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From Soviet-Style Welfare to Business Unionism: Understandings of Fairness and the 

Collective Agreements Consolidation Effort at Eesti Energia, 2009–2010 

 

 

 

 

Summary 

 

This case study examines the failed 2009–2010 attempt by Eesti Energia (EE) management to 

centralise and unify eight distinct collective labour agreements, arguing that the negotiations 

represent a critical moment in Estonia's post-Soviet social dialogue history. Framed by the neoliberal 

economic policies, the 2008 economic crisis, and the liberalisation of the European electricity market, 

the centralisation push sought efficiency and homogeneity in labour relations. 

 

Drawing on ethnographic data, archival materials, and meeting notes from the negotiation process, 

the analysis identifies profound relational, discursive, and cultural barriers. Specifically, the 

negotiations exposed a deep cultural and linguistic chasm between the Estonian-speaking, Tallinn-

based management and the Russian-speaking industrial working-class union representatives from the 

production units in Ida-Virumaa.  

 

The analysis focuses on competing moral frameworks of fairness, embodied by two key issues: the 

restoration of Christmas bonuses and the subsidy for the former enterprise-owned health facility. 

Management advocated for a new 'business unionism' model focusing on performance-based pay and 

contractual standardisation. In contrast, the unions sought to retain a Soviet-style welfare function, 

where benefits were seen as a right of the working community. 

 

The negotiations ultimately dissolved, resulting in continuing with fragmented local-level agreements. 

However, the process provided an inadvertent benefit for the unions by enhancing their intra-

organisational awareness, enabling them to compare labour conditions, and crystallising their identity 

as labour in opposition to capital. This case demonstrates the enduring legacy of the Soviet welfare 

model and the deep cultural incomprehension that frustrated standardisation efforts, offering a 

historical precedent for understanding the complex labour and social challenges now emerging under 

new European directives, such as the Green Deal, which are reshaping the energy sector once again.   



 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

“My aim for the past year has been to bring these eight different [collective labour] 

agreements under one. We have sat around the table, done the legal work on the new 

contract text, got over the hump, and then started to discuss the financial aspects, and that's 

where the whole thing has come to a standstill and stalled. /…/But the reality is that when we 

invited them to the table to sign an agreement, today we want to get them away from the 

table because it's not getting us anywhere. And now they are the ones who are not letting go 

and saying, "We will make one, we want one," /…/ That it is very, very thankless and difficult 

work. And well, my main frustration is related to the fact that I don't see my partner, the trade 

unions, doing any meaningful work or talking about partnership – how do you help us, the 

employers?” 

 

This quote from October 2010 is from an interview with a top-level manager of Eesti Energia (EE), the 

state-owned electricity production and distribution enterprise. The liberalisation of the European 

electricity market and the increasing implementation of new management practices led to the 

centralisation of the enterprise's different branches. As part of the standardisation effort, the 

company's management invited representatives of eight unions representing EE workers to merge 

their collective labour agreements into one. After nearly a year of negotiations, the manager openly 

admitted that the negotiations had been futile and frustrating, and later that month, the EE-level 

negotiations were dissolved, with each subsidiary returning to negotiate at the local enterprise level.  

 

Despite the seemingly uneventful year, during which no industrial action took place and newspaper 

reports of the negotiations are scarce, these negotiations are extremely telling as a part of the history 

of social dialogue in Estonia after the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. Electricity production and 

oil shale mining were among the few sectors where unions had significant power and membership in 

2010, when the Estonian average membership was 5%. While the unions in the enterprises were a 

direct continuation of the Soviet-period unions, the new management of Eesti Energia commonly had 

no experience with social partners from before. This case highlights the historic shift from a Soviet-

style community union focused on welfare at the local enterprise level to a social partner involved in 

negotiating working conditions at the sectoral level. It demonstrates the dynamics of fragmentation 

and conflict, but also recognition of shared interest between different unions as well as the deep 

cultural incomprehension between the two key negotiation parties, consisting mostly of Estonian-

speaking management based in Estonia’s capital, Tallinn, and the representatives of the Russian-

speaking industrial working class with its core production units located in Estonia’s north-eastern 

corner in Ida-Virumaa. To demonstrate how seemingly uneventful negotiations nevertheless signal a 

shift in the nature of employer-union negotiations, I focus mostly on the discursive and relational 

aspects of the negotiations, as well as two key negotiation items –performance pay/Christmas bonus 

and subsidised vouchers for a formerly enterprise-owned miners’ health facility. The first highlights 

the impact of the 2008 crisis and competing ideas of fairness, while the latter is a symbol of more 

comprehensive social functions that the (Soviet) Estonian unions had in the past.  

 



 

 

 

The data for this analysis include archival materials from the EE archive, notes from the negotiation 

meetings, interviews with various participants, and public documents from 2009-2010. The data was 

initially collected for my doctoral thesis in 2009 and 2010 and has now been reanalysed, taking into 

account the focus of EGRUiEN and the developments we are aware of fifteen years after the events.  

While the analysis primarily addresses company-wide negotiations involving multiple business units 

across Estonia, the specific examples of local activity and historical context are drawn from primary 

research at Eesti Põlevkivi (EP). Following a period of corporate centralisation, this oil shale mining 

branch of Eesti Energia was restructured and renamed Eesti Energia Kaevandused (EEK) (see Table 1)1. 

 

 In the Estonian context, where detailed data about social dialogue and trade union-employer 

relations is scarce (usually limited to a single sentence at the end of a newspaper article representing 

the union’s voice, if any), this reanalysis of ethnographic data provides detailed insights into the 

changing relations amid broad economic liberalisation and the opening of the European electricity 

market. The meeting notes help uncover the parties’ moral foundations, linguistic and discursive 

strategies, and the coalitions formed and broken. The historical context of centralisation and the 

gathering of all EE trade union representatives around one table set the stage for the current case 

study of Estonia’s electricity sector, which is the next step in this project.   

 

The remainder of the article is structured as follows. First, the text introduces the context of Estonia 

in 2009–2010, paying attention to the impact of the economic crisis, energy market liberalisation, and 

the general position of unions in the country. To provide a clearer understanding of the shift in the 

role and identity of energy sector unions, the subsequent section outlines the history of unions in the 

Soviet and post-Soviet contexts, with a particular focus on Eesti Põlevkivi. The core analysis focuses 

on the collective labour agreement negotiations that show the dynamic of the relationship between 

EE and various unions, as well as the different value systems and discourses employed by both parties. 

Finally, the conclusion discusses the significance of this case in understanding the post-1991 

development of Estonian trade unions more broadly. 

 

  

                                                 
1 Oral informed consent was obtained from all interviewees and negotiation participants, who knew that they could 

withdraw their data at any time. All names used are pseudonyms, except for the interviews with Mr Paap and Mr Agur, 

who agreed to make them publicly available in the archives of the Kohtla-Järve Museum of Oil Shale. The 

sociodemographic and other details of some participants have been obscured to protect their identity. Historical public 

figures, such as former legendary mine directors, appear with their own names. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Table 1. Empirical material used for the case study 

 

Empirical material Types of Material Use in Analysis 

Interviews (n 45): 

2009-2010 formal and informal interviews and 

conversations with regional and national management of 

Eesti Energia; workers and engineers of an EE 

underground mine and national and regional trade union 

representatives and shop stewards; life history 

interviews with retired trade union representatives 

 

Reanalysis of interviews from a historical perspective 

15 years later to reconstruct the negotiation process 

and value frameworks 

Participant observation of union meetings and collective 

labour agreement negotiations, and with workers and 

engineers in the field site and in national trade union 

training days (Oct 2009- Oct 2010) 

Mapping workers’ attitudes towards trade union, 

mapping negotiation and discursive strategies, 

communication styles and key negotiation points at the 

negotiation meetings 

Newspaper articles in main daily newspapers such as 

“Postimees”, “Eesti Päevaleht”, news portal “ERR” and 

the regional newspaper “Põhjarannik” (25) 

 

 

- Collecting necessary and 

complementary information for the 

reconstruction of near-history 

timelines 

- Collecting information on actors’ 

public statements and actions 

- Understanding and contextualizing 

sequences of actions and strategic choices 

 

Archival materials at the Kohtla-Järve Põlevkivimuuseum 

(Museum of Oil Shale and EE archives) and EPTAL trade 

union archives 

Understanding and constructing background regarding 

union roles and activities in the Soviet period and 1990-

2008 

 

 

 

The 2008 economic crisis and liberalisation of the electricity market 

 

Estonia’s small, open economy, combined with a previous real estate and credit-fuelled boom, made 

it highly vulnerable to the 2008 economic downturn. The crisis burst the domestic real estate bubble, 

leading to a sudden halt in capital flows, tighter credit standards, and a significant drop in domestic 

demand and investment. In response, the government maintained its policy of fiscal conservatism 

with significant budget cuts, reductions in public spending and public salaries, and tax increases 

(Raudla, 2013).  

