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Dear reader,

This year marks 30 years since the establishment of Estonian Land Board. However, the story of surveying 
our land is much longer. We have had times of success and positive experiences, but also different times. 
The path of development to reach today’s technical level has been a long one. Knowledge of history helps to 
understand which principles of land surveying have withstood the test of time, and to see what the future of 
this sphere will be like when implementing new technical possibilities.

Land surveying has always gone hand in hand with the acquisition of knowledge. It is a combination of 
surveying and discovering. Surveying provides us with information about land created by nature or by man. 
Surveying has broadened our understanding of outer space and the universe more broadly.

There are constant changes related to the land that are caused by natural processes and increasingly 
by human activity. We need more accurate, up-to-date and relevant information. Surveying and mapping 
are necessary for planning, construction, environmental protection, land readjustment, land valuation and 
management. Maintaining and developing our land and living environment requires high-quality data.

Land contains essential value. Land ownership has caused disputes in the past and is likely to cause them 
in the future, too. Property boundaries in geographical space, cadastral operations, and reliable determi-
nation of the extent of immovable property ownership are important elements in ensuring and protecting 
property rights.

This timeline provides an overview of the history of land surveying on the territory of Estonia through sev-
eral centuries. We present it just the way we see it, making stopovers at major milestones, and respecting 
all surveyors from the past, present, and future.

Thank you to all who have contributed to this book.

Enjoy the book!

Tambet Tiits
Director General, Estonian Land Board
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Introduction

Photo: Estonian Land Board

The results of archaelogical research indicate that in the middle of 
the first millennium Before Common Era, at least in northern and 
western Estonia, lands were cultivated in the same way as elsewhere 
in the northern regions of Western Europe. Our forefathers started 
building farms around the same time. An individual (family) farm 
became the dominant settlement unit, while arable land eventually 
became private property. Therefore, land-related issues were part 
of our forefathers’ daily lives.

Estonian history does not start from the 13th century. This period 
was chosen as the starting point of this chronology because 
more extensive written sources concerning the present Estonian 
territory and its inhabitants began to appear only around the late 
12th to early 13th centuries. This timeline passes through the land-
related events and activities in Estonia, making short stops at 
selected moments which have had an impact on the development 
of surveying, mapping, land readjustment, real property, and land 
cadastre. The chronology also shows the historical, social and 
political context in which one or another activity or event took place. 
The events on the timeline represent, of course, only one possible 

approach to the subject.
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13th century–1991
Timeline

Photo: Estonian Land Board
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Estonians were baptised by 
the German and Danish priests 
mostly during the second and 
third decades of the century. 
Among religious orders, Cister-
cians and Dominicans played the 
most important role. As early as 
the 1170s, the Holy See had tried 
to send its missionary bishop to 
Estonia.

The territory of Estonia was 
under Danish reign, but their rule 
was not without interruption. 
Denmark never ruled all of 
Estonia, but during this period, it 
had hold over areas in northern 
and western Estonia and also 
over the islands in western 
Estonia. In 1346, king of Denmark 
sold his Estonian possessions to 
the Teutonic Order.

The first decades of the century 
in the territory of Estonia are 
chronicled in Latin in Heinrici 
Chronicon Livoniae by Henry, a 
Catholic priest who was active 
in the territory of Estonia and 
Latvia in the first half of the cen-
tury. The Chronicle of Henry of 
Livonia is an important source 
on the Livonian Crusade.

13th century 1219–1346 1224–1227

A parchment, in Latin, issued by Wilhelm of Modena. 
The Tallinn City Archives TLA.230.1-I.2
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A parchment, in Latin, issued by 
Wilhelm of Modena, a papal legate 
in Tallinn, prohibited anyone 
from preventing the making of 
donations of immovable and 
movable property to the Church in 
general and to the Tallinn house of 
leprous brothers in particular, and 
is the oldest written document 
that has survived to this day in 
Estonia.

The first statistical records of 
Estonian land tenure relations 
and North Estonian agricultural 
land use. Liber Census Daniæ, 
The Danish Census Book, in Latin, 
contains ca 500 Estonian place 
names and the names of local 
vassals (both Danes and Esto-
nians), incl. relations regarding 
land property. This manuscript can 
be considered the oldest known 
land cadastre in Estonia.

The city of Tallinn gained 
permission to function under 
the law of Lübeck, the leading 
Hanseatic city.

1237 Ca 1230–1240 1248

A fragment of the Danish Census Book. Rigsarkivet,  
C 8 Kong Valdemars Jordebog (1190–1300), 82
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The Hanseatic League was a 
confederation of merchants and 
market towns that operated in 
and around the Baltic and North 
Sea from the 12th to the 17th cen-
tury. The cities of Tallinn, Tartu, 
Pärnu, and Viljandi were mem-
bers of the league.

The first entry in the real 
property book, the oldest 
preserved administrative 
document of the Tallinn City 
Council, was made.

The oldest preserved land 
revision (ploughland revision) 
books of Estonian manors, 
wacka-books. These are the 
lists of farms and of the duties 
that were put upon these farms. 
The list of each manor records 
the sizes of all its farms. 

13th–16th  
centuries

1312 16th century

The 1312–1360 real property book. A fragment. The Tallinn City Archives TLA.230.1.Aa1
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The roots of Estonian land 
surveying and cadastral 
mapping date back to Swedish 
reign (1561–1710). Systematic 
land surveying and cadastral 
mapping in Estonia started 
with detailed mapping of farms, 
villages and cities.

17th century

The 1597–1598 wacka-book (land book) of the county of Haapsalu. A fragment. 
The National Archives of Estonia EAA.1.2.937

The lands of Loona manor and Koimla village In the year 1698. 
The National Archives of Estonia EAA.308.2.36 
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The Swedish State Survey Department 
(Lantmäterikontor) was established, with 
the task of systematically surveying the 
whole country, incl. the Baltic provinces, 
and compiling a general map.

The University of Tartu (then Academia 
Gustaviana) was founded. Geodesy and 
land surveyors were also taught there 
very soon after the opening.  

The plan of the border line between 
two manors is one of the oldest car-
tographic cadastral documents related 
to Estonia in the National Archives of 
Estonia. The item is unique because of 
the oval-shaped magnification of the 
disputable border section.

1628

1632

1644

The border plan of Rõuge and Kasaritsa manors (1644). The National Archives of  
Estonia EAA.567.3.195
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Joachim Schelenius, professor 
at University of Tartu, compiled 
the first textbook (in German) in 
Estonia on land surveying and 
geodesy.

1655

The title page of the 1655 textbook. DSpace at University of Tartu
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The Swedish Riksdag (the 
parliament) declared the great 
reduction (great cadastre) 
of manors. According to the 
wishes of the state, all manor 
lands that had been privatised 
since the beginning of Swedish 
rule had to be nationalised.

1680
The Land Survey of Livonia 
(Lantmäteriverket Livonia) 
was established in Riga. 
The beginning of large-
scale surveying and land 
valuation in Estonian 
territory. 

1681
The great reduction was carried 
out all over the Swedish Empire. 
Unlike former reductions of 
manors, this one spread to the 
territory of Estonia also. In the 
course of this land revision, 
manors were surveyed and a 
revision of ploughing land was 
carried out to determine the 
income of the manors and the 
amount of state taxes. 

