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The BMBF junior research group Mentalities in flux (flumen) combines sociological and historical 
research to explore how people’s mentalities change in post-fossil transformations and how this 
change is reflected in the employment structure of society.

Today, there is broad agreement that fossil fuels, due to their limited availability and damaging 
effects for the climate, will need to be phased out within the coming decades. One proposed alter-
native is the idea of a bioeconomy, in which raw materials and energy are gained from renewable 
sources of plant and animal origin.

But this implies more than just a shift to renewable resources. In fact, the whole way modern eco-
nomies are organized will have to change: Fossil-fueled economies rely on a constantly accelerating 
linear throughput of materials, from extraction through production and distribution to consump-
tion and waste disposal. In contrast, bio-based economies draw on materials and energy sources 
that regenerate cyclically. Their production cannot be increased at will, but is subject to the natural 
limitations of these circular flows of matter and energy.

The historical emergence of economies based on linear flows of fossil resources radically transfor-
med human work and was closely linked to basic mindsets, attitudes and shared imaginations com-
patible with the logic of constant growth. These mentalities differ between social groups, and they 
will undergo far-reaching change once again in the transformation toward bio-based economies. 
In short, mentalities evolve in parallel with the transformations of societies’ material and energetic 
basis – they are: Mentalities in flux.
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Lilian Pungas is a researcher and PhD candidate in the BMBF junior research group 
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On the 8th and 11th of September 2022, two public transfer events of the BMBF 
junior research group “Mentalities in Flux (flumen)”, based at Friedrich Schiller Uni-
versity Jena since 2019, took place in Sillamäe, Estonia. These events were organised 
mainly by Lilian Pungas, a researcher at flumen, and served the purpose of exchange 
between scholars and a non-scholastic audience.

The event focused on the dacha gardeners of Sillamäe, who, as interviewees, play an 
essential role in the research work of Lilian Pungas. The researcher approaches dachas 
as a practice of an agro-ecological circular economy and as a space in which the harsh 
effects of socio-economic crises can be cushioned. In particular, she is interested in 
the human-nature relationships and care practices of dacha gardeners, and their signi-
ficance in times of socio-ecological transformation. From her point of view, the local 
expertise with transformations that people in East Estonia have already been part of 
should shape the new transformation processes. Lilian Pungas conducted almost 45 
interviews with more than 65 relevant stakeholders, especially with allotment garde-
ners from dacha cooperatives around Sillamäe and Narva.

Both transfer events were organised by Lilian Pungas together with the Estonian 
scholars Saara Mildeberg and Annela Samuel from Tallinn University. The events 
included an information and discussion evening, a thematic exhibition vernissage on 
the 8th of September, and the Open Gardens’ Day on the 11th of September, which 
turned into a real celebration.

Dachas for Future – the importance of the
allotment gardeners in Sillamäe for a fossil-free future

Lilian Pungas (Photo: Hanna Lotta Kivi)
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The transfer activities were well received by the local population, who were especially 
grateful for the exchange with regional and national guests, and the various exhibition 
formats. The events offered the dacha gardeners the opportunity to discuss the mea-
ning of gardening and noticeable changes among themselves as well as with external 
visitors. In addition, they reflected upon how their dacha culture is connected to 
other, also global development processes. Local residents were grateful for the inspi-
ration that the events brought to their rather isolated town and felt like it opened up 
the community a little more to the outside.

The exchange with outsiders was also important for another reason. In these parti-
cularly difficult times, in which Russia’s war against Ukraine creates strong tensions 
between the Estonian population and the Russian-speaking minority, it cannot be 
taken for granted that Sillamäe’s population, composed mainly of Russian speakers, 
will come together with non-Russian speakers from Estonia or Western European 
countries. Therefore, the Estonian organisers and the russophone participants deserve 
the greatest credit for making this dialogue and exchange possible.

Why Estonia, why semi-subsistence farming, why Dachniki?
Eastern Europe is an interesting and important case for the study of food soverei-
gnty, agroecology and semi-subsistence farming, as between 30 and 60 per cent of 
the local population grows a significant amount of the food they consume, compared 
to, for example, 6 per cent in Denmark and 5 per cent in the Netherlands (Smith 
and Jehlička, 2013). Despite the initial stigmatisation of semi-subsistence farming 
as a mere “survival strategy for the poor”, who struggle through economic crises by 
growing potatoes in their allotments (Seeth et al., 1998;), scholars have increasingly 
highlighted the wide range of other motives and benefits of this practice in almost 
all Central and Eastern European countries (Poland - Smith et al., 2015; Hungary 
- Balázs, 2016; Czech Republic - Sovová et al., 2021; Croatia - Ančić et al., 2019; 
Baltics - Mincytė, 2011, Aistara, 2015, Pungas, 2019; and Moldova - Piras, 2020). 
In addition to various beneficial aspects for mental and physical health - community 
cohesion and high quality food - these farming practices (which mostly encompass 

Summary of the transfer activities
Scholars from Jena and Tallinn reported on their research interest in the Eastern 
Estonian city of Sillamäe and on the results of their work. During the two events that 
were attended by local residents, they emphasised the little perceived importance (and 
not only the academic significance) of the place, the people gardening there, and the 
differences and similarities to other urban gardening projects in Estonia.
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a range of agroecological practices) have positive impacts on soil, biodiversity and 
more, thus serving as examples of “quiet sustainability” (Smith and Jehlička, 2013) 
and “quiet food sovereignty” (Visser et al., 2015). These practices are ‘quiet’ because 
they do not have an explicit political dimension, nor do the people involved strive for 
political visibility or raise political issues regarding the current agri-food system.

