted 
that the government presented unnecessary 
and complex calculations and details about 
the universal service, which left the public 
confused.78 The universal electricity service 

72	 Vedler, “Vaadake elektrilepingud üle!” 
73	 Vedler, “Nädala hittlugu.” 
74	 Vedler, “Vaadake elektrilepingud üle!” 
75	 “Eesti Energia: palume vabandust, et pole kliente 

piisavalt teavitanud [Eesti Energia: We apologize to 
our customers for not sharing enough information],” 
Eesti Ekspress, 31 May 2022; Carl-Robert Puhm, “Eesti 
Energia palub börsipaketiga tekkinud segaduse pärast 
vabandust [Eesti Energia apologizes for the confusion 
with the exchange package],” Postimees, 31 May 2022. 

76	 Vedler, “Vaadake elektrilepingud üle!” 
77	 Vedler, “Vaadake elektrilepingud üle!” 
78	 Aive Hiiepuu, “Valitsuse kommunikatsioonikäkid 

süvendavad hirmu nii hindade kui julgeoleku pärast 
[The government’s communication failures deepen 
the fear of prices and security],” Eesti Päevaleht, 11 
October 2022. 
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was supposed to help consumers survive the 
fluctuations and price surges that emerged 
because of the crisis; however, any benefits 
quickly disappeared because of declining stock 
exchange prices. Consumers were once again 
in a position where they had to reassess and 
adapt their contracts to the market situation.79 
By March 2023, over 22,000 customers had 
left Eesti Energia’s universal service package.80 
As already mentioned in the discussion of the 
narrative on the government’s inadequate 
responses to the crisis, the general sentiment 
on the implementation of the universal service 
was negative since it did not facilitate affordable 
enough prices and created unnecessary 
turmoil.

2.2.6. Coping is Necessary

During the crisis, the media also focused on 
sharing information about possible cutbacks 
and tips on how to reduce energy consumption. 
The narrative that emerged with regard to 
coping with the crisis was two-sided. On one 
side, it focused on direct recommendations 
about ways to achieve cutbacks in everyday 
life. These recommendations focused on 
lowering temperatures in households and on 
mindful consumption – knowing how your 
heating system works and how to optimise 
energy consumption. For example, people 
were advised to lower the heating at night, not 
to burn more wood than needed, not to open 
windows for airing the rooms or regulating 
temperature, to keep an eye on exchange 
prices, and to preheat the water boiler during 
times when electricity is cheaper.81 The 

79	 Karin Koppel, “Hulk universaalteenuse pakkumise 
saanutest otsustas sellest loobuda [Many of those 
who received the universal service offer chose 
not to take it],” ERR, 11 October 2022; Merilin 
Pärli, “Universaalteenusele läheb eratarbijatest 
kolmandik [One third of home consumers take 
the universal service],” ERR, 13 October 2022; 
Erkki Erilaid, “Elektritarbijad loobuvad massiliselt 
universaalteenusest [Thousands of customers opt 
out of the universal service],” Postimees, 12 March 
2023; Erkki Erilaid, “Milliseid elektripakette müüjad 
praegu turul pakuvad? [Which electricity packages are 
sellers currently offering in the market?],” Postimees, 
18 January 2023; Madis Hindre, “Kahe nädalaga on 
universaalteenusest loobunud 4600 klienti [4,600 
customers have abandoned the universal service in 
two weeks],” ERR, 30 January 2023. 

80	 Erilaid, “Elektritarbijad loobuvad massiliselt 
universaalteenusest.” 

81	 Sander Saar, “Lugeja küsib: kuidas kütta nii, et 
küttearve hingetuks ei võtaks? [A reader asks: how 
to heat so that the heating bill is not sky-high?],” ERR 
Novaator, 21 November 2022. 

government’s website focused on four aspects 
of saving energy: electricity, water, heating 
and cooling, and transport. Recommendations 
ranged from sharing rides with friends and 
family or using the home office to taking a 
shower instead of a bath and using microwaves 
and multi-cookers for heating up food.82 

Discussions about society’s coping came 
sharply into focus after the news about Estonian 
“super-ministry” workers who deemed the 
ministry building unfit for work due to the 
reduced temperatures.83 (The super-ministry 
is an Estonian government facility that houses 
several different ministries in one building.) 
These complaints received responses from 
members of the public describing the cutbacks 
they had had to make. For example, an article 
by a physics teacher, Enn Kirsman, was titled 
“19 degrees at the super-ministry is a luxury 
compared to the 17 degrees at my house.” 
Kirsman shared the details of the cutbacks he 
had made in order to reduce electricity bills and 
explained that if prices are not going to drop, 
this behaviour needs to continue. “If they have 
not managed to achieve affordable prices, then 
they have to sit in the cold. Ordinary people 
have no other option but to cope with this.”84 

Universities were also struggling to find 
enough areas to make cutbacks. The possibility 
of opting for distance learning was discussed 
as a way to deal with high electricity bills.85 
Reductions in energy consumption were soon 
seen to have reached their limits, forcing 
people to focus on reducing other expenses 
– for instance, groceries, where a change to 

82	 “Koos saame energiakriisiga hakkama! [Together 
we can beat the energy crisis!],” Republic of Estonia 
Ministry of Economic Affairs and Communications, last 
access 22 April 2024. 

83	 Mari Eesmaa, “Superministeeriumi ametnikud 
lõdisevad külmast. “Töötegemise asemel tegeleme 
enda soojendamisega” [Officials of the Super Ministry 
are shivering from cold. “Instead of working, we have 
to warm ourselves up”],” Eesti Päevaleht, 4 November 
2022. 

84	 Enn Kirsman, “Superministeeriumi 19 kraadi on luksus 
võrreldes minu kodu 17 kraadiga [19 degrees in the 
Super Ministry are a luxury compared to 17 degrees in 
my home],” Eesti Päevaleht, 8 November 2022.

85	 Mari Eesmaa, “Ülikoolide lisaraha läheb küttele. 
Tallinna ülikool on kaalunud distantsõpet [Additional 
money for universities goes for heating the rooms. 
Tallinn University has considered distance learning],” 
Eesti Päevaleht, 13 November 2022; Eili Arula, “Tartu 
ülikooli energiakulud kerkivad kolme miljoni euro 
võrra [The energy costs of the University of Tartu will 
increase by three million euros],” Tartu Postimees, 22 
September 2022. 
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preferring cheaper meats and ready-made 
food was noticed.86 

The other side of the coping narrative was 
focused on the future and the necessity of 
adapting to new ways of living. The influence 
of the crisis on people’s energy consumption 
and habits was claimed to be the new reality. 

Wearing only a shirt at home and heating living 
spaces to high temperatures was no longer 
viewed as a realistic option.87 The effects of 
climate change were predicted to have a direct 
influence on the energy market and, therefore, 
also on how people have been used to living. 
Architect Margit Mutso wrote in her article 
about the different adaptations in city planning 
and architecture that the Estonian authorities 
need to plan for in order to cope with the 
changing climate and energy prices in the future. 
She highlighted the necessity of equipping 
apartment buildings to potentially survive a 
week without electricity or heating – a risk she 
considered to become ever more likely 
in the future. Municipalities also need 
to plan more green areas for cities to 
help cope with rising temperatures in 
summer and to naturally cool down 
dark pavements and glass buildings 
that reflect sunlight.88 

Architectural changes, particularly improving 
insulation, were seen as a crucial step that the 
government must take in order to prevent the 
further deterioration of living conditions in the 

86	 Sirle Matt, “Nipitamine ei anna kokkuhoidu [Tricks do 
not save money],” Pärnu Postimees, 13 January 2022; 
Riina Martinson, “Sunnitud kokkuhoid: sealiha asemel 
sööb eestlane nüüd keeduvorsti [Forced savings: 
instead of pork, an Estonian now eats sausage],” 
Maaelu, 15 September 2022; Hanneli Rudi, “Inimesed 
on hakanud poest rohkem valmistoitu ostma [People 
are buying more ready-made meals],” ERR, 30 
December 2022. 

87	 Martin Altraja, “Milleks tuba kütta, kui on 
kuumaveepudel [Why heat the room when you have 
a bottle of hot water],” Eesti Päevaleht, 4 November 
2022; Oja, “10 tähelepanekut energiakriisi tagajärgede 
kohta.” 

88	 Peeter Kormašov, “Margit Mutso: tõenäoliselt tuleb 
tulevikus vahel ka pikemat aega hakkama saada 
elektri, sooja vee ja internetita [Margit Mutso: In the 
future, we will probably have to manage without 
electricity, hot water and internet for a longer 
period],” Eesti Päevaleht, 10 September 2022. 

years to come.89 Climate policy experts from the 
Estonian Fund for Nature wrote in their article, 
“The directive (to insulate old buildings) would 
solve the current closed circle where buildings 
with low energy efficiency are eating away large 
chunks of families’ budgets, forcing them to 
decide between an empty stomach and a cold 
room.”90 Renovating old buildings was seen as 

the most pressing and most efficient 
step that the government could take 
in order to reduce the effects of the 
energy crisis. 

2.2.7. The Urgency of 
Developing Alternative Sources

Discussions about transitioning to green and 
renewable energy are not new in Estonian 
society. However, the energy crisis acted as 
an amplifier, causing the discourse to become 
topical once again. The narrative that emerged 
during the crisis was one of the urgency of 
developing renewable energy production 
and Estonia’s unused potential because of 
government inactivity (see the previous 
discussion of the narrative on the government’s 
unpreparedness). In this narrative, a lack of 
political will and long-term planning have left 

Estonia dependent on its oil shale production 
without any domestic alternative sources. Even 
if the necessary steps are taken immediately, it 
takes time for new energy providers to become 
operable and for the investments to pay off. 