1681–1710

A self-portrait of a Swedish land surveyor in a 1690 geometric land book. A fragment. 
Lantmäteriverketsarkiv



Timeline
13

A fragment of a wacka-book, compiled during the 1688 land revision.  
SRA Östersjöprovinsernas jordrevisionshandlingar, 55410/37

Cadastral maps made in the Swedish 
era are highly detailed and beautiful. 
The names of the peasants and the 
size of their plots of land were often 
marked directly on the plan. The 
plan scale and the name of the land 
surveyor were also shown on the plan.

By 1710

The map scale, names of the land surveyor and peasants on the 1689 cadastral map. A fragment.
The National Archives of Estonia EAA.1.2.C-II-1
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In Estonian oral tradition, the period of Swedish reign (in northern Estonia 1561–1710, 
southern Estonia 1625–1710 and in Saaremaa 1564–1710) is called ‘the good old 
Swedish time’. This idealised tradition was established by a contrast between the 
peasant-friendly reforms of the 17th century and Estonia’s later experiences. The 
hard times began with the outbreak of the Great Northern War (1700–1721).

1561–1710

The so-called Baltic Landesstaat, autonomous provincial noble corporation, 
reached its full development. Following the Great Northern War, the whole of Estonia 
was conquered by the Russian Empire.The relations between Estonia, Livonia and 
the Russian Empire were specified. Estonia and Livonia remained a separate entity 
in the empire and were self-governed by the Baltic Germans. The tsar’s local con-
tractual partners comprised only the nobility and the townspeople, but according to 
the class-oriented system of the time, they represented the whole population.  
German was restored as the official language and Lutheranism remained as the 
predominant religion in Estonia. Manor houses, which the state had expropriated 
during the Swedish years, were returned to the Baltic German nobility. 

1710–1850

The impact of Swedish reign in Estonia continued. Peasants’ rates, among other 
things, were still based on the land valuations shown in the wacka-books from befo-
re the Northern War and remained largely valid in the first half of the 18th century. 

Ca 1710–1750
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Cadastral works (land surveying, 
compilation of maps, land revision 
etc.) continued the same way as 
in the Swedish era and often by 
Swedish surveyors.

1710–ca 1800

The plan of the Saastna manor lands, drawn in 1754 by Nils Adoplh Pontelius, a Swedish land surveyor. 
The National Archives of Estonia EAA.46.2.290
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The St. Petersburg Academy 
published a complete atlas 
of the Russian Empire. The 
atlas consisted of a general 
map and 29 regional maps, 
incl. territory of Estonia. 
In the same year, the first 
Russian atlas, published 
in 1734, containing many 
inaccuracies, was withdrawn 
from sale.

1745

Public Land Registries 
were introduced.

1747

The first large-scale land consolidation 
in the territory of Estonia in the Russian 
era is related to the regulation of relations 
regarding land in the island of Saaremaa 
(then Oesel). The land of crown (state-
owned) estates was extremely fragmented, 
farms of the same village often belonged 
to different estates and there were many 
border disputes.

The second half of 
the 18th century

A map sheet fragment from the atlas. This administrative division was in effect in 
the territory of Estonia between 1722 and 1773. DSpace at University of Tartu

G. Browne (1698–1792).  
The National Gallery of Ireland
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Governor of Livonia George Browne (an Irish), 
behind whom stood the Empress Catherine the 
Great, made the first attempt to reform Livonian 
agrarian conditions and regulate the relations 
between landlords and peasants. Unfortunately, 
the impact of agrarian laws remained modest, 
because the pressure on the landlords was not 
strong enough .

1765
The Commission of Land Registration and 
Revision of the island of Saaremaa was 
established. The main tasks of the established 
Commission were surveying, consolidation and 
valuation of the fragmented manor lands. 

1766

Prior to the land consolidation, the Pidula manor 
land consisted of 537 separate plots of land. 
The land consolidation was completed by 1809. 
A fragment of a map sheet. The National Archi-
ves of Estonia EAA.2072.3.43a
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The ploughland revisions were carried out in 
the territory of Estonia (both in Livonia and 
Estonia), permitting the study of the economic 
development of the farms. The wacka-books, 
among other things, were compiled in the 
course of the ploughland revisions.

The activity of the professional (crown) land 
surveyors in the territory of Estonia began. 
Salomon Severin Dobermann, who came to 
Estonia from Germany in 1766, was appointed 
as the land surveyor of the Governorate of 
Estonia by the Senate of the Russian Empire. 
Up-to-date land surveying institutions were 
established under his leadership.

Salomon S. Dobermann compiled a map of the 
Governorate of Estonia (northern Estonia) at 
scale of  1 : 630,000, based on extensive land 
survey. The map contained data on borders, 
towns, road network, water bodies, estate lands, 
churches, taverns, lighthouses, forests etc. 

18th century 1774

1788

A fragment of the Tiirimetsa manor wacka-book from the year 1767. 
The National Archives of Estonia EAA.311.1.112a
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The plan of the border section between Varangu and Kandle manors from 1776, 
drawn by S. S. Dobermann. The National Archives of Estonia EAA.46.2.143

The Livonian Public Welfare and Economic 
Society, which was an economic organisa-
tion in its broadest sense, was established. 
Following the example of the Society, 
agricultural and scientific societies were 
established in Estonia.

1792
The birth of Estonian national cartogra-
phy. Count Ludwig August Mellin, a Baltic 
German (born and lived in Estonia) intellec-
tual, compiled the first professional atlas 
of Livonia, which covered the entire area 
of modern Estonia. The atlas consisted of 
the general map of Livonia and 14 county 
(Kreis) maps, 10 of which depicted the ter-
ritory of Estonia. The scale of county maps 
was ca 1 : 200,000, but they lacked common 
mathematical basis. The atlas contained ca 
7100 Estonian place names.

1791–1810

L. A. Mellin (1754–1835).  The National 
Archives of Estonia EFA.774.0.411912
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The Expedition of Land Consoli-
dation of the island of Saaremaa 
was established. The Expedition 
was a successor of the Com-
mission of Land Registration of 
the island of Saaremaa, which 
was established in 1766. The 
Expedition operated until the 
end of 1836.  

The beginning of astro-geodetical works in the territory of Estonia. 
Officer of the Military Topographic Depot Carl Friedrich Tenner, Esto-
nian by birth, may be named the founder of geodesy in the Russian 
Empire. Under his supervision, the first accurate topographic and 
geodetic works were done, a whole generation of young military geo-
desists was educated, triangulation was divided into classes according 
to their accuracy, and the principle of general-to-specific method was 
introduced.

1798 The beginning of the 19th century

The land management of Laiaselja farm owned by Kudjape manor. The farm’s 19 separate 
plots of land were consolidated into one. The National Archives of Estonia EAA.2072.3.201
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The University of Tartu (then Dorpat) was re-
opened. It was entitled Kaiserliche Universität 
zu Dorpat. Until 1893, the language used at the 
university was German.

The beginning of the 19th century

1802

New peasant laws for Estonia (1802) and Livonia (1804) fixed the 
peasants’ taxes, permitted them to possess movable property, 
prohibited unjustified eviction and established parish courts to 
settle matters of dispute between the peasants. The laws pro-
vided cadastral and regulating work in private and crown (state) 
manors to establish a land cadastre for land relations. At the 
same time, these laws replaced serfdom with villeinage. 