Photos of dachas and a Plattenbau complex in Sillamäe (Photos: Lilian Pungas and Saara Mildeberg)
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Dacha cooperatives in Eastern Estonia
The word Dacha originates from Russian (in Russian: дача) and refers to a plot of 
land with a seasonal allotment house used mainly for food production. Dachas are 
very common in most post-Soviet countries, including Estonia and they are normally 
located in the peri-urban areas, often surrounding (previously) industrial cities. Peo-
ple living in dachas are colloquially called dachniki (дачники). This term not only 
refers to the dacha dwellers but to a very distinctive lifestyle, as described by Stephen 
Lovell (2003) in “Summerfolk: A History of the Dacha, 1710-2000” or by Melissa 
Caldwell (2011) in “Dacha Idylls: Living Organically in Russia’s Countryside”.

The noun 'dacha', comes from verb 'davat' (in Russian: давать - to give) and origi-
nally refers to land allotted by the Russian tsar to his nobles. During Soviet era dachas 
resembled a lot to their Western counterparts - allotment, a piece of land alotted by 
the local government to the local inhabitants for gardening or growing vegetables for 
personal consumption. Gardening in such allotment gardens used to be a common 
practice also in Western Europe and North America during the industrial era's rapid 
urbanization, Great Depression in the 1930s, during both world wars (Liberty Gar-
dens, Victory Gardens ‘Dig for Victory!’) and the economic recession in the 1970s 
(‘Inflation gardens’) yet has been dropping steadily ever since in numbers (e.g. 5-20 
per cent in old EU15 member states in 2009). However, in post-Soviet countries it 
still remains a vivid practice, especially among the elderly.

In Estonia, the biggest dacha areas are to be found in Eastern Estonia as most of the 
industry during Soviet era was located there. As early as the 1970s to 1980s, local fac-

Satellite photos of Sillamäe in Eastern Estonia and its nearby dacha cooperatives whose territory is larger that the city 
Sillamäe itself
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tories and state-owned collective farms (kolkhozes) started giving their employees gar-
dening plots on devalued state-owned land for gardening purposes. After the collapse 
of the USSR, most dacha gardens in Eastern Estonia were privatized in the 1990s and 
now belong to the members of the cooperative as a private property. The cooperati-
ves are formally voluntary associations whose aim is to provide various services to its 
members that own the garden plots (e.g. ensure security and certain infrastructure 
such as roads, electricity, water etc.). Gardeners are invited to annual general meetings 
(AGM) and possess decision-making power in larger issues affecting the whole coope-
rative (one garden plot = one member = one vote). The legal term now is a ‘garden 
partnership/association’ (садовых товариществo in Russian). However, as gardeners 
commonly refer to the ‘garden partnership/association’ as cooperative, we also use 
this term. Estonia’s biggest garden cooperative Sputnik near Sillamäe with over 1100 
members (see pictures below and on the page before) was the chosen location for our 
transfer event on the 11th of September 2021.

Above left: Dacha in Sputnik cooperative (Photo: Lilian Pungas)
Above right: Satellite photo of Sputnik cooperative

Bottom left: Map of Sputnik cooperative (Photo: Lilian Pungas)
Bottom right: Vegetable patch in a dacha garden in Sputnik cooperative (Photo: Lilian Pungas)
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On the evening of the 8th of September 2022, about 20 local and regional stake-
holders from academia, city administration, art, press, and the civil population came 
together in the Sillamäe City Library to reflect upon the significance of the dachas 
in Sillamäe. It was an evening with a wide variety of impressions.

The photo exhibition was opened by the Finnish photographer Sanni Seppo. The 
exhibition and a photo catalogue showed pictures of gardens and their owners, which 
the artist had taken in two dacha settlements near Tartu. Especially the gardeners 

from Sillamäe enjoyed the 
pictures very much. The 
exhibition offered them 
familiar but also new per-
spectives on everyday life 
in the dachas. The visi-
tors compared the grown 
vegetables and fruit as well 
as the design and equip-
ment of the gardens with 
those of their own gardens, 
and enjoyed the diversity 
of hobbies and habits of 
gardeners that Sanni Seppo 
had captured with her 
camera.

Above: Participants look at the photo catalogue of dachas in Estonia and Finland exhibited by photographer Sanni Seppo 
(Photo: Sillamäe Library).

Bottom left: Russian-language flyer of the event on the 8th of September
Bottom right: Lilian Pungas (centre) opens the discussion evening and the photo exhibition by Sanni Seppo (first from 

the left) together with the head of the library (Elviira Sidorova, 3rd from the right) and the city representative (1st from 
right) of Sillamäe (Photos: Sillamäe Library)
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Afterwards, five short presentations shed light on the different perspectives from 
which scholars, activists and a local politician look at the dachas in Sillamäe, and 
what cultural and socio-ecological significance they ascribe to them.