89	 Jaan-Juhan Oidermaa, “Ehitusfüüsik: pika plaanita jääb 
riik küttearveid lõputult kinni maksma [Engineering 
physicist: without a long-term plan, the state will 
pay the heating bills indefinitely],” ERR Novaator, 
10 September 2022; Hans Markus Kalmer, Ingrid 
Nielsen, “Kliimaeksperdid energiadirektiivist: lõpuks 
mõni päriselt kliimasõbralik otsus! [Climate experts 
on the energy directive: finally some climate-friendly 
decision!],” Eesti Päevaleht, 15 March 2023; Martin 
Talts, “Kuidas renoveerida “mägesid”? [How to 
renovate Mustamägi, Lasnamägi, Õismägi?],” ERR, 
24 August 2023; Ivo Jaanisoo, “Hoonete taaskasutus 
läheb moodi – nende soojapidavaks renoveerimine 
on meile täiesti jõukohane [Renovation of buildings 
is a rising trend - thermal insulation of buildings is 
absolutely achievable],” Eesti Päevaleht, 29 March 
2023. 

90	 Kalmer ja Nielsen, “Kliimaeksperdid 
energiadirektiivist.” 

The influence of the crisis on people’s energy 
consumption and habits was claimed to be 
the new reality

A lack of political will and long-term planning 
have left Estonia dependent on its oil shale 
production without any domestic alternative 
sources
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Instead, these steps should have been taken 
before the crisis.91 As journalist Indrek Lepik put 
it when writing about Germany’s and Europe’s 
general naivety in relying on Russian gas and 
how the war has finally created a reason for 
the countries to cut the cord with Russia and 
start focusing on green energy: “Thank you for 
the green transition, Russia!”

The discourse also focused on new 
projects and investments that are 
being made to enhance renewable 
energy production. Enefit Green, 
Eesti Energia’s affiliate focusing on 
renewable energy production, made 
its final investments into building 
Estonia’s biggest wind park, Sopi-
Tootsi in Northern Pärnu, and began 
building the first part of their Kelmė wind park 
project in Lithuania.92 Estonia’s grid operator, 
Elering, had already experienced a surge in 
applications from producers of renewable 
energy to join the electricity grid in 2021.93 
This was seen to be a direct reaction to rising 
energy prices. In 2022, Estonia’s biggest 
renewable energy producer, Utilitas, also 
built a new wind park in Latvia and began 
developing a new wind park project in Estonia. 
The energy crisis also increased consumers’ 

91	 Lepik, “Aitäh rohepöörde eest, Venemaa!”; Kadri 
Kõusaar, “Taastuvenergia jutupunktid on paljudele 
inimestele nagu loits, mida ei taheta lõhkuda 
ühegi faktiga [For many people, renewable energy 
talking points are like a spell that won’t be broken 
by any facts],” Eesti Päevaleht, 28 February 2023; 
Mihkel Annus, “Taastuvenergia Koja juht: kui Eesti 
tuuleparkidega venitab, jäämegi elektrit naabritelt 
sisse ostma [Head of the Renewable Energy 
Association: Estonia must start building wind farms, 
otherwise we will end up buying electricity from 
our neighbours],” Eesti Päevaleht, 29 January 2023; 
Silver Sillak, “Täielik üleminek taastuvelektrile on 
realistlik ja vajalik [A complete transition to renewable 
electricity is realistic and necessary],” ERR, 12 
October 2022; Priit Koit, “Taastuvenergiast saab Eesti 
majanduse mootor [Estonia’s economic engine will 
be renewable energy],” ERR, 24 November 2022; 
Margus Vals, “Energia peab olema taskukohane, 
roheline ja kättesaadav [Energy must be affordable, 
green and accessible],” ERR, 1 November 2022; 
Argo Rosin, “Energeetika vajab operatiivset ja arukat 
tegutsemist [Energy needs quick and smart action],” 
ERR, 5 December 2022; Mihkel Annus, “Kaheksa 
uusaastasoovi energiasektori arenguks [Eight New 
Year’s wishes for the development of the energy 
sector],” ERR, 12 January 2023. 

92	 “Enefit Green kahekordistab uue tuulepargiga Eesti 
tuuleenergia toodangu [Enefit Green new wind farm 
doubles Estonia’s wind power output],” ERR, 23 
December 2022.

93	 “Kõrge elektrihinna tuules on huvi elektrijaamu 
ehitada hüppeliselt kasvanud [Interest in building 
power plants has grown exponentially, due to the high 
price of electricity],” ERR, 27 December 2021. 

interest in district heating, leading to record 
numbers of new customers for Utilitas’ district 
heating contract.94 A surge in investments 
in and development of renewable energy 
production showed that there was readiness 
in the market for expanding Estonia’s energy 
production capacity, but the government had 
not been seen as proactive enough to support 
these plans ahead of the crisis.95

The discussion about alternatives also included 
nuclear energy and its development in Estonia. 
Projects for researching suitable locations for 
nuclear plants were started already in 2020. 
However, the crisis brought the topic back 
into sharper focus.96 According to the national 
nuclear energy taskforce, the government 
needs to decide in 2024 whether a nuclear 

94	 “Utilitas suurendas rohelise elektri toodangut aastaga 
viiendiku võrra [Utilitas increased its production of 
green electricity by a fifth in a single year],” Delfi, 17 
January 2023.

95	 “EE: energeetikaprojektideks vajaliku kapitali 
kättesaadavus on vähenenud.”; Rosin, “Energeetika 
vajab operatiivset ja arukat tegutsemist.”

96	 Lemmit Kaplinski, “Energeetikas maksavad faktid. 
Need ütlevad, et ainult tuumaenergia vastab praegu 
21. sajandi nõudmistele [Facts matter in energy. They 
say that only nuclear power can supply the current 
demand in the 21st century],” Eesti Päevaleht, 26 
December 2022; “22 tonni radioaktiivseid jäätmeid 
pooleteise aasta tagant: Eesti peaks tuumajaama 
ehitamisel leidma lahenduse miljoniks aastaks 
[22 tons of radioactive waste every one and a half 
years: Estonia should find a solution for a million 
years when building a nuclear power plant],” Eesti 
Ekspress, 12 November 2022; Külli-Riin Tigasson, 
“Tuumajaama tulek Eestisse on reaalsusele lähemal 
kui kunagi varem. “Tuuliku võib püsti panna iga loll, 
tuumaenergia nõuab nutti” [The construction of a 
nuclear power plant in Estonia is closer than ever 
before. “Anyone can set up a wind turbine, nuclear 
energy requires smartness”],” Eesti Ekspress, 9 
November 2022; Külli-Riin Tigasson, “Mitte ainult 
Letipea. Tuumajaamaks sobivaid asukohti on Eestis 
otsitud kolmest maakonnast [Not only Letipea. 
Locations best suited for a nuclear power plant have 
been searched in three counties in Estonia],” Eesti 
Ekspress, 20 November 2022; Reene Leas, “Töörühm 
pakkus tuumajaama võimaliku asukohana välja 16 
paika [Working group proposes 16 possible locations 
for a nuclear plant],” ERR, 25 January 2023; Rene 
Kundla, “Fermi Energia tutvustas Lääne-Virumaal 
tuumajaama rajamise plaane [Fermi Energia 
introduces their plans to construct a nuclear plant in 
Lääne-Virumaa],” ERR, 20 November 2022.

A surge in investments in and development 
of renewable energy production showed 
that there was readiness in the market for 
expanding Estonia’s energy production 
capacity
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plant can be established in Estonia.97 The 
topic and new analyses that were conducted 
to find suitable locations came under public 
criticism. Locals of Letipea village, where Fermi 
Energia – a company developing a 
project for a small modular reactor 
(SMR) in Estonia – was conducting 
environmental analyses to test the 
area, said that they felt the projects 
were being conducted behind 
their back and there was a lack of 
communication and discussion about 
the matter with locals.98 Calls were 
also made for more active discussions between 
developers and local communities with regard 
to the development of new wind parks.99 
With regard to nuclear energy, the public was 
most concerned about the disposal of nuclear 
waste.100

The urgency around developing Estonia’s 
energy sector also led to new developments 
on the part of the government. Discussions 
about the necessity for a climate law began. 
In the public discourse, there appeared to be 
a lack of clarity and regulation concerning the 
commitments Estonia had made to achieve 
national and EU goals related to the green 
transition. Both the public and private sectors 
wanted guidelines on how to operate in 

97	 Rene Kundla, “Tuumajaama rajamisel on inimeste 
suurim murekoht jäätmete käitlemine [People’s 
biggest concern in construction of a nuclear power 
plant is waste disposal],” ERR, 24 November 2022.

98	 “Letipea kohalikud: tuumajaama rajajad unustasid 
kohalikega suhelda [Letipea residents: No 
communication with locals over the nuclear plant 
plans],” ERR, 3 November 2022.

99	 Ester Vilgats, “Kogukonnad ootavad tuuleparkide 
rajamisel võimalust kaasa rääkida [Communities 
are waiting for the opportunity to engage in the 
construction of wind farms],” ERR, 26 October 2021.

