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Estonia ranked second worldwide in the 2024 United Nations E-
Government Development Index and is routinely invoked in Thai policy
discourse as the model to follow. This academic article argues that the way
Estonia is usually presented, as a showcase of digital services such as e-
Tax, e-Health and e-Voting, obscures what actually made the
transformation work and therefore produces misleading policy lessons.
Through documentary analysis of Estonian policy instruments and recent
peer-reviewed literature, the article reconstructs the Estonian case as an
institutional sequence of three layers installed in order: a universal digital
identity whose electronic signature carries the same legal force as a
handwritten one; a distributed interoperability layer, the X-Road, which
makes the once-only principle enforceable while leaving data ownership
with individual agencies; and a trust layer in which every access to citizen
data is logged and visible to the citizen concerned. Digital services are
outputs of this sequence, not substitutes for it. The article then presents
evidence usually omitted from celebratory accounts: the 2017 ROCA
vulnerability which compromised roughly 760,000 of the country's
electronic identity cards, and research showing that Estonian local
governments lag behind the national level in open data provision. It further
argues that Estonia's starting conditions, a population of 1.3 million, an
absence of legacy systems in 1991 and high institutional trust, are not
transferable. The article introduces the concept of sequencing debt: when a
country installs the service layer before the identity and interoperability
layers, the omitted layers must later be retrofitted at substantially higher
cost. Thailand, which already has the legal foundation through the Act on
Electronic Performance of Official Functions B.E. 2565, is shown to be
carrying precisely this debt.
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