
Strategic Importance of 
Language Technology in Estonia 

Kadri Vider
Kadri.vider@ut.ee

Center of Estonian Language Resources (CELR)
keeleressursid.ee

ee.clarin.eu

mailto:Kadri.vider@ut.ee
http://keeleressursid.ee/en/


Estonian language

• Finno-Ugric language, close to Finnish, far 
from Hungarian

• Ca 1 million mother-tongue speakers all over 
the world

• Only official language in Republic of Estonia

“A language is a dialect with an army and 
navy”

? … but what about dialects with LT support?
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Estonian as official language
• Official language in European Union 
• Language Act of Republic of Estonia

– § 3.  Status of Estonian language
– § 4.  Official and public use of language and Estonian 

Literary Standard
– § 5.  Foreign language and language of national 

minorities
– § 7.  The Estonian Language Council

• Development Plan of the 
Estonian Language (2011-2017)
– chpt 4. Study of Estonian and language resources 
– chpt 5. Language-technological support of the 

Estonian language
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Larger ethnic groups 
in Estonia

RAHVUSKOOSSEIS. VÄIKSED RAHVUSRÜHMAD   ETHNIC STRUCTURE. SMALL ETHNIC GROUPS 

 

PILTE RAHVALOENDUSEST   CENSUS SNAPSHOTS 45 

Tabel 1. Eesti suuremad rahvusrühmad, 1959, 1970, 1979, 1989, 2000, 2011  
Table 1. Larger ethnic groups of Estonia, 1959, 1970, 1979, 1989, 2000, 2011   

1989 2000 2011 
 

Kogurahvastik 
Total population 

1 565 662 Kogurahvastik 
Total population

1 370 52 Kogurahvastik 
Total population 

1 294 455 

Eestlased 
Estonians 

963 281 Eestlased 
Estonians 

930 219 Eestlased 
Estonians 

902 547 

Venelased 
Russians 

474 834 Venelased 
Russians 

351 178 Venelased 
Russians 

326 235 

Ukrainlased 
Ukrainians 

48 271 Ukrainlased 
Ukrainians 

29 012 Ukrainlased 
Ukrainians 

22 573 

Valgevenelased 
Byelorussians 

27 711 Valgevenelased
Byelorussians 

17 241 Valgevenelased 
Byelorussians 

12 579 

Soomlased 
Finns 

16 622 Soomlased 
Finns 

11 837 Soomlased 
Finns 

7 589 

Juudid 
Jews 

4 613 Tatarlased 
Tatars 

2 582 Tatarlased 
Tatars 

1 993 

Tatarlased 
Tatars 

4 058 Lätlased 
Latvians 

2 330 Juudid 
Jews 

1 973 

Sakslased 
Germans 

3 466 Poolakad 
Poles 

2 193 Lätlased 
Latvians 

1 764 

Lätlased 
Latvians 

3 135 Juudid 
Jews 

2 145 Leedulased 
Lithuanians 

1 727 

Poolakad 
Poles 

3 008 Leedulased 
Lithuanians 

2 116 Poolakad 
Poles 

1 664 

Leedulased 
Lithuanians 

2 568 Sakslased 
Germans 

1 870 Sakslased 
Germans 

1 544 

Armeenlased 
Armenians 

1 669 Armeenlased 
Armenians 

1 444 Armeenlased 
Armenians 

1 428 

Aserbaidžaanid 
Azerbaijanis 

1 238         

Moldovlased 
Moldovans 

1 215         

Tšuvašid 
Chuvashes 

1 178         

 
 

Soomlased, juudid ja sakslased erinevad natuke teistest suurematest rahvusvähemustest. 

Kõrvutades rahvaloenduste tulemusi alates 1959. aastast, selgub, et ükski neist kolmest 

rahvusest ei ole oma esindajate arvukust nõukogude perioodil kasvatanud, nagu seda tegid 

eelmises lõigus mainitud rahvusrühmad. Pigem näitab tendents nii soomlaste, juutide kui ka 

sakslaste puhul alates 1959. aastast jätkuvat langustrendi. Nõukogudeaegsetel rahvaloendustel 

oli igal isikul vaba võimalus end tunnistada ükskõik missugusesse rahvusesse kuuluvaks 