100	Kundla, “Tuumajaama rajamisel on inimeste suurim 
murekoht.”; “22 tonni radioaktiivseid jäätmeid 
pooleteise aasta tagant.”

accordance with climate reforms.101 Without 
concrete planning and a framework that would 
abide by the law, these goals were seen as 
unachievable. Before the 2023 parliament 

elections, five parties – Reform, the Social 
Democrats, Eesti 200, the Greens, and the 
Centre party – had included plans for a climate 
law in their election manifestos.102 

Another plan by the government was to 
facilitate easier and quicker proceedings for 
renewable energy projects. Slow and complex 
management of applications for development 
projects was seen to be deterring investors 
and entrepreneurs from choosing Estonia.103 
It was claimed that because of more efficient 

101	Hanah Lahe, “Kas Eestil on vaja kliimaseadust? [Does 
Estonia need a climate law?],” Postimees, 4 February 
2023; “Analüüs: Eesti vajab mõjusaks kliimapoliitikaks 
tugevat kliimaseadust [Analysis: Estonia needs a 
strong climate law to create an effective climate 
policy],” Postimees, 19 January 2023; Anna-Maria 
Sepp, Marek Strandberg, “Täna selgub, miks mõnes 
valimisprogrammis lubatud kliimaseadus Eestile vajalik 
võiks olla [Today it becomes clear why the climate 
law promised in some election manifestos could be 
necessary for Estonia],” Postimees, 19 January 2023; 
“Asmann: halb ettevalmistus kliimapöördel läheb 
Eestile kalliks maksma [Asmann: poor preparation for 
climate transition plan will cost us a lot],” Äripäev, 
24 November 2021; Kristjan Pruul, “Kliimaseadus on 
hõbekuul, mida kõik ootavad, aga tülid on veel ees 
[The climate law is like a silver bullet that everyone 
awaits, but disputes are ahead],” Äripäev, 20 January 
2023; “Reformierakond lubab valimisprogrammis 
kliimaseaduse kehtestamist [Reform Party’s election 
manifesto includes climate law promise],” ERR, 27 
December 2022. 

102	“Erakonnad sooviks kliimaseaduse uues riigikogus 
kiiresti vastu võtta [Political parties would like 
the climate law to be quickly adopted in the new 
Riigikogu],” ERR, 31 January 2023. 

103	Toomas Pott, “Riik plaanib lihtsustada taastuvenergia 
planeeringute menetlust [The state plans to simplify 
planning processes for renewable energy projects],” 
ERR, 24 November 2022; Annus, “Taastuvenergia 
Koja juht: kui Eesti tuuleparkidega venitab.”; Martin 
Johannes Teder, Koit Brinkmann, “Üksteist aastat 
menetlemist: ministeerium niitis Eesti ühe vanima 
meretuulepargi projekti lõplikult maha [Eleven years 
of proceedings: the ministry cancelled the project of 
one of Estonia’s oldest offshore wind farms],” Äripäev, 
18 January 2022; Iris Magnus, “Aastatega kujunenud 
muster on viinud selleni, et Eestis suurprojekte ei 
tehta [Due to the operating pattern that has formed 
over the years, large projects remain unimplemented 
in Estonia],” Äripäev, 25 June 2021.

In the public discourse, there appeared to be 
a lack of clarity and regulation concerning 
the commitments Estonia had made to 
achieve national and EU goals related to the 
green transition
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governance by neighbouring countries, Enefit 
Green preferred building its new wind parks in 
Finland and Lithuania.104 Utilitas Wind board 
member Rene Tammist said, “If in Latvia and 
Lithuania, the average time for obtaining a 
construction permit is a year or two, then in 
Estonia, we are lucky if it happens within four 
or five years.”105 The discussion once again 
focused on the government’s lack of initiative 
and failure to help create a development-
inducing environment that could also more 
effectively address the NIMBY (Not-In-My-
Backyard) phenomenon. 

2.2.8. Long Live Oil Shale

To some extent related to and similar to 
the previous narrative, discussions about 
Estonia’s reliance on its oil shale for energy 
production have been going on for a long time. 
The energy crisis and the urgency to develop 
alternative energy sources created by it also 
brought questions about the future of the oil 
shale industry back into focus. Estonia has 
plans to cease oil shale production by 2030; 
however, criticism about the lack of planning 
and preparation for this transition has been 
widespread. The narrative surrounding oil 
shale consisted of concerns about too hastily 
transitioning to renewable energy and the lack 
of alternative energy sources. The difficulty 
of giving up oil shale production was made 
evident by the release of reports about the 
record numbers for oil shale consumption in 
2022. Estonia’s consumption in 2022 was at its 
highest compared to the previous three years, 

and the figures for 2023 were expected to be 
even higher.106 The energy crisis and the war 
were seen to have negatively affected Estonia’s 
efforts to transition from oil shale to green 
energy. 

104	Pott, “Riik plaanib lihtsustada taastuvenergia 
planeeringute menetlust.” 

105	Pott, “Riik plaanib lihtsustada taastuvenergia 
planeeringute menetlust.” 

106	Rene Kundla, “Põlevkivi kaevandati viimaste aastate 
rekordkogus [Record amount of oil shale has been 
extracted],” ERR, 24 March 2023.

The war created a demand for oil shale that 
was too large for Enefit Power’s main mining 
sites (Estonia and Narva mines) and even 
required them to buy oil shale in from other 
mining sites that had previously been closed 
down due to low demand.107 Kiviõli Chemical 
Industry’s head of oil shale production, Kaidi 
Sulp, commented on the situation, “If last 
year we had the idea that oil shale is not that 
necessary anymore and we use it only for 
our own consumption and sold in very small 
amounts, then after the war in Ukraine started, 
there was a sudden rise in the demand for oil 
shale.”108 Elering’s 2022 report on the security 
of supply also revealed that Estonia will need 
oil shale production to secure its strategic 
supply.109 The general sentiment surrounding 
the discussion was not necessarily against the 
transition from oil shale production but rather 
sceptical about the availability of the means 
that Estonia has to achieve that. Arvi Hamburg 
commented, “If we end oil shale production in 
2030, then we should have something on the 
side, but currently we don’t.”110

Another concern was about the future of Ida-
Virumaa and its residents, whose livelihood 
depends on the oil shale industry. The rapidity 
of the green transition was also claimed to 
negatively affect the Ida-Virumaa region due 
to the limited time the region has to adapt to 
the new conditions. Ida-Virumaa has received 
340 million euros from the EU’s Just Transition 
Fund (JTF) to help its economy survive the 
transition to green energy. The 2026 deadline 
for exercising the fund was claimed to be 

too short for the area to thoroughly 
adjust. Erik Gamzejev, the chief editor 
of the newspaper Põhjarannik, wrote 
in his opinion piece that the short 
time span (2022–26) has led to a lack 
of interest in the funding because the 
large-scale projects that would have 

the potential to replace the existing profitable 
oil shale manufacturers cannot be executed 

107	Rene Kundla, “Sõda Ukrainas põhjustas 
põlevkivivajaduse hüppelise kasvu [Ukraine war 
caused spike in Estonia’s oil shale needs],” ERR, 4 
November 2022.

108	Kundla, “Sõda Ukrainas põhjustas põlevkivivajaduse 
hüppelise kasvu.” 

109	“Eleringi raport: Eesti vajab strateegiliseks reserviks 
põlevkivijaamu [Elering report: Estonia needs oil shale 
plants for strategic reserve],” ERR, 6 December 2022.

110	“Arvi Hamburg: energiakriis.”

The energy crisis and the war were seen to 
have negatively affected Estonia’s efforts to 
transition from oil shale to green energy
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that quickly.111 It was expected that the 
government would have a more thorough plan 
for Ida-Virumaa’s transition extending beyond 
the year 2026.112 According to the Head of 
Kiviõli Chemical Industry Priit Orumaa, the JTF 
is not sufficient to create new business in the 
area. “No one comes to start a business in Ida-
Virumaa because we have the Just Transition 
Fund. There would have to be some kind of 
market, labour or some sort of resources 
better than elsewhere. But today, Estonia has 
lost all of the competitive advantages it used 
to have.”113 

Plans by the minister of economy and 
infrastructure, Riina Sikkut, to prohibit the 
creation of any new oil shale mines further 
disrupted the relations between the industry 
and the government.114 Viru Keemia Grupp 
started planning and making the necessary 
applications for its new mine site already in 
2004, for which they received a permit 
15 years later, in 2019.115 The Head of 
the Board at Viru Keemia Grupp, Ahti 
Asmann, said that the new mining site 
is necessary since their resources are 
predicted to end within the decade 
and that the minister’s message was 
unexpected, to say the least.116 An 
article in the newspaper Põhjarannik 
– “Stop the destroyers of jobs!” – called the 

111	Erik Gamzejev, “Ida-Virumaast võib saada tõmbava 
või tõukava jõuga magnet [Ida-Virumaa may become 
a magnet that attracts or repels],” ERR, 22 November 
2023.

112	Ivar Krustok, “Ka Ida-Virumaa uus tulevik peitub 
maapõues. Selleks on fosforiit ja muldmetallid [The 
new future of Ida-Virumaa also lies in the mineral 
resources - phosphorite and rare earth elements],” 
Eesti Päevaleht, 23 March 2023; Jüri Nikolajev, 
“Põlevkivitööstused pole õiglase ülemineku fondi 
raha jaotamisega rahul [The oil shale industries are 
not satisfied with the allocation of the Just Transition 
Fund],” ERR, 2 December 2023; Gamzejev, “Ida-
Virumaast võib saada.”

