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Image 1: View of Viljandi town

Introduction
Estonia has a high potential for tour-
ism. It plays an important role in the
development of the service sector and
has already led to the creation of new
employment opportunities.
The Viljandimaa Tourist Association
is a non-governmental organization
(NGO) that has committed itself to
the development of tourism in the
Estonian county of Viljandi. The NGO
has already considerably contributed
to the improvement of tourism
through several activities, such as the
setting up of five tourist centers in ru-
ral areas. One of those, the Olustvere
Tourist Center is a good example of
how the maintenance of cultural heri-
tage can be combined with tourism
in the development of rural areas.

Description of the area
Situated in the center of Estonia,
Viljandi is the third largest county
in Estonia with a total area of 3,589
km² and split into 14 rural munici-
palities. With 62,336 inhabitants,
it has a population density of 18
people per km² and is sparsely
populated when compared to the
European Union (EU) average of
115 inhabitants per km². In fact, the
whole of Estonia is sparsely popu-
lated with 34 inhabitants per km².
The administrative center of the
Viljandimaa Tourist Association is
in the town of Viljandi, which has

a population of 21,600 and is situ-
ated at the heart of the county. Over
half of the total population of Viljandi
County lives in rural areas. This is
quite high when compared to other
Estonian counties.
Forests, marshes and bogs mostly
make up the western part of Viljandi,
located on the Sakala Upland. The
eastern side of the county borders on
Lake Vortsjärv, Estonia’s biggest
lake. Approximately 44% of the land
is forested while 34% is farmland.
Agriculture has a long tradition
Viljandi. Estonia’s leading agricultural
school is in Olustvere, a municipality
in Viljandi County. Local industries
and commerce primarily engage in
the processing of agriculture and
wood products. Over the past years,

the employment sector also benefited
from improved tourist facilities.

Background
In 1991, the Republic of Estonia de-
clared its independence from the
former Soviet Union. In the years that
followed, the country faced deep
structural changes. A new develop-
ment process began and a market
system replaced the previous centrally
planned socialist economy. The
newly independent nation embraced
free-market reforms and the country
enjoyed rapid economic growth. In
fact, Estonia seems to be in a good
position to join the EU.
However, not all sectors benefited
from this development. The agri-
cultural sector changed dramati-
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Image 8: Entrance to the manor complex in
Olustvere

cally and is facing serious problems.
Instead of the 360 collective farms
that existed during Soviet times, there
are now approximately 6,000 farm-
ing enterprises (4,313 private farms,
1,218 share holding farms and 769
co-operative farms). Because many
of these farms are quite small and not
very productive, they will have prob-
lems competing in the EU common
market. Estonia’s agricultural sector
contributes about 3.6% of the GDP,
but has a share of 11.8% in the labor
market.
Estonian tourism increased signifi-
cantly over the last decade and has
good future prospects. It contrib-
uted 5% of the GDP in 1994 and
increased to 15% by 1998. Be-
tween 1993 and 1997, the number
of foreigners visiting Estonia
doubled from 1.3 million to 2.6
million. In spite of the high growth,
Estonia’s tourism sector remains
small when compared to interna-
tional standards. Nevertheless, Es-
tonia enjoys 55% of the total tourism
from the Baltic countries.

The Viljandimaa Tourist Asso-
ciation
The Viljandimaa Tourist Organiza-
tion was founded in 1997 in
Viljandi town with the aim of de-
veloping tourism in the area. The
NGO currently has 23 members
including individuals and busi-
nesses, as well as representatives
from the county governments and
the municipalities. Its major goals
are: 1) the creation of new employ-
ment possibilities, especially in
rural areas 2) the conservation of
the area’s cultural heritage 3) na-
ture protection and landscape pres-
ervation.

The Viljandimaa Tourist Organization
arranges meetings for its members to
share ideas and develop co-opera-
tions. They also organize excursions
to other parts of Estonia to visit tour-
ism projects. This gives NGO mem-
bers the possibility of learning from
the experiences of others while gath-
ering new ideas for their own tourism
activities.
In a region where tourism is a rela-
tively new industry, the
Viljandimaa Tourist Association
also offers courses on tourism-re-
lated issues. The courses range
from the setting up of a new tour-
ist enterprise to bookkeeping and
how to treat guests. These courses
allow small rural entrepreneurs and
farmers to acquire skills, while pro-
viding which may help them to
generate a second income.
The Viljandimaa Tourist Associa-
tion also acts as a consultant, ad-
vising locals on issues such as new
ideas in tourism, on how to in-
crease the numbers of guests and on
how to obtain investment capital.

