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S ecuring sustainable growth 
has been set as the main goal 
of Helsinki in the City Strategy 
for the present council term. 
Helsinki and the surrounding 

region have a significantly higher rate of 
population growth than the rest of Finland. 
In order to prepare ourselves for answering 
the needs of a growing city and its residents, 
we need a solid and up-to-date information 
basis. The article by Pekka Vuori in the 
present issue of Helsinki Quarterly sheds 
light on the future population trends in the 
Helsinki Region and the rest of Finland.  

To a large degree, population growth in Hel-
sinki rests on migration from other coun-
tries, with people of foreign origin moving 
to the city either directly or via other Finn-
ish municipalities. The birth rate has been 
declining in Finland and Helsinki in recent 
years, and this is likely to impact our popula-
tion structure fairly soon. At the present mo-
ment, the population structure of Helsinki re-
mains young in Finnish comparison, and the 
city has a large number of working-age peo-
ple. At the same time, however, the number 
of senior citizens – over 75-year-olds in par-
ticular – is growing rapidly.  

In this issue of Helsinki Quarterly, we also 
look at the ways in which the City and its res-
idents react to the ecological challenges fac-
ing the world today. Environment Director 
Esa Nikunen focuses on the climate goals of 
Helsinki in his article. Jukka Hirvonen’s ar-
ticle sums up the results of a recent survey 
mapping the citizens’ attitudes towards the 

environment. Following the example of New 
York City, Helsinki has conducted a local re-
view of UN Sustainable Development Goals 
and analysed how these match the City’s 
own strategic goals. This topic will also be 
discussed on these pages.

In a growing city, a perennial theme of de-
bate is how to ensure sufficient housing pro-
duction and how to build good neighbour-
hoods. These issues have been handled in 
markedly different ways in various periods 
of Helsinki’s history. Currently, city planning 
in Helsinki is oriented towards producing a 
densely built and efficient urban structure 
that favours rail connections and cycling. In 
an interview with researcher Miika Norppa, 
we review the history and influences behind 
these planning trends. 

Helsinki Quarterly is an English-language 
journal covering the most recent urban re-
search about Helsinki. Three annual issues 
are published in Finnish and Swedish under 
the title Kvartti. ■

Timo Cantell

Director for Urban Research and Statistics
City of Helsinki 
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I walk around a block in Jätkäsaari, 
one of Helsinki’s new maritime 
neighbourhoods that has been 
under construction for a little over 
a decade now and is due to be 

completed by 2030. What would Miika 
Norppa want me to notice as I look at 
the buildings and urban structure, in 
terms of architectural and planning 
solutions? 

There is the irregular shape of the city 
blocks, or the high-rise towers that 
break the traditionally low skyline of 
Helsinki. It could be the Hyväntoivonpu-
isto park, whose curved shape was in-
spired by Venice’s Canal Grande. Or 
perhaps the bicycle lanes, the artificial 
hillocks, the decorative details on build-
ing walls, the street names inspired by 
long-distance shipping, or the innova-
tive underground waste management 
system.

The current interest in developing in-
ner Helsinki has its roots in the turn of 
the 1960–70s when the city planners 

saw the need to react to the diminishing 
population trend in the inner city due 
to strong suburbanisation. The mas-
ter plans of 1970 and 1976 sought to 
redress the situation. 

For the first time in the post-war period, 
the main focus of planners was return-
ing to the inner-city areas. The devic-
es they used included the construction 
of new, modernist, urban districts at 
Merihaka and Itä-Pasila at the fringes of 
the inner city, as well as addressing the 
’officization’ of residential blocks and 
improving the public transport system. 

Characterised by the slogan compact 
city = contact city, those new districts 
of the 1970s were still based on a sep-
aration of car traffic and multi-level pe-
destrian decks. Subsequent develop-
ment projects in inner Helsinki have 
been characterised by a gradual return 
to an older, city-centre style of planning.  
This is manifested in enclosed city 
blocks, increase in brick-and-mortar re-
tail, emphasis on pedestrian and bicycle 
traffic, as well as attractive, often mari-
time, public spaces. 

European influences and traces of 
uniqueness

The geography of the narrow peninsula 
on which Helsinki is built has long 
restricted any significant expansion of 
the inner city. However, the relocation 
of cargo port facilities from the 
centrally located West Harbour and 
Sörnäinen to the suburban Vuosaari 
Harbour in the 2000s has freed up 
a considerable amount of land for 
redevelopment. 

“It has been estimated that the ma-
jor development projects now under 
construction – Jätkäsaari, Kalasatama 
and Pasila – will enable almost 60,000 
more people to live in inner Helsinki”, 
Norppa says. The population of the in-
ner city has already grown by 47,000 
in 1993–2017 after a long period of de-
cline1. 

1)	 Norppa, 578.

Thirty years from now, Helsinki will be preparing to celebrate its 500 years of 

existence. During the past centuries, the focus of the growth and development of 

the city first expanded outwards from a historical core and is now, after a period 

of suburbanisation, shifting back towards strengthening the city centre and 

surrounding inner city. Helsinki Quarterly interviewed researcher Miika Norppa, 

whose doctoral thesis covers the development of Helsinki’s central areas 

from 1550 up to the present day. 
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Denser, livelier, more ecological: 
How Helsinki put the inner city 
back in focus



Despite the high density and enclosed blocks, the new neigh-
bourhoods are actually not 100% similar to traditional inner-
city areas. 