113	Nikolajev, “Põlevkivitööstused.” 
114	Madis Hindre, “VKG ja Eesti Energia uue kaevanduse 

saatus sõltub koalitsioonileppest [VKG and Eesti 
Energia’s new oil shale mine depends on the coalition 
agreement],” ERR, 27 March 2023; Rene Kundla, 
“Ministri idee keelata uute põlevkivikaevanduste 
rajamine tuli tootjatele ootamatult [The minister’s 
desire to ban the construction of new oil shale mines 
was unexpected to the producers],” ERR, 25 March 
2023.

115	Kundla, “Ministri idee keelata uute põlevkivikaevanduste 
rajamine.” 

116	Rene Kundla, “Ettevõtted valmistuvad Ida-Virumaal 
uute põlevkivikaevanduste avamiseks [Companies 
are making preparations for new oil shale mines in 
Ida-Viru County],” ERR, 27 December 2022; Kundla, 
“Ministri idee keelata uute põlevkivikaevanduste 
rajamine.”

government’s actions hypocritical since, during 
the peak of the crisis, it had relied heavily on 
the oil shale industry, and no one had talked 
about forbidding any new mining sites then. “If 
Viru Keemia Grupp, due to a political decision, 
cannot open its new mining site and loses its 
raw materials, and 1,600 employees lose their 
jobs, it will have damaging effects on Kohtla-
Järve and the whole area.”117

2.3. Impact of the Narratives

 The meta-narratives discussed above are 
useful in two regards. First, they reveal 
certain characteristics of societal resilience in 
Estonia that can be built upon in the future. 
Second, they provide some insights into how a 
particular stressor – an energy crisis – shaped 
the dynamics of resilience throughout it and 
help to explain some of its outcomes.

As for the characteristics, the Estonian society 
possesses the requisite culture of being able 
and feeling empowered to challenge the 
authorities if their judgement and performance 
are deemed flawed. Although this quality is 
inherent to vibrant democracies, its importance 
often goes unappreciated in assessments of 
resilience. However, there is also a downside to 
this: i.e., as is frequently noted in the literature, 
there is an equally underappreciated political 
side of resilience, where ostensibly resilience-
inducing elements can mask the raw pursuit 
of political or economic power and eventually 
become corrosive. The fact that some of the 
crisis narratives challenging the authorities 
were propagated more by political players – 
especially in the pre-election period – than by 
civil society or expert communities could be an 
indication of the risk of such a negative effect 
occurring.

117	“Peatage töökohtade hävitajad! [Stop the job 
destroyers!],” Põhjarannik, 25 March 2023.

The Estonian society possesses the requisite 
culture of being able and feeling empowered 
to challenge the authorities if their 
judgement and performance are deemed 
flawed
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Another important set of qualities that 
emerged through these meta-narratives 
is the understanding of the need to learn, 
adapt, and focus not only on enduring the 
crisis but also on building for a better future. 
These meta-narratives brought back into 
focus the need for anticipation, long-term 
planning, and preparedness in society as a 
whole. This was so, even while some of the key 
discourses were excessively concentrated on 
highlighting the role of the central government 
while understating the imperative for other 
stakeholders to be equally proactive and 
foresightful. 

Effective communication has been confirmed 
as a vital ingredient for sustaining societal 
resilience. Although, by and large, this was 
confirmed through negative experiences, the 
meta-narrative of coping contained plentiful 
examples of how adaptive solutions – from 
technological to behavioural – could 
be disseminated by trusted sources 
and assist in crisis mitigation. On 
the other hand, some efforts at 
government communication about the 
range, nature, and severity of the risks 
to society inadvertently caused cynical or, to 
the contrary, alarmist reactions that undercut 
the purpose of such communication. Likewise, 
the complexity of some of the solutions 
exposed not only flaws in communication 

but also poor understanding of the energy 
markets by the public at large, requiring more 
sustained and comprehensive educational 
efforts in the future. Still, the fact that other 
stakeholders were able and willing to step in 
with their reassuring and clarifying messaging 

showed that Estonia possesses a diverse 
set of communication resources – including 
an independent expert community and 
corporate sources – necessary for the balanced 
assessment of risks by the public.

One of the more significant breakdowns in 
resilience occurred along more ideological 
lines, where the government considered 
businesses and households to hold important 
responsibilities with respect to enduring 
the crisis, while the latter demanded much 
stronger action from the government both at 
the national and EU levels. Given that the level 

of perceived and received support by 
those in difficult circumstances is an 
important consideration in resilience, 
the government’s desire to promote 
distributed responsibility for coping 
had a somewhat detrimental effect 
in so far as it was not accompanied 
by stronger action in building a wide-
reaching financial safety net and 

standing more firmly for Estonia’s interests in 
the EU. On the other hand, from a long-term 
perspective, resilience requires the capacity 
for the kind of grassroots leadership and 
bottom-up action with respect to which the 
government’s oversized role is unhelpful.

Another breakdown was related to the failure 
to maintain a just and equal distribution of 
risk, vulnerability, and cost. As the narrative 
related to the profits of the energy companies 
– especially the state-owned ones – showed, 

the sense of unfair distribution of costs 
and benefits was pervasive and highly 
antagonising. The outcome of this is 
that even society’s understanding of 
the causes of the crisis was severely 
distorted (see Chapter 3 on sociological 
data), and a considerable amount of 
trust may have been drained from 
pivotal actors in addressing future 

energy crises – i.e., the companies in the 
energy sector. 

Some of the key discourses were excessively 
concentrated on highlighting the role of the 
central government while understating the 
imperative for other stakeholders to be 
equally proactive and foresightful

Estonia possesses a diverse set of 
communication resources – including an 
independent expert community and 
corporate sources – necessary for the 
balanced assessment of risks by the public

The sense of unfair distribution of costs 
and benefits was pervasive and highly 
antagonising
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3. People Matter Most: 
Sociological Survey

It is important to understand that interpreta-
tion of the crisis narratives has limits and 
should not be carried too far. Equally significant 
for drawing a balanced and comprehensive 
picture is understanding how those narratives 
have influenced societal perceptions, mood, 
capacity for overcoming hardship, and ability 
to thrive in the wake of the crisis. This chapter 
investigates how the Estonian public viewed 
various aspects of the crisis and its resolution, 
as well as the extent to which such sentiments 
echo or run counter to the narratives identified 
earlier.

3.1. Methodology

Survey data collection was conducted by Turu-
uuringud AS through an ad-hoc survey using 
CAWI (Computer Assisted Web Interviewing). A 
random sample of 1,008 respondents aged 15 
years and older was surveyed during the period 
of 25 November – 5 December 2023, with an 
indicative margin of error for the results of 
+/- 3%. The sample group was representative 
of Estonia’s population at large and had the 
following features:

•	 46.6% of respondents were male and 
53.4% female.

•	 66.6% of respondents were ethnic Estonian 
and 33.4% from other ethnolinguistic 
backgrounds.

•	 In terms of age, 12% of respondents 
were in the 15–24 age group, 
15.1% in the 25–34 age group, 
25.8% in the 35–49 age group, 23% 
in the 50–64 age group, 13.1% in 
the 65–74 age group, and 11.1% in 
the 75+ age group.

•	 In terms of regional distribution, 
46.2% of respondents were residents of 
North Estonia, 10.9% of West Estonia, 9.1% 
of Central Estonia, 10.2% of North-East 
Estonia, and 23.5% of South Estonia.

•	 In terms of the types of places of residence, 
33.4% of respondents were resident in the 

capital metropolitan area (Tallinn), 35.6% 
in other towns and urban areas, and 31% 
in rural areas.

•	 In terms of educational attainment level, 
29.4% of the respondents had some type of 
higher education, while the education level 
of the remaining 70.6% of respondents was 
lower than the university or equivalent 
degree level.

3.2. The Results

3.2.1. Finger-Pointing the Culprits

Survey respondents were asked to choose up 
to three of the most relevant items from a list 
of potential causes of the energy crisis. The five 
options chosen most frequently were:

•	 Excessive pursuit of profits by the energy 
companies (41%)

•	 Russia’s actions directed against Europe 
while preparing for war against Ukraine 
(40%)

•	 The incompetence or passivity of the 
Estonian or EU authorities in energy policy 
(35%)

•	 A too-fast or unnecessary transition to 
renewable energy sources pushed by the 
EU, including by the Estonian government 
(34%)

•	 Western sanctions against Russia in 
response to its invasion of Ukraine (32%)

As can be seen, war-related causes, although 
among the most common explanations, were 
not foremost in the minds of the Estonian 
respondents, while the overall geopolitical 
context appeared even less important – with 
only 21% of the respondents of the view 
that excessive reliance on the part of the 

War-related causes, although among the 
most common explanations, were not 
foremost in the minds of the Estonian 
respondents, while the overall geopolitical 
context appeared even less important
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EU, including Estonia, on energy imports 
from authoritarian countries was one of the 
underlying causes of the 2021–23 crisis. The 
established pre-war energy policies and actions 
of the EU and the Estonian government were 
given almost as much weight as the war itself. 
This was corroborated by the low score for an 
explanation that would otherwise be endorsed 
by the supporters of those policies – excessive 
dependence on fossil fuels – which only 12% 
considered as a likely fundamental cause 
of the crisis. Most interestingly, one actual 
consequence of the crisis – the increased 
profits of the energy companies – was the 
most commonly cited cause of the crisis, 
which is indicative not only of a lack of critical 
thinking but also a widespread sense that risk 
and vulnerability are unfairly distributed across 
society (see also below).