Financing
Although exact financial data are not
available, the Viljandimaa Tourist
Association receives most of its finan-
cial support from the Estonian Min-
istry of Economics. The Viljandi
County government also provides
funding while the municipalities sup-
port local activities.
The NGO also receives money from
membership fees, which are quite
high at 1,000 Estonian Crones (70
US$) considering the average
monthly household income of ap-
proximately 1,600 Crones. But de-
spite membership fees and an addi-
tional income derived from events and

Image 2: Old castle wall in the park of Viljandi and
view of the lake

Image 3: Old ruins in the castle park of Viljandi

Image 4: Restored bridge in the town park

Image 5: Tourist Information Center in Viljandi town
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Image 7: Olustvere manor house

other activities, the Viljandimaa Tour-
ist Association cannot operate finan-
cially independent.
The Viljandimaa Tourist Association
serves as an umbrella organization for
several small tourism enterprises but
does not benefit from their income.
The profit earned by members
through their tourism activities is not
shared.

Local Centers of the
Viljandimaa Tourist Association
To contribute to the development
of rural areas, The Viljandimaa
Tourist Association created five
local tourism centers in several
municipalities of Viljandi County.
The centers, which are managed by
local residents, promote special
activities such as cultural heritage,
nature conservation and recreational
events. Some of the centers are de-
scribed below (taken from a
Viljandimaa Tourist Association bro-
chure):

Heimtalimanor Complex
Heimtali manor was founded on the
slopes of the Raudna Valley. The
manor estate was built in the 19th
century and includes a neoclassi-
cist manor house, a stable with a
courtyard and a distillery. The
beautiful Heimtali Park was cre-
ated in the second half of the 19th
century by the Sievers family. To-
day, it serves as the home of tex-
tile designer Anu Road. Folk art
exhibitions also take place in the
manor house.

Karanski-Nuia
Karksi-Nuia is a small town in the
south of Viljandi and on the slopes
of the picturesque valley. The
Karksi fort was the site of an an-

cient stronghold. In the mid-14th
century, the stronghold was sur-
rounded by a Stonewall. Only the
northern and the eastern walls
have remained. The Karksi
Lutheran Church and a baroque
chapel from the 17th century are
of historical interest to visitors. The
beautiful Linnaveski Lake offers
fishing and swimming possibilities
and serves as a recreational desti-
nation.

Olustvere Manor House and Park
The Olustvere manor complex was
built during the “Jugendstil” era.
It is surrounded by a park in an
English landscape design that
serves as a botanical garden host-
ing old and rare tree species. Pres-
ently, the tourist information cen-
ter is situated in the main building,
which was restored after the Soviet
era. The Olustvere manor house
provides a nice atmosphere and
excellent catering facilities for vari-
ous events such as weddings, semi-
nars and family feasts.

Soomaa National Park
Soomaa National Park was cre-
ated to protect the biggest Esto-
nian mires, valley forests and
flooded meadows. The area of the
national park is 370 km² of which
two thirds of the protected area is
located in Viljandimaa. The pro-
tected area has river floods that are
unique in Europe. Native animals
of Soomaa are the lynx, wolf,
brown bear, elk, wild boar, roe deer
and otters. 160 bird species have
been counted, including several
rarities such as the black stork, the
golden eagle and the crane.

Advantages and Difficulties of
Tourism in Viljandi
Since the founding of the Viljandimaa
Tourist Association, the number of
tourists in the area has grown steadily
(compare figure 2 and table 6). The
Association’s activities have contrib-
uted to the improvement of the area’s
tourism infrastructure. For example,
the castle was restored, information
signs were posted (see image 6) and
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Image 9: Big hall inside the manor house

Image 10: Former office of count Fersen, now used
for seminars

new hotels were opened. A big at-
traction in Viljandi is the annual sum-
mer folk festival, organized since 1993
by the Viljandi College. The event
became increasingly popular and, in
2000, attracted over 17,000 visitors
from Estonia and abroad.
Although tourism has improved since
Estonia’s independence, the sector
still lacks financial resources. Another
problem is that the local population
is generally very reserved and
guarded against new projects and
ideas.

Local Tourist Center: Olustvere
Manor House

History of Olustvere
Olustvere is a small village with
less than 500 inhabitants in the
northern part of the Sakala Uplands
and approximately 20 km north of
Viljandi town. It is famous for its
16th century manor complex that
spreads over 20 hectares and in-
cludes several buildings as well as
a spacious English-style park. In

the late 19th century, a watermill, a
distillery and several stables were
constructed while the manor house
was added in the 20th century.
The Olustvere Manor became a state
farm in 1918 before hosting the
country’s most famous agricultural
school in 1920. Previously called the
Alexander School, it changed its
name to the “Rural Development and
Tourism School” in the 1990s, fol-
lowing Estonia’s split from the former
Soviet Union. In 1996, the Olustvere
Tourist Center based itself in the old
manor house.