1802 and 1804

C. F. Tenner (1783–1859)

A married Estonian woman in J. C. Petri’s book „Ehstland 
und die Ehsten ...“ (1802), describing the situation of 
Estonian peasants. DSpace at University of Tartu
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The surveying and mapping of the riverbed of the river Emajõgi 
by Magnus Georg Paucker, a Baltic German mathematician and 
astronomer, was the first geodetic triangulation in the territory of 
Estonia. Triangulation is a surveying method that measures the 
angles in a triangle formed by three survey control points.

The Commission of Land Surveying and Revision of Livonia was 
established in southern Estonia (then part of Livonia), in the city of  
Valga. The Commission was guided by the peasant law of Livonia 
(1804) and the amendments to the law from the year 1809. 
The tasks of the Commission included compiling and revising the 
wacka-books of private manors; surveying and mapping of all private 
and crown manors whose peasants had been given temporary wac-
ka-books, after which permanent wacka-books had to be given to all 
peasants; setting up peasant courts where they did not exist yet. The 
Commission’s work in creating a land cadastre was not easy due to 
the resistance of the landlords. The Commission was active until 1823.

C. F. Tenner together with two other officers started the first large-
scale triangulation work in the Russian Empire – the establishment 
of triangulation chains covering regions close to the southern coast 
of the Gulf of Finland from St. Petersburg up to Tallinn.

1808–1809

1809

1809

F. G. W. Struve (1793–1864)
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The triangulation of Livonia was ordered by the Livoni-
an Public Welfare and Economic Society for preparing a 
new, more exact map of Livonia. The map was necessary 
for the development of economic life,  incl. the imple-
mentation of the peasant law for Livonia (1804), which 
demanded that the taxation of the farmholds should be in 
conformity with the size and the quality of their land. The 
astronomical and trigonometric measurements were 
carried out by and under the guidance of Friedrich Georg 
Wilhelm Struve, an astronomer and geodesist of German 
origin. The map was prepared in collaboration with car-
tographer Carl Gottlieb Rücker. Due to some resistance of 
the local landlords who were afraid of the new taxes, the 
map was not published until 1839.

1816–1819

The results of the survey of the 
river Emajõgi were published in 
1855 in the book “Vermessung 
des Embachs, Laufes und 
Seiner Profile, im Sommer 
des Jahres 1808“. DSpace at 
University of Tartu 

The next stage of the agrarian reform, the 
liberation of peasants from serfdom into 
free persons (1816 in Estonia and in 1819 in 
Livonia),  meant essentially compensating 
the manor owners with land in return for 
abandoning their right to own the peas-
ants. Among other things, land surveying 
picked up speed.

1816 and 1819
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The Struve Geodetic Arc was the first accurate measu-
rement of a long segment of a meridian, which helped to 
establish the size and shape of the planet precisely and 
was done at the initiative and under the leadership of  
F. G. W. Struve and C. F. Tenner. The Arc (with the length of 
ca 2800 km) is a triangulation chain stretching down from 
Hammerfest (Norway) to Ismail (Ukraine). Today, the points 
of the Arc are situated on the territories of 10 countries. The 
Arc was included in UNESCO’s World Heritage List in 2005 
as an outstanding example of a scientific and technical 
achievement. The Arc should bear the names of both men, 
since the major part of this measurement was done under 
Tenner’s supervision and by his proposal.

The map of Livonia, the first map in 
Estonian language, was published. The 
map was annexed to “The Calendar 
Book for the Country People in Southern 
Estonia“. 

The Learned Estonian Society, the oldest 
active scientific society in Estonia, was 
established in Tartu. From the start, its 
aim has been to further knowledge of the 
past and present of the Estonian nation, 
its language and literature, as well as the 
country settled by the Estonians. In the 
second half of the 19th century, increasing 
number of Estonians joined the society. 
The society was closed in 1950, under So-
viet occupation. The rebirth of the society 
took place in 1988.

1816–1855 1838

1838

The Struve Geodetic Arc.  
Estonian Land Board
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A map in Estonian from 1838. The Estonian Literary Museum

C. G. Rücker, the cartographer of the Livonian 
Public Welfare and Economic Society, 
completed the map based on F. G. W. Struve’s 
triangulation of Livonia in 1816–1819. This map 
was very important in land readjustment, the 
aim of which was to form new or reorganise 
existing farmholds.

1839

A fragment of the map edition, published in 1839. The National Library of Estonia

The Draft Chamber of the 
Governorate of Estonia 
was established. All land 
surveying issues fell 
from now on within the 
competence of the Chamber. 

1844
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The first map of Estonia based on triangulation 
was published. The landlords from the Gover-
norate of Estonia also wanted to have a pre-
cise map like the Livonian landlords already 
had. Johann Heinrich Schmidt, the land sur-
veyor of the Governorate of Estonia, compiled 
the map.  

The ratio between the arable land of the manors 
and the farmholds was 1:2,1 in southern Estonia 
and approximately 1:1 in northern Estonia.

Mass conversion of Estonian peasants from 
Lutheranism to Orthodoxy. Estonian peasants 
had accepted the Lutheran faith, so it was rather a 
social protest movement. In the 1850s and 1860s, 
more than half of converted peasants wanted 
to return to the Lutheran church, but it was 
prohibited by law. The conversion movement was 
a tremendous shock to the Baltic German society 
and gave a boost to the final agrarian reforms, 
incl. land reform, in the territory of Estonia in this 
century. 

1844 1840s

The mid-1840s

A fragment of the map edition, published in 1844. 
The National Archives of Estonia EAA.46.2.2 
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The publication of “The Teaching of the Countries of the 
World”, the first geography textbook in Estonian. The author, 
Berend Gildenmann, was an Estonian schoolmaster, a 
qualified printer and writer. The textbook contributed to the 
development of a scientific worldview of the peasantry.

1849

An Estonian peasant. Photo by C. Borchardt from the 
1860s. The Estonian History Museum

A new peasant law was passed in Livonia. In Estonia the 
law was passed in 1856 and in Saaremaa in 1865. The law 
secured the peasant with land by legally separating the 
landlord’s privately owned land into farmland and manor 
land. This law laid the foundations for the purchase of 
farms in perpetuity, and the emergence of peasant land-
owners. The law provided, among other things, various 
land surveying and readjustment activities, incl. land 
consolidation (reallocation of parcels) of farms in order to 
remove effects of fragmentation.

1849

Karl Rathlef, a Baltic German geographer and historian, 
published his most important work, „The Orographic and 
Hydrographic Scheme of Livonia, Estonia and Courland with 
the Map and Nine Elevation Profiles“, which was the first 
geomorphologic description of Estonia. 

1852
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The topographers of the Military 
Topographic Depot within the 
General Staff of the Russian 
Empire carried out an accurate  
topographic survey of Livo-
nia (1855–1857) and Estonia 
(1858–1859), on the basis of 
which they compiled and pub-
lished the so-called three verst 
(1 : 126,000) map. This was the 
first accurate topographic map 
of the Estonian territory. 

1855–1859

The three-verst map. A map sheet. The National Archives of Estonia 
EAA.298.2.71

The first world atlas in 
Estonian was published. 
This marks the beginning of 
science-based cartography 
in Estonian. 