 

In 2010, the annual average unemployment rate was 16.9%, the highest since the country regained 

independence, peaking at 19.8% in the first quarter before rapidly dropping to 13.6% by year-end. 

This employment slump followed nine consecutive quarters of economic contraction, during which 

the Gross Domestic Product entered a freefall in 2009, with quarterly declines reaching over 15%, and 



 

 

 

it was estimated that restoring the GDP to its pre-recession level would take years2. In Ida-Virumaa, 

where EE's mines and power plants are located, the registered unemployment rate peaked at 20.9% 

in March 20103.  

 

In 2009, the new Employment Contracts Act came into force, introducing a new paradigm of 

“flexicurity” and allowing employers to more easily implement redundancies by reducing notice 

periods. During the crisis years, flexibility measures, including wage cuts, reduced working hours, and 

layoffs, were used across sectors, including manufacturing. The internal devaluation strategy 

succeeded in shrinking real (hourly) unit labour costs by about 25% per year in 2010 and 2011, which 

helped Estonian enterprises regain international competitiveness and drive the subsequent export-

led economic recovery.  

 

The crisis led to a profound deterioration of collective bargaining, sharpening relations and eroding 

trust between the state and social partners at the national level (Eamets, 2013; RAKE, 2012). It was 

fueled by the government’s perceived failure to engage in substantive consultation and its breach of 

concluded agreements, such as the retraction of security components—like the planned increase in 

unemployment insurance benefits that were part of the compromise accompanying the new 

Employment Contracts Act. There was a drop in newly signed collective agreements from 97 in 2007 

to 54 in both 2010 and 2011. Furthermore, public sector institutions, directly affected by state budget 

cuts, were compelled to either abandon or fulfil, in reduced scope, certain clauses within existing 

collective agreements (RAKE, 2012). The heavily unionised state-owned Eesti Energia modified its 

various collective agreements in 2009 to suspend employee benefits, such as holiday and Christmas 

bonuses. Christmas bonuses became a major point of dispute, both symbolic and financial, in the 

negotiations that followed.  

 

An important shift was the opening of the European electricity market, and EE actually made a profit 

in the crisis years. The 2007/2008 year was the first full year of operation for the Estlink submarine 

cable connecting Estonia and Finland, enabling EE to trade electricity on the Nordic electric market 

(Nord Pool). Export to this market reached 1499 GWh, a 273.7% increase from the previous year. In 

2009, the volume of oil shale mined increased to 13,7 million tonnes, the highest volume since the 

1990s, sold mostly to Narva Power Plants. The high output led to record-high employee workloads 

and wages4. Also in 2010, EE made considerable profit, business revenues reached 12.5 billion  

Estonian kroons (€ 801.44 million), an increase of 20.1% compared to the previous financial year. The 

revenues stemmed from increased electricity sales following the partial opening of electricity markets 

and the launch of electricity exchanges in Estonia and Lithuania, as well as the closure of the Ignalina 

nuclear power plant in Lithuania. Revenues from open markets increased to 45%. Oil shale sales 

volume increased by 38.4%, facilitated by growth in both electricity and liquid fuel production. The 

profit from selling shale oil (an oil-shale-based liquid fuel) increased following the 2010 crude oil price 

rebound, which widened the margin between the sales price and production costs. Liquid fuel revenue 

                                                 
2 Eesti Pank.2010. “Eesti Majandus 2010. aastal. Eesti panga aruanne.” 

https://haldus.eestipank.ee/sites/default/files/publication/et/Aastaaruanne/2010/_17.pdf . 
3 Statistics Estonia 2025, Table TT442: Unemployment rate by county (1997-2019). 

Https://andmed.stat.ee/en/stat/Lepetatud_tabelid__Sotsiaalelu.%20Arhiiv__Tooturg.%20Arhiiv/TT442 
4 Eesti Energia- 2010. “Eesti Energia Aastaraamat 2008-2009” https://www.energia.ee/-

/doc/8457332/ettevottest/investorile/pdf/annual_report_2008_09_est.pdf 9 

https://haldus.eestipank.ee/sites/default/files/publication/et/Aastaaruanne/2010/_17.pdf
https://www.energia.ee/-/doc/8457332/ettevottest/investorile/pdf/annual_report_2008_09_est.pdf
https://www.energia.ee/-/doc/8457332/ettevottest/investorile/pdf/annual_report_2008_09_est.pdf


 

 

 

increased 27.6% reaching 871 million kroons5 (approx. €55.67 million). In short, the opening of the 

European electricity market led to high oil shale extraction rates and a high volume of work, allowing 

mines, power plants, and the EE group as a whole to operate profitably. This context is crucial for 

understanding the trade union's future proposals regarding fair operating conditions.  

 

But the regulations concerning the liberalisation of the internal electricity market meant that while 

Eesti Energia benefitted from selling electricity via the Nord Pool spot market - where prices were 

significantly higher than domestic regulated rates - it was simultaneously forced to prepare for 

competition at home. As one of the last countries in the EU to transition, Estonia opened its market 

to industrial consumers in 2009 and private consumers in 2013. 

 

Eesti Energia’s yearbook for 2007-20086 states, “In preparation for the opening of the electricity 

market in 2013, a new structure took effect at Eesti Põlevkivi on April 1, 2008. The goal of this structure 

was to ensure that oil shale production would become more customer-friendly, efficient, and 

environmentally friendly. To achieve a more efficient workflow, greater responsibility was given to the 

group's central departments during the changes.” In 2008, Eesti Energia centralised support services 

such as accounting, legal services, IT, and public relations, one by one. It significantly centralised the 

overall management, removing the relative autonomy of the oil shale and electricity production units 

in Russian-speaking North-East Estonia. Many significant changes in management practices and 

ideologies occurred, including the introduction of annual performance reviews, outsourcing labour, 

and shifts in ideas about ethics and corporate team building. In 2009, a new image, brand and logo of 

the Eesti Energia Group were launched.  

 

Eesti Energia’s centralisation and development of a corporate brand were driven by the opening of 

the European electricity market and by a desire for efficiency through the homogenisation of 

employment conditions. Together with the centralisation of the business units and developing a more 

homogenous corporate voice, the management of EE also decided to streamline and unify the 

collective labour agreements of the different unions in mining, electricity, heat production and grid 

services. The levels of benefits and nature of work of these units differed significantly from each other 

and the top management of EE in Tallinn was often not familiar with the specific nature of their work. 

The push for a standardised contract was also motivated by proposals to sell part of the company's 

shares to finance investments and power plant renewals in 2010. For going public, a joint agreement 

would have signalled organised, unified employee relations to potential investors; however, it was 

decided in 2010 not to go ahead with the sale.  

 

 

The position of unions in Estonia in 2009-2010 

 

By 2008, trade union membership in Estonia had dropped from nearly 100% in 1991 to 5.8% nationally. 

