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SDG 13: CLIMATE ACTION
Innovative leather made of gelatine to save the nature

Mari-Ann Meigo and Märt-Erik Martens are planning to 
produce an innovative material that resembles natural 
leather, but is signi�cantly more sustainable. The majority 
of the world’s leather is chrome tanned and producing 
one square metre of leather needs 5 000 litres of water. 
The Gelatex leather, however, only requires 65 litres. More 
importantly, unlike the incredibly toxic method of tanning 
the leather, their leather making process only involves 
natural materials.

Mari-Ann and Märt-Erik �rst studied the background of 
producing natural leather. Märt-Erik remembers that their 
�ndings did not make them happy at all. “We found that 
leather production brings tremendous amounts of 
pollution with it. Chemicals seep into the clean drinking 
water – one square metre of leather uses 2.4 kilograms of 
chemicals. Some of them stay in the leather, the rest of 
them are discharged into the seas of the world. Our 
leather needs no chemicals and the main raw material, 
gelatine, is produced by animal by-products, like bones, 
skin and sinew, which are currently simply incinerated in 
Estonia.”

Sustainability must be the rule

Both founders of the company agree that Gelatex must 
reach the stage of mass production. Though large scale 
production tends to pollute the environment, Mari-Ann 
believes that the current system could also be made more 
sustainable. “Could mass production be changed in such a 
way that it would have no ecological footprint? Right now, 
you can’t use sustainable materials in large scale produc-
tion because we are not able to produce them in big 
enough quantities. However, as long as people consume 
meat, we will have enough material. At the moment, 25% 
of raw materials of animal origin go to waste – they are 
either burned or buried,” she explains.

Märt-Erik dispels the myth that sustainable materials are 
more expensive. “Price-wise, the clothes manufacturer also 
wins because our material is cheaper. The consumer and 
the environment can also enjoy the bene�ts of this – fake 
leather wears out very quickly, but the degradation of fake 
leather takes centuries. Our material degrades relatively 
quickly,” he adds. 
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SDG 14: LIFE BELOW WATER
A buoy to check the health of water bodies

Andri Laidre and Karl-Kristo Vene founded FlyDog Marine 
11 years ago. Today, the unique buoys developed by them 
assist in measuring the health of aquatic ecosystems all 
year round in Estonia, Finland and Sweden.

Andri and Karl were schoolmates and studied engineer-
ing. When they got the idea to create their own business, 
the important criteria were ethics and preserving the 
nature. Andri recalls, “We thought that the world is already 
full of stu� and our task as engineers shouldn’t be produc-
ing more stu�. In creating our products, we aim for 
bringing bene�ts to mankind and the nature.” 

Andri says that the most exciting thing in their product 
selection is a buoy that allows for moving its sensors up 
and down, so that measurements can be taken at di�erent 
depths – for example, once per hour and metre. “The usual 
parameters are temperature, salt content, dissolved 
oxygen, turbidity and phytoplankton. Our buoy has been 
used to measure such things at depths up to 100 metres 
in the Baltic sea.”

Past, present and future in one device

“In a situation where environmental issues become more 
and more pressing, yet where no one is about to pour 
money into dealing with them, we have to have e�ective 
solutions for measuring the condition of the water bodies. 
The data could be valuable in ten years when we run into 
trouble. We have only recently realized the real value of 
the water temperature data from 200 years in the past. 
Perhaps in those days, they thought that the people 
playing in the water with a thermometer are slightly mad,” 
ponders Karl.

At the moment, they are also working on solutions for 
minor islands. “In developing countries, there are many 
small communities that depend on river water and use it 
as drinking water. In the rainy season, the �ood water 
brings dirt and other trash downstream, so in this period, 
the river water could be dangerous. This system could aid 
local water companies in determining when to stop using 
river water or treat it more thoroughly,” explains Andri. 

They are often asked if they’re running a green business. 
Karl says, “In the classical sense, we are not green at all – 
the manufacturing input contains lithium and tin, after all. 
However, the output cannot be readily measured or 
judged by any scale. We believe that our devices could 
help the environment even more than the cars produced 
by Tesla. In some sense, we are helping to detect leaks on 
a sinking ship.”
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SDG 15: LIFE ON LAND
Estonian mires – one of the last ones in Europe

Marko Kohv stumbled upon the restoration of mires 15 years 
ago, after his brother suggested that he apply for the 
position of a project manager for the �rst project of its kind 
in Estonia. The job ad had been posted by ELF (Estonian Fund 
for Nature). Now, he is a mire restoration expert in ELF and his 
professional work as a geologist is done secondary to his job. 

Marko sums up the development of mires with a simple 
example: “It is interesting how the meaning of mires has 
changed over time. Start from classical Estonian literature – 
in Tammsaare’s Truth and Justice, the mire was seen as an 
enemy, impossible to defeat even through hard work. In 
Soviet times, we used to have �elds with impressive signs at 
their edges, saying that this used to be a mire, now it is a 
grain �eld. And now, the symbol of Estonia is a mire, dotted 
with bog pools and admired both by the locals and the 
visitors.”

Since mires are not suitable for living, people can only use 
them after they have drained the land, after which the land is 
used for agriculture or forestry. “The percentage of wetlands 
has decreased dramatically in Europe and across the world. 
The situation is particularly dire in Western Europe, which 
contains no wetlands at all. This has caused signi�cant 
changes in water management and �ooding has become a 
big problem. Water passes through wetlands quite slowly, 
but through canals it �ows relatively quickly. Mires cleanse 
the water, animals and plants consume the materials littering 
the water and in times of drought, mires provide additional 
water for the rest of the landscape,” explains Marko.