There were some interesting and statistically 
significant differences between the various 
demographic groups when it comes to their 
preferred explanations of the causes of the 
energy crisis. For example, ethnic Estonians 
pinned most of the blame on Russia’s actions 
against Europe in preparation for the war 
against Ukraine (52%) and the pursuit of profits 
by the energy companies (45%). Among Russian 
speakers, the main culprits were seen to be 
Western sanctions against Russia (51%) and 
the incompetence or passivity of the Estonian 
government and EU authorities (47%). The two 
groups, however, were fairly aligned in the 
view that a too fast or unnecessary transition 
to renewables was among the major causes 
(32% of ethnic Estonians and 38% of Russian 
speakers).

Similar differences emerged between 
the holders of different political views 
(i.e., those who self-identified as 
liberals, conservatives, or centrists). 
Among liberals, the most cited cause 
of the crisis was Russia’s actions (64%), 
while conservatives most commonly cited the 
transition to renewables (58%) and centrists 
profiteering by the energy companies (48%). 
Russia-as-a-culprit was not among the top 
three causes for the latter two groups, but 
incompetence or passivity of the authorities 
was (42% of conservatives and 45% of 
centrists). The socioeconomic background 
of respondents was also important, with 
Russia’s role a preferred explanation for those 

with higher socio-economic well-being (i.e., 
higher life satisfaction, no perceived injustice, 
higher income, and lower perception of socio-
economic threats), while those from socio-
economically distressed backgrounds – with 
lower life satisfaction, perceived injustice, 
lower income, and an acute sense of social and 
economic threats – saw the pursuit of profit by 
the energy companies and the incompetence 
or passivity of the national and EU authorities 
as key explanations.

When testing the popular view in analyses of 
the situation that Russia is wielding energy as a 
geopolitical weapon to coerce its opponents,118 
we found that the Estonian society is effectively 
equally split on whether this is the case in 
relation to Estonia specifically: only 34% of 
respondents somewhat or fully agreed with 
this notion, while almost the same share (33%) 
somewhat or fully disagreed and another 
33% could not say or had no opinion. A larger 
share (45%) agreed that Russia was indeed 
using energy as a geopolitical weapon against 
the EU as a whole (24% disagreed, 31% had 
no opinion or were neutral). This is most 
likely related to a strongly entrenched notion 
that Estonia, due to its oil shale deposits, is 
relatively immune to geopolitical coercion via 
the energy sector, as well as to the fact that 
Estonia has not succumbed to such coercion 
during the ongoing Russia-Ukraine war and 
has remained fully committed to supporting 
Ukraine throughout the crisis. At the same 
time, it also reflects a rather dim view of the 
past and present energy dependencies of the 
rest of the EU on Russia.

However, the existence and potency of energy 
as Russia’s geopolitical instrument of coercion 
was viewed somewhat differently across some 
specific demographic groups (see Figures 1a 
and 1b). Estonian speakers tended to agree 
more that Russia was weaponising energy 

118	Veronika Slakaityte and Izabela Surwillo, “Energy as 
a weapon - decoding blackmail tactics in Europe,” 
Danish Institute for International Studies, 9 January 
2024. 

The existence and potency of energy as 
Russia’s geopolitical instrument of coercion 
was viewed somewhat differently across 
some specific demographic groups

https://www.diis.dk/en/research/energy-as-a-weapon
https://www.diis.dk/en/research/energy-as-a-weapon
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supply, while the majority of Russian speakers 
disagreed. Younger people also saw Russian 
energy supplies as a geopolitical instrument of 
coercion more often than older respondents.

On the other hand, despite its relatively 
sanguine perspective on Estonia’s ability to 
withstand energy blackmail by Russia and 
the apparent downplaying of the geopolitical 
context of the energy crisis, Estonian society is 
deeply concerned about the potential impact 
on their energy security of adverse geopolitical 
developments: 77% of respondents were 
somewhat or highly concerned about the 
availability of energy resources during a major 
geopolitical crisis, while 86% were somewhat 
or highly concerned about the severe impact of 

such a crisis on energy prices. It is thus obvious 
that, in terms of societal resilience, the 2021–
23 energy crisis has had a major impact in 
increasing geopolitical risk awareness among 
Estonians. However, how much they are 
prepared to act and invest in order to shield 
themselves from this risk is another question.

3.2.2. Grading Performance

Managing the nexus of energy security and 
geopolitical threats is mostly the responsibility 
of the national government and the EU. The 
Estonian respondents, however, had a rather 
pessimistic view of their government’s ability 
to successfully manage energy security and 
energy crises: only 12% indicated that they 

Figure 1a. Views on Weaponisation of Energy Supply by Russia against Estonia

Figure 1b. Views on Weaponisation of Energy Supply by Russia against the EU
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think the government is able to do that, 
while 58% considered it incapable of doing 
so. Given that there was a similar distribution 
of attitudes to the Estonian government’s 
capacity to successfully conduct foreign policy 
and manage geopolitical crises,119 this indicates 
that, in terms of societal resilience, there is a 
significant lack of confidence in the governance 
layer of resilience from within the civic layer.

This sentiment was similarly expressed by the 
ethnic Estonians and Russian speakers, 52% 
and 69% of whom, respectively, disagreed that 
the government has the capacity to deal with 
energy security and energy crises. The greatest 
lack of confidence regarding this capacity was 
among the conservative respondents (77%), 
followed by the centrists (62%). However, 
even the liberals had their doubts, with 39% 
of them expressing no clear opinion 
on the matter and 35% scepticism. 
The highest concentration of sceptics 
was among those who are socio-
economically disadvantaged (80%) or 
have strong anti-EU and anti-NATO 
views (95% and 90%, respectively).

This overall pessimism or scepticism 
was echoed in responses regarding 
resolving the 2021–23 energy crisis. 
Only 14% of respondents somewhat or 
fully agreed, and almost half (47%) somewhat 
or fully disagreed that the Estonian government 
succeeded in mitigating the impact of the crisis 
on energy consumers. It is interesting to note, 
however, that Estonian society seems to be 
similarly sceptical towards the EU’s measures, 
with only 14% of respondents of the opinion 
that these measures were successful. On the 
other hand, more than half (53%) had no 
opinion or were unable to say anything about 

119	This insight comes from the survey that was 
conducted by ICDS as part of the pan-Baltic project 
“China’s disinformation in the Baltic states” funded by 
the National Endowment for Democracy. The project 
report was published in February 2024. See Simona 
Merkinaitė et al., Classic Cleavages in a New Light: 
Chinese Informational Influence in the Baltics (Vilnius: 
Eastern Europe Studies Centre, 2024).

the EU’s response, which indicates a very large 
degree of ignorance about what the EU has 
done to alleviate the crisis and a significant 
failure of strategic communication by EU (and 
national) authorities. 

Another relevant survey that, to some extent, 
validates the findings from this study was 
conducted in July 2023 by Kantar Emor in 

collaboration with Our Common 
Home (OCH), a Geneva-based non-
profit organisation, on Estonians’ 
views on energy security.120 The survey 
presented similar results to the one 
conducted for this report, with 60% 
of respondents (out of a sample 
population of 1,517) disagreeing with 

the statement that the Estonian government 
has a clear long-term energy strategy. A lack 
of awareness about the EU’s role during the 
crisis was also evident in this survey, with 45% 
of respondents having no opinion/awareness 
about EU support for the energy sector and 
only 17% agreeing with the statement that 
the EU provides enough support to countries 
facing threats to the energy sector.

In our survey, the Estonian respondents were 
in one mind, however, on who succeeded 
at turning the energy crisis into a major 
opportunity, with 81% of the respondents 
somewhat or fully agreeing that the Estonian 
energy companies were reaping excessive 
profits at the expense of the consumers. Given 
the importance of corporate responsibility 
in a security crisis, this result indicates that 
Estonian society views the 2021–23 energy 
crisis as a serious failure of such responsibility 
and, in societal resilience terms, the economic 
costs of the crisis to have been very unfairly 
distributed. In addition, the fact that the 

120	The presentation outlining the results of this survey is 
in the authors’ possession and was shared by the OCH 
representative.

The Estonian respondents had a rather 
pessimistic view of their government’s ability 
to successfully manage energy security and 
energy crises

The Estonian respondents were in one mind, 
however, on who succeeded at turning the 
energy crisis into a major opportunity, with 
81% of the respondents somewhat or fully 
agreeing that the Estonian energy 
companies were reaping excessive profits at 
the expense of the consumers

https://icds.ee/en/classic-cleavages-in-a-new-light-chinese-informational-influence-in-the-baltics/
https://icds.ee/en/classic-cleavages-in-a-new-light-chinese-informational-influence-in-the-baltics/
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national government is a major shareholder in 
a major energy producer and also acts as the 
main regulator of the energy markets reflects 
rather badly on the government, which partly 
explains why Estonians are sceptical of its 
capacity to manage energy security crises.