Saara Mildeberg, photographer, 
ethnologist and cultural geographer at 
Tallinn University, is researching the 
potential of cultural tourism in Ida- 
Viru County. In 2021, she was one of 
the facilitators of the creative research 
project ‘Sillamäe Residency’: She rented 
a flat in Sillamäe for three months with 
colleagues, friends and artists to investi-
gate the essential character of the place. 
What makes Sillamäe special? Is it a spa 
town, an industrial town, a truly Soviet 
town, a ‘closed’ town? Something completely different? To approach this questions, 
she documented her impressions of the city in drawings and photographs, initially 
from the perspective of a critical tourist. The perceptions of tourists differ from those 
of locals: they stir up relationships, attitudes and landscapes, shedding light on con-
nections and stories that may have been pushed aside. How do the different aspects 
and affordances of the town play out together? Which image of Sillamäe - a tranquil 
resort, industrial town, a Soviet ensemble - is emphasised to the visitor, how, and 
why? In addition to her creative research, Mildeberg has recently published an article 
documenting and analysing Sillamäe as a Soviet heritage and an emerging tourism 
destination.

Annela Samuel, documentary photographer and social work PhD student at the 
University of Tallinn, is conducting a documentary photo project on the experiences 
of older people in and with Sillamäe. The special feature of the older people living 
there is that almost none of them were born in Sillamäe. They are immigrants from 
the territorial areas of the former Soviet Union and have thus brought along their 
own views, feelings, symbols and interpretations that are now manifest in Sillamäe. 
From a scholastic point of view, Annela Samuel is interested in these interpretations 
and emotions, and she also strives to learn more about what preoccupies the older 
people, how they see certain things and how these views are shaped by their respective 
individual biographies, how locals perceive themselves, how outsiders perceive them. 
Her work is also about understanding how this community in Sillamäe, with its own 
interpretations, symbols and peculiarities, came into being, which influence it has on 
the society surrounding it, and the other way around.

Bianka Plüschke-Altof is a sociologist at the University of Tallinn and focuses on the 
similarities and differences between the community gardens in Tallinn/Lasnamäe and 

Saara Mildeberg (Photo: Lilian Pungas)
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the dachas in Eastern Estonia. She re-
cently published a book chapter on this 
topic with Lilian Pungas, in which both 
case studies were presented by the re-
spective authors. Bianka Plüschke-Altof 
is particularly interested in why and in 
which form urban gardens emerge and 
develop in Tallinn. The new trend of 
urban gardening is part of a long tradi-
tion of gardening in Estonia. Since the 
beginning of the 20th century, dachas 
have been used by city dwellers for food 
supply (especially in times of crisis) and 
as summer residences. In the 1990s, the importance of dachas in Estonian society 
decreased more and more. Many traditional dachas disappeared, particularly in the ci-
ties, as they had to make way for new buildings and roads. For a long time, greening 
was not an issue in urban development. Since around 2010, however, urban garde-
ning projects have become a trend. This new social attention is mainly due to the fact 
that politicians, especially in Tallinn, have increasingly brought urban gardening into 
the public eye - within the discussions about sustainable development and climate 
protection. The trend towards urban gardening can thus also be seen as a consequen-
ce of an increasing greening and urban climate policy (for example, Tallinn aimed to 
win the “Green Capital” award with its community gardens). Bianka Plüschke-Altof 
raises the issue why regional and city administrations do not treat dachas in a similar 
manner and promote them accordingly. Bianka Plüschke-Altof ’s presentation made 
clear that Sillamäe’s dachas could and should play an important role in implementing 
Estonian greening and climate protection projects, similar to the growing importance 
of urban community gardens in Tallinn.

Hardi Murula works in the Ida-Viru Association of Local Authorities. Due to the 
climate crisis and its predictable negative consequences, there is a necessity to develop 
adaptation strategies. For Estonia, four scenarios were officially elaborated, demon-
strating the potential directions in which the society could develop in the course of 
climate crisis. “Greater Tallinn” - this is the name of the most pessimistic scenario, 
which points to further increasing urbanisation in Estonia (around the capital Tal-
linn, while other regions suffer from ‘rural drain’) and is a trajectory for ‘business-
as-usual’ strategy. According to Hardi Murula, an opposing scenario is “Estonia of 
eco-communities”, which is also the necessary and desirable scenario for Murula. In 
this scenario, dachas and the culture of gardening, self-provisioning and associated 
lifestyles are essential. In general, the importance of rural areas would increase, as this 
scenario envisages a deurbanisation of Estonia. The negative effects of possible crises 
(power cuts, energy shortages, shortages in food supply, etc.) could be better absorbed 

Bianka Plüschke-Altof (Photo: Lilian Pungas)



9

 Transfer report Estonia|2022

Lilian Pungas & Judtith Kiss – Dachas for future: the importance of the 
allotment gardeners in Sillamäe for a fossil-free future