Many large, heavy-industry enterprises had been closed, and new SMEs often lacked unions. As an 

                                                 
5 Eesti Energia.2009. “Eesti Energia Aastaraamat 2008-2009”.  https://www.energia.ee/-

/doc/8457332/ettevottest/investorile/pdf/annual_report_2007_08_est.pdf  
6 Eesti Energia. 2010. “Eesti Energia Aastaraamat 2010”, https://www.energia.ee/-

/doc/8457332/ettevottest/investorile/pdf/annual_report_2010_est.pdf  



 

 

 

exception, unions of medical workers7 and teachers8 succeeded in improving their labour conditions 

through industrial action.  In a survey commissioned by the Estonian Trade Union Confederation 

(Faktum & Ariko, 2009c), only 14% of respondents reported belonging to any kind of civil society 

organisation, and 4% reported belonging to trade unions. Common reasons for not joining were that 

respondents did not see any benefit in union membership, had not thought about it, had no union in 

their workplace, or worked for a small company that functioned as a team. When characterising trade 

unions, the key words that respondents used were “weakness and passivity” but also “protector of 

employees’ rights”. Respondents believed that employees do not receive the necessary help from the 

union, and that the union is more on the side of employers and trade union leaders. In a survey of 

trade union members,  (Faktum & Ariko, 2009b) 83% of union members considered belonging to a 

union useful. The most useful aspects were seen as protecting employees from both employers and 

unfavourable changes in law. 80% of members were satisfied with their union branch's activities. 

Members saw the unions as the strongest in informing employees about their legal rights and the 

weakest in negotiating salaries with the employer.  

 

Importantly, the 2009 media monitoring (Faktum & Ariko, 2009a) showed that the relevance of trade 

unions varies greatly across Estonia's regions. Trade union activity was most commonly mentioned in 

the Ida-Virumaa region, where large industrial enterprises with prominent and active trade unions 

were located, and the Ida-Virumaa regional newspaper engaged with the topic significantly more 

often than other regional newspapers. The analysis pointed out that the Central Federation of Trade 

Unions (EAKL) often uses emotional, declarative, and combative press releases with memorable 

language, aiming to create a particular public image and encourage media coverage, though it 

sometimes overshadowed rational arguments. A conflictual relationship between the government 

and unions was described, but the media often showed sympathy toward the unions. Importantly, 

North East Estonian union leaders dominated as spokespersons in media coverage, while Central 

Federation representatives were less prominent. In the North East, Estonian regional media portray 

unions as representatives and advocates for ordinary working people against powerful employers. The 

welfare of a significant portion of the region's population is understood to be dependent on the 

success of the unions in their advocacy. 

 

In the context of the negotiations, the union representatives admitted in research interviews that, 

given the overall weakness of unions in Estonia, those of EE were not much stronger than others 

despite a longer history and a higher membership percentage. As one of the unionists in the 

confederation level explained, “I think that the most important thing here is to be honest with 

yourself. We all know very well that we have no capacity for action today. When you have a pair of 

twos in poker, there's no point in bluffing /…/ Even the Russians [unions in Ida-Virumaa], don't have 

that; what isn't there, isn't there. And so the whole thing boils down to the fact that everything we 

can achieve, we can achieve through negotiations. Well, of course, I'm not going to go to my employer 

and say, “Sorry, we don't have the capacity for action.” We'll try to paint some kind of picture, [...], so 

that they'll be a little bit afraid. But we don't really have that capacity. It's 0.00001 per cent.”  

 

                                                 
7 Postimees. 2007. “Tervishoiutöötajad nõuavad reaalset palgalepet”. Postimees. 2.03.2007 

https://www.postimees.ee/1635943/tervishoiutootajad-nouavad-reaalset-palgalepet 
8 ERR.2011.  “2003. aasta õpetajate streik oli väga edukas”. ERR, 24.10.2011. https://www.err.ee/386004/2003-aasta-

opetajate-streik-oli-vaga-edukas 



 

 

 

She pointed out that this was due to the economic situation and the fear of losing one’s job, while 

salaries in the energy sector remained higher than the Estonian average. By “Russians”, she meant the 

Russian-speaking industrial enterprises and their trade union representatives in the North-East. In 

another conversation, the leader of the trade union confederation pointed out that at least, in 

Russian-speaking labour collectives in Ida-Virumaa, the strength of the unions lay in the fact that “a 

certain competition for the position of union leader has been preserved, when for Estonian-speaking 

collectives it is more of a punishment.” And in these labour collectives, the union position (especially 

if it came with membership in a political party) still carried respect and prestige from the community. 

Their political visibility was enabled by discussing municipal issues, such as the price of water, which 

union representatives from the capital didn’t often consider the most effective use of union resources. 

In the view of the confederation, militancy sometimes got messy: “We've also had cases where, damn 

it, they're actively involved and, go to court to argue or want to demand something from the labour 

dispute committee, and then it turns out that, damn it, they don't even know that they are fighting 

against something that they themselves have signed in the collective agreement. That they don't 

always have the full picture or don't remember what you actually did yourself or what kind of 

collective agreement is currently in force.” But unions had had an altogether different role and 

position in the recent past.  

 

 

From  a welfare institution and extension of the party to an identity crisis 

 

After the Soviet occupation of Estonia in 1939, new trade unions were established, and in 1948, the 

Estonian Trade Unions Central Council was subordinated to the All-Soviet Trade Union Council. Rather 

than serving as independent institutions defending workers’ rights, Soviet trade unions were 

subordinated to the Party and worked closely with the management. In the midst of what was 

ostensibly a dictatorship of the proletariat, the Soviet trade union’s first role was to maintain order, 

educate and discipline workers, and ensure the fulfilment of the state’s economic plan. Second, unions 

administered social welfare provisions such as sick pay, medical institutions, child care, 

accommodation and holiday vouchers for their constituents. The final, and least significant part of 

their role, was to defend workers against unjust management decisions. The unions, allied with the 

management and subordinated to the Party, seldom did this and were not in a position to encourage 

autonomous worker mobilisation (Ashwin, 2003; Ashwin & Clarke, 2003; Kubicek, 2002).   

 

Although all workers were members of the trade union, the trade union was not as powerful an 

organisation as the party. For example, in the Association of Mine Workers’ Unions (EPTAL), the 

enterprise director and the party official decided who the trade union representative would be. In a 

2009 interview, Endel Paap, a former miner and trade union representative for Eesti Põlevkivi mining 

enterprise, explained that he was appointed in 1986 because he held the title “Hero of Socialist 

Labour”, and was known as a reasonable man who knew both Estonian and Russian. While Mr Paap 

initially disagreed, pressure from the director and the party official to be a good communist made him 

accept the role. At the trade union council assembly, he was unanimously elected as the trade union 

representative. Endel Paap described his duties as distributing goods and services alongside the 

enterprise’s director and resolving everyday workplace and family disputes. Importantly, Mr Paap also 

travelled to Moscow to lobby for finances for the construction of the Toila sanatorium, a health facility 

for mine workers. The sanatorium-profylactorium, as it was called earlier, now Toila Spa on the 



 

 

 

Northern coast of Estonia, some 15 kilometres from the Kohtla-Järve mining town, had been built in 

the late eighties with money received from the Ministry of Coal in Moscow. It was planned to be 

owned and operated by EPTAL to provide miners with treatment and recreation at low cost. Mr Paap, 

as well as other former trade union representatives I interviewed, described allocating the goods 

according to the waiting lists and the principle of fairness. In contrast, those on the receiving end 

remember nepotism and corruption. For example, Vera, who was a mine shop steward in 2010, 

remembered living in a shared dormitory for 12 years after arriving in Soviet Estonia as a young 

specialist because the union representatives preferred to give the apartments to their own relatives 

and friends. 

 

During 1988-1990, when strikes spread across the Soviet Union, miners were one of their primary 

driving forces (Siegelbaum, 2004). Also in Soviet Estonia, the mostly Russian-speaking mining region, 

conflicts emerged. The pro-Soviet International Workers’ Movements (Interfront) attracted a large 

membership of Russian-speaking factory and mine workers and claimed to fight for the maintenance 

of Estonia as a socialist republic, and the rights of “all workers in enterprises under all-Union control” 

(Open Society Archives, 1989). The Interfront supporters in the mines followed the trends in the rest 

of the Soviet Union, replacing former mine directors with new ones elected by workers, organising 

strikes against the general uncertainty and delayed pay. After Estonia declared independence in 1991, 

Interfront dissolved. Former mine directors and union leaders like Mr Paap were reinstated. The new 

independent Estonian Trade Union Confederation (EAKL) declared its independence from the Soviet 

central trade union confederation, elected new leadership, and initiated a plan to transfer social 

security functions to the state. 