“Urban planning is similar in terms of block design, but there 
are various differences on the level of details. Bay windows, 
ornamentation or gambrel roofs have not returned in exact-
ly the same way. Ceiling heights are still lower and courtyard 
buildings are no longer constructed.”

Commercial activities are now often concentrated in local 
malls rather than markets or market halls. While traditional 
brick-and-mortar businesses exist, the commercial dynamics 
of the new districts are perhaps less dependent on them than 
in older inner-city areas. 

Despite the increase in population, it has in fact proved chal-
lenging to create the kind of lively, vibrant public space prom-
ised in the city strategies and district visions. “The scale of 
squares is often too large, especially when combined with a 
lack of market trading or other enlivening functions”, Norp-
pa argues. “Places that are very centrally located, such as the 
Narinkka square in Kamppi, tend to be full of people, but in 
other locations they are often less likely to be so.”

Nevertheless, the human environment is now in focus. 
Squares in the city centre, such as Kasarmitori, have been 
liberated from traffic and returned to pedestrians. Influenc-
es for the plans of new districts have been sought from live-
ly, small-scale places, of mediaeval origins even. The gridiron 
plan has been partly broken in the Jätkäsaari and Hernesaari 
plans in favour of winding lanes, on which one can sense the 
presence of the ghost of urban theorist Camillo Sitte.

The flows of influences governing the physical and spatial de-
velopment of Helsinki is one of the major themes that Miika 
Norppa discusses in his thesis. The construction of the Finn-
ish capital has been influenced in different periods in histo-
ry by Scandinavian, Russian and German urbanisms as well 
as several others. With the exception of the American ‘car 
city’ ideal of the 1950–70s, the main sources of influence have 

tended to be European. Recently the ‘catchment area’ of influ-
ences has again widened, with places like Vancouver or Span-
ish cities playing a role.

The new seafront developments have been influenced, in par-
ticular, by similar projects in Stockholm, Gothenburg and 
elsewhere in northern Europe. But with all these flows of in-
fluences, what elements are unique for Helsinki? Are we only 
replicating foreign ideas in urban planning and architecture, 
or is there a local brand of urbanism?

“Often, it’s not an either–or question. Many ideas have their 
origins abroad but are then interpreted differently in Finland 
and other countries. International Art Nouveau, for example, 
developed into Finnish National Romanticism and Karelianism 
in the early 20th century and these ideas are still easy to spot 
in the Helsinki streetscape, for instance in Katajanokka.”  

Helsinki also has a strong local modernist tradition with 
prominent architects. “Of course the Modernism of Helsinki 
was influenced by Sweden, among others, but the internation-
ally renowned contribution of Alvar Aalto, in particular, helped 
develop it into something distinctly Finnish”, says Norppa. 
“Many significant examples of Finnish Modernism can be 
found in the Töölö district and the Olympic area.”

Local character is also added to new neighbourhoods 
through street names or building materials. For instance, the 
district of Kalasatama will have addresses inspired by the his-
torical slang of Helsinki, and the red brick characteristic of its 
buildings can be seen as a nod to old warehouses and other 
harbour heritage.   

What about contemporary and recent architectural styles – 
how to know which buildings are likely to have lasting value? 
Norppa points out that contemporary buildings are listed for 
protection in some countries. “We can speculate which might 
be first ones to be listed if this policy was adopted in Finland. 
Would it be Oodi, the new central library, or the annex building 
of Parliament, or the university library Kaisa?”

Eco-city and alternative plans
In his thesis, Miika Norppa also analysed the economic 
aspect of the development of Helsinki inner city by using the 
concept of city roles. These are the dominant industries or 

sources of livelihood that characterise 
different historical periods from the 
founding of Helsinki in 1550 up to 
the present day. Some of these are 
presented in the illustrations on the 
following pages (Figures 1–6).

In the 1990–2000s, Helsinki held a glob-
al pioneer status as a city of information 
and communication technologies. For 
this reason, the past couple of decades 
could be called a ‘golden period’ in the 
history of Helsinki. 

While the decline of mobile phone mak-
er Nokia was a reminder that fortunes 
may change, Norppa says Helsinki still 
holds the keys for future success. The 
city has a healthy economy and attracts 
a growing population. However, there 
are also possible obstacles for contin-
ued good fortunes, including the expen-
sive housing market, or the dependence 
on the national government for large-
scale transit investments. 

In the current situation, Helsinki is 
growing out of its former role as an 
‘ICT city’ and developing towards an 
‘eco-city’. While some city roles recede 
over time (‘military city’, ‘industrial 
city’), others have more staying-pow-
er. For example, Helsinki as a capital 
retains its position as the most impor-
tant ‘government city’ and ‘finance city’ 
of Finland. It is also a ‘university city’ 
since 1828, as well as a ‘service city’. 
Moreover, the ICT contingent is still 
present, for instance through a thriv-
ing gaming industry. 

“But the ambition to be an ecological 
city features strongly in the plans and 
strategies of Helsinki, and it is closely 
related to the aims of densification and 
the development of cycling routes or rail 
traffic”, says Norppa. “Cleantech com-
panies have a big role to play in these 
endeavours. Eco-friendliness is also an 
image factor.”

Apart from his academic undertakings, 
Miika Norppa is active in the alternative 
city planning community. These citizen 
voices in Helsinki have long been calling 
for densification of the urban structure. 
Now that the same ideal is also firmly on 
the official planners’ agenda, are the al-
ternative planners satisfied or are there 
still some grievances they would like to 
see rectified?