Excavators working for restoration

On the day of the chat between Marko and I, the excavators 
are sent to work for the purposes of restoring the mires. 
Approximately 5 000 ha of mires have already been restored, 
but there are enough funds for the restoration of 20 000 ha of 
swamps and 2 000 ha of old peat extraction sites. 

Marko describes why the restoration of Estonian mires is so 
special: “We’ve got great communication between the 
voluntary sector, researchers and the state, which is quite 

unusual. As a result, we have a national nature conservation 
development plan, which states the goals in terms of 
hectares of mires to be restored. Most of the restoration 
works are carried out in protected mires, where the aim is to 
neutralize the harm done in earlier times (i.e. draining of the 
mires). Those mires are chosen in such a way that the works 
would be carried out on the most valuable areas where 
everything has been preserved as a whole. I am not aware of 
any comparable plans in any other states.”
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SDG 16: PEACE, JUSTICE AND STRONG INSTITUTIONS
Violence in intimate relationships needs to be exposed

 

In the �rst ten months of this year, there have been more 
reports about violence in intimate relationships than in 
the entire last year. The police believe that these numbers 
are merely the tip of the iceberg and re�ect only 10–20% 
of the real incidents. 

As of October 2018, the police have received such reports 
on 9 910 occasions. Krista Aas, the Deputy Director of the 
Police and Border Guard Board, explains that the jump in 
the numbers of reports on violence in intimate violence 
does not mean that this kind of violence has become 
more common – instead, it shows that people are more 
aware of this and the authorities have been approaching 
those cases in a more comprehensive way. “The society 
has had more honest discussions about the violence 
hidden behind the walls of our homes. Generally, the most 
frequent witnesses and reporters are the neighbours, 
co-workers and acquaintances,” she says.

Krista Aas notes that the main cause of violence in 
intimate relationships tends to be a co-dependent 
relationship. “The victims depend on the o�ender in one 
way or another, either economically, emotionally or 
socially.”

In our family, we look after each other

Before the International Day for the Elimination of 
Violence against Women, at the end of November, the 
o�cers from the Tallinn City Centre Police Station of the 
Northern Police Prefecture and their partners visited the 
families at risk for violence. These families been involved 
in at least two reports about domestic violence this year.

The families will be given a white card with “Meie peres 
hoitakse üksteist” (“In our family, we look after each 
other”) written on it. The goal of this message is to remind 
the family members that it is possible to solve con�icts 
without violence and they should take care of each other. 

The other side of this card has the contact information of 
the relevant authorities (the local municipality, the police, 
support services for victims, family and support centres) 
that could provide assistance when needed.

Anu Aus, the Deputy District Governor of the Tallinn City 
Centre Administration, explains that the goal of this action 
is to encourage people to seek help instead of isolating 
themselves and their issues. “The informational materials 
include all the important contacts of the authorities and 
agencies that can help the people in need.”

“The reduction of violence in intimate relationships can 
only be achieved through smooth cooperation between 
the relevant authorities. However, this requires the input 
of all of us – we have to notice this, intervene and report 
the violence,” says Krista Aas.
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SDG 17: PARTNERSHIP FOR THE GOALS
A movement that united 17 million volunteers

Let’s Do It! is a civic movement that started in Estonia in 
2008. In that year, more than 50 000 people united their 
forces to clean the entire country in �ve hours. Ten years 
later, on 15 September 2018, Let’s Do It! World was 
organized, bringing forth millions of people to join the 
cleaning e�orts. 

Let’s Do It! (Estonian Teeme ära!) is the biggest civic 
movement in history. As a part of the EV100 programme, it 
was presented as a gift from Estonians to the rest of the 
world to celebrate our 100th anniversary. In 24 hours, at 
least 17 million people from 158 countries helped to clean 
the Earth. 

Cleaning is a tool, not the goal

Heidi Solba, the woman leading the world’s clean-up 
networks, explains that this movement means much more 
than merely cleaning: “Our goal is to in�uence the habits 
of the people of the world, the production chains of 
businesses and the legislation that would contribute to 
creating a trash-free world and maintaining it. We are the 
catalysts pushing the world towards cleaning it up and 
practical activities are the main way to change people.” 

After cleaning the world, the next step would be imple-
menting the Keep It Clean plan. This is the cream of the 
crop of best practices from all across the world. In this 
plan, the advice is divided between sectors, i.e. private 
persons, waste management companies and govern-
ments. Its aim is to provide advice on transitioning to 
circular economy and becoming waste-free.

She presents an example – the Bali island is very tourism 
oriented, but the sea around it is so thoroughly littered 
with trash that snorkelers tend to encounter diapers 
gently �oating in the water and, consequently, in their 
faces. “I think that neither the surfers nor the snorkelers 
have any desire to go back there. However, the waste 
problems of each country are actually the problems of the 

entire world – the trash around Bali is not created in 
Indonesia only,” explains Heidi. 

Everybody wins from a cleaner world

If we could implement the Keep It Clean Plan, then every-
body would win from this. The bene�ts would be most 
obvious to ordinary people whose health would improve. 
This would also provide some boons to the business sector 
with regards to the circular economy, innovative packaging 
industry and waste management. And �nally, the states, 
too, would see gains, since pristine nature attracts tourists 
and clean environment means less money spent on 
healthcare costs. 
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