 

After Estonia’s independence in 1991 and the adoption of economically neoliberal policies, unions 

became marginal in the neoliberal context of  Estonia’s reintegration into the West (Bohle & 

Greskovits, 2007). However, in North-East Estonia, large industrial enterprises’ unions maintained an 

important position and membership, with EPTAL remaining a functioning union despite a slow decline 

from 100% in 1990 to around 50% by 2009. The early years featured close collaboration between the 

local mine union and management, alongside the relative autonomy of each mine and its power plant. 

EP’s activities, listed in 1996 documents, included oil shale mining, sales, and transport, as well as non-

core functions such as catering, health restoration, and conducting necessary scientific research, 

activities which were later outsourced or transferred. During this time, the state retained ultimate 

control of the energy sector; despite widespread privatisation and a failed attempt to sell 49% of the 

shares to American NRG Energy, the mines and power plants consortium remained under government 

control through the national energy monopoly Eesti Energia.  

 

For the EP-EPTAL relations, a turning point occurred in 1999 with the appointment of Mati Jostov as 

EP's new General Director, initiating significant layoffs and the sale of facilities not directly related to 

oil shale processing. The unions reacted immediately to this restructuring; on November 22, 1999, the 

Baltic News Service published a statement, quoted by major daily newspapers, that EPTAL intended 

to suspend industrial peace in connection with the company’s restructuring. The union later agreed 

to and collaborated with the management on an early retirement and retraining plan for laid-off 

workers. In a 2007 presentation, EPTAL’s chairman, Maido Agur, explained that layoffs were inevitable 

in the enterprise of 8000 workers and 14 separate oil shale production units, stating that the main 

role of the trade union was to “act as a buffer in labor relations between employees and employers in 



 

 

 

order to find solutions that satisfy both parties and ensure industrial peace and a normal microclimate 

in the company.” Looking back at EPTAL’s relations with the state in the same presentation, Agur 

noted the union’s success in lobbying for favourable decisions, including the maintenance of early 

retirement for mine workers and the transfer of EP’s annual dividends to employees who had lost 

their jobs due to mine closure.  

 

Due to reduced resources, the union sold its property. The Toila health facility was transferred from 

union ownership to EP in 1991 and sold to a private owner in 2000.  Nevertheless, some welfare 

functions of the union were retained, but their financing became directly dependent on the mining 

enterprise. This financial link is shown by EP records detailing a 1999 decision to sponsor the union 

with 500,000 kroons to pay for members’ stays at the sanatorium, and subsequent allocation of 2 

million kroons to EPTAL in 2000 for recreation and health, and a children's summer camp. Conflicts 

over the scope of the union’s welfare activities arose, as evidenced by a discussion recorded in 

meeting minutes from December 11, 2000: “The vice director of EP asked EPTAL’s Maido Agur why 

the union was ordering children's candy packages for Christmas in addition to those ordered by the 

EP. It was agreed that the issue would be discussed further to reach a final decision”. Who distributes 

the candy and whether the union’s sole role was that of gifting sweets for members’  children, was a 

recurring discussion among employees in 2009-2010.  

 

Archival material from November 1999 reveals management's disappointment that government 

institutions consider all companies in the industrial North-East to be Russian and remote from the 

capital, as is demonstrated by  presumably the director’s handwritten note on a Ministry of Interior 

fax asking: “Can you please find out why they send us faxes in Russian?” Unions also directly 

challenged the state over social policy. On June 3, 2000, oil shale, energy, and steel workers organised 

a human chain from Jõhvi to Narva to draw attention to unemployment in Ida-Virumaa, to protest 

buying cheap electricity from Lithuania, and to express dissatisfaction with the state’s inaction in 

resolving unemployment and social problems9. 

 

A new collective labour agreement between EPTAL and EP was signed in 2005, maintaining certain 

benefits that were not fixed by labour law, such as longer annual leave for underground workers and 

higher-than-average rates for nighttime work. However, certain employee benefits, such as the 

Christmas bonus, relied only on the director’s "word of honour," rather than being fixed in the CLA. A 

trade union representative later recalled the former director Jostov promising the bonus as long as EP 

made a profit, but noted it was not fixed in the CLA, which led to bitterness when the bonus was not 

received in 2008-2010. 

 

 

Mine workers’ unions in EPTAL in 2009  

 

In 2009, there were two open-cast and two underground mines, and the railway for oil shale 

transportation operated in the mining branch of EE,  now named Eesti Energia Kaevandused. The trade 

                                                 
9 Eesti Päevaleht.  “Ametiühingud moodustavad inimketi Sillamäelt Narvani”. 

https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/50827652/ametiuhingud-moodustavad-inimketi-sillamaelt-narvani., 

05.05.2000.  

https://epl.delfi.ee/artikkel/50827652/ametiuhingud-moodustavad-inimketi-sillamaelt-narvani


 

 

 

union representatives of each of these units formed the board of EPTAL. Almost all shop stewards 

were Russian-speaking, as were the representatives of the two power plant workers’ unions, whom 

we will meet in the next section. Being Russian-speaking, in this context, meant not only that the shop 

stewards spoke Russian or Ukrainian as their mother tongue but that their Estonian skills were poor. 

Most of the shop stewards had arrived in Soviet Estonia in the 1970s and 1980s as young specialists 

from Soviet Russia and Ukraine. Living in Russian-speaking Ida-Virumaa, they rarely used Estonian. 

When I asked interviewees whether a trade union representative would have to know Estonian, they 

did not take this as an attack or accusation, but rather began describing the circumstances of their 

everyday lives, where there was no one to interact with in Estonian. EPTAL’s chairman of the board, a 

more representative position, was, however, occupied by a bilingual Estonian speaker, a former 

blaster, Priit Mets, and the reasons for his appointment were not dissimilar to those for the 

appointment of Mr Paap decades earlier. Although the Chairman of the Board was now elected by 

union members rather than appointed by the representative of the Communist Party, the 

management of Eesti Põlevkivi was still able to influence whom they preferred as the union leader. 

One of the shop stewards openly admitted ‘not biting the hand that feeds me’, meaning close 

collaboration with the management of the mine and EPTAL in general.  

At the enterprise level, about 50% of employees were union members, and youth had fewer reasons 

to join. Due to mine closures and worker transfers between enterprises, some workers lost their 

membership and were either unaware of the need to re-join or chose not to.  As in the Soviet period, 

both workers and engineering and managerial staff were union members, and sometimes the head of 

the production unit would even educate and encourage workers to join. Union work was porous and 

did not involve only members, just as industrial action did not always take place within the union’s 

framework. For example, in “Estonia”, the largest underground oil shale mine, low-paid female 

workers had collectively cancelled their union membership.  “The trade union does not work here, 

this is why we all left. Why would we spend that money if we do not get anything?” they chorused 

simultaneously, their voices raised.  

Much of the everyday work at the enterprise level consisted of distributing benefits similar to those 

workers received in the Soviet period, in the new context of neoliberal capitalism and the economic 

crisis.  Despite the discourse that unions did not give anything, people actively benefited from the help 

unions provided. The women who had ceased membership still approached the representative of 

“Estonia” with their work-related problems, such as inconvenient shift times or requests for financial 

aid, which each union member was entitled to once a year in the event of financial difficulties. The 

representative explained that, since he knew each worker and their domestic circumstances, he could 

not refuse help even if they ceased to be members. Since the new Employment Contract Act, people 

approached the representative with legal questions about working time and pay. Finally, for this 

analysis, it is important to note that EP and EPTAL maintained the agreement under which EP would 

pay a certain sum to the union to distribute subsidised Toila sanatorium passes to current and retired 

employees. This was 27-year-old wheeled loader driver Roman’s motivation for union membership:  

“Of course, there is a point in being a trade union member. I can go to Toila [to the sanatorium] once 

a year. It costs 2000 for a trade union member, but without the subsidy, 7000. So there is a 5000 

difference, and I only pay 1400 in my membership fees a year. Plus presents for children.”  