According to Norppa, the current ori-
entation of the planning profession is 
in the right direction. ”Are we satisfied? 
Yes and no. We would like to see even 
larger units planned and constructed, 
even more of the inner-city liveliness 
spread across the city.”

”The ideal of a dense old European city 
centre structure is nonetheless shared, 
at least to a large extent, now both by 
the planning officials and the alternative 
planning activists.”

Norppa says that the trend of densifica-
tion and urbanisation has recently be-
gun to affect the suburbs of Helsinki, 
which were originally planned with con-
siderably lower intensity. While small 

suburban malls and stations were once 
surrounded with parking lots and indi-
vidual high-rise buildings, they are now 
being replaced with inner-city type of 
blocks combining shopping and resi-
dential functions. A case in point would 
be the suburban district of Myllypuro.

“It would perhaps be inaccurate to say 
that inner Helsinki as such is expand-
ing, but we can safely say that seeds of 
the inner city are spreading ever fur-
ther. Another example is Helsinki’s plan 
to transform some of its entry routes – 
motorway-like roads built in the 1960s – 
into city boulevards lined with residen-
tial buildings and parks.”  

Are there any challenges as to how to 
construct good, liveable urban space 
with a dense, intensified structure, 
apart from the obvious pressures on 
the amount and quality of green areas? 

“There is a lifestyle-related contradic-
tion in that a city like Helsinki, with its 
superior consumption opportunities, at-
tracts well-heeled people. Of course 
these people then consume a lot, which 
is not exactly ecological.”
 

“Another big challenge is the quality of 
construction. Although we now build an 
enormous amount of houses in a short 
timeframe, they should last in good 
shape for more than just a few dec-
ades. There are warning examples in 
the past.” ■

– text: teemu vass 

The city has a healthy economy and attracts 
a growing population, but there are also 
possible obstacles for continued good fortunes.
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The maritime fortress of Sveaborg, 
present-day Suomenlinna, defined 
Helsinki’s role as a military city from 
the mid-18th century onwards. 

FIGURe  1.

FIGURe  2.

FIGURe  5.

Senate Square was mostly 
constructed after Helsinki became 
a capital city in 1812, in the ‘St 
Petersburg Empire Style’. It is also an 
important location for present-day 
Helsinki as a tourism city.

Helsinki Central Station, inaugurated 
in 1919, is the second incarnation of 
the city’s main railway terminal. In 
the latter part of the 19th century, 
the railway strengthened Helsinki’s 
position as a logistics city. The 
current station building was inspired 
by the National Romantic Style.

FIGURe  3.

Helsinki Olympic Stadium was 
constructed in the Functionalist 
Style in 1934–1938. Helsinki hosted 
the Summer Olympics in 1952. 
The stadium is the most famous 
manifestation of Helsinki as  
a sports city.

Helsinki High Tech Center, built in 
2001, is a physical manifestation of 
Helsinki’s ICT city orientation. In 
the district of Ruoholahti, opposite 
the now dismantled cargo port, 
it was inspired by the cranes and 
containers typical of the history of 
the neighbourhood.  

Jätkäsaari, one of Helsinki’s new 
seafront districts, has the density 
of an old city centre area, and as 
such, exemplifies the eco-city role. 
Malmö and Venice, among others, 
have inspired the irregularly shaped 
blocks in the area. 

FIGURe  4.

FIGURe  6.
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● Esa Nikunen

In May, June and July, the average 
temperature in Helsinki was more 
than three degrees above average 
(Finnish Meteorological Institute, 
2018a, 2018b and 2018c). In July, 

the average temperature for the entire 
country, 19.6 °C, was the highest in 
Finnish measurement history. (Finnish 
Meteorological Institute, 2018c). 
Regardless of how much one enjoys 
the heat waves, an increasing number 
of people in Helsinki became acutely 
aware of climate change. After the 
summer, the attention has been turned 
more towards the City: what is Helsinki 
doing to mitigate climate change?

During human existence, the concen-
trations of carbon dioxide in the atmos-

phere have never been higher (NOOA 
2018). Climate change is already hap-
pening, and there are attempts to mit-
igate it through international agree-
ments. The commitments made three 
years ago in the Paris agreement are 
not yet enough to restrict the warming 
to the agreed maximum of two degrees 
(UN 2018). Thus far, the global average 
temperature has already risen by 1.1 de-
grees, while the average temperature in 
Finland has risen by two degrees. If the 
emissions are not restricted, the aver-
age temperature in Finland may rise by 
as much as seven degrees by the end of 
the century. 

It has been estimated that the aver-
age temperature in Helsinki will rise by 

2.3–3.4 °C before the middle of the cen-
tury (when compared to the 1971–2000 
average), depending on the global suc-
cess rate in the fight against climate 
change. The winter temperatures will rise 
more than the summer temperatures. 
The total rainfall in Helsinki is also higher 
than before. (Pilli-Sihvola et al. 2018)

If Helsinki wants to achieve its strategic 
goal of being the most functional city in 
the world, investments have to be made 
in the adaptation to climate change. We 
have to ensure that Helsinki is safe and 
functional regardless of what the weath-
er conditions are, also in quickly chang-
ing climate conditions. 