Land reform in the territory of 
Estonia continued. Estonian pea-
sants began buying farmsteads 
from the manors at free market 
prices. By the end of the 19th 
century, the peasants in South 
Estonia (Livonian province) 
possessed over 80% and in North 
Estonia (Estonian province) 50% 
of the available farmland.

1859 1860s

The title page of an atlas from 1859. DSpace at University of Tartu
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The Baltic Private Law Act (BES) 
entered into force. For the first 
time, the private law regulations 
of all the Baltic provinces had 
been assembled in one code. 
Among other issues, the own-
ership and general principles 
of registration of real property 
were specified by BES - owner of 
real property can only be the one 
entered in the land register.

1865

The plan of the farmstead purchased from the landlord in perpetuity in 1878. 
The National Archives of Estonia EAA.2486.3.69

The Draft Chamber of the 
Governorate of Livonia was 
established. All land surveying 
issues fell from now on within 
the competence of the Chamber.

1865
Geometric levelling was intro-
duced in the territory of Esto-
nia. From 1868 to 1869, the first 
geometric levellings were 
made in northern Estonia at the 
request of the Estonian Agricul-
tural Society, and between 1874 
to 1881, in southern Estonia and 
on the islands at the request of 
the Livonian Public Welfare and 
Economic Society. 

1870s
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The first song celebration. Estonian peasants realised that 
their traditions can be part of high culture. The tradition, 
still maintained today, occupied the central part in shaping 
Estonian national consciousness.

1869

The Departments of Cadastre of the Estonian and the Livoni-
an Knighthoods were established. The beginning of drawing 
up the land registers or land books (Grundbuch). These land 
books were compiled by manors, one of the aims of which 
was to monitor the purchase of farmholds by the peasants.

1870

The land register of Piirsalu manor from 1873. 
The National Archives of Estonia EAA.3724.1.63

Future writer Artur Adson was one of many Estoni-
ans who graduated from the Pskov Land Surveying 
School. A photo from around 1906. The Estonian 
Literary Museum
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The judicial reform in the Baltic provinces was carried out and a 
new land registry system came into force. The existing estates-
of-the-realm judiciary system was abolished. The territory 
of Estonia was divided into 34 districts of courts of the first 
instance and into five peace council districts. A land registry 
division, which was responsible for keeping land registers, was 
affiliated to each district court. For the first time in the Baltic 
provinces, uniform rules for land registry procedures were 
introduced. The land registry system and the land registry rules 
introduced at that time were mostly valid until 1944.

1889

The topographers of the Military Topographic Depot carried out 
a new topographic survey, on the basis of which they compiled 
and published the so-called one verst (1 : 42,000) topographic 
map of the Estonian territory. This map was used during the 
Estonia’s War of Independence (1918–1920), it was also used by 
the Estonian Defence Forces and in the first years of indepen-
dence in land surveying. 

1890–1913

The oldest geodetic point still in use was placed in this year and 
is situated at the Kuremäe Convent in eastern Estonia.

1891

The benchmark from 1871 at a train station’s water tower in 
the city of Rakvere. Estonian Land Board
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Two separate land accounting systems were created, which laid 
the foundation for detailed land accounting in Estonia. These 
systems are the cadastral system (gives an overview of the 
landholding’s size, land use type categories, any changes made 
to them, and the land quality) and the land register system (gives 
an overview of the legal status of the possession of land and 
of any change in this). Both systems co-exist in essentially the 
same form today.

Most of the land in Estonia was divided between large 
households (estates) and small households (farms). The 
manors possessed over one half of the entire land, incl. almost 
all of the forestland and 20% of the agricultural land. 80% of 
the latter were mostly small farms of about 20–30 ha, of which 
about a quarter were leased. 

The last quarter of the 
19th century

The early 20th century

Kurgja farm house in the late 19th century. The Farm 
Museum of C. R. Jakobson CRJM F TR II 626 F 276



Timeline
33

The linguistic area of Estonians 
was already divided into the 
northern and southern Esto-
nian dialects in ancient times. A 
clearer boundary was drawn in 
the 16th century, when the current 
territory of Estonia as well as 
the Estonian nation were divided 
between two provinces, Livo-
nia and Estonia, after Sweden 
conquered northern Estonia and 
Poland southern Estonia.

Until 1917
The northern counties of the Livo-
nian Governorate, inhabited by the 
Estonians, and the Governorate 
of Estonia were tied to form the 
Autonomous Governorate of Esto-
nia. The Provincial Assembly (Diet) 
of the Estonian Province was estab-
lished as the local governmental 
body of the Estonian province. Diet 
was democratically elected; Esto-
nians were given leading positions 
in the counties and towns. 

1917

A map of Estonia, published in 1919. The National 
Archives of Estonia EAA.2072.10.181 

One of the first legal bases for 
carrying out land reform in Esto-
nia was the regulation issued by 
the Russian Provisional Govern-
ment, under which all further 
transactions involving land were 
suspended. At first, this regula-
tion applied to Estonia as a part 
of the Russian Empire. In 1918, 
the Estonian Provisional Govern-
ment declared it to be valid also 
in independent Estonia.

1917
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Estonian politicians did not rec-
ognise the Bolshevist coup in 
Russia in October 1917. A month 
later, the Provincial Assembly 
of Estonian Province declared 
itself the sole highest power in 
Estonia.

On 24 February, the Estonian 
Salvation Committee declared the 
independent Republic of Estonia 
with the Estonian Declaration of 
Independence, the „Manifesto to 
the Peoples of Estonia”.

The “Manifesto to the Peoples 
of Estonia” can be considered 
as the first land readjustment 
document of the Republic of 
Estonia. In this Manifesto, 
the Estonian Provisional 
Government was tasked with 
immediately drafting a bill to 
resolve the land issue.

1917 1918 1918

The Manifesto to the Peoples of Estonia, the text 
of which was approved on 21 February 1918
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The regulations of 27 November of the 
Provincial Assembly on bringing the 
manors under the state’s control were one 
of the first legal acts governing the land 
issue in the Republic of Estonia. According 
to these regulations, all the lands of 
the manors and forests went under the 
control of the municipal councils. Other 
important documents from this period 
were regulations of the Provisional 
Government on disorderly manors and 
pillaging, and regulation on the free land, 
given as a reward to soldiers who showed 
special bravery in the Estonian War of 
Independence, and the law, enacted by 
the Provisional Government for purposes 
of admitting the knights’ manors to state 
property. These pieces of legislation were 
the preparatory acts of the Land Act and 
land reform.

1918

The regulation of 20 December of the Provisional Government. Riigi Teataja 
(State Gazette), no. 9, 24 December 1918. The National Library of Estonia

Substantive land readjustment 
started in Estonia with the splitting 
of manor lands, so that first 
plots of small holdings could be 
transferred to the new owners 
without waiting for the Land Act.

1918–1919
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The War of Independence was 
a defence war against Soviet 
Russia  and against the Landes- 
wehr, to defend and maintain 
the Estonian independence. 
By concluding the Tartu Peace 
Treaty on 2 February 1920, Rus-
sia recognised the independ-
ence of the Republic of Estonia 
and the treaty ended the War of 
Independence.

