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COMPETITION AND MARKET:
SWEDISH VIEWS ON ESTONIA’S AGRICULTURAL
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This article gives some views on interwar Estonia’s butter export development from a Swedish
perspective. The main questions concern whether the Swedish views underwent any changes during
the period, and if so ~ how these changes were visible. Estonia’s relatively successful export
performance on the markets in London and Berlin is suggested to have affected the opinions.
Sweden wanted to expand on the Baltic agricultural machinery market and in this regard the yearly
reports and messages of the Swedish Agricultural Attaché in Riga reveal some interesting views.

INTRODUCTION

In Estonian historiography the peasantry has been regarded as the driving
force in the build-up of a national consciousness. Rural conditions, land issues
and the long-lived feudal subjugation to foreign masters since the 13th century
have been thoroughly studied.” Agricultural issues thus seem to be well covered
and integrated in most Estonian historical works. In Sweden, relations with
the Baltic countries and agricultural issues have been explored from various
perspectives. Studia Baltica Stockholmiensia has published a number of relevant
articles throughout the years, e.g. Nordlund (1994)°, who concentrated on the
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Nordlund, S. Temporary partners or permanent connections? Scandinavian responses to the
Baltic-State markets, 1918-1940. — In: Emancipation and Interdependence. The Baltic States as
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development of Scandinavian—Baltic trade. In a previous study, Nordlund (1992)
had focused on the Swedish relief credits.* Specific agricultural issues have
been thoroughly studied by Koll (1994)°, foremost focusing on the Estonian
interwar land reform (1919-26), the growth of co-operative associations and
butter export performance. In a recent anthology from Finland, edited by K. Hovi
(1998)°, a wider perspective on the Nordic-Baltic relations during the 20th
century is applied. This contains contributions from Finnish, Danish and Swedish
scholars.

The aim of this essay is to give a survey of Swedish views on interwar
Estonia’s agricultural export orientation, foremost from the perspective of butter
export. The primary question concerns how Sweden judged and interpreted
Estonia’s export orientation and market development. Another question is related
to the first: to what extent did these views undergo changes? It is reasonable to
assume that competition from the Baltic States created a somewhat dual attitude,
not only in Sweden, but also in the other Nordic countries since they were
exporters of similar products. To the Danish producers, Estonian or Baltic
products hardly constituted any threat. But Sweden and Finland might have
interpreted the marginal export shares conquered by the Baltic butter and meat
exporters differently. In this paper, however, only the Swedish views are
discussed. Yet, Estonia will in some regards be compared to its contemporary
Baltic Sea competitors: Denmark, Sweden, Finland, Latvia and Lithuania. In
essence, the years 1924-38 are suggested having been of most importance for the
study. Despite the fact that the growth of agricultural co-operative associations
and the implementation of a radical land reform were contributing forces to
Estonia’s export development, this is only briefly elucidated in this essay. The
same is true for most of the political development.

W.SILFVERHJELM AND THE SWEDISH VIEWS

In September 1924 Kungliga Lantbruksstyrelsen (the Royal Agricultural
Administration Board in Sweden) employed Emil Fredrik Waldemar Silfverhjelm

Nordlund, S. Who helped who? The international relief credit programme after the First World
War. The case of Sweden and the Baltic countries. — In: The Politics of Transition in the Baltic
States. Collection of Papers from the Pérnu Seminar 1619 January 1992. Eds. Dellenbrandt, JTA.
et al. Institute of Political Science, University of Aarhaus, 1992.

Koll, A. M. Peasants on the World Market. Agricultural Experience of Independent Estonia
1919-1939. Almquist & Wiksell International, Stockholm, 1994.

See for instance Kéll, A. M. Marginal markets and friendly peoples. — In: Relations Between the
Nordic Countries and the Baltic Nations in the XX Century. Ed. Hovi, K. Publications of the
Institute of History, 15, University of Turku, 1998, pp. 53-80.
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as Agricultural Consultant over the three Baltic States and Poland.” Three years
later he was appointed Agricultural Attaché at the Swedish Consulate in Riga
where he stayed until he retired in 1939. As an official he had thus served for 15
years within an administrative realm that covered Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and
Poland. However, his experiences of the region went back to 1897 when he, as a
rather fresh dairy consultant, began to work in the Baltic States.® By following the
yearly reports and messages that he sent, foremost to the Department of Foreign
Affairs in Stockholm, interesting opinions on the state of Baltic agriculture,
export development, market situation and internal affairs can be traced. Judging
by his reports, Silfverhjelm seemed to have been well aware of the international
division of labour. In spite of the relatively large production of milk, meat, and
cereals in the region and the non-complementary character of goods in trade he
believed in a continued exchange with the Baltic States.

