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Small Baltic Tiger with a big roar
Although Estonia has a population of only 1.3 million, it has a vibrant startup culture and a business-friendly environment. BY VINCENT WEE

K

NOWN as one of the
Baltic Tigers because of
its strong economic
growth, Estonia is a relatively small country in
Northern Europe that has grown in
scope and impact far beyond its borders.
Although it has a population of
just 1.3 million and the third lowest
population density in Europe at 30.3
people per square km, Estonia is a developed country with an advanced,
high-income economy that, as of
2011, is among the fastest growing in
the European Union.
Estonia ranks very high in the UN's
Human Development Index, with its
2015 PISA test scores placing Estonian high school students third in the
world, behind Singapore and Japan.
The country has a strong emphasis on business-friendliness and
enterprise. It has been placed 12th in
the World Bank’s 2017 Ease of Doing
Business Index, surpassing neighbouring Finland, Australia, Germany,
Canada and Switzerland and is 6th in
the Economic Freedom Index, ahead
of Canada, and just behind other
well-known strong and open countries such as Switzerland and Australia.
Estonia’s strong focus on the IT sector has led to much faster, simpler
and efficient public services where filing a tax return takes less than five
minutes and online banking predominates. It has been a member of the EU
since 2004 and adopted the euro as
its currency in 2011.
In 2016, the export of goods
totalled 11.9 billion euros (S$19.4 billion) and total imports amounted to
13.5 billion euros, and has been growing at an average of 3 per cent a year.
Estonian foreign trade is mainly
based on strong economic ties within
EU but also Russia and other countries.
The main export destination countries were Sweden (17.9 per cent), Finland (15.9 per cent) and Latvia (9.2

per cent) and the main source of imports were Finland (13 per cent), Germany (11 per cent) and Lithuania (9.5
per cent). In 2016, the share of
European Union countries in Estonia’s
total exports was 74 per cent and
total imports was 82 per cent.
Since regaining independence in
1991, the country has put a lot of effort in developing eGovernance solutions and is today one of the world’s
most digitally advanced societies. In
2005, Estonia became the first nation
to hold elections over the Internet,
and in 2014 the first nation to provide
e-Residency, a novel digital nation
concept for global citizens. e-Residency is a government-issued digital
ID available to anyone in the world. It
offers the freedom to easily start and
run a global business in a trusted EU
environment
Estonians have been at the forefront of some key technological innovations. For example, Skype revolutionised communication; TransferWise
changed international money transfers, and GrabCAD helps to build
products faster while Starship robots
reframe local delivery. This is proof
of the vibrant startup culture in Estonia. Many Estonian technology companies set up their Southeast Asian
base in Singapore too: fintech companies Smartly, Change, TransferFriend, BitOfProperty and TransferWise are examples.
The country is working hard to become one of the world’s best places
for startups by building a strong ecosystem, training the founders and
educating the local investors – as well
as attracting foreign investors and initiating new accelerator funds. No less
important is ensuring friendly regulations to make it easy to operate a startup, invest or raise funding in Estonia.
In addition, a simple tax system
with flat rates and low indirect taxation, openness to foreign investment,
and a liberal trade regime have supported the resilient and well-functioning economy.
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A great year to visit Estonia
ESTONIA has a wide range of sights
and attractions that are defined by its
history as well as its location. Estonia
is at the heart of the Baltic Sea region
with a long Baltic Sea coast line to the
north and the west. It has land border
– to the south is Latvia and to the east
is Russia. Being just across the Baltic
Sea from Sweden and Finland makes
travelling to Estonia quick and convenient, with frequent connections to
Scandinavia, Russia, Eastern and Central Europe.
The historic capital Tallinn, with
its Unesco heritage medieval town
centre, has a number of direct flights
from major European cities’ transit
hubs such as Amsterdam, Frankfurt,
Istanbul, London, Paris and Vienna.
Ferry routes also connect Tallinn with

Helsinki, Stockholm and Saint Petersburg.
This year is a particularly meaningful one to visit the country as it celebrates its 100th anniversary, marking
all the major milestones in the establishment of the state. Thus, this special occasion for all Estonians will see
grand and joyous festivities held
throughout the country and around
the world.
The “Estonia 100” celebrations are
not only for Estonians but for all visitors as well, and include activities
such as special cultural and sporting
events, music and film festivals and
the unique “Estonia 100: A Party in
Every Village”, where throughout the
year, communities across the country
will take turns hosting birthday celeb-

rations. Highlights include several
theatre productions, and sporting
events like Simple Session, a globally
renowned BMX and skateboarding
competition, and the Winter Swimming World Championships.
The arrival of spring in April
brings much merriment with the capital buzzing to the rhythms of Tallinn
Music Week (April 2-8), an innovative
city festival with more than just
bands, and Jazzkaar (April 20-29), a

world-class jazz festival.
Meanwhile in the summer, Europa
Cantat XX (July 27-Aug 5), Europe’s
largest choral music festival, comes
to Tallinn, while in late November,
the 22nd annual Tallinn Black Nights
Film Festival takes place.
Feb 24 marks the Independence
Day of Estonia and celebrations are
also held here in Singapore. In March,
the renowned Estonian National Male
Choir performs at the Esplanade.
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A world leader in
digital technology
Estonia has a fully digital ecosystem, and is a recognised leader
in digital skills, infrastructure and legislation. BY VINCENT WEE