Helsinki’s most significant weather 
and climate risks are associated with 
heavy rains, extreme winter conditions 
(slippery conditions, snowstorms, se-
vere frost) and heat waves (Pilli-Sihvo-
la et al. 2018). During the previous heat 
wave in 2010, there were approximate-
ly 300 premature deaths in Finland, of 
which 30–40 occurred in Helsinki (Pilli-
Sihvola et al. 2018). According to an in-
ternational research team, the mortali-
ty rate caused by hot weather in Finland 
may triple during 2031–2080 compared 
to 1971–2020 (Guo et al. 2018). People 
in the Nordic countries are not used to 
hot weather and that poses a health risk 
especially to elderly persons and those 
suffering from chronic illnesses (Pilli-
Sihvola et al. 2018). 

What is Helsinki doing 
to fight climate change?

Last summer was in many ways an ambivalent experience for 
myself and many other people in Helsinki. During the holidays, I was 
able to walk around in shorts all day, and in the evenings, it did not 
matter if you had forgotten to bring along a long-sleeved shirt. In the 
archipelago, I noticed for the first time that I was looking for breezy 
or shadowy places. There was plenty of heat, with lots of ice cream 
and refreshments consumed. On the other hand, in the back of the 
mind was the awareness that something is wrong. During the tropical 
nights, the people in Helsinki were sweating in their homes. Cooling 
devices were sold out. In the news, people were told to put out cups of 
water for hedgehogs and other small animals weakened by the heat. 
Agriculture suffered from drought and the domestic lack of grains had 
to be compensated with imports (Maaseudun tulevaisuus 2018). 
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Goals of Helsinki and other cities

A lot of countries and cities have 
toughened their climate goals during 
the last few years. With the election of 
the new City Council in 2017, Helsinki 
also got new, increasingly ambitious 
climate goals. According to them, 
Helsinki will be carbon neutral by 
the year 2035. The new City Strategy 
brought forward the previous carbon 
neutrality goal by no less than 15 years 
(City of Helsinki, 2017). 

Helsinki adheres to the definition of car-
bon neutrality commonly used by Finn-
ish municipalities. The greenhouse gas 
emissions are initially reduced as much 
as possible, at least by 80 per cent com-
pared to the 1990 level (City of Helsin-
ki 2018a). The remaining ≤20 per cent of 
the emissions are compensated for by 
increasing Helsinki’s carbon sinks and/
or by making emissions reductions out-
side Helsinki in a way that ensures that 
Helsinki’s emissions impact is zero. The 
City Strategy provides a good footing 
for Helsinki’s climate work: the goals are 
clear. 

Are Helsinki’s climate goals up to par 
in international comparison? The City 
of Copenhagen has a globally unique 
goal of being carbon neutral as early 
as by 2025 (City of Copenhagen 2012). 
The City of Oslo aims to be carbon neu-
tral in 2030 (City of Oslo 2016). The City 
of Stockholm’s goal is to be fossil-fu-
el free by the year 2040 (City of Stock-
holm 2016). 

In North America, ambitious goals have 
been set by the likes of Vancouver, who 
wants to abandon fossil fuels and has 

cleverly branded greenness into a com-
petitive advantage (City of Vancouver 
2015). However, some caution should be 
taken when comparing the climate goals 
of different cities, because there is var-
iation in the definitions of carbon neu-
trality (Huuska et al. 2017). For example, 
Copenhagen is going to reduce its emis-
sions by 50 per cent and allows com-
pensation of the remaining 50 per cent 
(Huuska et al. 2017). In Helsinki, the cor-
responding ratio is 80 per cent emis-
sions reductions and 20 per cent com-
pensations (City of Helsinki 2018a). 

During the last few years, many Finn-
ish cities have stepped up their cli-
mate goals. Despite being strict, Helsin-
ki’s new goal is not the most ambitious 
among the cities of Finland. Turku is 
aiming to be the first carbon neutral city 
in Finland, in 2029 (City of Turku 2018). 
The HINKU (Towards a carbon neu-
tral municipality) network has been ac-
tive for several years in Finland. The 39 
HINKU municipalities are committed to 
reaching for an 80 per cent reduction 
in the greenhouse gas emissions be-
fore 2030, compared with the 2007 lev-
el (Finnish Environment Institute 2018). 
Mainly small and middle-sized munici-
palities have joined the network, togeth-
er with three larger cities, Joensuu, Lap-
peenranta and Pori.

The climate goals of the large cities in 
Finland are, with the exception of Turku, 
aimed at the years 2030 and 2035. All 
these cities have the same definition of 
carbon neutrality as Helsinki. 

●● Turku 2029
●● Tampere 2030
●● Espoo 2030
●● Vantaa 2030
●● Lappeenranta 2030
●● Vaasa 2035
●● Helsinki 2035

The comparisons also serve to spur Hel-
sinki’s climate goals. Setting goals is im-
portant, but in the mitigation of climate 
change, it is the actions that count. 

It is often asked what the climate goals 
of the cities are based on and how a 
specific year has been chosen. The de-
cisions concerning the climate goals 
are a political process, but in Helsin-
ki, they have been preceded by rigorous 
background work. It showed that our 
goals are challenging, but that they are 
achievable if we truly want to.

Are Helsinki’s goals for the mitigation 
of climate change sufficient and fair in a 
global comparison? There is no unam-
biguous answer to this. A clue was giv-
en in the Finnish Innovation Fund Sitra’s 
study, according to which Finland’s fair 
share would be to cut emissions by 60 
per cent by 2030 and by 150 per cent by 
2050, compared to 1990 (Sitra 2016). 