1918–1920

A fragment of materials related to the law approving the 
peace treaty between Estonia and Russia. The National 
Archives of Estonia ERA.15.2.411

The starting point of geodesy 
and cartography in Estonia as an 
independent state can be found in 
the time of the War of Independence, 
when a Topography Department of 
the Headquarters of the Estonian 
Defence Forces was established. 
Its task during peacetime was, 
among other things, topographic 
and hydrographic surveying, 
compiling and publishing land and 
nautical maps, and measuring 
geomagnetism.

1918

A map of Estonia. Our front on March 19, 
1919. The National Archives of Estonia 
EAA.2072.10.340
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The number of original 
map editions compiled 
and published in the pre-
war Republic of Estonia is 
estimated to be at least 600. 

1918–1940
The Ministry of Agriculture (currently the Ministry of Rural 
Affairs) was established prior to the War of Independence, 
in November (its predecessor was the Agricultural and 
Food Supply Ministry). The national land policy, incl. land 
reform, was implemented by the Ministry.

1918

The corner stamp appeared printed on the Ministry’s letterhead on 
December 20, 1918. The National Archives of Estonia ERA.31.3.1578
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The Estonian Engineering Society began to provide special engineering courses. 
The courses were held in Estonian and also included land surveying. This school 
is considered to be the foundation of Tallinn University of Technology (now TalTec). 
Later, TalTec began teaching university-level geodesy.

1918

The predecessor of the current Land Board comes from the subdivisions of the 
Ministry of Agriculture. Initially, these units were the Department of Engineering, the 
Department of Land Readjustment, and the Department of Crown Land Administra-
tion, all of which dealt with land management and land surveying, among other tasks. 
The subdivisions of the Ministry were reorganised many times over the following 
decades.

1918

The Land Act, the legal framework for land reform, was adopted by the Constituent 
Assembly. Land reform was radical. During a brief period of time, almost all of the 
landed property, which had mostly belonged to the Baltic German nobility, was 
expropriated, leaving them up to 50 ha arable land. The expropriated land formed the 
state reserve, which was divided up to form new farms. Land was primarily given 
to those who had participated in the War of Independence, to set up viable small-
holdings. Expropriated forests were generally transferred to the State Forest Fund. 

1919
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On 1 December, during the War of Inde-
pendence, the University of Tartu was 
reopened as the national university. In 
addition to geodesy, geography, carto- 
graphy, geology and land improvement 
were taught at the university.

The first Constitution of Estonia entered 
into force. The constitution stipulated 
that Estonia was a democratic parlia-
mentary republic.

1919

1920

Photo: Heinrich Riedel. Photo collection of the University of Tartu Library

The establishment of the basic geodetic 
network in Estonia started with the 
construction of a lower order network 
in eastem Estonia.

1920 August Tammekann (1894–1959), a geographer and 
geomorphologist, Professor of Geography at the 
University of Tartu. He significantly promoted geomor-
phological, paleogeographical and landscape research 
of the Estonian territory, developed geographic termi-
nology and cartography. His 1 : 200,000 Estonian wall 
map, published in 1934, is one of the most valued maps 
in the history of Estonian cartography. 
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The Estonian Academic Agricul-
tural Society was founded. The 
society was banned by the Soviet 
authorities in 1940. Was re-estab-
lished in 1989.

The land valuation was transferred 
to the Ministry of Finance. The 
State Property Valuation Board 
was established in the Ministry of 
Finance. 

1920 1924

The Baltic Geodetic Commission (BGC) was established. BGC 
was the first supranational community for establishment of 
the common, regional coordinate system. For this challenge, 
the triangulation net around the Baltic Sea was established, 
number of astronomical and gravimetrical measurements 
were made in cooperation, and the Baltic geoid was modelled 
for the first time. The common height system was under 
discussion as well. The member countries were Finland, 
Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Germany, Denmark, Sweden 
and the USSR (member from 1929 to 1939). BGC was the 
forerunner to the later cooperation in the establishment of the 
common coordinate and height system in Europe.

1924

Ilmari Bonsdorff (1879–1950), a Finnish astrono-
mer and geodesist, Secretary-General of the BGC 
from 1924 to 1948
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The laws amending and 
complementing the Land Act were 
passed. These laws determined 
the land and assets which were 
expropriated from the parties 
by the Land Act and were to be 
returned to the parties concerned.

1925–1929

The last edition of BGC was published in 
Finland in 1949

The Association of Estonian Surveyors 
(AES) was founded. The AES brought 
together geodesists, astronomers, 
geographers, topographers, cartogra-
phers, surveyors, hydrographers, pub-
lished the Surveyor magazine, drafted 
the Surveying Act etc. The society was 
banned by the Soviet authorities in 1940. 
Was re-established in 1989. 

1926

Map of Estonia with municipal borders (1939). A fragment. The National Archives of 
Estonia ERA.T-6.3.1112a
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The Land Consolidation Act, the 
legal basis for organising private 
lands, entered into force. The law 
brought significant clarity to land 
reform. The Act formed the basis 
for the organisation of private 
land and regulated the exchange 
of state and private land. In 
particular, the Act covered areas 
governed by the older land man-
agement system. 

1926
The Separation of Communal, 
Institutional and Private Land 
Act, popularly known as the 
Crofter Law, entered into force. 
The purpose of the Act was, in 
particular, to secure the socio-
economic status of tenant 
farmers and crofters.

The Estonian national 
triangulation network 
was established.

1926 1926–1940

A crofter in front of his dwelling. Year 1921. Foundation of Haapsalu and Läänemaa 
Museums HM F 68:28 Ff
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Guidelines for land surveying and compiling 
cadastral plans were adopted. It was the first 
regulatory document of the Republic of Estonia 
to harmonise the field of cadastral survey and 
was related to land surveying and cadastral 
planning.

The Act on Supplying Cities and Towns 
with Land was adopted. According to this 
Act, state land resources in the admin-
istrative areas of cities and towns were 
transferred to the possession of the city 
or town. In cases where the land was 
leased to third parties, the rights and 
obligations of the Ministry of Agriculture 
were also taken over by the respective 
municipality.

1927 1928

The guidelines for land surveying and compiling 
cadastral plans (1927). A fragment. The National 
Library of Estonia

After several restructurings over the 
years, from now on among the subdi-
visions of the Ministry of Agriculture 
were the Department of Cadastre and 
Land Readjustment, which included the 
Cadastral Board, the Land Consolida-
tion Board and the Land Improvement 
Board (in 1935, the Settlement Board was 
established), and the Administration of 
State Lands and Forests. 

1929
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The cadastre in the Republic of Estonia 
consisted, as in most countries, of two parts 
– the fiscal and the legal cadastre. The fiscal 
cadastre (land cadastre) contained factual 
information about real property that may 
change over time. The task of the legal cadastre 
was to provide an accurate picture of the legal 
status of the real property and make it public. 
The Cadastral Board of the Ministry of Agri-
culture’s Department of Cadastre and Land 
Readjustment dealt directly with the land 
cadastre and led the cadastral surveying. The 
land registry divisions within the district courts 
dealt with the legal cadastre. In 1938, the land 
registry divisions were changed into the land 
registry offices.