In a more general sense, this puts a dent in the 
notion that a comprehensive whole-of-society 
approach to security in Estonia actually works – 
especially given that such an approach usually 
rests on a broad social contract between 
various players and groups, requiring that 
everyone do their part in ensuring national 
security to the best of their abilities and not to 
the detriment of the others. In contrast to the 
energy companies’ windfall, 58% of the survey 

respondents agreed that their household’s 
economic well-being has become somewhat 
or much worse in the wake of the energy crisis 
(another 11% indicated that it had worsened 
but has already recovered), while 22% agreed 
that it had remained the same throughout the 
crisis for 22% and 5% that it had even improved. 
This is in line with the findings of the Kantar 
Emor survey for the OCH, where over 30% of 
respondents also stated that their household 
struggled to pay electricity/heating bills.

3.2.3. Accepting Extra Costs

The perceived unfairness of risk distribution 
and support received does not necessarily 
translate into a uniform unwillingness to bear 

Figure 2b. Higer Energy Costs and Support to Ukraine Against Russia
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Figure 2a. Higher Costs and Energy Solidarity with Fellow NATO and EU Members
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additional costs. The respondents were more 
in favour than against such costs if that was 
necessary to support Ukraine and its fight 
against Russia (45% fully or somewhat agreed, 
34% disagreed) and if that was necessary for 
maintaining solidarity and cooperation with 
other fellow EU and NATO members (41% 
agreed and 34% disagreed). It is evident that 
wartime narratives of standing together with 
Ukraine and maintaining unity with NATO 
Allies have made a significant impact on public 
sentiment when it comes to energy security (or 
at least the price element of it). 

Still, even in this regard, important differences 
emerge between various demographic groups 
(see Figures 2a and 2b). Estonians were more 
accepting of the costs of solidarity with the 
NATO and EU allies than Russian speakers, 
as were younger respondents and liberals. 
Acceptance of extra costs if that means 
supporting Ukraine was low among the Russian 
speakers as well as among conservatives and 
centrists, compared to liberals. 

Oddly, the narrative of protecting sovereignty 
against external interference – even at 
additional cost if required – gained less 
traction: only 35% of respondents favoured 

paying the extra price for protecting the 
country’s freedom of decision making against 
such interference, while 43% were against (74% 
among ethnic Russians). This result should 
be of considerable concern to those who 
steer investments both into domestic energy 
production (e.g., from renewable sources) 
that would diminish external dependencies 
and into the infrastructure necessary to wean 
Estonia off the last remnants of Russia’s energy 
influence (e.g., synchronisation of the power 
grid with the Continental Synchronous Area). 
Estonian society, worn down by the energy 

crisis, is apparently not very favourably 
disposed towards those extra costs (if 
they actually arise) that are framed 
as an anti-coercion measure, which 
echoes the earlier finding that 
Estonian society does not necessarily 
view energy as an effective geopolitical 
weapon against the country.

However, there were statistically important 
differences between the demographic groups 
(see Figure 3). For instance, 44% of the ethnic 
Estonian respondents would agree and 30% 
would disagree with putting up with such 
extra costs if they helped shield against foreign 
interference. Among the Russian speakers, on 
the other hand, only 16% would agree and 
69% would disagree with doing so. Liberals 
were strongly supportive of the extra costs 
for such a purpose, while the conservatives 
and centrists were mostly against, as were 
younger respondents. Those with anti-EU and 
anti-NATO views were particularly set against 

The Estonian respondents had a rather 
pessimistic view of their government’s ability 
to successfully manage energy security and 
energy crises
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Figure 3. Higher Energy Costs to Shield Against Foreign Interference and Coercion
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additional energy costs for this particular 
purpose (88% and 90%, respectively), while a 
significant majority (60%) of those under socio-
economic duress were also against it.

It is the climate agenda, however, that seems 
the greatest victim of the energy crisis when 
it comes to Estonian public opinion, with 45% 
of the respondents indicating that they would 
not accept additional costs – should they be 
necessary – to avoid catastrophic climate 
change (30% would accept, 25% had no 
opinion). This is corroborated by the results of 
the survey by Kantar Emor for OCH, in which 
over half of the respondents (57%) 
were not ready to pay a higher price 
for environmentally friendly energy. In 
our survey, the differences were most 
pronounced between ethnolinguistic 
backgrounds, between age groups, 
and between political ideologies (see 
Figure 4). Also, fully 85% of those who 
do not support Estonia’s membership 
in the EU were against such costs. 

In North-East Estonia, where the oil shale 
industry is important and ethnic Russians 
dominate demographically, 70% were against. 
In terms of societal resilience, accelerated 
energy transformation poses a risk of leaving 
some societal groups and regions more 

exposed, vulnerable, and disenchanted, 
suggesting that it is necessary to step up 
measures to mitigate transition and facilitate 
adaptation among those groups and in those 

regions. However, this is quite the 
opposite of what is happening, as the 
use of the Just Transition Fund 
earmarked for Ida Virumaa is reportedly 
delayed and at risk of becoming 
unavailable as a result.121

This demonstrates that the pre-war narratives 
about the need to transition to a climate-
neutral economy – and, lately, the narratives 
on accelerating this transition in the context 
of Russia’s aggression – face crisis-generated 
headwinds from society. This resistance may 
well abate in the medium- or long-term, but 
the current emphasis of the government and 

significant sections of the political elite on 
measures that expedite decarbonisation are 

121	Carl-Robert Puhm, “Õiglase ülemineku fond on 
graafikust kõvasti maha jäänud [Just Transition Fund 
progress is far behind schedule],” Postimees, 20 
December 2023.
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It is the climate agenda, however, that 
seems the greatest victim of the energy crisis 
when it comes to Estonian public opinion

The pre-war narratives about the need to 
transition to a climate-neutral economy – 
and, lately, the narratives on accelerating 
this transition in the context of Russia’s 
aggression – face crisis-generated 
headwinds from society

https://majandus.postimees.ee/7922423/valitsus-ahvardab-ligi-200-miljonit-eurot-vastu-taevast-lasta
https://majandus.postimees.ee/7922423/valitsus-ahvardab-ligi-200-miljonit-eurot-vastu-taevast-lasta
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evidently lacking popularity if they are seen 
as causing increases in energy costs. These 
measures are also not connected, in the minds 
of the respondents, with the drive to achieve 
and maintain full energy independence from 
Russia.

3.2.4. Listening and Taking Action

Crisis preparedness is one of the most 
important ingredients of societal resilience, 
but this is sorely lacking in Estonia. A recent 
survey commissioned by the Estonian Rescue 
Board revealed that only 15% of the population 
followed the recommendations of the 
authorities and made some preparations for 
emergencies.122 At the same time, 58% of the 
respondents in our survey could not say or had 
no opinion on whether their local community 
and municipality were well prepared to deal 
with emergency situations (16% thought they 
were well prepared, 26% disagreed). These 
two data points indicate that there are serious 
deficiencies in individual preparedness as 
well as in society’s awareness of the available 
support in emergencies at the local level, its 
knowledge of the scale of the challenges it may 
face, and its capacity for self-help based on a 
sense of community and collective problem-
solving.

Some of these gaps were also highlighted during 
a particular episode when risk communication 
was undertaken by the prime minister in 
September 2022 to urge preparations for the 
potential power supply disruptions in case of 
Russia’s hostile action against the power grid. 
According to the results of our survey, only 3% 
of respondents took all and 19% some of the 
measures necessary to prepare themselves for 
the potential emergency as a result 
of the prime minister’s warning. A 
further 6% made some specific plans 
but took no action, while another 31% 
considered the potential implications 
of the blackouts yet made no plans 
or actual preparations. Last but not 
least, 19% of the respondents chose 
to completely ignore the warning, and another 
19% could not even remember such a warning 
being issued.

122	Päästeamet, “Uuring: vaid 15 protsenti Eesti 
elanikkonnast tunnistab kriisiks valmisolekut [Survey: 
only 15 percent of the population of Estonia admits 
that they are prepared for a crisis],” Postimees, 24 
November 2023.

The share of those who fully or to some extent 
heeded the prime minister’s communication 
perfectly aligns with the share of those who 
saw the Estonian government as a trusted 
source of information and advice on how to 
cope with the energy crisis (see Table 1). At the 
same time, the survey revealed the significant 
influence of Estonian media and journalists in 
shaping society’s responses to risk messaging 
and crisis adaptation. This reinforces the 
importance of the narratives propagated by 
the media and of responsible journalism as 
pivotal ingredients of societal resilience in the 
information and communication set of societal 
capacities.

My most trusted sources of advice on 
mitigating the impact of the energy crisis 
were (up to three choices):

Media 45%

Government 28%

Independent experts 24%

Colleagues, friends, and relatives 22%

Social media 21%

Municipal authority 10%

Energy suppliers 10%

European Union officials 3%

Political parties 2%

Green NGOs 1%

No trusted sources were available 12%

Table 1. Trust in Information Sources

Dynamic, relevant, and successful adaptation 
of society to stressors is one of the key 
characteristics of societal resilience at play. 

The survey indicated, however, that a third of 
the respondents (31%) had done absolutely 
nothing of significance in order to cope with 
the energy crisis, while 43% resorted to the 
most obvious solution of simply reducing 
their energy consumption. Only 11% took 
the crisis as an opportunity to invest in new 

The survey indicated, however, that a third 
of the respondents had done absolutely 
nothing of significance in order to cope with 
the energy crisis

https://www.postimees.ee/7904020/uuring-vaid-15-protsenti-eesti-elanikkonnast-tunnistab-kriisiks-valmisolekut
https://www.postimees.ee/7904020/uuring-vaid-15-protsenti-eesti-elanikkonnast-tunnistab-kriisiks-valmisolekut
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solutions that would help them endure the 
crisis and mitigate or eliminate similar shocks 
in the future. This may indicate a potential 
link between socioeconomic insecurity and 
a lack of economic resources to pursue the 
investments necessary for crisis mitigation 
and futureproofing. However, the survey did 
not show any strong correlations between the 
choice to invest in new solutions and the state 
of individuals’ and households’ socio-economic 
wellbeing. 