The fairness was considered, for exam-
ple, based on what kind of historical re-
sponsibility Finland has in climate change 
and on our capability of reducing emis-
sions (Sitra 2016). In addition to the car-
bon neutrality goal for 2035, Helsinki has 
an intermediate goal for 2030, which is in 
fact a 60 per cent reduction compared 
to the 1990 level (City of Helsinki 2017). 
Very soon after reaching carbon neutral-
ity, Helsinki should be able to post nega-
tive emissions, or we should bind more 
carbon dioxide from the atmosphere 
than we release in the air (Sitra 2016). 

Expanding Helsinki’s carbon sinks by in-
creasing the vegetation in green are-
as is difficult, because the city is grow-
ing and becoming increasingly dense. 
The City Plan provides for 140,000 
new residents by 2035 (City of Helsinki 
2018a). The building stock will increase 
by around 14 million floor square metres 

Expanding Helsinki’s carbon sinks by increasing the vegetation 
in green areas is difficult, because the city is growing and 
becoming increasingly dense. The City Plan provides for 
140,000 new residents by 2035.
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(City of Helsinki 2018a). The current car-
bon sinks must be maintained and the 
binding of carbon must be increased in 
urban green areas, such as green roofs 
and walls, waterbodies and the ground. 
We must also participate in the intro-
duction of solutions that recover carbon 
dioxide from the atmosphere. 

The Helsinki Region Environmental Ser-
vices Authority HSY counts Helsinki’s 
annual emissions to keep us up-to-date 
with the situation. Helsinki’s greenhouse 
gas emissions in 2016 were around 2.7 
million tonnes of carbon dioxide equiv-
alent, or 4.3 tonnes of carbon dioxide 
equivalent per resident (HSY 2018). At 
the moment, a little more than half of 
Helsinki’s emissions come from heating 
of buildings, a quarter from traffic and 
around 15 per cent from consumer elec-
tricity (HSY 2018). 

Helsinki’s total greenhouse gas emis-
sions have successfully been reduced 
by 24 per cent from the 1990 level (HSY 
2018). This is a good achievement con-
sidering that the population of Helsinki 
has grown by 150,000 during this time 
(Mäki & Vuori 2017). The greenhouse 
gas emissions of the average resident 
of Helsinki are actually 40 per cent low-
er than in 1990 (HSY 2018). Helsinki’s fa-
vourable emissions development of the 
last few decades is due to the following 
reasons (City of Helsinki 2018).

Analysis period 1990–2005
●● The use of natural gas as the main 

fuel in the production of district 
heating instead of coat

●● The deployment of the A and B 
power plants in Vuosaari

●● The improvement in energy 
efficiency when the joint 
production of electricity and 
heating increases

●● The industry’s structural change 
and the improved energy 
efficiency

●● Recovery and utilisation of gases 
from the waste management

●● The improvement in the energy 
efficiency of vehicles in road 
traffic

Analysis period 2005–2016

●● Reduced emissions from 
Finland’s electricity production 
(nuclear power, joint production, 
renewable fuels, acquisition of 
low-emissions electricity from the 
Nordic countries)

●● The Katri Vala heat pump facility 
and the deployment of district 
cooling

●● The industry’s continuing 
structural change

●● The improved energy efficiency of 
vehicles and the use of bio fuels

Even though the emissions of Helsin-
ki have decreased from 1990, the fa-
vourable development does not pro-
ceed on its own. During the last couple 
of years, the total emissions have re-
mained almost unchanged and the 
emissions from energy production have 
even grown, because more coal was 
used instead of natural gas in Helsin-
ki (City of Helsinki 2018a). If the use of 
coal remains at the current level, the 30 
per cent emissions reduction goal for 
the year 2020 set by the previous City 
Council is endangered. To reach it, Hel-
sinki’s must reduce its total emissions 
by a further six per cent (City of Hel-
sinki 2018a). Reaching the goals solely 
through reductions in other emissions 
sectors is almost impossible, because 
the emissions from energy production 
are so significant. According to our es-
timate, the City of Helsinki’s emissions 
in 2035 would be 52 per cent lower than 
in 1990, if the current trend contin-
ues and if the decisions already agreed 
upon are hung on to (City of Helsinki 
2018a). Therefore, the pursued 80 per 
cent emissions reduction is missed by 
a country mile, if the pace of the emis-
sions reductions is not intensified. 

How the goals can be achieved 
In order to ensure that the climate 
goals are not just words on paper, and 
to make sure that the responsibilities 
and resources are clear to all parties, 
we crafted at the beginning of the 
year the Carbon Neutral Helsinki 2035 
action plan (City of Helsinki 2018a). The 
action plan is a presentation by the 

experts of which party is responsible 
for each action, when they are realised, 
what they cost and what kind of impact 
they have. 

Helsinki’s climate goals concern all 
emissions created within the borders of 
Helsinki, regardless of who causes them 
(City of Helsinki 2018a). When we craft-
ed the Carbon Neutral Helsinki 2035 
action plan, we considered it impor-
tant that the plan should be as realisa-
ble and concrete as possible. Less than 
10 per cent of Helsinki’s emissions are 
caused directly by the City’s actions: en-
ergy consumption of its own buildings, 
street lighting and public transport (City 
of Helsinki 2018a). 