The justified perception of the union’s overly close relationship with management led to some 

discontent outside the union framework as well as the invisibility of the everyday work of the union 



 

 

 

representatives (Kesküla & Sanchez, 2019). Workers were doubtful about the union’s ability to 

improve their lives and represent them, as they said it was not independent, calling EPTAL a ‘bought 

off’ and ‘internal’ union. Workers also talked about the lack of information. As Pavel complained, 

eating his sandwich in the underground garage, “We do not know anything that is going on in the 

union; it is unclear how the representative is elected, where the candidates come from; no one knows 

anything, although we are trade union members.” Some Estonian-speaking workers thought they 

were better informed about trade union activities, but this only led to even stronger dissatisfaction, 

expressed in short, ironic remarks, pointing out that the negotiations for the collective employment 

agreement were held in Estonian, but that their shop steward did not speak Estonian.  

 

When conflicts emerged, they did not necessarily occur within the union framework. In September 

2007, one of the production departments became deeply dissatisfied with falling piece rates due to 

new, more efficient technology and the inability to take annual leave during the summer due to high 

demand for oil shale. Two senior workers tried to organise a strike and convinced others to express 

their dissatisfaction by working at the minimum speed required for basic pay.  The miners did not 

inform the trade union representative of their activities, despite being warned that they could be fired 

for an unsanctioned strike. Several days later, the organisers invited local journalists and MPs from 

the region to the mine, and finally, also the union representative of “Estonia”. They organised a one-

hour warning strike, stating that if none of their demands were met, they would halt work completely. 

The representatives of the discontent miners, EPTAL and the management met the following day and 

many of the miners’ demands were met. The chairman of the board gave his comments to the media: 

“The miners have had to do a lot of overtime in the summer and have not been able to use their annual 

leave. I understand that this causes stress among people. The miners’ pay rise was already being 

discussed, in any case. Nevertheless, they could have handed over their demands through the trade 

union.” 

 

While the action was effective in the sense that the demands were met and no particular 

repercussions from the company followed the unsanctioned action, the miners had an encounter with 

the Estonian Internal Police KAPO afterwards and later stated that after that “teaching of democracy”, 

they were no longer interested in leading any industrial actions. The shop steward, who was convinced 

that his phone was also tapped by KAPO, stated that after this incident, the initiator of the action 

would not even sign official union letters to management.  The context of the economic crisis made 

all workers more cautious of taking industrial action, especially given the mortgages and loans taken 

out in the economic boom years. When discussing the possibility of future strikes, two maintenance 

men, one of them said, “But why would we strike? If they fire us, what will we do? People here have 

only 9 or 10 years of education and do not know the [Estonian] language. They are 50, they have dug 

that oil shale all their lives. Where will they go? Nowhere. Because we do not know how to do anything 

else.” 

 

 

The year of negotiations 

The negotiations from December 2009 to October 2010 ultimately resulted in different contracts, with 

the agreement concerning the mines being the last one, signed more than a year and a half after the 

originally planned end date by a new union, other than EPTAL (see Figure 1). Despite the lack of 



 

 

 

significant gains or losses in material terms, the process strengthened the union representatives’ 

awareness of their position as labour in opposition to capital, enabled them to compare their 

conditions, and, to an extent, enhanced their fragmented union organisation.  

What is most important to emphasise as the starting point of these negotiations is that, following 

Walton and McKersie’s Subprocesses of negotiations, the process can be conceptualised as intra -

organisational bargaining. In such cases, diverse views and interests among participating organisations 

need to be reconciled to reach a common standpoint in negotiations (Kochan & Lipsky, 2003). Intra-

organisational bargaining took place between the institutions that had different labour agreements 

and whose workers were also doing very different types of work. The conditions in the contracts were 

tremendously different. Two of Estonia’s main power plants, Balti and Narva Elektrijaamad, which 

were predominantly fuelled by oil shale in 2010, offered the most generous benefits in their labour 

agreements. The agreement, which was signed in a two-year format in 2008, immediately before the 

deep crisis, stipulated provisions concerning training and continuing education, and the development 

of the work environment and occupational safety. These safety measures included support packages 

for high-risk workers, an employer obligation to ensure modern work tools and a safe environment, 

and financial support in the event of job loss due to occupational disease or fatal work injury. 

Additionally, unlike EPTAL, the agreement included specific financial bonuses, such as Christmas 

bonuses and Returning from Holiday Support, which were temporarily suspended for 11 months in 

2008-2009 (RAKE, 2012). EPTAL’s more modest collective agreement was signed in 2005 and renewed 

every year. It included benefits such as longer annual leave for underground workers, higher night -

shift rates than legally required, transport to and from the work site, and EEK’s subsidy for sanatoria 

passes to be administered by the union. In early 2008, miners’ salaries were raised by 18% and power 

plant workers’ by 20%.10 Eesti Energia did not cut employee salaries during the crisis. The following 

sections analyse the material as well as symbolic power struggles that took place during the year, 

focusing on language use, the moral assumptions on fairness from each side and some of the 

outcomes of the negotiations.  

                                                 
10 Tööstusuudised. 2008. ”Energeetikute palk tõuseb 20%” https://www.toostusuudised.ee/uudised/2008/04/07/narva-

energeetikute-palk-touseb-20-protsenti 



 

 

 

 

Figure 1. The timeline of the negotiations 

 

Struggle over language, versions and roles during the negotiations 

Before touching on the moral frameworks and the actual benefits at issue, it is important to highlight 

some procedural aspects of the negotiations, a core one being language. The language use might seem 

like a secondary and functional aspect, but I argue that it can also be read as which party gets to 

dominate and determine the language in the room.  This leads to an analysis of the shifting roles as 

social partners that the negotiation parties experienced that year.  

 

The atmosphere in the negotiation rooms, starting in early 2010, was marked by a palpable tension, 

often dissolving into confusion and thinly veiled frustration, largely because the two sides inhabited 

fundamentally different moral universes regarding the purpose of the negotiation. The negotiations 

brought together trade unions with different backgrounds and benefit packages. Trade union 

representatives Shumkin and Gribovski from the two Narva power plants had very good conditions in 

the agreements for their workers. The two large grey-haired Russian men were not shop stewards 

elected by the power plant workers, but professional trade union representatives hired by the union. 

They were very militant, loud and aggressive, and constantly played the ‘good cop/bad cop’ game, in 

which one of them would take a more radical stance and present it with a raised voice. The other 

would then present the more softly spoken version of the same proposal. The Estonian-speaking 

Energy Workers’ Union Association’s representative was a young, pragmatic, well-educated man in 

his early 40s who had built his career from rank-and-file union member to a position of experience 

and international connections. EPTAL had so far maintained friendly relations with its local employer 

and did not need to use aggressive tactics in negotiations. In the new situation, now that they were 

not negotiating with their colleagues across the hallway in the local management building, but with 

higher-up managers in Tallinn, they were not quite sure which tactic or mannerisms to employ.  



 

 

 

The negotiations between the employer and the trade unions were conducted in two languages: 

Estonian and Russian. Shumkin and Gribovski understood little Estonian, similarly to most 

representatives of EPTAL. On the employers’ side, those working in the Eastern region and those from 

older generations knew some Russian, while younger people working in Tallinn did not underst and 

any. No official translation was arranged for the negotiations, and the participants had to improvise 

how to work in two languages. At the start of the very first meeting in December 2009, the Chairman 

of the Board of EE started speaking in Estonian and it was visible that EPTAL representatives were 

trying very carefully to listen but did not understand. As it was still unclear how the power dynamics 

during the meeting would unfold, they kept quiet. Then EPTAL’s Chairman of the Board, Priit Mets, 

reported in Estonian. Irina, who was sitting next to Yuri, wrote in her notebook that she showed to 

Yuri, “Why is he speaking in Estonian? Does he not respect us?”. Soon afterwards, the Narva union 

leaders raised their voice and the meeting switched to Russian, as the EE Chairman of the board was 

also fluent in Russian. Younger EE representatives were relying on their older colleagues to get a gist 

of what was being discussed. After that meeting, the EPTAL mine representatives asked Mr Mets to 

speak in Russian and to stand up to them. 