1929
The first sheets of a new cadastral 
map, called the schematic map in 
scale 1 : 10,000, based on the data 
of cadastral surveying, were pub-
lished. The Cadastral Board planned 
to compile and publish ca 1650 map 
sheets. Before losing independence, 
1362 map sheets were produced. 
Some sheets were published in 1944, 
during the German occupation.

1931

From a land registry division into the land registry 
office. The corner stamp on the letterhead. The 
National Archives of Estonia ERA.31.3.1578
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The Rural Real Property Tax Act 
was adopted. According to this Act, 
the valuation and taxation of real 
property was carried out outside of 
cities and towns.

1933

The high-precision levelling net-
work covering the whole of Estonia 
was established.

The first Forest Act of the Republic 
of Estonia entered into force. The 
Act allowed, among other things, 
to change the intended purpose of 
forest land through planning and to 
exchange forest parcels. 

1933–1943

1934

A cadastral map, called a schematic map. Map sheet VII-30. The National 
Archives of Estonia EAA.5238.1.717
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The Land Surveying Act came into effect. The Act was a step towards the harmonisation of land surveying, 
including cadastral surveying. According to this Act, the Ministry of Agriculture was from now on the only 
national governing body involved in land surveying. Until this year, there had been other government bodies 
besides the Ministry of Agriculture that dealt with land surveying to some extent. Since 1923, the Ministry of 
Finance had carried out land evaluation in the eastern borderlands of Estonia and also in the so-called old 
Estonia to harmonise taxation. The Ministry of Finance carried out surveys in private lands (especially in 
Trans-Narva and Petseri District), for which there were no (cadastral) plans. In the concession areas, the 
Ministry of Economic Affairs carried out surveys. All the authorities acted independently and in accordance 
with the tasks assigned to them.

1934

The Land Surveying Act established the 
statute of a sworn land surveyor. From 
now on, only sworn land surveyors 
registered in the Ministry of Agriculture 
and their assistants could carry out 
cadastral surveys. A sworn surveyor 
was a person who had the rights of a 
public official and worked under his 
own responsibility.

1935

A newspaper article about the first sworn surveyors in Estonia. Järva 
Teataja. 22.05.1935, no 59, p 3
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The farm map from 1939. 
The National Archives of Estonia ERA.T-3.8.457

Henceforth, the land boards of the Ministry of Agriculture’s Cadastral and Readjustment Department were 
the local authorities for cadastre and land readjustment in the counties. Each agency (there were a total 
of seven of them) had a land readjustment commission, which handled issues related to the consolidation 
of private lands, resolved complaints related to the decisions made by the municipal land readjustment 
commissions regarding community land, private rental land and institutional property etc.

1936

Johann-Eduard Ploomipuu (1891–1973), a 
sworn surveyor. The Land Board Museum

The plans of the land units registered in the cadastre 
(cadastral plans) were legal documents that were used, 
among other things, to prove the boundaries. 
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The Settlement Act entered 
into force. More than 100 new 
settlements were created during 
the period of 1929–1941, mainly 
with public money and cheap 
long-term loans.

1937

The percentage of settlement farms of the total number of farms in 1929. 
The National Archives of Estonia ERA.4420.1.139

New Land Consolidation Act came into effect. 
According to the new Act, land consolidation 
was defined as “activities aimed at creating 
better opportunities for the management 
of real property, whether by reallocation, 
division of lands in common ownership, 
land exchange, solving border disputes or 
determination of easements”. Via the legal 
basis contained in these two (1926 and 1937) 
consolidation acts, nearly 24,000 farms were 
consolidated between 1926 and 1940.

1937

According to the agricultural census, 
there were ca 140,000 farms in Estonia 
with an average size of 22,7 hectares.

1939
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The beginning of terrestrial gravimetric 
measurements to map the gravity field 
over the Estonian territory. The gathered 
data are used in geosciences (e.g. geod-
esy, geology and geodynamics).

1939

A view of a farmhouse.  
The Estonian National Museum ERM Fk 2901:404

Robert Livländer (1903–1944), an 
astronomer and geodesist, the 
rector of the Tallinn University 
of Technology from 1941 to 1944. 
Developer of the gravimetric 
grid of the Baltic countries. 
TalTech museum TTÜM F 7554
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The Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact, Molotov-Ribbentrop 
Pact (MRP), was signed. According to the secret protocol, the 
Soviet Union forced the Baltic countries to accept the agree-
ments of mutual assistance, and established the Soviet military 
bases there. The Soviet Union denied the existence of the secret 
protocol until 1989.

1939

National geodesy, cartography and cadastre had developed to 
the point where these areas were more or less equal with that of 
other European countries.

The Soviet Union occupied the Baltic 
countries. 

1940

1940

The Soviet Red Army took over the topo- 
graphic map collection of the Topohydro-
graphic Department of the Headquarters 
of the Estonian Defence Forces and the 
triangulation network data.

1940

Tartu–Pechory railway line. The Estonian History Museum AM N 5648:137
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The puppet parliament, formed by the Soviet occupation powers, declared 
that all land now belonged to the people, followed by the nationalisation 
of all privately owned land. Land ownership relations were abolished 
and land use relations were introduced. Farmers were allowed to keep a 
maximum of 30 hectares (later up to 20 ha) of land. The rest was expro-
priated without compensation and turned to the state land fund (reserve), 
offering land for rent to the landless peasants. This kind of re-organisa-
tion was essential to demolish current landownership. From now on, land 
belonged to the state and the concept of real properties did not exist. 

1940

There was no need for land registry offices during the Soviet occupation, 
as all land was state-owned and therefore could not be the subject of 
purchase, sale or other transactions. The beginning of Soviet land reform.

1940–1941 and since 1944

Imprisonments and the first mass deportation from Estonia to Russia 
took place. By the summer of 1941, the majority of the Estonian elite, over 
9,000 people, had been arrested and deported to Russian prison camps 
and/or killed. In June 1941, another 10,000 people were deported (the exact 
number is not known). 

1940–1941
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The Soviet occupation was replaced 
with the German occupation. Germany 
had no intention of restoring the inde-
pendence of the countries occupied by 
the Soviet Union. All Soviet legal acts 
were repealed and promptly replaced 
with those of the Germans. 

1941–1944
The German occupation authorities did not restore the 
topographic service of the Estonian Defense Forces. The 
geodetic surveying continued with some restrictions. 
Among other things, densifying the national geodetic 
network continued. The readjustment of strip holdings 
was carried out. Several maps for civilian use were 
printed. 65 map sheets of a cadastral map series, called 
the ‘schematic map’, were compiled. The Soviet land 
reform was cancelled, but at the end of the occupation, 
only 12 % of the land confiscated by the Soviet authorities 
was returned to the previous owners. During the German 
occupation, the right of ownership concerning the lands 
expropriated by the Soviet authorities was not officially 
restored, although the former owners were allowed to 
use their land again and evict the new settlers. The land 
registry offices were restored.

1941–1944

Narva, a city in Estonia at the Russian border. Year 1939.  
The National Library of Estonia

Triangulation work in Türi, Estonia. Estonian geodesists taking a break. 
Year 1942. The National Archives of Estonia EAA.5382.1.9.23
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In the autumn, when the German occupa-
tion was coming to an end and before the 
restoration of the Soviet occupation, the 
constitutional Republic of Estonia was 
restored. The constitutional government 
of the Republic of Estonia, led by Otto Tief, 
was formed. This government was part of 
the continuity of the Republic of Estonia.