Helsinki carries a significant respon-
sibility of how big the emissions of the 
city residents are. The city has a great 
possibility to make an impact, especial-
ly as the owner of an energy compa-
ny. We can create prerequisites for car-
bon neutral everyday life – or we can 
complicate it considerably. In the action 
plan, we collected measures through 
which Helsinki can find the right path to-
wards carbon neutrality. It is obviously 
not an all-encompassing list. During the 
next few years, the direction has to be 
revised continuously and new actions 
have to be agreed upon. Carbon neu-
tral Helsinki is created through co-op-
eration between the people of Helsinki, 
companies, institutes of higher educa-
tion, research institutes, organisations 
and the City. We also need a consistent 
and ambitious energy and climate policy 
from the Government.  Furthering the 
circular economy is also beneficial to 
the mitigation of climate change.

The Helsinkian’s true carbon footprint is 
more than double the size of the emis-
sions which are created within the bor-
ders of Helsinki and which consequent-
ly are included in Helsinki climate goals 
(City of Helsinki 2018a). My own car-
bon footprint includes not only the emis-
sions that I cause in Helsinki, but also 
all the emissions that are caused by the 
production of my food, for example in 
another part of Finland, or the manufac-
ture of my mobile in China or my vaca-
tion in Spain. 
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Many people in Helsinki have asked 
why we do not consider the entire car-
bon footprint in the emissions calcula-
tions, as the climate impact of food, for 
instance, is known to be considerable. 
This is because the City does not have 
precise information on what the peo-
ple of Helsinki consume and what the 
climate impact of each product is. The 
goal must be set in a way that makes it 
measurable. 

However, we have also wished to in-
clude actions that reduce the carbon 
footprint outside Helsinki, even though 
we are not able to precisely measure 
these emissions. We can guide peo-
ple towards a climate-friendly lifestyle 
through education and upbringing, 
among other things. We can also make 
a considerable impact with our pub-
lic procurement policy. Procurements 
make up more than 40 per cent of the 
City of Helsinki’s expenditure. In the 
entire City Group, their value is more 
than €2 billion annually (City of Helsinki 
2018a). The City must further the intro-
duction of sustainable, climate-friendly 
products and services, whether it is ICT 
equipment, food services or construc-
tion materials. 

Drafting of the action plan
The Carbon Neutral Helsinki 2035 
action plan could have been drafted 
as traditional official work. The action 
plan’s tight schedule, the extent of 

the topic and the vast amount of data 
forced the group nominated for the 
task to use more effective methods in 
the work on the plan. We also wanted 
to give all interested parties a chance 
to participate in the drafting of the 
action plan. In this way, we want to 
ensure that every perspective and 
all bits of information are included 
in the analyses and that everyone is 
committed to the actions, when we 
agree upon them together. We wrote 
the action plan from start to finish 
on a joint writing platform, which was 
accessible online. We arranged nine 
workshops, where we discussed, 
for example, how the City should 
encourage the residents to buy electric 
cars, whether the planning regulations 
can include goals for solar power, and 
how much the construction of a new 
tramline costs. All the results were 
registered in an open web document, 
where they were worked into actions. 
Almost 300 people participated in the 
work.

The drafting of the action plan is an ex-
ample of our aim that the decision-mak-
ing process should be as open and 
transparent as possible (Tuomisto et 
al. 2017). The data is collected into one 
place where it is available to anyone in-
terested. The analysed topic is divid-
ed into smaller, easily digested piec-
es, knowledge crystals (Tuomisto et al. 
2017). A knowledge crystal deals with, 
for example, congestion charges or re-
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covery of heating from buildings. An-
yone with knowledge of the topic can 
participate in the writing. In conflict-
ing situations, the best argument wins, 
no matter which party has presented 
it. Open decision-making includes open 
preparation, which I think was realised 
quite well in the drafting of the action 
plan. I would like to see similar trans-
parency in the next phase of the pro-
cess, the political decision-making. The 
decisions should be motivated and they 
should reveal what facts or valuations 
they are based on. 

Helsinki wants to be a pioneer in open-
ness and participatory practices. We 
are developing a tool for the follow-up 
and updating of the action plan, where 
anyone can follow in real time how we 
are progressing with reaching the cli-
mate goal.  At the same time, we want 
to improve the cost estimates for the 
actions and help politicians recognise 
the benefits connected to them. For ex-
ample, investing in emission-free pub-
lic transport means better air quality, 
less noise and an easier everyday life 
for the people of Helsinki. Good solu-
tions have a global market, too. Climate 
change is an immense global problem. 
Helsinki wants to take its own respon-
sibility in solving it and be among the 
pioneers. ■

Esa Nikunen is Director General of Environ-
ment Services at the City of Helsinki.

Helsinki’s total greenhouse gas emissions have been cut 

by a quarter since 1990, despite a population increase of 

150,000 people over the same period.
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In 2017, the cities of Helsinki and 
Vantaa conducted a joint study on the 
environmental attitudes and behaviour 
of their residents. The data was obtained 
through an extensive resident survey 

(N = 1,560) directed at the adult population. 
The survey also examined, for example, 
environmental attitudes and environmental 
behaviour as well as connections between the 
two. This article presents some of the results 
of the survey. The analysis focuses on attitudes 
regarding climate change and some forms of 
environmental behaviour, in particular energy 
conservation at home, the avoidance of buying 
new items, as well as food-related choices. 
Results of the project are presented more 
extensively in the recently published report 
(Hirvonen & Vanhatalo 2018).