Eastern Estonia and the socio-historical context of Ida-Viru
Most Estonian dacha cooperatives are located in the Eastern Estonian county of Ida-
Viru, where 85 per cent of the inhabitants belong to the Russian-speaking minority. 
Most of them were resettled there from thousands of kilometres away during the So-
viet era between 1950 and 1970 to work in local industry (Raun, 1997, p. 336; Stat, 
2021). After regaining independence in 1991, the Estonian government implemented 
rigorous neoliberal economic reforms that disproportionately affected the Russian-
speaking minority in terms of unemployment and poverty (Pungas, 2017; Lauristin, 
2003; Bohle, 2009). In an effort to ‘shake off the unwanted past’, Estonia’s political 
elite opted for a “complete break with the Soviet past and everything that resembles 
it” (Lauristin, 2003, p. 610), including socialist norms of equality and solidarity 
as well as political structures and financial reallocation mechanisms (Bohle, 2009; 
Lauristin and Vihalemm, 2009). This culminated in the so-called Citizenship Act in 
1992, in which the local Russian minority lost their Estonian citizenship unless they 
could prove a certain level of Estonian language proficiency (Riigiteataja, 1992; Järve 
and Poleshcuk, 2019; Hughes, 2005). Against the backdrop of such socio-economic 
hardship and loss of social status and citizenship in the 1990s, dacha gardens played 
an essential role for many people. As early as the 1970s and 1980s, local factories and 
state collective farms (kolkhozes) began to offer garden plots on municipal wasteland 
to their employees to ensure food security and a more diverse food supply in a “shor-
tage economy” (Kornai, 1980). As such, the dacha gardeners in Eastern Estonia can 
be characterized by challenging socio-economic biographies, wariness towards the 
(neoliberal/Estonian) state and at the same time with a high level of reliance towards 
the dacha gardens that provided an anchor throughout difficult times. Both the 
dacha gardening practice, and the informal networks of mutual aid within the garden 
cooperative, have been indispensable for dachniki in times of political and economic 
turmoil. By contrast, the formal infrastructures or state (aid) have rather brought 
along a massive disillusionment.

In 2020, Estonia still had about 70,000 stateless citizens, many of whom live in Eas-
tern Estonia (BNS 2020). The reasons for this persistent statelessness are diverse and, 
as various scholars have shown, not ‘black and white’ (Vetik, 2012). What can be said 
with certainty, however, is that many ethnic Russians (or Russian-speaking Estonians) 
have perceived themselves to be ‘second-class citizens’ since the 1990s (Lauristin, 
2003) and have lost their political trust to a considerable extent (Saar, 2007; Hallik, 
2006). Particularly the elderly, who make up the majority of the Ida-Viru population, 
have seen their knowledge and practices devalued in the last decades of neoliberal 
transformation and nationalist framing, and distrust all politics. Russian state media 
has therefore always been a trusted source for Russian-speaking inhabitants, making 
the reporting on the war in Ukraine all the more polarising for Estonian society.
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in and by dachas. The scenario “Estonia 
of eco-communities” would go hand 
in hand with a new, sufficiency-orien-
ted lifestyle. In this sense, the dacha 
cooperatives, where the gardeners have 
the necessary know-how, are already a 
model for this ‘new life’. Due to their 
climate adaptation potential, dachas 
ought to receive more attention and 
appreciation. It would be appropria-
te, for example, to invest more funds, 
which are intended for climate resilien-
ce promotion in rural areas, in dacha 
cooperatives. In this way, dacha-typical 
(co-)living, self-provisioning and economic activities would be fostered. Cooperatives 
could strive for more autonomy and could therefore, for example, have resources such 
as water, renewable energy and other infrastructure at their disposal.

Lilian Pungas, a researcher in the flumen project at the University of Jena, is conduc-
ting research on dachas in Ida-Viru County as an example of agro-ecological circular 
economy and socio-economic resilience, as well as on the human-nature relation-
ships and care practices prevalent among the gardeners. Her research interest is about 
which practices are best suited for a truly sustainable way of life. The practices in 
Eastern European dachas are unique and have so far not received much attention in 
the discourses about sustainability. If we look at food sovereignty, that is, the right 
and opportunities of people and social groups to provide themselves with sufficient, 
self-determined and healthy food, Estonia offers a promising picture. Ida-Viru county 
stands out in particular: it has the highest density of dachas per household in Esto-
nia - in fact, every family has a garden or access to one. This becomes especially clear 
when looking at satellite images of Sillamäe. The area occupied by dachas exceeds 
the area built up for residential areas - which would be unthinkable in large Western 
European cities. Lilian Pungas also draws attention to the special nature of the pro-
nounced care work provided by Sillamäe’s dacha gardeners. Different care dimensions 
play an important role when it comes to mentalities and ways of life in socio-ecologi-
cal transformation processes towards circular bioeconomies.

Lilian Pungas presented three dimensions of the care work of dacha gardeners: the 
individual, the social and the ecological dimension. The ecological level - that is, the 
level of ‘taking care of nature’ - is especially about the nutrient cycle management in 
the dachas that is oriented towards ecology and natural cycles of more-than-human 
nature. This includes not only the composting practice, but also the fact that the 

Hardi Murula (Photo: Lilian Pungas)
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dacha gardeners produce humus-rich soil as well as organic fertilisers and pesticides 
themselves, and apply traditional knowledge for plant cultivation and maintenance.

The social dimension of care, the ‘looking after others’, includes gardeners caring for 
the well-being and health of their families, friends and acquaintances by providing 
them with fresh food or processed and preserved products from their dachas. Provi-
sioning (stockpiling, preserving fruits and processing them into pastes, juice and the 
like, maintaining storage and cultivation areas, etc.) is also part of the social dimen-
sion of care work because it contributes to food security and well-being in times of 
winter or crisis.