E

STONIA has many advantages that make it a smart,
agile investment location
for businesses with global
ambitions.
These include world-class human
capital, unique digital capabilities
and a competitive business environment. Smart people, a robust pro-business environment, being a digitally
enabled nation, and having a scalable
location within the EU and a strong investment track record give Estonia
solid advantages.
As a Northern European hub for industrial, global business services and
supply chain sectors and a world
class IT centre, Estonia consistently
ranks as a world leader in human capital, digital capability, and ease of doing business. This creates a competitive environment which allows solutions and services to be researched,
developed and delivered globally.
Owing to a two-decade commitment to IT, Estonia is the world’s most
advanced digital society and a recognised leader in digital skills, infrastructure and legislation.
The country has unique capabilities in the research, development
(R&D) and application of software,
high-tech systems, digital identity
technologies and telecommunications. Estonian companies are acknowledged world leaders in blockchain, connected networks, and
cleantech, and are at the cutting edge
of IoT (Internet of Things), big data,
automation and real-time computing.
Estonia boasts a fully digital ecosystem, world class cybersecurity,
and soon-to-be-completed 5G infrastructure.
Among
famous
homegrown Estonian successes are
companies such as Fortumo, Guardtime and Skeleton Technologies
which have collaborated with global

giants like Microsoft, CGI and Fujitsu,
to create a dynamic environment
ideal for investment and innovation.
From multinational companies to
high-growth startups, Estonia has a
two-decade track record of successful
investments and innovations.
A key strength is strong fundamentals in human resources. Estonians are high achievers from an early
age. IT skills are taught extensively in
primary school, and students rank in
the top 10 globally in science, mathematics and reading at the secondary
school level.
The majority of Estonia’s workforce is multilingual and provides
high value-add. The country recently
ranked first in Europe for entrepreneurial employee activity and competitiveness. The strong digital mindset
also makes the workforce highly adaptable.
As IT becomes the value driver in
all industries, Estonia is uniquely positioned as the location of choice for
knowledge and digital business. Productive workers and ultra-high usage
of IT ensure high added value. In the
global business services, supply
chain, and industrial sectors, Estonian workers are recognised for their
precision and ability to optimise processes.
Estonia also has an excellent record of commercialising intellectual
property in startups as well as at
in-house R&D departments for large
organisations such as Ericsson, Telia
and Nato. Estonia’s digital capabilities
provide better and faster data for decision-making while its agile business
environment and smart people allow
businesses to adapt easily.
Meanwhile, being full EU and eurozone member with a competitive economy helps provide scalability to
businesses, with Estonia increasingly
serving as a base for pan-European
activity.

Estonia is seen as one of the most
globalised economies in the world.
Foreign ownership is high and export
products come from various sectors
across the economy. Also, an already
rich trading tradition has now been
augmented by modern integrated supply chains, making the country a preferred location for doing business
with the Nordic region and Germany.
Apart from the digital world, Estonian workers also possess world class
skills in the industrial sector where
they excel in engineering and electronics. According to preliminary 2017
data from Statistics Estonia, industrial production rose 8 per cent
year-on-year, with increases in energy, mining and manufacturing.

The majority of Estonia’s workforce is multilingual and provides high value-add. The country recently ranked
first in Europe for entrepreneurial employee activity and competitiveness.

Growing links with Singapore
INVESTMENT and cooperation links
between Estonia and Singapore have
been growing steadily and have been
marked by good two-way flows.
Much of this has been driven by Enterprise Estonia (EAS), an organisation
set up in 2000 to promote business
and regional policy in Estonia, and
one of the largest institutions within
the national support system for entrepreneurship.
Enterprise Estonia set up its 15th
international office in Singapore in
2016 to boost its presence in
high-growth Asian markets. The organisation provides financial assistance, counselling, cooperation opportunities and training for entrepreneurs, research institutions, public
and non-profit sectors.
There have been significant busi-

ness links from both sides, Enterprise
Estonia Singapore chief representative officer Indrek Pallo said. Estonia’s
unique and innovative products and
services have found interest in the region. These include Bolefloor wooden
floors, Tahe Outdoor kayaks and canoes, Saku Brewery beverages, Chaga
Health organic products and numerous IT solutions.
Estonian startups have also been
active in the region and have been embraced by local investors looking for
successful startups to fund. Among
these are money transfer company
geared towards the Southeast Asian
market TransferFriend, educational
platform eKool and blockchain technology-based investment platform
Funderbeam.
Meanwhile, Singapore companies
have also ventured into Estonia. Ex-

amples include Tolaram Group unit
Horizon Pulp and Paper, which it acquired in 1995. The group also has interests in the FMCG segment, real estate and textiles in Estonia.
Singapore-based container line
APL opened its Estonia office in
Tallinn in 2006, making use of its geographical location, language-skilled
people and open business environment to provide support to APL’s
local offices in Europe.
Almost exactly two years ago at
the previous edition of the Singapore
Airshow, Estonian defence company
Milrem and Singapore Technologies
Kinetics (ST Kinetics) signed a cooperation agreement for further development of unmanned tracked vehicle applications.
The agreement involved the integration of ST Kinetics’ remote weapon

station ADDER into Milrem’s unmanned tracked vehicle THeMIS. Due
to conduct first trials in the third
quarter of that year, the tie-up was
ahead of schedule and was able to
showcase a live demonstration of its
THeMIS:ADDER weaponised unmanned ground vehicle at the Eurosatory defence exhibition in Paris in
June.
Singapore in turn is also planning
to implement a digital identity programme similar to Estonia, where citizens can have easier access to government services, financial transactions, and other services.
The aim of the programme is to revamp its current national ID system
to implement digital solutions and
boost usage in areas such as electronic payment similar to Estonia’s
electronic ID card.
For example, Estonia’s ID card can
be used as a national health insurance
card, proof of identification when logging into bank accounts at home and
for digital signatures.

