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STRIVE TOWARDS PERFECTION: HOW ARE YOU, ESTONIAN 
LIBRARY? 

 
Meeli Veskus 

Counsellor for Library Affairs, Ministry of Culture of the Republic of Estonia 
 

 

Dear delegates of the 4th Congress of the Nordic-Baltic Librarians, 

The organizers of this meeting requested a report from the Estonian library 
administration, and as there is only one person for each field of culture in the Estonian 
Ministry of Culture, I have the honor to give you a brief overview about the role that 
libraries play in the Estonian society, how they cope with their responsibilities and what 
the state can do to develop libraries.  I am very grateful for this opportunity to talk in 
front of such distinguished audience. 

Libraries have always played a leading role in the development of the society, they are 
open to innovations.  The function of the libraries is to constantly update information, 
modify it according to the needs of the society and make information accessible to the 
citizens in a way that is most suitable for them.  Libraries in Estonia have managed to 
cope with the overwhelming information of the past decades quite well.  (As we know, 
information is the precondition for the development and survival of a friendly and 
progressive society). 

The libraries in Estonia function in a network, their responsibilities being divided mainly 
between two ministries – the Ministry of Culture and the Ministry of Education and 
Research.  A Council of Directors of the Research Libraries has been formed at the 
Ministry of Education and Research with the aim of discussing the challenges and 
problems of research libraries.  The Council also acts as an advisory body to the minister.  
Research and development is set as a national priority, this means that developing 
research libraries is of major importance in Estonia.  Acquiring scientific information for 
research libraries has become a regular process.  For many years there was no funding at 
all from the state budget foreseen for research libraries.  Since 2003 the state budget 
allocates funds for nominated research libraries for the acquisition of scientific 
information this year the total of 42,5 Estonian kroons (i.e. over 2, 7 million euro) has 
been allocated for this purpose. 

The availability of up-to-date scientific information is an inevitable precondition for 
quality scientific research.  Research libraries have acted as mediators of the information 
and they will remain as such.  The level of research libraries should be such as to provide 
all necessary preparation for scientific work.  Research libraries include the state 
university libraries in Estonia, at the moment there are six of them.  Funds are allocated 
according to the national acquisitions plan that has been previously agreed between the 
universities and the libraries, in consultation with the Estonian National Library. 
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In addition, the joint acquisition of electronic scientific magazines is funded from the 
state budget through the Consortium of Estonian Libraries network. 

Delegates of this congress will also have the opportunity to listen to a more specific 
report concerning the legislation and joint projects of research libraries in Estonia, 
presented by Jüri Järs, Director of the Tallinn Technical University Library.  Mr. Järs is 
also the Head of the Council of Research Libraries Directors at the Ministry of Education 
and Research. 

The Ministry of Education and Research is also charged with school libraries.  Over the 
past years school libraries have developed the least, especially due to the insufficiency of 
financial resources.  Bigger secondary school libraries are in a slightly better position, yet 
funding is not sufficient for them, either.  School librarians have actively started to 
analyze this situation.  They formed a separate section in the Estonian Librarians 
Association; their activities are partly financed by the Ministry of Education and 
Research.  Upon the initiative of the section work standards for school libraries were 
worked out.  The situation with school libraries would considerably improve if the 
acquisitions could be financed from the state budget as is the case with public libraries. 

One of our most distinguished librarians has recently said that it is most difficult to define 
the concept “public library”, as the requirements for public libraries are extremely 
diverse. The world around us has changed, and so have libraries along with it.  The 
contemporary public library has to fulfill several tasks, some of which I shall mention. 

• Libraries supporting life-long learning and e- literacy.  Another activity besides 
the traditional library work is becoming more and more important – this is the 
user training and the role of libraries in teaching e-literacy to the public.  Library 
programs are complicated and always changing, the use of e-resources requires 
certain skills.  By teaching e-literacy to the public the libraries fulfill the role of 
social involvement of people in the e-environment.  Possessing various databases 
is not an aim in itself, it is important to teach how to use them and how to secure 
access to the databases.  The libraries play an important role in overcoming the 
digital split. 

• Libraries as physical space.  The library building has to be functionally good both 
for the librarians and for the clients, i.e. user friendly.  The library should not so 
much concentrate on pursuing statistical numbers, but rather on creating 
conditions for working.  Library as a natural part of living environment.  Library 
as a servicing center in the community.  Several libraries (at least in Estonia) are 
housed in the same buildings with kindergartens, schools, local authorities, which 
often determines also their function and co-operation with these institutions. 