The Olustvere Tourist Center
Although the Olustvere Tourist Cen-
ter is a member of the Viljandimaa
Tourist Association, it operates inde-
pendently with its office in the old
manor house. The center has four
permanent employees:  the manager
(Krista Kull), one guide, one cook
and one housekeeper.
Horseback riding lessons and trips are
arranged as well as excursions to the
Soomaa National Park. The old
manor house has exhibits on the lo-
cal wildlife and also sells local handi-
crafts. Guided tours of the manor
house and its surroundings are of-
fered.
The Olustvere Tourist Center helps
stage events such as seminars, con-
ferences, weddings and other festivi-
ties in the manor house, providing
catering for up to 120 people. Most
guests are locals although companies
from nearby Finland have also re-
quested such events. Visitors from
Germany and Sweden are also fre-
quently hosted due to intensive co-
operations between Viljandi and
these countries.
The Olustvere Tourist Organization is

self-sustainable and operates finan-
cially independent. Costs are covered
with money earned through events
and activities. Students from the “Ru-
ral Development and Tourism
School” assist in the preparation of
large events. The students work as
volunteers as part of their training,
allowing the Center to save a con-
siderable amount of money.

Problems and Development
Potentials of Olustvere
Although the Olustvere Tourist Or-
ganization is self-sustainable, it
only generates enough money to sur-
vive and does not make a consider-
able profit. The budget does not al-
low for the financing of new projects,
such as the restoration of buildings
(distillery, old smithy) or the construc-
tion of additional guest rooms.
Manager Krista Kull said the Center
could have more overnight guests if
more accommodation were available.
There are no other accommodation
facilities in the vicinity and tourism on
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Image 11: Entrance to the English garden in
Olustvere

Image 12: Old distellery and empty living building in the manor complex

farms is an idea still in its infancy. The
student hostel of the “Rural Devel-
opment and Tourism School” accom-
modates guests during the summer
holidays. The hostel, however, does
not meet the quality standards of of-
ficial guest quarters.
Due to its budgetary problems, the
Olustvere Tourist Organization
cannot afford to decorate the manor
house with furniture that historically
matches the period of the building.
Instead, second-hand furniture was
purchased from a hotel in Viljandi.
Mr. Kull said the municipality’s de-
velopment is hampered by the
mindset of the locals, who appear
to have little interest in develop-
ing new ideas and creating new busi-
nesses. For example, the manor com-
plex could offer several possibilities
for new enterprises, such as the re-
construction of the distillery or the old
smithy. So far, only a local handicraft
shop has been established.
The Olustvere region, situated on the
Pärnu-Tartu highway some 20 kms

from Viljandi town, has good devel-
opment potentials. Visitors on their
way down to southern Estonia pass
through Olustvere. Also, a lot of Finn-
ish people own summer cottages in
the nearby Pärnu region.

Image 13: Exhibit on natural wildlife of the Viljandi
county in the manor house
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Statistical Data

Source: Population Register, Viljandi County Yearbook 1999

Table 2: Migration in Viljandi county in 1998

noitargimmI noitargimE noitargimteN

selaM selameF latoT selaM selameF latoT selaM selameF latoT

392 413 706 693 674 278 301- 261- 562-

Source: Population Register, Viljandi County Yearbook 1999

Figure 1: Comparison of the population change in Viljandi county from
1970 to 1999 in rural and urban areas