(Mereste ja Root 1988). Ent inimeste hirm represseerimise ees tingis olukorra, kus nii mõnedki 

rahvused märkisid õige etnilise päritolu asemel loendusankeeti „venelane“. Sakslaste arvukus 

tõusis ligi 12 korda (670st 7850ni) 1960. aastatel, kuid vähenes järgmise üheksa aasta jooksul 

jälle 3944ni. Tiit (2011) toob aga välja, et tegemist ei olnud mitte varem siin elanud balti-

sakslastega, vaid hoopis Kesk-Venemaalt siia toodud volgasakslastega. Soomlaste seas oli aga 

palju ingerlasi ja karjalasoomlasi (Tiit 2011; Anepaio 1999). Pärastsõjajärgsest Eestist on Soome 

emigreerunud peale ingerisoomlaste ka juute ja sakslasi (Kirch 1999).    

Kümme viimast aastat, mil oleme olnud Euroopa Liidu liige, on aga uue tendentsina kaasa 

toonud Lääne-Euroopa (aga ka Ameerika Ühendriikide, India ja Lähis-Ida) päritolu rahvus-

rühmade esindajate arvu kasvu, mis näitab, et lisaks riigi rahvuskoosseisu mitmekesistumisele on 

Eesti muutumas atraktiivseks elamispaigaks meist erineva ning pigem lääneliku ajaloolis-

kultuurilise taustaga inimeste jaoks. Näitena võib siinkohal välja tuua inglased, Ameerika 

Ühendriikide ameeriklased, itaallased, hispaanlased, prantslased, rootslased ja hollandlased, 

kelle arvukus Eestis on viimase kahe loenduse vahel mitmekordselt kasvanud (joonis 1). 

Järg — Cont. 

Population and 
Housing Census in 
2011 

Total population: 
1,3 million

69,7% Estonians

25,2% Russians

29.04.2015 Riga Summit 2015

http://www.stat.ee/publication-download-pdf?publication_id=34249


Speakers of Estonian language

• Estonian as mother tongue - 68%

– 15.4% of them are also able to speak a dialect:
Võru or Setu dialect (11,2%)
insular dialect (2,8%)

• Estonian as foreign 
language – 14%

• Do not speak Estonian 
– 17%
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State-funded activities in LT since 2006
Main objective from the Development Plan of the 
Estonian Language (2011-2017):

“…language technology support 

for the Estonian language will be 

on an equal level with that of other languages 

in countries with advanced language 

technology.”

NPELT = National Programme for 
Estonian Language Technology 

29.04.2015 Riga Summit 2015

http://ekn.hm.ee/system/files/Eesti+keele+arengukava+inglise.indd_.pdf
http://www.keeletehnoloogia.ee


National Programme of 
Estonian Language Technology

• www.keeletehnoloogia.ee

• Financed from state budget
– 2006-2010: total 3,4 M€

– 2011-2017: 765 K€ per year

• Managed by Steering Committee

• Results of projects are declared public. Center 
of Estonian Language Resources (CELR) is 
required to deposit all such resources and 
tools for preservation and long term access.
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NPELT 2006-2010
• HLT-related R&D activities including the creation of reusable 

language resources and development of essential linguistic 
software (up to the working prototypes) as well as bringing the 
relevant language technology infrastructure up to date. 

• 3 measures:
• Software prototypes for LT 
• Language resources
• Center of Estonian Language Resources

• 33 projects in wide range of topics: 
• speech synthesis and recognition, 
• compilation of digital language corpora, 
• lexical resources and tools such as database of an Estonian–X 

dictionary and lexicographer’s workbench, 
• machine translation, 
• information dialogue, 
• morphosyntactic and semantic analysis, 
• language software for the Web
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NPELT 2011-2017
• focus on the implementation and integration of the 

existing resources and software prototypes in public 
services.

• 3 old and 2 new measures:
– 1. R&D to create new LT software;
– 2. Projects for new language resources;
– 3. Center of Estonian Language Resources (CELR);
– 4. Projects for integrating language-specific software into 

other applications;
– 5. Specially aimed projects (on the order of Steering 

Committee)

 all results (software and linguistic data) 
must be (re-)usable as freely as possible!
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https://www.keeletehnoloogia.ee/en/projects-2011-2017


Financing of NPELT in 2011-2014 
(765 K€ per year)
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1. R&D projects building 
LT software (prototypes) 

• Range of results is quite broad: from software 
prototypes to component software, not as 
often applications for end users. 