Finally, the care work done by the dacha gardeners is equally important at the indi-
vidual level: by gardening, the dacha owners also take care of themselves. Gardening 
helps them cope with stress, is beneficial to their health, has a psychotherapeutic 
effect and increases their sense of self-efficacy. With their care expertise, the dacha 
gardeners offer a pool of valuable knowledge, experiences and practices that could fos-
ter a socio-ecological transformation. At the same time, these practices also buffer up 
potential socio-economic negative effects (unemployment, material uncertainties, loss 
of status, etc.) while applying the principle of a circular economy. The gardeners do so 
without energy- and resource-intensive products and activities, and practise agro-eco-
logical circular economies.

The presentations were followed by a discussion with the audience – “Dachas and 
Urban Gardening - for whom and for what?” The moderator and interpreter Jana 
Budkovskaja adressed various aspects from the presentations. She asked the gardeners 
among the audience whether they were aware of their importance for future-oriented, 
climate-friendly development. The gardeners answered with “no”. One participant 
added that she was only gardening for her own peace.

Left: Jana Budkovskaja (on the left) and 
Lilian Pungas (Photo: Vaike Pungas)

Right: Judith Kiss (in the middle), project 
coordinator for flumen (Photo: Lilian 

Pungas)
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Increasing polarisation in Estonia in the summer of 2022
Tensions in Estonia were almost omnipresent in the summer of 2022. The Russian-
speaking minority in Estonia makes up around 28 to 30 per cent of the population. 
However, in the Eastern Estonian region between Narva and Sillamäe, where Lilian 
Pungas conducted the interviews and organised transfer events, the majority of resi-
dents is Russian-speaking. This applies both to those who moved to Estonia during 
the Soviet era (older generation) as well as to their children and grandchildren. Most 
people in the larger towns of the region speak Russian as their mother tongue and 
therefore are more inclined to consume Russian media, which may be one of the rea-
sons why the opinions regarding the war in Ukraine vary extensively within Estonia, 
especially between ethnic Estonians and Russians. This polarisation increased ever sin-
ce the Estonian government banned the broadcast of Russian TV channels in March 
2022 (ERR, 2022). In addition, after months of debate, the Estonian government 
dismantled the war memorial of a tank T-34 close to the Estonian-Russian border 

town of Narva in August 2022 due to the war 
in Ukraine (Henley, 2022). This has caused, 
among other things, unrest and further polari-
sation, as most residents in the region tend 
to support the war. Against this background, 
there was a justified fear on the part of the 
organisers that the transfer events would be 
overshadowed and dominated by these issues, 
so that a conversation between Russian garde-
ners, Western European or Estonian scholars 
and photographers would hardly be possible. 
Therefore, it was all the more important to 

prepare the events with a lot of caution, to select ‘neutral’ interpreters and guests, and 
to focus on different formats of indoor and outdoor photography exhibitions, so that 
the topic of transfer activities (dachas and semi-subsistence agriculture in the region) 
would remain in focus in all conversations and debates via surrounding images.

Protest against the dismantling of the war memo-
rial of a tank T-34 (Photo: Lilian Pungas)

When asked what gardening means to the people of Sillamäe, there were lively res-
ponses from the audience. The participants emphasised that gardening has two sides: 
On the one hand, it is exhausting and energy-consuming, but on the other hand, it 
is fulfilling and gratifying. In sum, gardening is worthwhile: because it is good for the 
gardeners, provides fresh and tasty food and because family and friends come together 
in the dachas. The dachas provide the gardeners with so many good vegetables and 
fruits that they often give away large quantities to people who do not have dachas. 
Some gardeners do not even realise themselves how tasty and special their harvested 
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produce is. The gardeners in the audience also noted that the function of the dachas 
is changing, especially for younger generations. Young dacha owners tend to design 
their gardens for stress relief and recreation: more lawns, the construction of a sauna 
and barbecue areas. However, many new dacha owners are not afraid to put their 
fingers straight in the soil and engage in exhausting physical labour. On the contrary, 
many of them are looking for just that.

The question of whether the dacha gardeners felt valued by society was answered with 
“yes” by those present. Although they had not thought about this question before, 
they said they felt appreciated, especially by the people who are familiar with garde-
ning labour, but also by the people who are willing to pay a higher price for dacha 
products on the markets. Those who are unaware of the extent of hard labour in the 
dacha are also not able to appreciate their work as much.

The local people present were also asked how they felt about the interest of scholars 
in Sillamäe, its inhabitants and dacha gardening. The answers made clear that the par-
ticipants were grateful for the interest, as the place and its (Russian-speaking) popula-
tion received some visibility through the (research) interest from outside. They saw a 

Dacha gardeners from Sillamäe (Photo: Sillamäe Library)
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chance for the city to open up further. During the Soviet era, Sillamäe was a semi-clo-
sed city1, because it was an important location for the Soviet nuclear industry. Since 
Estonia’s independence, Sillamäe is no longer a closed city. However, the predomi-
nantly Russian-speaking locals have remained involuntarily among themselves, as 
Sillamäe has hardly been able to attract strangers, visitors or tourists.