Both Helsinki and Vantaa have a long tradi-
tion of environmental attitudes surveys. A cor-
responding survey was first conducted in Van-
taa in 2009 (Kristiansson 2011) and in Helsinki 
in 2011 (Hakkarainen & Koskinen 2011). Another 

Environmental 
awareness 
is at a good level, but actions 
do not always reflect attitudes

● Jukka Hirvonen

Cities have adopted an active role in influencing global environmental issues and cli-
mate change, and consequently the opinions of city residents and their consumption 
patterns and choices are important as cities steer their activities in a more ecological 
direction. According to an environmental attitudes survey conducted in Helsinki and 
Vantaa, eco-friendly attitudes are common and there is even willingness to pay more 
for the environment, but the extent to which city residents’ everyday choices reflect 
these attitudes is mixed.  

useful set of data for comparison and reference 
for this survey came from survey data collected 
from the entire Helsinki Region in 2001 (Heikki-
nen et al. 2004). The analysis of this article in-
cludes environmental attitudes survey respond-
ents from both Helsinki and Vantaa. 

Good general awareness of climate change
Environmental issues feature clearly in the 
strategies and plans of Helsinki and Vantaa. 
For example, both cities aim to achieve carbon 
neutrality on a fairly rapid timetable. The 
environmental attitudes of the residents play 
an important role in achieving these aims. The 
questionnaire included a set of statements 
for mapping general environmental attitudes, 
such as concern about climate change and 
other environmental problems, views about 
the relationship between the environment 
and economic growth as well as awareness of 
personal responsibility and willingness to make 
sacrifices for the environment.
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Many of the respondents were concerned about 
global overpopulation (Figure 1). Two out of three at 
least somewhat agreed with the statement that we 
are approaching the limit of the number of people 
the planet can support, and only 14% disagreed. An-
other statement weighed the environment and eco-
nomic growth as values – which should be weight-
ed more if the two were pitted against each other? 
Based on the responses, a clear majority of the re-
spondents – approximately four out of five – would fa-
vour the environment in such cases. Only 8% disa-
greed, apparently prioritising economic growth, and 
14% neither agreed nor disagreed. However, nearly 
as many felt that it is possible to protect the environ-
ment and have economic growth at the same time. 
Young respondents were the most likely to agree 
with the statement. When this result is compared to 
earlier studies, it can be summarised that, in the long 
term, the number of respondents with this opinion 
has increased in the Helsinki Region (Heikkinen et al. 
2004) as well as nationwide (Toivonen 2013). A possi-
ble interpretation is that economic growth is no long-
er considered to inevitably increase the consumption 
of material, or at least of natural resources, as much 

as before. Growth could also take place through the 
strengthening of the circular economy.

Concern about global environmental problems 
was common among the respondents (Figure 2). 
Almost half of the respondents were “very con-
cerned” about climate change and one-third were 
“fairly concerned”, amounting to a total of 80%. 
Only a few per cent were not at all concerned. How-
ever, this is not a new phenomenon, as the concern 
was already at the same level in the Helsinki Region 
resident survey conducted in 2001 (Heikkinen et al. 
2004). Concern about deforestation and extinction 
of species was at around the same level. Indeed, 
these three issues are closely intertwined.
 
Several questions about climate change gener-
ated a clear general opinion among the respond-
ents (Figure 3). Firstly, climate change was consid-
ered to result from human activities. Secondly, its 
effects were primarily seen as negative, and thirdly, 
people felt that their own actions mattered in fight-
ing it. Based on the responses, a clear majority, 
about two out of three respondents, would also be 
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agree

Somewhat
agree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Somewhat
disagree

Completely
disagree

Environment should be prioritised even at 
a slight cost to economic growth

We are reaching the maximum population 
the planet can support

Environmental protection and economic 
growth are not mutually exclusive
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Responses to statements about the environment and growth. 
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Climate change and
extreme weather

Extinction of plant and
animal species

Global deforestation
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Concern about global environmental problems

ready to make personal financial sacrifices in the 
form of taxes or fees if they would be “earmarked” 
for fighting climate change. A little under one-fifth 
disagreed with this, and roughly the same number 
neither agreed nor disagreed.

A combined attitude indicator, which was named 
“climate change awareness”, was formed from the 
data. This sum variable included the four afore-
mentioned statements and the question about cli-
mate change concern. The indicator’s reliabili-
ty was high (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.77). It – and 
the other indicators formed from the data – were 
scaled to vary between 0 and 10; the higher the 
value, the higher the climate change awareness. 
Later on, this indicator will be used as an explana-
tory variable when studying connections between 
attitudes and behaviour.

Energy conservation at home is important for 
older respondents
In terms of environmental behaviour, the survey 
first enquired about some factors related to 
energy conservation at home. Next, it mapped 
how commonly different forms of the circular and 
sharing economy were practised.

Some energy conservation methods were more 
common than one might expect: nearly all re-
spondents stated that they usually switch off un-
necessary lights, use energy-saving light bulbs 
and only wash full loads of laundry. Apparently, the 
significance of these energy conservation meth-
ods is common knowledge. They are also fairly 
easy everyday choices that everyone can manage 
with little effort.