The passivity evident at the individual level 
is also reflected in the absence of the kind 
of grassroots leadership and bottom-up self-
organisation that often underpin resilient 
societal responses to crises. Survey 
respondents were provided with a 
list of possible civic, entrepreneurial, 
and grassroots actions and activities 
relevant to coping with the energy 
crisis. The respondents were asked to 
indicate any of the relevant actions 
they undertook out of the following:

(a)	 Promoting energy-saving behaviours, 
technological solutions, and investments 
at work, in housing communities, social 
networks, and/or among friends and 
relatives

(b)	 Joining or supporting civic organisations 
promoting energy efficiency

(c)	 Seeking business opportunities related to 
increasing energy efficiency and renewable 
energy production

(d)	 Joining public protests or publicly criticising 
those responsible for the crisis or its 
resolution

(e)	 Actively participating in the public debate 
on the ways to solve the crisis.

(f)	 Expressing points of view on the handling 
of the energy crisis during the national 
elections in spring 2023

The most popular response to this question, 
however, was “I did not do any of this”, which 
was chosen by 71% of the respondents, followed 
by 15% for (f) and 12% for (a). Thus, in terms 
of the grassroots civic and entrepreneurial 
activism that underpin societal resilience, 

Estonian society remains too passive and 
reliant on the state yet, nonetheless, lacking 
the capacity for self-organisation and collective 
problem-solving. One possible hypothesis for 
future consideration is that the majority of the 
members of Estonian society might not regard 
themselves as empowered enough to pursue 
such action or do not see it as sufficiently 
impactful – at least in the energy sector.

As societal resilience to future crises requires 
learning and growth in various capacities, an 
assessment of Estonian society’s perspective 
on future readiness to cope with an energy 
crisis was also part of the survey. In this regard, 
the results are deeply concerning – 48% of 

the respondents were unable to say or had no 
opinion on whether they or their households 
were better prepared for a potential energy 
crisis in the future. As few as less than a quarter 
of respondents (23%) thought their experience 
of the 2021–23 crisis taught them valuable 
lessons on preparedness for the future, 
while almost a third (29%) did not consider 
themselves in any better position to cope with 
another energy crisis. 44% of respondents 
from the Kantar Emor survey for OCH also felt 
that they were not better prepared for a power 
outage as of summer 2023 compared to 2022.

3.2.5. Avoiding Future Trouble – 
and Accepting the Risks

Futureproofing Estonia against similar crises 
is inevitably a broad issue relevant to the 
governance and services layers of the CORE 
model. However, the views and perspectives 
of society (the civic layer) will be as important 
in determining the legitimacy of the measures 
that are being or are yet to be undertaken. 
When asked to identify the three most 
important such measures, the respondents 
most favoured self-sufficiency in energy 
production, increased energy efficiency, 
and better state support mechanisms (see 
Table 2). Estonia becoming self-sufficient 
was overwhelmingly favoured both by ethnic 

48% of the respondents were unable to say 
or had no opinion on whether they or their 
households were better prepared for a 
potential energy crisis in the future
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Estonians and Russian speakers (65% and 60%, 
respectively) and across the political spectrum 
(66% of liberals, 65% of conservatives, and 64% 

of centrists). This top choice resonates with the 
concerns about energy security in the context 
of a major geopolitical crisis discussed earlier, 
but it does not predicate unequivocal 
support for carbon neutrality and the 
renewables-only future favoured by 
energy policymakers (see discussion 
on preferences for energy sources 
below). In line with that, the transition 
to a carbon-neutral economy was least 
favoured among conservatives (only 
4% picked this option) and centrists 
(only 8%).

To avoid a similar crisis in the future, Estonia 
should… (up to three choices requested)

Become self-sufficient in energy 
production as much as possible 64%

Enhance the energy efficiency of its 
economy and society 39%

Develop better state support 
mechanisms for businesses and 
households

31%

Develop energy relations with any 
alternative suppliers in the world 17%

Fully or partially restore energy relations 
with Russia 16%

Simply adapt to the circumstances, as 
the global situation does not depend on 
what Estonia does

16%

Accelerate the transition to a carbon-
neutral economy and energy system 
even if this means higher costs in the 
short-term

14%

Develop energy relations with suppliers 
from democratic countries only 14%

Increase the government’s role in energy 
markets 11%

Unable to say 2%

Table 2. Preferences for Actions Toward Future 
Preparedness

It is noteworthy that Estonian society does not 
seem to link values such as democracy with 
cross-border energy trade, which represents a 

potentially harmful disconnect between 
the civic (democratic values) and 
services (availability of energy) layers 
of the resilience ecosystem and poses 
a problem to values-based principled 
foreign policymaking. Furthermore, 
a small cross-section of society even 
favours restoring energy relations with 

Russia, though this view is an absolute minority 
among ethnic Estonians (only 4% marked it 
among the three preferences). However, it 

dominates the views of ethnic Russians (46% 
were in favour of this option) as well as, to some 
extent, middle-aged respondents (27% of the 
40–49 age group). On the other hand, an even 
smaller proportion would favour a greater role 
for the government in energy markets, thus 
confirming Estonia’s societal consensus about 
remaining a liberal free market economy even 
in the face of adversity.

The relative failure to draw lessons of 
preparedness does not mean that Estonian 
society does not have preferences about the 
future of the country’s energy sector. Indeed, a 
credo and hope for a better future constitute a 
very important pillar of societal resilience; thus, 
the energy policy choices for futureproofing 
Estonia’s energy sector must be part of the 
broader resilience-inducing conversation. 

In contrast to the climate-adverse perspectives 
in the wake of the energy crisis, the 
respondents very strongly favoured developing 
renewable (wind, solar, biomass, and hydro) 
energy sources to ensure energy security in 
the future: 77% were strongly or somewhat in 
favour (7% were against, 16% had no opinion 
or were neutral). More than half (57%) also 
supported the development of nuclear energy 
(17% were against, 26% had no opinion or were 
neutral). The results of the survey by Kantar 

The respondents most favoured self-
sufficiency in energy production, increased 
energy efficiency, and better state support 
mechanisms

Estonian society does not seem to link values 
such as democracy with cross-border energy 
trade, which poses a problem to values-based 
principled foreign policymaking. Furthermore, 
a small cross-section of society even favours 
restoring energy relations with Russia



32An Edifying Tale of Keeping the Lights On

China-Russia “Alliance”

Emor for OCH were similar, with nearly 80% 
of respondents agreeing that local renewable 
energy production is necessary in order to have 
energy security. The preferences for energy 
sources were also quite evenly distributed, 
with the top four most relevant energy sources 
of electricity and heating for Estonia being wind 
energy (62%), nuclear energy and solar energy 
(both 46%), followed by oil shale energy (35%).

More ominously, however, a third (32%) would 
support energy production from imported 
natural gas (20% were against, 48% had no 

opinion or were neutral). Most disconcerting 
– and contrary to the narrative of the future, 
which was dominated by renewable zero-
carbon sources – 56% would somewhat or 
strongly support the continued use of domestic 
oil shale for energy production in the future 
(15% were against, 29% were neutral or had no 
opinion). This clearly indicates that domestic 
fossil fuel remains entrenched in Estonian 

minds as a shortcut to geopolitical 
resilience and energy security, 
with climate security remaining a 
secondary matter to worry about 
only somewhere in the distant future. 
However, it is necessary to take into 
account the differences within various 
segments of the survey population, 
as support for different sources 

varies depending on ethnolinguistic and 
socioeconomic backgrounds, and political 
views (see Figures 5a and 5b).

In contrast to the climate-adverse 
perspectives in the wake of the energy crisis, 
the respondents very strongly favoured 
developing renewable energy sources to 
ensure energy security in the future
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This is echoed only to some degree in the 
societal perspectives on the future risks 
and the degree of acceptance of such risks 
underlying specific energy choices. Only 22% 
of the respondents said the risk of catastrophic 
climate change due to the continued use of 
fossil fuels was acceptable to them, while 31% 
regarded it as unacceptable. However, almost 
half (47%) were unable to say or were neutral 
about it. In other words, two-thirds of Estonian 
society essentially does not care enough about 
the long-term climate risks that would result 
from acting on the preferences they have today 
to address urgent energy security concerns.

On the other hand, society is similarly sanguine 
about the geopolitical risks of adopting 
renewable energy at scale. While 32% saw 
the potential risk of increased dependence 
on China for raw materials, components, and 
technologies in the renewable energy sector 
as unacceptable, 25% regarded such a risk as 
acceptable, and 43% had no opinion. At the same 
time, concern about increased overall energy 
dependence on authoritarian regimes 
(Russia excluded) and unstable regions 
that may follow from long-term energy 
policy choices is more palpable: 41% 
found such a risk unacceptable, while 
19% were comfortable with it, and 
30% had no opinion.