1 Sillamäe was a semi-closed town in the Soviet era, whose well-educated population had many advan-
tages, but lived and worked in a ‘sealed-off’ town, due to the highly-secretive uranium-oxide mining 
and a uranium enrichment plant on site.

Summary of the evening event on the 8th of September
The evening event made the significance of dachas in Estonia, which have barely been 
noticed by the public so far, impressively clear to all those present. Dachas hold a 
considerable potential for the local implementation of climate mitigation and adap-
tation strategies in Estonia. At the same time, gardeners in dachas cultivate practices 
that are essential for a socio-ecological transformation, for a path towards a fossil-free 
future or bio-based circular economy. These practices are characterised by sufficiency 
practices, agroecological land management, circular economy, as well as anticipatory 
harvesting and processing expectations that are adapted to natural cycles. They in-
clude important care ‘services’ to nature, the community and oneself that provide for 
care, health and security. Dachas as spaces of reurbanisation and food self-provisio-
ning practice also contribute to the formation of ‘Estonia of eco-communities’, which 
is the focus of one (out of four) scenarios for a future Estonia. This scenario would 
not only be far more resilient to negative climate crisis impacts (such as energy or 
food shortages) than a highly urbanised society, but also promises the highest values 
of health, life satisfaction and social cohesion.
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Reflections by one of the organisers, Annela Samuel
I started my documentary photo project about Sillamäe 5 years ago, when there were 
even fewer Estonians in the city and everything seemed to be surrounded by an air of 
mystery. I didn't know any people in the city at that point, but through a filmmaker 
I knew, I immediately got in touch with people who led me to very different locals 
who were extremely open in sharing their experiences and life stories with me. In my 
doctoral studies, I conducted my own ethnographic research on the meaning of place 
in the experiences of elderly (second Covid-19 autumn). During this period, I also li-

ved partly in Sillamäe with a local 
woman in an apartment where I 
had my own room. The Covid-19 
pandemic had left a strong mark 
on the city, making it perhaps 
even more isolated, especially for 
the unvaccinated elderly residents. 
The war in Ukraine left yet anot-
her strong imprint.

I finished my fieldwork in Silla-
mäe in January 2022 and visited 
the city one week before the 
outbreak of the war in Ukraine 

when tensions were already palpable, especially in the Ukrainian community. The 
most difficult period for me was the six-month period after the outbreak of the war 
in Ukraine, when I had an exhibition opening in Sillamäe planned for March, and 
several other events. People in the city lived through it in different ways, but the-
re is no doubt that this war was and is very difficult and for many people remains 
incomprehensible. It was also difficult for me to be impartial, not to take sides, not 
to condemn anyone, but I understood how 
necessary it was in order to continue a dia-
logue in this situation. On several occasions, 
I received calls from my acquaintances in 
Sillamäe, who were simply talking to get 
their own questions and pain about the 
war out of their heads. The biggest fear and 
challenge for me was whether I would dive 
too deeply into this community, into the 
personal lives of the residents of Sillamäe. 
Therefore, it was essential for me to regular-
ly reflect on my own work with my super-
visor and fellow PhD students.

Annela Samuel (on the right; photo: unknown)

Visitors of the evening event organised by Annela 
Samuel (Photo: unknown)
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On the 11th of September 2022 the Open Gardens’ Day was celebrated. In the 
allotment garden cooperative Sputnik OÜ people opened their gardens to the inte-
rested public. As the special event had been widely advertised, many people from all 
over Estonia and occasionally even from abroad seized the opportunity to get to know 
the largest dacha cooperative in Estonia and the people behind it, in addition to the 
local population. PhD students Lilian Pungas, Annela Samuel and Saara Mildeberg 
implemented the festival with the support of the cooperative management of Sputnik 
OÜ and the Sillamäe Cultural Center. The visitors took part in a dacha excursion and 
gained insights into the mysterious world of dachas through personal conversations 
with the gardeners. 

Schedule:
11.00 - Opening of the day and market with Accordion player

11.45- Welcome speech (by the board of Sputnik and organisers)

12.00 - Band Ivuski

12.30 - Guided tour of Sputnik 	
	 (Dacha excursion)

13.00 - Trio Nadezda

13.30 - Workshop “Wild plants 	
	 on the menu”

14.15 - Performance by Brigitta 	
	 Davidjants and Marion 	
	 Selgal

15.00 - End of the event

In the workshop “Wild Plants on the Menu”, the older generation of gardeners and 
the younger, more urban workshop participants - some of whom came from the 
capital, Tallinn - exchanged their knowledge about edible wild herbs with each other. 
Nationality was no longer an issue in this workshop.