The organisation of future meetings was established when Kaur, a younger man representing the 

Association of Energy Producers Union, had difficulty explaining a point in Russian and shouted, “I 

cannot express that in Russian, let Priit translate!” This set the course for all the following meetings, 

which were, in the majority, held in Russian, with one of the union representatives acting as a 

translator. The common assumption was that everyone understood Russian to some extent, but was 

allowed to speak Estonian. The Russian speakers never spoke in any other language. The only Estonian 

expression that Shumkin commonly used was “Vabandage, palun”, meaning please, excuse me, in 

Estonian. He used it when he did not agree with a particular point or wanted to get attention. His use 

of his only Estonian phrase was not a device to request a language switch, but rather a usual sign that 

he was offended by a point the negotiation partners had proposed.  

The unofficial language-use policy was the hardest on people who were supposed to know both 

languages, like EPTAL’s Priit Mets, who was expected to handle all translation from then on. When he 

mistranslated something, people were unhappy with him, and he could not focus on his actual role as 

the trade union's representative in the negotiations. At some point, Kaur slipped a note to Priit 

reminding him that he was a trade union leader and not a translator.  Also, other Estonian speakers 

who were not always certain they understood everything in Russian were in a difficult position, which 

compromised their ability to negotiate. Interestingly, the monolingualism of the Narva unions gave 

them a certain power at the negotiating table, despite the Estonian general trend that the lack of 

Estonian-language skills excludes monolingual Russian speakers from key positions.  

 

Besides the struggle over which language would dominate, there was the struggle over which of the 

many labour agreements would serve as the basis for the joint agreement. The initial phases of 

negotiations were characterised by profound confusion over the foundational document, which 

quickly exposed the inherent power dynamics between the employer and the fragmented trade union 

groups. Indeed, at least three competing versions circulated: the employer’s draft, EPTAL’s draft, and 

the Narva power plant workers’ draft. Each party sought to leverage their version as the authoritative 

basis, “But our wording was good, reviewed with lawyers, why do you want a new one?”, Shumkin 

shouted. In the first months of the negotiation, the confusion was magnified by different Russian-



 

 

 

language translations circulating but not always reaching the right people in time – on several 

occasions, some of the union representatives only discovered during the meeting that they were 

working with an outdated version. This provoked a patronising reaction from the employers’ side, 

suggesting that the union is not even clear which version of the agreement they are working with or 

what they want. This meant often returning to points that had already been discussed and reopening 

them, frustrating the employers. “This agreement will be ready only once we are ready”, Kaur insisted, 

not to be hurried due to the version and language confusion.  

 

The chaotic multi-draft environment ensured that the negotiation's progress was slow and arduous, 

with frequent outbursts, especially from the older Russian-speaking men representing the union.  At 

times, the employer representatives tried to remind the union representatives to respect the 

negotiation format, implying that the discussion should be orderly and constructive, not a 

confrontation, asking the parties not to “get heated up” and to treat each other with respect during 

the negotiations. They attempted to defer argumentative questions, saying the question is “out of 

context”.  

 

It was also a setting where the partners were trying each other out,  a new negotiation situation that  

Walton and McKersie labelled attitudinal structuring, the way that parties perceive each other 

(Kochan & Lipsky, 2003). In earlier local enterprise-level negotiations, the employer and the unions 

shared an understanding of the nature of the work. Even with different ethnic backgrounds, they had 

the experience and linguistic skills to understand each other and shared a regional identity or 

profession-based pride. In the new setting, the representatives on each side of the negotiation table 

were unfamiliar with each other’s labour and cultural worlds. Coming from radically different cultural 

and experiential backgrounds, and with the removal of the earlier form of cooperation, the 

negotiations raised difficult questions about who the social partners are to each other and what the 

union’s new identity is altogether. It resulted in distrust and opportunism on both sides. This is an 

example of distributive bargaining and a starting point for a ‘zero-sum game’ in which negotiators 

begin from positions that demand the most favourable outcomes for each party, presenting offers and 

counteroffers (Kochan & Lipsky, 2003). As one manager later explained, the position of the employer 

at the start of the negotiations:  

 

At first, in a sense, we went for it with force, in the wind of the economic crisis.  We said, now 

if you don't want a reduction in wages, then you have to give away all these things. Well, that 

was perhaps the right tactic at that moment, God knows, right… Although force is never a very 

good tactic, it always brings counterforce. Then, for a while, there was this kind of testing of 

forces or boundaries between us. We wanted to save labour costs, and, in a sense, we showed 

our strength, while they showed theirs in return. 

 

The unions, on the other hand, often had their own distrust and issues. Trying to gain what was 

possible in the distributive bargaining, they demanded benefits equal to those of the most generous 

labour agreement. The following example shows not only the antagonism between the two sides but 

also the regional versus Tallinn fault lines and the differences in style between the unions. The parties 

were discussing a point that the employer had suggested, which stated that “the trade union is obliged 

to guarantee peace at work and not organise strikes when the employer is fulfilling the agreement, 



 

 

 

and also not organise or participate in protests that are directed against the employer”. I will present 

an excerpt of the discussion as it appears in my fieldnotes. 

 

Kaur: (sector-level representative): But what if the employer decides to lay off 1,000 people? 

Jürgen (EPTAL): A strike can also happen without trade unions. 

Kaur: Jürgen, let’s leave strikes out of it. 

Laura (employer, Tallinn): It is possible to manage without protests. 

Kaur: What should I do then, write letters? We might have to break the agreement if this point 

is not resolved, because we want the opportunity to organise protests. 

Pille (employer, Tallinn): But we assume good faith on both sides. 

Kaur: Let’s get rid of this point then. It is the union’s obligation to come out and protest in 

such situations; otherwise, we will be voted down. 

Pille: But the union has to be reasonable. We are not malevolent, but if we have to lay off 

people because it is not possible otherwise… 

Kaur: We cannot rule out all protests. 

Evelin (regional employer): But we have had good cooperation for a long time, we are not like 

that. 

Kaur: But we would like to protest if we need to. 

 

Then Shumkin, from one of the Power plant unions, gave a long example of a bad decision the 

employer had made, how they should have consulted with the union, and how the protest was then 

justified. This was common throughout the discussions, as particularly Narva union representatives 

evoked earlier memories of poor relations between EE and the unions, presenting this as a reason for 

mutual distrust between social partners and the necessity to write everything down in the CLA, 

including hypothetical and not very likely situations, guarantees already stated in various laws, etc.  

The conversation continued. The employer’s strategy was to steer the conversation back from 

historical injustices to the document in hand, sometimes in a rather impatient manner.  

Pille: How is all this related to what we are discussing here? We only have 50 minutes left and 

our progress depends on whether we see each other as partners or on different sides of the 

front line. 

Shumkin: Of course, we are partners. 

Kaur: But what will happen to this point? 

Pille: Go home and think about when the employer has ever treated you in a way that gives 

you a reason for protesting. This point determines whether we are partners or enemies.  

Kaur: It is not so black and white. We are social partners, but it does not mean that we should 

accept everything that the employer tells us. 

 

Often, the employer wanted to emphasise that they were reasonable and well-meaning, and there 

was no need for the trade union to be so suspicious. Under Estonian law, strikes are illegal when both 

parties fulfil the conditions of the collective agreement. When an EPTAL representative said strikes 

can also occur without the union’s involvement, he was referring to wildcat strikes like the one 

discussed above. He was trying to show the workers’ strength and effectively threaten the employer 

that if they did not agree to this point, there were still ways to organise strikes and protests. Kaur, 



 

 

 

with a different educational and strategic background, did not think threats were a useful tactic and 

argued that the right to organise protests, not strikes, should be exercised if needed. The employers’ 

side tried to appeal to the fact that the employer is reasonable, but the reasons for this claim varied 

across levels of management. 