Interestingly, despite the profound 
concerns about nuclear safety found 
in Europe – which are quite strongly reflected 
in the Estonian debate about adopting 
nuclear energy – Estonian society seems more 
accepting of the risk of a nuclear accident for 
the sake of greater energy security than might 
be expected – with 31% of the respondents 
fully or somewhat comfortable with such a risk 
and just 23% not (another 46% had no opinion 
or were neutral). This shows that the alarmist 
and dramatising anti-nuclear narratives of 
the “renewables-only” movement have not 
yet captured the conversation, but this may 
change if such narratives come to dominate 

the media space and shape the risk perspective 
of the almost half of society that currently has 
no opinion on the matter.

As a final element in our risk-profiling of Estonian 
society for future-oriented resilience-building, 
we also asked how accepting the respondents 
would be of the vulnerability of the undersea 
energy infrastructure connecting Estonia with 
suppliers of cheaper energy to deliberate or 
accidental damage. 35% of respondents were 
comfortable with such exposure, and only 16% 
were not, yet almost half (49%) had no opinion. 
Such relative buoyancy about the damage to 

undersea critical energy infrastructure 
might have been a result of the lack of 
impact of the Balticconnector incident 
– which in itself is a testament to a 
successful diversification strategy 
– but this should not be taken 
for granted and should rather be 
regarded as a manifestation of poor 
critical thinking.123 The distribution of 

answers might have been very different if the 
damage had been to EstLink power cables and 
that had caused a spike in electricity prices. 
This potential brittleness of the public’s risk 
assessment, shaped by current events rather 
than understanding how the energy system 
and markets work, should serve as a warning 
when anticipating future societal responses to 
similar incidents.

123	Marko Tooming, “Elering loodab Balticconnectori 
gaasilekke asukoha tuvastada mõne päevaga [Elering 
hopes to find the location of Balticconnector’s gas leak 
within days],” ERR, 9 October 2023. 

Two-thirds of Estonian society essentially 
does not care enough about the long-term 
climate risks that would result from acting 
on the preferences they have today to 
address urgent energy security concerns

Some of the narratives have indeed 
produced a mobilising effect – such as the 
need to adapt and cope while continuing to 
support Ukraine and showing solidarity with 
NATO and fellow EU members despite the 
extra energy costs

https://www.err.ee/1609126616/elering-loodab-balticconnectori-gaasilekke-asukoha-tuvastada-mone-paevaga
https://www.err.ee/1609126616/elering-loodab-balticconnectori-gaasilekke-asukoha-tuvastada-mone-paevaga
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Conclusions and 
Recommendations

The narratives that emerged during the 2021–23 
energy crisis in Estonia did not have a uniform 
and consistent impact on Estonian society 
and its resilience. Some of the narratives have 
indeed produced a mobilising effect – such as 
the need to adapt and cope while continuing 
to support Ukraine and showing solidarity 
with NATO and fellow EU members despite the 
extra energy costs. Russia’s brutal war against 
Ukraine and the understanding of the need 
to stay united in the face of Russia’s threat 
continue to override economic concerns. Also, 
the narrative of the quest for alternative energy 
sources has clearly stimulated a strong societal 
sentiment in favour of self-sufficiency in energy 
production, thus opening some opportunities 
for energy policy focused on promoting local 
production, but also a powerful vein of backing 
for a continued reliance on climate-damaging 
oil shale.

Other narratives, however, gained less traction, 
as shown by the survey results concerning 
whether Russia’s actions were a primary cause 

of the energy crisis and the potency of energy 
as a geopolitical weapon for Russia. Estonian 
society, although partially accepting of the idea 
that Russia has been a significant factor behind 
turbulence in the energy sector – especially in 
the wider EU – tends to look closer to home 
when apportioning blame, with the government 
and energy companies receiving the lion’s 
share of it. The lack of confidence in society 
in the government’s ability to successfully 
navigate such crises is particularly noteworthy, 
as it may undercut the relationship of trust and 
cooperation in similar episodes in the future. 
The data point that society favours better 
state support mechanisms as one of the most 
important measures to mitigate a hypothetical 
energy crisis in the future shows a possible way 
towards rebuilding this confidence.

Some of the narratives have become outright 
corrosive to resilience. In particular, the 
narrative of profiteering energy companies 
even managed to become a reality-distorting 
story, where the causes and effects of the 
crisis were turned upside down in societal 
perceptions. This serves to highlight not only 
the lack of critical thinking skills in society 
when it comes to the energy markets but 
also the power of perceptions about the 
unfairness of the distribution of risks, costs, 
and benefits in a society faced with adversity. 
The contrast between those benefiting from 
a crisis and those suffering most generates a 
sense of injustice that has significant potential 
to undermine the sense of solidarity and unity 
within society. Addressing it in this particular 
instance would have required a greater sense 
of corporate responsibility and governmental 
action, both of which were sorely lacking in the 
eyes of the public. In the future, it would also 
require a more persistent focus on the most 
exposed and vulnerable societal groups or 
regions to ensure that no one feels left behind 
when having to cope with a crisis.

The narrative of the government’s failure to 
anticipate, plan, and prepare for the crisis 

resonated strongly with the public, but 
this can also be resilience-undermining 
if it becomes dominant. The fact that 
a large proportion of society failed 
to act at all in response to the crisis 
– be it through their own adaptive 
behaviours or by engaging in civic 
grassroots activism – does not inspire 
optimism when it comes to future 

resilience. Likewise, the lack of constructive 
responsiveness to warnings about plausible 
severe risks (i.e., power cuts) and low scores 
on preparedness for future energy crises show 
that the Estonian society does not have the 
mindset of crisis preparedness yet, which is a 
challenge that the civil protection authorities 
are continuously grappling with and which has 
become ever more pertinent in the context of 
military and hybrid threats.

The narrative that seems to have fallen 
on deaf ears in society is climate-related. 
Despite a storyline that envisages the green 
transformation and reliance on renewables as 
the best guarantors of energy security – as well 
as society’s very strong approval of domestic 
renewable sources as part of the future 

The lack of confidence in society in the 
government’s ability to successfully navigate 
such crises is particularly noteworthy, as it 
may undercut the relationship of trust and 
cooperation in similar episodes in the future
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energy mix –  climate has fallen victim to more 
immediate economic concerns. This does not 
bode well for coping with a climate-related crisis 
in the future – something that is likely to be of 
a chronic rather than acute nature as a stressor 
and requires better calibrated and finetuned 
risk, cost, and benefit communication from all 
stakeholders in the green transformation and 
“carbon-zero” agenda. Some specific societal 
groups will have to be identified and engaged 
in a deeper conversation on these issues, but 
society in general will need more convincing 
that the additional costs – especially in the light 
of the ongoing cost of the living crisis triggered 
by the energy crisis – are absolutely necessary 
for futureproofing Estonia in terms of energy 
security, geopolitics, and environmental 
sustainability.

In all of this, a responsible and competent 
media, effective government, and an impartial 
expert community will have to play an outsize 
role. As the survey shows, these were the most 
trusted sources of information when coping 
with the energy crisis, while the political parties 
and green NGOs sat at the very bottom. The 
civic sector (NGOs, etc.) must become much 
better at making itself heard and emerge as 
a trusted source of information and credible 
storytellers for a sceptical society struggling 
with economic challenges. Someone will 
eventually have to offer an inspiring vision and 
credo for a better and brighter future where 
all three aspects of the energy trilemma – 
security, sustainability, equity – are kept in a 
proper balance, and a compelling narrative to 
rally society around will be needed. No such 
narrative has emerged so far, and no such 
stakeholders with sufficient clout have come 
forward to articulate and propagate it, in this 
regard, leaving the 2021–23 energy crisis a 
somewhat wasted opportunity.

Our recommendations for improving the future 
resilience of Estonian society against energy 
crises are as follows:

•	 Improve whole-of-government and 
whole-of-society communication. Revise 
the government’s crisis communication 
strategy, taking into account the impact 
and lessons learned from the energy crisis 
of 2021-23. Include questions on energy 
policy, as well as energy and climate 
security, in the regular monitoring survey 

commissioned by the Estonian Government 
Office to assess public perceptions of crisis 
preparedness on a longitudinal basis. Select 
from different sectors and train competent 
communicators on energy policies to 
ensure synchronisation of vocabulary and 
consistency of crisis messages to trigger 
action within the society in the event of 
another energy-related emergency. 

•	 Construct and propagate powerful 
narratives about the future. As part of 
the energy strategy-making process, 
develop and test a set of narratives that 
address the need for promoting climate-
neutral and affordable energy sources 
while minimising Estonia’s energy sector’s 
exposure to external geopolitical risks 
and ensuring public support to solidarity 
with its allies and partners. Identify and 
empower leaders from across society who 
would be the most trusted and effective 
carriers of the narratives focused on the 
vision of a future where energy is available, 
affordable, and sustainable in terms of 
climate security.

•	 Improve “safety nets.” Develop a set 
of policy measures that can be quickly 
activated in the event of an energy crisis 
to mitigate the impact on most exposed 
segments of the economy and society. 
Increase and ensure effective use of the 
Just Transition Fund to mitigate the impact 
of the transition to carbon carbon-neutral 
economy on the most vulnerable regions 
and sectors.

•	 Enhance public awareness, critical 
thinking skills, and crisis preparedness. 
Develop educational materials targeting 
different societal groups to raise their 
awareness of threats and opportunities 
in energy and climate security, energy 
transition, and energy markets. Motivate 
local communities, municipalities, civil 
society organisations, and informal groups 
to use these materials in their training and 
outreach programmes. Intensify the efforts 
by the government to promote individual 
and community responsibility for crisis 
preparedness in general and energy crisis 
preparedness in particular.
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