Silfverhjelm had two primary missions: to improve the level of production and
quality within the region and to facilitate the export of Swedish breeding stock,
seed and agricultural machinery.” He thus delivered information to the
governmental authorities, i.e. the Foreign Department in Stockholm and as he
was the extended eyes and instrument of the government he supplied information
for the decision-making body in the form of convincing arguments, opinions and
figures. Occasionally, however, his twofold missions may have appeared as a
contradiction, especially regarding the insecure relations in trade and the severe
international competition that characterised the interwar period. From the latter
part of the 1920s processed milk and meat from the Baltic States also evidently
competed with Swedish products on the German and British markets. Further,
agricultural production was facing overproduction and increased overseas
competition. Since interwar trade agreements had a short-term duration and

In the 18th century a Swedish consulate was established in Riga and for a short period during the
19th century an office existed in Tallinn as well. Formal diplomatic contacts with the Baltic
States were, however, not established until independence. In 1921 Tallinn was chosen as a joint
centre for the Swedish missions in the Baltic States. However, within six months, perhaps due to
its geographical location, Riga was regarded as a better choice as the recognition of Lithuania
was expected to be made by Sweden. See Carlgren, W.M. Sverige och Baltikum. Fran
mellankrigstid till efterkrigsar. En dversikt. Publica, Stockholm, 1993, pp. 17 & 22-24.
¥ Silfverhjelm got his first degree at the Agricultural Institute in Alnarp, Sweden, in 1895. A year
later he took another degree specialising in dairy production and from 1897 to 1907 Silfverhjelm
worked as a consultant for a Baltic dairy organisation. Thereafter he and his brother-in-law began
to sell Swedish agricultural machinery and seeds on the Russian market. For a few years they had
in addition an information service, education and marketing of Swedish breeding stock at the
manor Dammenhof in Riga. But due to World War I and the inflation of the rouble all assets were
lost. Silfverhjelm then went back to Sweden for a period of eight years working for a Swedish
farmers’ economic association in the County of Virmland until 1924 when he returned to Riga
(UD:s arkiv, dossier P1, Silfverhjelm, E. F. W. Utdrag ur tjinstematrikel).
® UD:s arkiv, 1920 frs dossiersystem, H 72, Riksarkivet (RA) Stockholm. Silfverhjelm, W.
Angéende atgirder for frimjande av svenska lantbruksalsters avsittning i de baltiska staterna,
skrivelse 129, 1929, pp. 1-2.
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agricultural products were exposed to strong price fluctuations, countries
advancing by exporting from their primary sector thus experienced quick shifts in
their foreign trade. Among Swedish politicians and investors there was a cautious
and hesitant attitude, which was linked to unceirtanty concerning the economic
and political future of the Estonian market. Of far more importance was the future
of Finland."

When Silfverhjelm had been in office for a few years it was obvious that his
judgements on the state of Baltic agriculture were somewhat mixed. On the one
hand, he felt dejected due to the hardships of implementing new and scientifically
composed methods in breeding and cultivation. Even though he had discovered
some interest in applying methods that were appreciated in Sweden this interest
was mainly to be found among what he called “practical farmers”. Influential
people in leading positions, he meant, did not understand the importance of
improved exterior status and production quality."' On the other hand, his fear
might have been a sign of the times. During a few years Sweden had increased
the import of Estonian meat and according to Silfverhjelm these products were
certainly cheap, but of inferior origin."?

According to Nordlund, Sweden and Denmark basically looked upon the
Baltic market as marginal — or as a temporary substitute.”’ Between 1922 and
1923 Swedish goods only contributed 1 per cent of the total value of Estonian
import, while the corresponding figure for German goods was 57 per cent.'*
Sweden was interested in selling from its diversified production of industrial
capital goods and Denmark was highly dependent on its agricultural export to
Great Britain. But due to the composition of Baltic export neither Sweden nor
Denmark had any stronger confidence in a large exchange under these conditions.
Still, in retrospect, the judgements that were made on the Estonian development
were somewhat dual.