Source: Population Register, Viljandi County Yearbook 1999

Table 1: Population change in Viljandi county from 1970 to 1999

noitalupopnabru noitalupoplarur )latot(noitalupopytnuoc

elam elamef latot elam elamef latot elam elamef latot

0791 912,31 304,61 226,92 585,71 119,02 694,83 408,03 413,73 811,86

9791 867,41 816,71 683,23 351,61 318,81 699,43 129,03 134,63 253,76

9891 674,41 255,71 820,23 147,51 354,71 491,33 712,03 500,53 222,56

4891 743,41 603,71 356,13 069,51 081,71 041,33 703,03 684,43 397,46

5991 012,41 711,71 723,13 139,51 911,71 050,33 141,03 632,43 733,46

6991 789,31 609,61 398,03 948,51 870,71 729,23 638,92 489,33 028,36

7991 848,31 147,61 985,03 277,51 553,961 707,23 026,92 676,33 692,36

8991 546,31 665,61 112,03 108,51 077,61 175,23 644,92 633,33 287,26

9991 065,31 764,61 720,03 857,51 155,61 903,23 813,92 810,33 633,26

Table 1 and figure 1 show a steady
decline in the population of the
Viljandi county over the past 29
years. The total county population
dropped from 68,118 inhabitants in
1970 to 62,336 inhabitants in 1999.
In rural areas, the population sank
by about 6,200 from 1970 to 1999,
while in urban areas the number of
inhabitants grew slightly during the
same period.
Additionally, table 1 shows a high
gender imbalance: there are more
women than men living in the
Viljandi county. Indicators for the
population decline include de-
creasing births that lead to a strong
natural population decline, while
558 children were born in 1998
922 people died – so the popula-
tion declined by about 364 persons.
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Table 5: Land use in 1999 (in % of
total area)

Source: NORDREGIO Database

idnajliV
yrtnuoC

%ni

51UE
%ni

dnalmraF 43 44

saeradedooW 44 23

sesurehtO 22 42

Source: Population Register, Viljandi County Yearbook 1999

Table 3: Indicators of natural population change in Viljandi county  in 1998

shtriB shtaeD esaercnIlarutaN

selaM selameF latoT selaM selameF latoT selaM selameF latoT

snwoTnilatoT 131 821 952 881 402 293 75- 67- 4-

laruRnilatoT
seitilapicinuM 051 941 992 052 082 035 001- 131- 132-

ehtnilatoT
ytnuoC 182 772 855 834 484 229 751- 702- 463-

Table 3 shows the indicators for the
natural population change in 1998.
The numbers are negative for ru-
ral and urban areas in the Viljandi
County. However, in the rural mu-
nicipalities, the natural decrease of
231 inhabitants is significantly
higher than in the towns with a
decrease of only 4 inhabitants. The
population decline in rural areas is

much higher than in the towns. Fur-
thermore, the county of Viljandi
has a high out-migration, mainly
to the capital Tallinn. Table 2 pre-
sents the migration numbers for 1998
and shows a negative net migration
rate of approximately 0.4 %.
Table 4 presents the age structure of
the population in Viljandi in 1999 (di-
vided by urban and rural areas). The

statistics show that the number of
young people in rural areas is slightly
higher, which is a surprising fact. It is
remarkable that only 7.5% of women
between 16-54 live in the country-
side while 25.7 % live in towns. In
contrast, 29.1 % of the men between
16-59 years live in rural areas.

Table 5 compares the land use in
Viljandi with that in the European
Union. The numbers indicate that
farmland covers 34% of the total
area in Estonia, which is 10% less
than in the EU. However, Estonia
is rich in forests, and wooded ar-
eas cover 44% of the total land.
This is considerably higher than the
EU average of 32%.

Table 4: Age structure of the population in 1999

Source: Population Register, Viljandi County Yearbook 1999

elaM elameF

51-0 95-61 +06 51-0 45-61 +55

latoT % latoT % latoT % latoT % latoT % latoT %

snwoT 878,2 2.01 506,7 9.62 012,2 8.7 628,2 0.01 496,7 2.72 960,5 9.71

seitilapicinuM 070,4 2.21 337,9 1.92 994,2 5.7 396,3 0.11 779,7 9.32 424,5 2.61

ytnuoClatoT 849,6 3.11 833,71 1.82 907,4 6.7 915,6 6.01 176,51 4.52 394,01 0.71
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Source: Viljandimaa Tourist Association

Figure 2: Comparison of Estonian and foreign visitors in Viljandimaa

0

2000

4000

6000

8000

10000

12000

1996 1997 1998 1999 2000

E s ton ia

O thers

Tota l

Source: Viljandimaa Tourist Association

Table 6: Visitors in Viljandi county from 1996 to 2000

6991 7991 8991 9991 0002

ainotsE 049 1552 2655 6808 6008

dnalniF 603 236 889 2831 9931

ainauhtiL 21 82 19 901 321

aivtaL 4 8 52 91 46

ynamreG 331 981 642 684 064

aissuR 412 761 871 644 324

In Table 6 and Figure 2 the situation
in the tourism sector is analyzed by
the number of visitors. The data is
provided by the local tourist office in
Viljandi and shows only the number
of guests visiting the center. Most visi-
tors are from Estonia, followed by

Finnish tourists. Viljandi also receives
a remarkable amount of German
tourists, which relates to the partner-
ships with German towns. In general,
the tourism sector is growing and the
numbers of overnight guests has in-
creased over the last years.