• Some impressive projects:
– Speech recognition project building web and 

mobile applications (TTU Institute of Cybernetics). 

– “Application Suite for voicing and broadcasting 
subtitles on television” (Institute of Estonian 
Language). 
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https://www.keeletehnoloogia.ee/en/projects-2011-2017/speech-recognition
https://www.keeletehnoloogia.ee/en/projects-2011-2017/speech-recognition/software
https://www.keeletehnoloogia.ee/en/projects-2011-2017/application-suite-for-voicing-and-broadcasting-subtitles-on-television


2. R&D projects building 
language resources (and LT data) 

• provides digital language data (incl corpora, 
lexicons) for everyday language user and for 
language research as well as to IT-applications. 

• projects also relate to topics of big data and 
digital cultural heritage. 

• Some remarkable results: 

–Keeleveeb portal (www.keeleveeb.ee) -
linked corpora, lexicons, termbases and NLP 
tools for end-users

– Estonian WordNet
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Center of Estonian Language Resources 
(CELR) 

• The research infrastructure of Estonian language 
digital resources 
• language data: dictionaries, corpora (both text and speech), 
• language technology tools (software) 

• To make available to everyone working with digital language materials
• To coordinate and organise the documentation and archiving

of the resources 
• To develop and promote language technology standards
• To draw up necessary legal contracts and licences for 

different types of users: public, academic, commercial, etc

• CELR performs the obligations of 
Estonia as 
the member in CLARIN ERIC.
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Performance and structure of CELR

•



4. Integrated language software
5. Development projects ordered by SC
4. Technical aids for people with special needs and 
interfaces for public services are expected. 

– notable project „Generation of Audiobooks and 
voicing interface of Digar“ (Institute of Estonian 
Language)

5. Software development projects ordered on the 
proposal of the steering committee of NPELT

– open-source morphological analyzer software 
was ordered from the only one Estonian fully 
language technology company Filosoft
(www.filosoft.ee).
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Risks in NPELT to achieve the 
objectives

• Projects are applied within an open competition – ideas 
which inspire researchers do not fully cover the objectives 
-> the language technology support for Estonian is not 
systematically developed;

• R&D projects – researchers are mostly interested in a result 
(prototype) rather than the stable application which can be 
integrated into software products;

• Relation to IT business and production is weak: how to 
implement prototypes which support Estonian language on 
behalf of information society?

• NPELT does not deal explicitly with the education of new 
generation of language technologists

• Results (especially language resources) are often subject to 
copyright protection -> problems to make results available
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Critical factors and risks of NPELT
• Underfunding may cause especially underdevelopment 

of software and language technology solutions

• Number of specialists working in the field is limited and 
salaries in business sector are higher than in academia

• Relatively low interest of Estonian IT-enterprises to 
develop LT software

• Potential change in language attitudes and use of 
software English versions

• Fetishising LT leads higher expectations to LT solutions 
than they can offer
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LT support in Estonia
• Continuous funding and education have paid off

– State of LT relatively good compared to languages with same 
amount of speakers.

• Estonian language is not commercially viable. 
– Only a few small enterprises active in LT
– State needs to fund and coordinate the creation of basic 

resources and technologies

• Public funding
– Results publicly available
– LT Roadmaps and strategies – concentrate on the resources that 

we need.

• Research needs not only funding, but people as well
– 2 bachelor programs, 2 master programs, 2 doctoral schools, 2 

universities
– LT researchers with base from computer sciences or linguistics

29.04.2015 Riga Summit 2015



LT support for Estonian
• State of language resources is reasonably good

– Public funding has guaranteed availability
– Resources have been built for decades
– More advanced resources lacking – syntactic, semantic annotatation, 

multimedia corpora 

• More advanced tools are lacking, as is text generation.
• Commercial tools for text analysis are of high quality, but not freely 

available. 
Freely available (and publicly funded) tools are of reasonably good 
quality, but need further development.

• Research has resulted in tools that are available, but should be 
regarded as prototypes – they can and should be further 
developed into widely usable tools. 

• As a result of research projects we have high-quality software, but 
sustainability can be an issue
– Lack of documentation, standardisation
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Thank you for attention!

Tänan tähelepanu eest!

29.04.2015 Riga Summit 2015