There was also a market with home-grown vegetables, fruits, eggs, honey, flowers and 
various delicacies that the gardeners had made from their dacha products. Some gar-
deners sold their handicraft products, others displayed their drawings and paintings 
in a spontaneous exhibition for all to see. Another artistic programme was the large 

Flyer of the Open Gardens’ Day on the 11th of September
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outdoor photo exhibition 
by the photographer Sanni 
Seppo, whose huge dacha 
photographs were displayed 
on the brick walls of the gar-
den cooperative and bus stops, 
and thus ‘brought’ directly 
to the gardeners. In addition, 
there was another exhibition 
of photos and paintings by 
Lilian Pungas, Hendrik Haed-
ge, Annela Samuel and local 
artists with stories about the 
dachas and information about 
the exhibition in the Sillamäe 
Library, which remained there 
for another two months. Du-

ring the garden festival there were many musical performances by local and national 
musicians, demonstrating the whole variety of Estonian and Russian, traditional and 
newer music, all received with enthusiasm by the audience. For the guests there were 
tents with seating, coffee and cake and other snacks. The gardeners used the Open 

Visit to the dachas with interested guests (Photo: Saara Mildeberg)

The organisers of the events: A. Samuel, S. Mildeberg and L. Pungas (from left; Photo: Sanni Seppo)
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Gardens’ Day to present themselves and to get in touch with visitors. At the same 
time, it was important for them to experience what is possible through cooperation 
with the town of Sillamäe (cultural centre), the garden cooperative, scholars, artists 
and musicians from all over Estonia and abroad, and how much resonance and inter-
est their dacha culture has met with. The dacha gardeners and the board of the garden 
cooperative liked the Day of Gardens so much that they want to make it an annual 
event. Already on site, the local journalist remarked that there had not been such 
enthusiasm for an event in Sillamäe for a long time.

Visitors on the Open Gardens’ Day (Photo: Saara Mildeberg)
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Above: Visitors take part in tastings and the wild herb workshop (Photo: Lilian Pungas)
Below: Local and national musicians also enriched the programme on Open Gardens’ Day (Photo: Saara Mildeberg)
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Above: Visitors view Lilian Pungas’ photo 
exhibition on dachas and their gardeners, 
taken during interviews with dacha gar-

deners and three field visits in 2019-2021 
(Photo: Saara Mildeberg).

Left: The board of the Sputnik dacha 
cooperative, whose map is in the back-

ground, plans to repeat the Day of Gardens 
in subsequent years. The photo shows the 
entire board with Finnish photographer 

Sanni Seppo (top right), organisers Annela 
Samuel and Lilian Pungas, and Judith 
Kiss (bottom). (Photo: Lilian Pungas)
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Lessons learned for the scientific transfer
Despite many challenges in transdisciplinary research projects, target groups that are 
difficult to reach were actively included in the transfer activities. In addition to the 
many difficulties reported by Jaeger-Erben et al. (2018), the organisers also encoun-
tered language barriers, a high level of mistrust towards external stakeholders as well 
as informal organisational structures, all of which made the implementation of the 
transfer activities difficult. In order to deal with these difficulties and still achieve a 
valuable exchange for all participants, the following points proved to be important for 
us:

	■ To build on issues that are a significant part of the everyday reality of the target 
group. Since topics such as the bioeconomy and socio-ecological transforma-
tions are very abstract, complex and sometimes not well-known, they need to 
be ‘translated’ into local, concrete and relevant topics, as also recommended by 
scholars from the BioSTEP project (Davies et al. 2016, p. 14, 17). This increases 
the resonance with the local population (cf. Engels 2020).

	■ In addition to formats that primarily address an already active audience that 
values education - such as discussions, presentations and workshops - creative and 
engaging formats such as photo and film presentations or exhibitions and events 
in which the target group members can also present themselves, are particularly 
suitable for somewhat more secluded groups.

	■ In transdisciplinary research activities, it is essential that diverse perspectives and 
real life experience of practitioners come together with scholars and decision-ma-
kers on an equal footing (Rogga and Zscheischler 2019, p. 47). For this reason, 
during the implementation, particular attention was paid to ensuring that the 
expectations and wishes of the target group were taken into account and that the 
views of the participants were prioritised in discussion events. This also invol-
ves language, problem-framing and avoiding purely academic jargon. Finally, a 
benevolent openness to diverse perspectives is the prerequisite for co-production of 
knowledge (cf. Davies et al. 2016, pp. 16-17).

	■ The appreciation of the workshop participants and interviewees as experts with 
valuable empirical knowledge proved to be particularly important, as they had 
hardly been recognised as such before. At this level, they could feel competent and 
‘effective’ - unlike when abstract concepts or complex technical solutions are pre-
sented or imposed on them by external actors, without them as locals having a say 
(see also acceptability research by Busse et al. 2019). This appreciation is particu-
larly important in relation to concepts such as epistemic extractivism, which ques-
tions knowledge production and appropriation in peripheries by Western scholars 
(see, for example, Grosfoguel, 2019; Klein and Simpson, 2012; Meza, 2019).
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	■ In addition, the second transfer event in particular showed that it makes sense to 
go to the target group itself (in this case to the garden cooperative) and to imple-
ment many different formats on site that correspond to the wishes of the local 
population and reflect their everyday needs and interests. This allows a much 
broader target group to participate and engage in dialogue with each other, and is 
therefore very inclusive and needs-based.

	■ It is extremely helpful to organise transfer activities in coordination or at best in 
cooperation with “gate keepers”, i.e. people who are recognised to be influential, 
knowledgeable and well connected in the community. In our case, this minimised 
the (escalation) risk in an extremely tense socio-political context, kept the focus 
on the object of research interest and ensured a constructive, appreciative and 
trusting dialogue.