Despite the non-complementary character of goods in trade, the Baltic market
was of major importance for some individual Scandinavian enterprises, e.g.

10" See Larsson, U. Svensk socialdemokrati och Baltikum under mellankrigstiden. — SBS, 1996, 17,
89-90 and Nordlund, S. Temporary partners, p. 292. -

UD:s arkiv, 1920 é&rs dossiersystem, H 72, RA Stockholm, Lantbruksattacherapporter.
Silfverhjelm, W. Bilaga till beskickningens i Reval, skrivelse 70, 1927.

Silfverhjelm wrote in 1927 to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs about his fear of the increased
import of Estonian meat: “For the Swedish farmer it is, however, not indifferent if the Swedish
market from time to time is submerged by emaciated animals sold at a loss. In Sweden years of
competent work, which have been costly for both the government and for individuals, have
brought forth more resistant and healthy animals. It would be fatal if these achievements were to
be jeopardised by competition with foreign inferior meat products and emaciated cows, which
do not correspond to the requirements that are made on the Swedish farmers’ products.”
Translation from the report by Silfverhjelm, W. Bilaga till beskickningens i Reval. UD:s arkiv,
1920 érs dossiersystem, H 72, RA Stockholm, skrivelse 70, 1927.

3 Nordlund, S. Temporary partners, p. 243.
14" See Svensk Export, 1923, August, 740, p. 187.
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producers of agricultural machinery, and throughout the interwar period Estonia
withheld the position as Sweden’s major Baltic export market.” This trade,
foremost based on Swedish industrial goods and agricultural machinery, was
helped by the so-called relief credits that were offered after independence. These
long-term credits were therefore necessary, due to the importers’ incapacity of
paying, non-convertible currency and the trade deficit regarding Sweden.'®
Danish ambitions of a similar strategy were revealed but never fully realised. But
due to the size of the Estonian economy imports from Sweden only accounted for
4.1 per cent of the total Estonian import in 1924 and 8.2 per cent in 1938.
Corresponding figures for Estonia’s total export to Sweden were 5.2 per cent in
1924 and 4.3 per cent in 1938."

PRECONDITIONS FOR EXPORT ORIENTATION AND
INFLUENCES FROM THE NORDIC SPHERE

The export-orientated agricultural production that became a cornerstone of
interwar Estonia’s relative success is a story of gradual development. The build-
up of a national consciousness and struggle for land during the 1860s was
followed by the growth of co-operative associations during the late 19th century
and crowned with the implementation of a radical land reform (1919-26). This
contributed to an overall social revolution, which became the point of departure
for a Scandinavian inspired farming system, based on a mixture of free market
and co-operative farming.'® However, in the eyes of the policy makers, the
inherited large-scale Russian industrial sector still constituted the initial hope for
national economic recovery at the time of first independence."’ The agricultural
sector was expected to contribute to industrial growth and agricultural policies
were mainly concerning land reform issues.

'S Nordlund, S. Temporary partners, pp. 217-218 & 248.

'® The aim of these credits was to counteract an expected breakdown in East and Central Europe
by supplying grant credit in the form of commodities. Initiatives to the foundation of the
International Committee for Relief Credits, /CRC, came from the US and British governments.
Except for Germany and Austria, most West European countries were asked to join the
programme. The ICRC was not based solely on utilitarian principles. Expectation of a deep
economic crisis and the Russian revolution raised doubts on the future of capitalistic
development and trade. Besides, Eastern Europe was expected to be a growing long-term
market. The participating countries could choose where to direct commodity credits and Sweden
chose Estonia. But for several reasons the relief credits were not used until 1927. See
Nordlund, S. Who helped who?, pp. 290-291 & 294.

Nordlund, S. Temporary partners, pp. 217-218.

Hope, N. Interwar statehood: Symbol and reality. — In: The Baltic States. The National Self-
Determination of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. Ed. Smith, G. Macmillan, Houndmills, 1994,
p. 48.

19 Kall, A. M. Marginal markets, pp. 32-34.
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