1944

The decision to return the farmlands that were expropriated during the Soviet land 
reform. Year 1942. The National Archives of Estonia ERA.1647.4.7401

Otto Tief (1889–1976), an Estonian politician and a lawyer. 
Before entering university, graduated from the Pskov 
Land Surveying School. The National Archives of Estonia 
EAA.2111.1.12162.1
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Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania were 
re-occupied by the Soviet Union. Leg-
islations passed in 1940–1941 were 
reinstated. New leaders annulled all 
German occupation era laws on Esto-
nian territory, incl. those dating back 
to the independence era. The wide-
range sovietisation (the restructuring 
of the state, society, economy, culture 
and patterns of everyday life ac-
cording to the Soviet model) of social 
life, the suppression of resistance, 
the levelling of spiritual life and the 
application of the command economy 
were all started.

1944
Land registry 
offices were 
abolished 
completely. 

From now, central Soviet institutions 
had the monopoly on topographic, 
geodetic and cartographic works in 
Estonia. The republics, incl. Estonia, did 
not even have the right to regulate the 
order and extent of topographic and 
geodetic works. Only central Soviet 
institutions like the Chief Administra-
tion for Geodesy and Cartography of 
the USSR (GUGK), Military Topographic 
Service and the Chief Administration 
of Hydrography and Oceanography had 
the right to carry out the above-men-
tioned works. 

1944 Since 1944

The badge of a village commissioner of the 
Estonian SSR. Museums of Virumaa  
RM _ 6894 Aj 1347:2
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Republics, incl. Estonia, could order mapping 
from Soviet central companies. The enter-
prises of the State Institute of Agricultural 
Aerophotogeodesy Research (VISHAGI) 
could, exceptionally and with the consent of 
GUGK, carry out mapping for the purpose of 
land accounting and land use planning.

Since 1944

A photoplan of the Rapla district compiled in VISHAGI in 1952. 
The Land Board Cartographic Archive 

Enterprises in the republics, incl. in Estonia, 
were licensed to do a limited amount of 
topographic and geodetic work in agreement 
with and under the strict supervision of the 
geodetic monitoring inspection of the GUGK. 
To access the data and materials with limited 
use, an employee had to apply for a personal 
permit (dopusk in Russian). Whether or not 
to grant permission was decided by the local 
unit of the Committee for State Security of 
the Soviet Union. 

Since 1944

In accordance with the confidentiality 
requirements set forth by the Committee 
for State Security of the Soviet Union and 
GUGK, topographic, geodetic, cartographic 
and aerophoto surveying materials that had 
previously, in the pre-occupation Estonia, 
been in public use were from now on confi-
dential or for official use only.

Since 1944
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The Soviet land reform continued. The state land 
reserve was restored. Sovkhozes (state-owned 
agricultural farms) were formed on the basis of the 
former state estates. Land reform was declared 
complete by June 1, 1947.

1944–1947

The Land Management Administration of the Ministy 
of Agriculture of the Estonian SSR (had different 
names over the years) cannot be considered a direct 
successor of the Department of Cadastre of the 
Ministry of Agriculture of pre-war Estonia, but both 
dealt with land management issues. In 1990, Estonian 
Land Board was established on the basis of the Land 
Management Administration.

Cartographic and geodetic works as a strategically 
important field for the Soviet Union were controlled 
by the Soviet authorities, thus leaving the local insti-
tutions without any access to the geodetic informa-
tion. Estonian geodesists were generally allowed to 
measure territories not exceeding 10 km². 

1944–1990

1944–ca 1990

The land management plan of a state farm from 1954.  
The National Archives of Estonia ERA.T-34.4-1.375
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The Soviet occupation meant the 
abolishing of the existing cadastral 
system and the establishment of the 
USSR cadastral system in Estonia. 
The Land Cadastre belonged now to 
the governing area of the Ministry 
of Agriculture of the Estonian SSR. 
The Land Cadastre concentrated on 
the detailed documentation of land 
use types by different users of land, 
dealing mainly with agricultural land 
users.

Since 1945

A fragment of the external borders project of various land users 
from 1950. The National Archives of Estonia EAA.2072.9.861

The training of Estonian specialists. In 1945, the Saku 
Technical College of Land Management and Soil 
Improvement started training mid-level professionals 
in the field of land management. In 1951, the Estonian 
Agricultural University (now the Estonian University of 
Life Sciences) was established and land management 
and geodesy were taught there, too. Cartography and 
geodesy were taught to geography students at the 
University of Tartu. Geodetic engineers were trained 
at the Tallinn University of Technology. Mid-level 
geodetic engineers were trained at the Tallinn Industrial 
Technical School (now Tallinn College of Engineering). 

Since 1945

Richard Tiitso (left), a lecturer at the Estonian Academy of Agriculture, at the 
topography practice. R. Tiitso was a founding member and chairman of the 
board of the AES from 1926 to 1936 and in 1940. The National Archives of Estonia 
EFA.204.0.4106
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The establishment of collective farms (kolk-
hozy) on a voluntary basis was quite slow in 
Estonia. Massive establishment of collective 
farms began right after the second wave of 
mass deportations in 1949. The reason behind 
farmers joining the collective farms was fear of 
being marked as kulak and deported (the term 
“kulak” was brought to Estonia by the Soviet 
occupation power). Over 20,000 people were 
forcefully taken from Estonia to Siberia. Before 
the deportations, approximately 40 farmer 
households joined collective farms every day. 
After the deportations in March, thousands of 
households joined every day. The system of 
family farms was completely abolished.  

1947–1949
From now on, on the basis of classified 
photoplans, land use plans of state and 
collective farms for agricultural needs and 
forest district plans for forest management 
needs were compiled, and assessment 
of state lands, land use planning and land 
improvement were carried out in Estonia 
and by Estonian specialists. Plans had to 
be compiled without grid lines and other 
secret components. On the basis of these 
plans, regional maps on a smaller scale were 
compiled, also by Estonian specialists. While 
these plans and maps were not classified, 
they were allowed for official use only. 
When carrying out the works, confidentiality 
requirements had to be met due to control 
visits conducted by the geodetic monitoring 
inspection of the GUGK. These maps and plans 
are now available in the Land Board’s archives 
and are accessible without restrictions.

1947

A map of Estonian railways. Year 1930. 
The National Library of Estonia
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After the socialist land reform and the 
collectivisation of Estonian agricul-
ture, land management, work and 
assessment of state lands began in the 
socialist holdings. Work was directed 
and carried out by state land use insti-
tutions of Estonian SSR. 

1949A soil map fragment. 
Year 1970. The map was 
compiled by the land 
surveyors of the Estonian 
Agricultural Project, a 
research institute. The 
National Archives of 
Estonia EAA.M-824.1.203

A forest management plan (1962). The National Archives of 
Estonia EAA.T-1089.2.2

The soil map of a state farm (ca 1969). The National 
Archives of Estonia VAMA.R-695.1.228
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The documents and files of the 
former Estonian land registry 
offices were gathered at the 
Estonian Historical Archives.

1950s

The Estonian Geographical 
Society (EGS) was founded.