	■ It can often be worthwhile to involve various cooperation partners and local/regio-
nal artists in the conception and implementation of transfer activities in order 
to give the activities greater significance, to realise different formats and to reach 
more people.

	■ It may make sense to organise transfer events as part of other bigger cultural events 
or festivals in order to reduce the organisational effort, and to reach target groups 
that would otherwise stay away. In rural areas this is also a question of logistics, 
and this additional offer of cultural events can additionally be used to bring urban 
target groups to places they would otherwise not visit.

Photo exhibition on the walls of the dacha cooperative building (Photo: Lilian Pungas)
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Lessons learned for decision-makers
Many actors who are relevant for a socio-ecological transformation are overlooked 
or are themselves not even aware of their importance. They are not in the focus as 
a target group or even as partners, although they could provide important insights, 
practices and examples. It is worthwhile to look for such opportunities of exchange 
and dialogue with groups that are considered to be difficult to reach or hardly visible. 
Moreover, these groups are often indispensable as possible coalitions or proponents of 
socio-ecological transformations, as they are also the ones who bear the main burden 
of these transformations (cf. Davies et al. 2016, p. 12). Therefore, purely symbolic 
participatory processes are not enough. Instead, co-design on an equal footing with 
local stakeholders should be promoted and prioritised.

Above all, the transfer activities have also shown the following: Scientific transfer 
needs trust between all actors involved, and trust, in turn, needs (a lot of ) time. The 
preparation and implementation of transfer activities repeatedly encountered obst-
acles and delays, as many stakeholders expected regular and repeated face-to-face 
meetings (instead of short phone calls, e-mails, zoom meetings or similar) in order for 
cooperation to take place. In addition, it became clear to the organisers how import-
ant it is to seek out and address people in their own language, in their own formats, 
in their everyday reality, so that an encounter on an equal footing is possible. Science 
transfer is always context-dependent and a purely academic workshop is not necessa-
rily expedient if a wide range of stakeholders are to be equally involved. 

Sunflower on the grounds of the event (Photo: Lilian Pungas)
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Media & coverage of the transfer events
The two events were covered in Estonian-language national newspapers as well as 
Russian-language local newspapers. Below are both articles (published online and in 
print).

Õhtuleht, 12th September 
2022 Online, URL: https://
www.ohtuleht.ee/1069923/

galerii-pidu-sputnikus-sillamae-
lahistel-aednike-paeval-jagus-ul-

latusi-pudelitest-palm-purki-piste-
tud-karulauguoied-ja-rahvusvahe-

line-laadamelu 

Õhtuleht, 15th September 2022 
in print (p. 6)

Excerpts from the Estonian newspaper: 
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Translation of the excerpts from the Estonian newspaper: 
“When the Italian tourist got off the train at Vaivara station on Sunday morning after 
10 o’clock, the gardeners’ day had not yet begun. But soon it had: at 11 o’clock, the 
garden cooperative Sputnik had already laid out its gardening products, and the ac-
cordion player let his fingers fly. On 11th September, Sputnik, near Sillamäe, hosted 
its biggest event in more than a decade: the Gardeners’ Day.”

“Gardening is very close to the hearts of Sillamäe residents: at least two out of three 
have a garden shed or dacha to put their fingers in the soil. Sputnik, Estonia’s largest 
garden cooperative with over 1,000 dachas, is located just outside Sillamäe. However, 
Sputnik has not hosted an event as big as this one for ten years. Now the active PhD 
candidates Annela Samuel, Lilian Pungas and Saara Mildeberg organised it for the 
local population with great support from the Sputnik cooperative and the Sillamäe 
Cultural Centre. The dissertations of all three are related to the people in the region.”

Excerpt from the Russian-language paper:

Sillamäe Vestmik (in Russion), print newspaper, available online as PDF (https://heyzine.com/flip-book/5c2515d79a.
html?fbclid=IwAR1FbntHghvLVoZnYrRo7dnbmaCDtlysp42F-LeKGxzTZr6ftbAqY4X8_Gs#page/7). 22nd September 

2022  (pp. 4 and 23)
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Translation of the excerpt from the Russian-language paper:
“‘A dacha is the place where you can hide and relax. The community in such gardens 
is special: people share their experiences of growing different foods, they help each 
other, make friends, but they always have the possibility to be alone whenever they 
need to. Maybe contact with the earth makes us all the same, no matter where we live 
or where we come from,’ said Sanni Seppo at the exhibition opening.”

“Lilian [Pungas] considers dachas to be a unique phenomenon that has unfortunately 
been lost in Europe. She sees the uniqueness not only in the fact that the dachas pro-
vide people with organic vegetables, fruits and berries, and thus they play an econo-
mic and social role, but also an ecological one, as the gardeners protect nature.”

(Translation: Anna Treier)

Dacha in Sputnik cooperative (Photo: Lilian Pungas)



27

 Transfer report Estonia|2022

Lilian Pungas & Judtith Kiss – Dachas for future: the importance of the 
allotment gardeners in Sillamäe for a fossil-free future

Used literature and further reading

Aistara, G. A. (2015). Good, Clean, Fair ... and Illegal: Paradoxes of Food Et-
hics in Post- Socialist Latvia. Journal of Baltic Studies, 46(3), 283–298. 
doi:10.1080/01629778.2015. 1073915. 
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