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Foodscapes

Changes in forest and agricultural land area in Estonia

Analyzing a century’s worth of data on Estonia’s forest and agricultural land.

Over the course of a century in Estonia, there has been a decrease in agricultural land
and increase in forest land. This study gives an overview of hundred years’ worth of land
use and ownership changes.
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Figure 1. Area of forest and agricultural land in Estonia from 1918 to 1939

Estonia achieved independence on February
24, 1918. With the 1919 land reform, land
ownership was transformed from large
manorial estates to small-scale farms.
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Figure 2. Change of Estonian territory in 1945 (Data
from Estonian Land Board)

In 1940, Estonia was forced to join Soviet Union.
This was followed by the German occupation
(1941-1944), after which the Soviet Union

resumed its occupation. In 1944, the Viru and
Petseri regions were transferred to the Leningrad
and Pskov oblasts (Figure 2).
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Figure 3. Area of forest and agricultural land in Estonia from 1945 to 1990

All land was nationalized with the land reform of
1944-1947, farmers retained only the right to use it.
This period saw the establishment of collective and
state farms. The advent of larger farms and new
technologies and the absence of ownership,
resulted in the abandonment of smaller
agricultural lands. This contributed to the
expansion of forested areas.
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Figure 4. Area of forest and agricultural land in Estonia from 1990 to 2021

On August 20th, 1991 Estonia reclaimed its
independence. New land reform started for
establishing the private ownership. Initially,
small farms were formed. Today, large
agricultural corporations dominate.

Today, EU aims to expand the forest areas, but in
case of Estonia, forests have already expanded
during a century. Estonian case illustrates the
need to protect agricultural land.