• Libraries as an intellectual environment – a meeting point for different interest 
groups.  Traditionally several cultural events take place in or near the libraries, 
libraries have been cultural and social communication venues.  The events need 
not always be targeted to large groups of people; they may also be more marginal 
and aimed at smaller groups sharing an interest (e.g. ex libris collectors). It is very 
important how we can satisfy the needs of different interest groups. 
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• Libraries as e-communication spots. By communicating via e-services the 
inhabitants of smaller villages may also feel part of a larger community and will 
diminish the feeling of seclusion.  Creating virtual services and conditions for 
diminishing dissimilarities.  Places for satisfying practical needs – e.g. bank 
services. Possibilities to use free Internet access. 

• Co-operation between different levels – the importance of international co-
operation is growing.  Creation of an information portal uniting all libraries.  By 
being an EU member state we need to secure access to all data stored in libraries 
for every member state, and to have access to information portals of libraries in 
other countries 

A library can only fulfill its tasks if a devoted and innovative librarian is employed, if the 
local authorities and the state agree on the development principles for libraries and if the 
library is housed in a contemporary building.  How are these issues resolved in Estonia?  
The role of a modern librarian has changed to such extent that the younger generation 
does not recall the earlier stereotype of an elderly lady with spectacles and her hair up in 
a bun anymore.  The librarian today comprises several roles, even in the most modest 
village library it is not sufficient to just lend out books.  The librarian has to constantly 
learn, in order to keep herself up-to-date.  In the framework of the Professions Act (2001) 
it was possible to set up the standards for the work of librarian and establish a common 
system of qualifications. 

Another important issue is the relationship between the state and the local authorities.  I 
dare say that during the past ten years our public libraries have undergone a considerable 
development, which seems to continue at full speed.  On national level public libraries 
have been developed in close co-operation between the state and the local authorities.  
The aim has been to find ways how the network of public libraries as well-functioning 
information providers can be put to use most effectively under the new conditions, 
making use of newly opened opportunities.  The services of public libraries are easily 
accessible for the majority of the Estonian population, in nearly every community with 
even 100 inhabitants there is a library.  It is namely the village where the library plays a 
very important role; often it is the only public institution providing a service on site.  The 
traditional function of the library, which was to educate people and provide various 
cultural activities, is now supplemented with a much wider task of securing access to 
information sources available in the whole world, even if theoretically only.  In future we 
should look upon the library as a hybrid library, which provides both traditional services 
but also access to other mediums.  Considering the vast development of the electronic 
environment, it is of utmost importance that libraries should start making use of 
electronic services.  It is the state’s responsibility to provide possibilities in this field.  
With fairly little resources the Ministry of Culture has provided all public libraries with 
the internet access.  This secures everyone with an equal opportunity to use e-services.  
The internet access is especially valuable in smaller countryside towns and villages.  Let 
me give you a few examples: until the end of 2005 it is possible to consult the paper 
version of the periodic bulletin of legal acts and regulations that are passed in Estonia, 
called Riigi Teataja, in public libraries, but starting from next year the bulletin will only 
be available in an electronic version.  The state will no longer provide public libraries 
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with the printed versions of the bulletin not merely in order to save money, but mainly 
because the on-line database includes full texts of the laws and also amendments and 
supplements to legal acts. Librarians are trained by the State Chancellery of Estonia to be 
able to support library users to use this electronic database. 

An electronic information system URRAM, which is based on the joint database of 
Estonian public libraries, has proved to be successful.  Electronic borrowing no longer is 
a dream, it has become a reality.  These two state projects have influenced the 
development of public libraries most during the past years.  In addition to these projects, I 
would also like to mention the nationalization of the library for the blind people and 
connecting it to the common libraries network.  This means that library services for the 
blind and the visually impaired people have improved to a great extent recently.  The 
library is affiliated to the Ministry of Culture. 

Co-operation between the state and the local authorities in constructing library buildings 
and in renovating them has been very successful.  During the past five years every county 
library has finally got new larger rooms, which are designed to fit into the environment of 
the town.  About a dozen smaller libraries still wait for the situation to improve with their 
buildings, this is foreseen to be resolved in the near future. 

And finally, the continuous development of libraries is dependent on the system of annual 
subsidies. 

Certain decrease in the number of public libraries may result from the administrative 
reform that Estonia slowly is undergoing currently, yet each case is considered 
individually and the aim remains to make library services available everywhere in 
Estonia. 

In conclusion I may say that the present situation with Estonian libraries is quite good, 
changes that have taken place over the past ten years have brought libraries closer to the 
customers.  However, we shall continue looking for new initiatives and activities both on 
national, regional and local level. 

 

I wish you all interesting continuation of the meeting here in Liepaja!  Thank you! 