Cartographic information desig-
nated for public use had little 
accuracy and was extremely 
general and purposely distorted. 
All accurate cartographic mate-
rial was forbidden for public use. 
Over the years, the requirements 
became increasingly stricter. The 
restrictions started to become 
more lenient only after pere-
stroika (which in Russian means 
‘restructuring’), in 1989.

1955

1960s

An uninformative map of the Estonian SSR in scale 
1 : 600,000 from 1963. The National Library of Estonia
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The pressure of Russification 
increased and was interrupted only 
by the process of restoration of inde-
pendence of Estonia, which began in 
the second half of the 1980s.

1970s

A view of the Lasnamäe residential area in Tallinn (1986).  
The National Archives of Estonia EFA.204.0.145623

A rather accurate geological map of Estonia ‘hidden’ in a school map 
atlas. 1979. The National Library of Estonia

The environmental campaign 
known as the Phosphorite War was 
the first extensive national pro-
test movement in the Soviet-era 
Estonia. The Estonian leadership, 
under public pressure, managed to 
reach an agreement with the Soviet 
government to halt the planning of 
the mine. Estonian society became 
politically active.

1987
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The Supreme Soviet of the Estonian SSR (since May 
1990, the Supreme Council of the Republic of Estonia) 
passed the Declaration of Sovereignty, which con-
firmed the supremacy of laws passed by the Supreme 
Soviet in the Estonian SSR. 

1988

The Singing Revolution - the poetic common name for 
patriotic mass meetings in Estonia, where the common 
singing of patriotic songs was an important feature. 

1988–1991

The Supreme Soviet hall. The adoption of the Declaration of Sovereignty. 
November 16, 1988. The National Archives of Estonia EFA.250.0.137306

Gustav Ernesaks conducting a choir. The Song of Estonia 
festival at the Tallinn Song Festival Grounds on September 11, 
1988. The National Archives of Estonia ERA.5000.1.17.30p.1

The Song of Estonia festival at the Tallinn Song Festival 
Grounds on September 12, 1988. The National Archives of 
Estonia EFA.251.0.135454
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The Baltic Chain, also known as ‘the Baltic Way’, is 
considered one of the major political mass demon-
strations in world history. The human chain recalled 
the 50th anniversary of signing the Molotov-Ribben-
trop pact and its secret protocol, which enabled the 
occupation of the Baltic states by the Soviet Union. 
The Baltic Chain symbolised the solidarity of the 
Estonian, Latvian and Lithuanian people, while also 
reminding the world of the destruction of independ-
ence in the Baltic states by a secret pact concluded 
between Germany and the Soviet Union.

1989

The Baltic Way. The Estonian National Museum ERM Fk 3021:136

The Geological Society of Estonia (EGEOS) 
was founded. EGEOS is a non-profit 
organisation that unites geologists working 
in Estonian geological institutions and people 
actively involved in the development of 
geology.

1989
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Less than two years before the restoration of 
independence, the Supreme Soviet of the Esto-
nian SSR passed the Farm Act of the Estonian 
SSR. This Act provided the legal basis for the 
creation of family farms during land reform at 
the time of the restoration of Estonia’s inde-
pendence, defining, inter alia, the terms ‘family 
farm’, ‘farming family’ and ‘head of the farm 
household’. 

1989

One of the many opinions delivered during the public discussion on 
the Farm Act of the Estonian SSR. Year 1989. The National Archives of 
Estonia ERA.R-3.7.1692
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Estonian Land Board (Estonian National Land 
Board at the time of establishment) was formed on 
January 16 on the basis of the Land Management 
Administration of the Ministy of Agriculture of the 
Estonian SSR and under the jurisdiction of the 
Ministry of Agriculture, with the objective to ensure 
a more efficient management and use of land, orga-
nise geodetic and cartographic activities, establish 
the land cadastre, organise land assessment 
and supervise the enforcement of land tax, issue 
licences for land readjustment activities, solve land 
disputes, etc. After a while, the Land Board also 
became responsible for carrying out land reform, 
which became one of the most challenging jobs. 
Since July 16, 1993, the Land Board has been opera-
ting under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of the 
Environment.

1990

The regulation No. 10 of the Government of the Estonian SSR on the 
establishment of national agencies (incl. the Land Board). January 
16, 1990. Eesti NSV Ülemnõukogu ja Valitsuse Teataja (The Supreme 
Council and Government Gazette) No. 5 (925), 19 Feb. 1990
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A copy of the Land Board registration certificate Ago Soasepp, the first Director General of the Land Board.  
The National Archives of Estonia EFA.500.0.152063
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The directives from the year 1990, issued by the Director General of the Land Board

The Supreme Council of the Republic of Estonia 
passed a resolution on the Status of Estonia, declar-
ing Soviet rule in occupied Estonia unlawful since it 
was imposed, and proclaimed the start of the res-
toration of the Republic of Estonia. The Republic of 
Estonia became again the official name of the state. 
The Estonian flag and coat of arms were declared as 
national symbols.

1990
The Supreme Council of the Republic of 
Estonia adopted a decision to carry out land 
reform. 

1990
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The Supreme Council of the 
Republic of Estonia declared 
unlawful the 1940 Declaration 
on the Nationalisation of the 
Land, incl. the decisions to 
implement land reform in  
1940 and 1944.

1990
Republic of Estonia Princi-
ples of Ownership Reform 
Act entered into force. The 
Act determined the purpose, 
content, object, subjects 
and procedure of owner-
ship reform, and formed the 
basis for other normative 
acts necessary for owner-
ship reform. One part of the 
ownership reform was land 
reform. 

The regulation of the Government 
of the Republic of Estonia “Interim 
Regulation for Maintenance of the 
National Land Cadastre” estab-
lished the content and procedure 
for maintenance of the land 
cadastre.

1991 1991

The Supreme Council of the 
Republic of Estonia, in agreement 
with the Estonian Committee (the 
executive organ of the Estonian 
Congress), proclaimed Estonian 
independence, thus restoring the 
Republic of Estonia, which had 
been legally established in 1918 
and illegally occupied in 1940 by 
the Soviet Union.

August 20, 1991

A collective farm’s certificate of honour from 1979.  
Dr. F. R. Kreutzwald Memorial Museum DrKM _ 845 Ar 701
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The Land Reform Act entered into 
force. The main purpose of land 
reform was to remedy injustice 
caused by the Soviet occupation 
in 1940, when all land was natio- 
nalised and private ownership 
of land forbidden. Local govern-
ments and Estonian Land Board 
are responsible for the execution 
of land reform. The Land Board 
supervises, coordinates and con-
trols the implementation process.

August 20, 1991

1991

The cadastral map (1931–1944) played an important role in the restoration of 
land ownership. A fragment of a map sheet. The National Archives of Estonia 
ERA.T-3.1.61 

The Estonian flag on top of the Pikk Hermann (Tall Hermann in Estonian) 
tower. Photo: Alar Truu

Photo: Estonian Land Board
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The timeline brought us through the short 
stopping points to the year 1991 when Esto-
nian Land Board was one and a half years 
old, the Republic of Estonia had restored its 
national independence, and the Land Reform 
Act was adopted. Hence, the historical time-
line ends at the point where the Land Board’s 
story just begins. The story of the 30-year 
old Estonian Land Board in the independent 
Republic of Estonia is so intricate and versa-
tile that it merits a thorough analysis.

Photo: Estonian Land Board
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