There was a clear distinction between the local employer representatives in the North East and the 

new staff from Tallinn, who had little prior experience with unions. The local management in the 

region believed that the relations between them and the union had so far been good and peaceful. In 

another meeting, after hearing a false claim from EPTAL, the local manager rushed out of the meeting 

room, offended, showing how strongly she believed that, on the local level, the relations were very 

good. It could be seen as her disappointment that her union did not believe in her goodwill and that 

this was expressed publicly and in an unfriendly manner that was not characteristic of their previous 

relations. At the level of Tallinn management, young Estonian-speaking managers who did not know 

Russian assumed that EE was behaving reasonably and had difficulty understanding the values 

represented by the middle-aged Russian-speaking men, whose logic in the unions seemed alien and 

unreasonable. Discussing this point, the employer sought to remove unions’ right to protest altogether 

while camouflaging it as a relationship in which the employer and unions work together and never 

disagree.  

 

 

Moral assumptions about fairness  

This case study aims not only to examine the outcomes of the structural changes and the economic 

crisis, but also to take the historical context seriously, in an attempt to explain the different moral 

assumptions held by the two main parties. Eesti Energia management pursued a moral framework 

rooted in corporate modernisation, systemic uniformity, and fiscal responsibility. This was voiced by 

the Chairman of the Board of EE, who crudely put it at one of the first negotiation meetings: “When 

we talk about extended leave, we actually talk about money. Annual leave costs the employer, so we 

are really talking about money; all benefits are actually money from the employer.” For the employer, 

fairness meant keeping costs stable and proposals fiscally responsible. They have a moral duty to the 

corporation's longevity and stability. 

Furthermore, EE’s Tallinn management viewed trade unions as old-fashioned, in the sense of 

belonging to the Soviet Union and the last century, and thus not suited to 21s t-century neoliberal 

Estonia (see also Kall, 2016). Several EE managers had previously worked at younger Estonian 

companies, such as banks, without unions. Suddenly, these managers found themselves in a 

frustrating situation: this organisation, which called itself a social partner and whose partnership they 

had never asked for, was hindering all their innovative and progressive management ideas and 

representing “socialist-communist” ideas. Partly, this was due to differences in moral assumptions, 

and partly to complete inexperience with social partners. As a trade union representative recalled, 

with the first meeting with an EE manager:  

The reason why we still have such a good relationship with employers in the Estonian context 

is that trade unions did not disappear when independence came.  But a manager at Eesti 

Energia didn't know how to react at first... because he lacked experience. We trained him over 



 

 

 

the course of a year, and today we get along very well, well, there's no problem, right? But he 

came from a bank, right? I remember the first negotiations with him. He arrived and started 

talking about what the company would do. I managed to hold out for three minutes, then I 

asked, excuse me, did I come to an information session or to negotiations? If I came to an 

information session, I'm leaving. I don't want to listen to this.  

Here is a quote from an interview with Joonas, a manager from Tallinn, whose aim was to implement 

new HR strategies, and one of the key participants in the negotiations. He believed that his hands were 

tied when it came to implementing new motivation systems. 

The trade union has taken such a strong position in the East [of Estonia], because the 

managers are not there for people. What does it mean to manage people? That you 

commit time to them, that you give meaning to their work, that you hold performance 

reviews, train them, give more money to the best and less to the worst workers. But 

in the East, there is socialism-communism. Equal pay for everyone, the trade union 

rules and so on. 

This leads to one of the key points of debate during the negotiations: Christmas bonuses based on 

word of honour, given to all employees, regardless of rank or performance, vs performance-based 

pay. Joonas wanted to bring new management practices to the “backwards East”. He blamed trade 

unions for having the ‘wrong kind of thinking’ because unions, in his mind, wanted the same kind of 

benefits for everyone. He thought the idea of equality for everyone characterised unions and he was 

ideologically against it. In his view, fairness means that workers across different branches of the 

corporation have roughly similar benefits, which would facilitate their transfer in the event of 

restructuring. And that among workers, it would be fair to distinguish between good workers who 

would be motivated by performance-based pay and those who were not. Throughout the 

negotiations, Eesti Energia’s central moral argument rested on a systemic shift toward a results-based 

culture. As part of this, they introduced performance reviews for managerial-engineering staff in 

enterprises in the East, which were to serve as a basis for annual bonus pay.  

This caused moral outrage among the workers and their union leaders, as performance reviews and 

performance pay had been introduced only to ITR (engineer-technical employees), which they 

believed divided ‘workers’ into two factions. Union representatives used this injustice as a primary 

negotiating point, repeatedly demanding to know why the payment was impossible given the 

company’s profits. Under earlier arrangements, whenever the company made a profit, all workers 

were entitled to a share of it. In collective labour agreements at power plants, it was fixed, whereas 

in the mines, it functioned as a trust-based agreement established during Mati Jostov’s directorship.  

Based on historically won benefits but also understanding what is fair, the trade unionists believed in 

egalitarian distribution of the profits in the form of universal bonuses: workers had worked hard and 

put their labour into creating profit for the company, the profit should be shared with all of them, 

regardless of performance review results. Furthermore, any profit made from transactions in the 

international energy market, rather than earned through hard work, was considered immoral. As Priit 

Mets put it, 

I understand that the shareholder want their dividends [EE was 100% state-owned]. 

But they should not forget that miners have created it all, so you should give 



 

 

 

something to the miner, too. But they say that their profit came from buying cheap 

electricity and selling it at a higher price. This seems to be the tendency among the 

Eesti Energia ‘boys’, why should they produce if they can just make a profit by buying 

and selling? But there will not be endless opportunities for cheating… 

This quote could be interpreted as an echo of Marxist ideas as they had been taught to Soviet workers 

in the 1970s and 1980s, voiced by a former blaster who had endured dark, damp, and dangerous 

underground conditions for decades. It reflected what I have elsewhere called the miners’ moral 

economy: miners give their labour and health to the employer and demand money and respect in 

return (Kesküla, 2018). Value comes from labour. Creating a profit by selling electricity in an open 

electricity market is speculation, a dishonest way of making money that cannot last forever. 

Furthermore, Mr Mets often emphasised that those in Tallinn can never truly understand what it 

means to work in underground conditions. The emphasis of miners’ hard work was present in the 

union’s stance throughout the negotiations:  when discussing the additional annual leave days for 

underground workers (35 instead of the statutory 28), the representatives described miners’ poor 

health and low life expectancy and said the only way to address this was through early retirement and 

extended leave, while the employer focused on cutting costs. These differences in values highlighted 

for the unionists that, rather than working together with the employer, they now had to stand up for 

their views. When former mine directors had been mining engineers themselves, those in Tallinn had 

rarely seen the underground conditions.  

In general, trade unions championed historical entitlements, economic justice, and worker dignity. 

This tension over the bonus was a critical element of the union’s moral case for solidarity and 

equality—that it was morally wrong for some workers to receive a bonus while others did not, 

especially when they all contributed to the enterprise. It framed the denial of the bonus as a 

continuation of corporate abuse, criticising the company for failing to compensate workers while 

reporting significant profits. One of the union representatives explicitly asked management to be 

transparent, saying, “If you give to some, then give to others”.  

The differences between labour agreements seemed unfair, not only to the unions but also to the 

employer. On the one hand, they recognised that unions such as Power Plant Union 1 should not have 

to give up the benefits they had won. Therefore, the unions’ common strategy throughout the 

negotiations was to seek benefits similar to those offered by Power Plant Union 1 for all workers. While 

with certain benefits, it was seen more as an opportunistic stand, a provocation to see how the 

employer would respond, with others, the sense of injustice between how workers in different parts 

of the company were treated was a deep insult. For example, power plant workers had received a 

Christmas bonus in 2009 and 2010, while mine workers, who had the previous general director’s word 

of honour and had agreed to forego their bonuses when the crisis started, were left without. Since EE 

was still making a profit during the crisis years – an outcome of all workers contributing to the company 

equally, it was considered that mine workers were treated unjustly by the company, exemplified in 

claims such as “we cannot work and receive nothing” and all workers who “create material value 

should be equal”. 

The timeline and outcomes of the negotiations 



 

 

 

The attempt to combine the labour agreements started in December 2009. By March 2010, it was 

clear that achieving the new CLA before the old ones expired at the end of March was unrealistic, and 

each enterprise extended the CLA at the local level while continuing with the project under the shared 

agreement. Since progress was slower than the EE chairman of the board expected, a working group 

consisting mostly of HR managers, company lawyers, and union representatives was formed. The next 

goal was to have the new agreement signed by the end of May, when EE was to announce whether it 

was going public. In October, during the last meeting that I observed at the end of my fieldwork, ten 

months after the beginning of the negotiations, one of the representatives of the employer started 

the meeting by saying, “We tried to create a common world for the corporation and create common 

conditions for everyone. But I guess it was a slightly too big mouthful to chew. It will be better to go 

back to separate contracts and maybe try again in two or three years.”  

Surprisingly, it was then one of the trade union representatives at the Narva power plant who 

convinced everyone to try to continue with a single agreement. Gribovski had agreed to give up some 

benefits to create a joint agreement. This angered Shumkin so much that representatives of the two 

power plants’ unions stopped talking to each other for months. The negotiations culminated in the 

separate signing of collective agreements by the miners and other constituent companies. The fight 

for Christmas bonuses required the intervention of the State Conciliator11 in November 2010; miners’ 

and power plant workers’ salaries were only raised in April 201112. 

In EPTAL, the Estonian-speaking Chairman’s sustained underperformance led to mounting discontent 

among the mines’ representatives, prompting them to explore alternative organisational structures. 

The Russian-speaking mine trade union representatives had engaged in extensive consultations with 

one of the power plant’s leaders, Gribovski. These discussions culminated in a strategic initiative for 

the mine unions to establish a new entity in 2011 -  the Miners’ and Power Plant Workers’ Independent 

Union. The sole Estonian-speaking representative among the five mine trade union representatives 

was excluded from the planning process. This omission was based on the presumption by the other 

delegates that the senior Estonian would not endorse their secessionist movement. The salaried 

personnel of EPTAL initially interpreted this development as a “Russian putsch”. Nevertheless, they 

later provided critical assistance to the emerging union by offering legal and procedural guidance 

necessary for establishing the new union and electing its leadership.  

This concluded the shift in relations from the model of unions and the employer as allies to one in 

which they represented the different interests of labour and (state) capital. As the previous ten years 

had marked the introduction of managers who were not mine engineers, this change resulted in a 

power plant worker, rather than a miner, leading the miners’ union. This was a step away from the 

Soviet model of the enterprise director and union leader working together. Although the miners’ and 

power plant workers’ collective agreements remained separate and offered different levels of 

benefits, there was hope for more equal conditions in the future. It made the trade union 

representatives recognise that they shared common interests against the employer, and developed 

their shared trade union consciousness. By bringing the different unions and company branches 

together, the relationship shifted toward greater opposition between the social partners, but also 

                                                 
11 ERR.2011. “Miners fight back for Christmas Bonuses”. https://news.err.ee/98450/miners-fight-to-bring-back-christmas-

bonuses 
12ERR. 2011. “Miners Demand Higher Salaries” https://news.err.ee/99103/miners-demand-higher-salaries. 04.02.2011. 

https://news.err.ee/99103/miners-demand-higher-salaries


 

 

 

helped the unions shift their identity from a ‘bought’ or ‘pocket’ union to a more independent actor. 

The minutiae of the negotiations highlight other significant schisms in Estonian society: between 

Estonian and Russian speakers, between the representatives of the working class and their moral 

frameworks, and between the representatives of corporate Tallinn. Importantly, in these 

intersectional identities, class and ethnic lines overlap to an extent, but not completely.  

Six months after the ‘putsch’, the management of the mines and trade union leaders were satisfied 

with the situation. In 2011, a new collective agreement was signed, in which the union won a pay rise 

and an annual bonus for all workers, while having to give up subsidies such as sanatorium passes, 

which trade union representatives considered unimportant. The removal of sanatoria passes, 

however, upset the company’s pensioners, who thought it was the company’s duty to look after their 

health after they had worked hard underground all their lives. Cutting welfare functions and relations 

with groups outside the shop floor can be interpreted as a further step away from Soviet-style 

community unionism toward business unionism, focusing only on negotiating employment conditions. 

Trade unions were shifting from being institutions that distributed welfare to their workers, together 

with management, to a negotiating partner for employment conditions, benefits, and salaries, while 

conscious of the conflicting goals of capital and labour. 

Fifteen years ago, when completing this chapter for my dissertation, I wrote, “It was a step away from 

the old ‘one company, one company union’ model that had functioned in the mine, but possibly a step 

towards having one single union within the new energy company in the future”(Kesküla, 2012). The 

Mine and Power Plant Workers’ Independent Union, representing the workers of the Balti power 

station and the miners, continues to operate today. After the death of the previous representative in 

2017, Marina Lukjanova, the EEK railway's representative in 2010, became the Chairperson, still 

working successfully only in Russian. Eesti Energia still has six collective agreements. In the summer of 

2025, the Chairman of the Board of the Narva Elektrijaamad power plant union was voted down, and 

since September 2025, Lukjanova has appeared as the Chairman of the Board of one of the power 

plant unions in the public registers. It seems that fifteen years after the case study was set, unions 

that were competing against each other and fractioned are slowly merging and consolidating. 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The disruption driving the transformation of the Estonian energy sector in 2009–2010 was systemic 

rather than technological -  the liberalisation of the European electricity market, coupled with the 

implementation of centralised management. The disruption forced a collision between two distinct 

worlds - the legacy of Soviet industrial paternalism and the emerging neoliberal market integration. 

This disruption altered established industrial relations by dismantling the Soviet-era model where 

unions and management acted as allied administrators of social welfare. The shift drove negotiations 

away from collective norms toward individual differentiation. Viewed through the framework of the 

subprocesses of negotiation (Kochan & Lipsky, 2003), the negotiations transitioned from 

administrative cooperation to distributive bargaining. Management viewed benefits as zero-sum 



 

 

 

financial costs to be cut for market efficiency, whereas unions viewed them as historical entitlements 

for arduous labour. 

 

The scope of this disruption severely hampered attitudinal structuring, the process by which parties 

shape relationships and trust. The technocratic language of the new management, literally and 

metaphorically foreign to the Russian-speaking miners, created deep cultural incomprehension. 

Instead of fostering the trust required for integrative bargaining (mutual problem-solving), the 

technological transition fostered an adversarial dynamic, in which Tallinn viewed unions as 

“backwards” obstacles to modernisation. 

 

But importantly, the broader implication of the Eesti Energia case is not the subjugation of labour, but 

rather a transformation of union autonomy that resulted in a rare instance of effective, if messy, 

resistance against managerial unilateralism in Estonia. Although it is not clear which side would have 

benefited more from the unified agreement, the unions thwarted the employer’s primary goal of 

unifying the agreements. It is difficult to claim, based on this case, that one side would have benefited 

more from the joint agreement than the other, since these opinions also changed during the year - 

the employer realised that uniting the business units would be too hard. The unions were not opposed 

to the joint agreement per se, but hoped to achieve the highest benefits for everyone through it. Once 

they did not succeed with this, they were content to return to their own local level, because, since the 

situation could be conceptualised as intra-organisational bargaining, it was important for each union 

to maintain support and trust within its own organisation above all else. Knowing what we know 15 

years later, the merging of the different unions was a much slower process and is still ongoing.  

 

The key challenges facing Estonia’s oil shale mining and energy sector in the face of green transition 

have significant parallels with the themes highlighted in this paper. Questions of choosing the 

language of communication, what constitutes value and relations between the periphery and the 

Estonian and European centre are still central. The procedural, distributive, recognitional, and 

restorative aspects of justice in the Just Transition process in the region are closely related to historical 

legacies, neoliberal capitalism, and whose voices are heard at the negotiation tables.   
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