In my opinion, the e�ects of climate 
change are mainly negative

Climate change is mainly
caused by human activity

The consequences of my actions
ma�er for climate change

I am prepared to pay more taxes or 
higher fees if the revenue is directed to 

�ghting climate change
0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 %

Completely
agree

Somewhat
agree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Somewhat
disagree

Completely
disagree

Responses to statements about climate change

When buying appliances, I am aware 
of how much power they use

I check and adjust the indoor 
temperature to save energy

I prefer to borrow or
 lease instead of owning

I prefer buying second-hand
 goods over brand new

I monitor the power
consumption at home
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Household energy conservation

Avoiding buying new items

Responses to some questions on environmental behaviour
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All graphs in this article are based on the Helsinki and Vantaa Environmental Attitudes Survey.
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However, there was more dispersion re-
garding some issues related to house-
hold energy conservation (Figure 4), 
such as consideration of the power con-
sumption of appliances upon purchase 
as well as active monitoring of indoor 
temperature and power consumption. 
Roughly two out of three respondents 
did these at least occasionally. These 
three items also have a clear correla-
tion, so they were formed into a sum 
variable named “intensity of household 
energy conservation”. Building type ex-
plained the values obtained by this in-
dicator fairly strongly; people living in 
detached houses, in particular, were in-
vested in monitoring and influencing en-
ergy consumption at home this way. This 
is not surprising, since owners of de-
tached houses have much more control 
over energy choices – the costs fall di-
rectly on them and they often have more 
living space, which creates pressure to 
control costs. However, the person’s 
age was an even stronger explanato-
ry variable. The older the respondent, 
the more aware they were about act-
ing to minimise energy consumption at 
home. Age was a clear explanatory var-
iable even after the building type was 
controlled for.

Another sum variable connected to en-
vironmental behaviour was formed from 
the following points: “I prefer to bor-
row or lease instead of owning and “I 
prefer buying second-hand goods over 
brand new”. Over one-half of respond-
ents practised these at least occasion-
ally. We named this indicator “avoidance 
of buying new items”. It can be consid-
ered to reflect the idea of the sharing 
and circular economy.

It was to be expected that income lev-
el was a fairly strong explanatory varia-
ble of the values obtained in this indica-
tor. People with low income were more 
likely to not purchase new items than 
people with high income. A less obvious 
result was that age and educational lev-
el predicted the values of the indicator 
even after controlling the income lev-
el; young and highly-educated persons 
were more open to these forms of the 
circular and sharing economy. Similar 
results were previously obtained in Hel-
sinki regarding one form of the sharing 

and circular economy: consumer-to-
consumer commerce. It was most pop-
ular among young adults and high ed-
ucational attainment, while pensioners 
and persons with lower educational at-
tainment had more reservations about 
it (Lindblom & Mustonen 2016).

When comparing with the survey con-
ducted in the Helsinki Region in 2001 
(Figure 5), we can see that younger re-
spondents under 40 years, in particular, 
were more likely to avoid buying new 
items than similar age groups in the 
earlier survey (Heikkinen et al. 2004). 
For respondents over 50 years, the dif-
ference between the survey years was 
rather the opposite. This suggests gen-
erational interpretation – the idea of 
the sharing and circular economy has 
gained ground, especially among the 
younger generation.

The most interesting result was that 
these two indicators – household 
energy conservation and the avoidance 
of buying new items – only have a 
very weak correlation (r = 0.12). These 

forms of environmental behaviour were 
therefore independent dimensions 
and do not agglomerate on the same 
persons.

Vegetarian diet increasingly com-
mon among young generations
One part of environmental behaviour 
is food-related choices. We asked 
how much attention the respondent 
pays to minimising food waste and 
eating local or vegetarian food. 
These are all significant for reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions (Häkkinen 
& Kangas 2012). Minimising food 
waste was the most common food-
related environmental act among 
the respondents. Four out of five 
respondents (80%) stated that they 
plan their grocery shopping at least 
“fairly often” with the aim of minimising 
food waste. Some 36% of respondents 
ate vegetarian food and 30% ate local 
food at least “fairly often”.

Eating vegetarian food was significant-
ly more common among women than 
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Avoidance of buying new items in the surveys of 2001 
and 2017, by age group

men. Roughly one-half (48%) of women but only one-fifth 
(20%) of men ate vegetarian food at least “fairly often”. Eat-
ing vegetarian food was also explained by educational lev-
el. The higher the person’s educational level, the more likely 
they were to eat vegetarian food. Vegetarian food was eat-
en “fairly often” by 45% of respondents with a higher edu-
cation degree but by merely 25% of respondents with only 
basic education. 

There seem to be generational differences in eating vegetar-
ian food (Figure 6). A significantly larger share of respond-
ents under 40 years old today ate vegetarian food than re-
spondents in that age group in 2001. Although the latest 
survey’s target area was not identical to that of the previ-
ous survey, the difference was clear enough to draw this 
conclusion. In the new data, vegetarianism grew less com-
mon with age up to the 50–59-year-olds but took a slight 
upturn again among respondents aged 60 years or older. 
In 2001, the dependence on age was completely different; 
back then, vegetarianism increased consistently with age 
after the age of 30 years.

Climate change awareness as explanatory variable 
What, then, was the relationship between attitudes and 
behaviour? To what extent are eco-friendly attitudes 
realised in eco-friendly choices? Cause-and-effect 
relationships cannot really be proven from this kind of 
survey data, but we can nevertheless study the correlation 
between attitudes and behaviour through statistical 
dependence. The correlation coefficient is one of the key 
figures indicating the strength of the dependence. The 
climate change awareness correlation r with home energy 
conservation intensity was quite modest at only 0.11. The 
correlation with avoidance of buying new items was slightly 
higher (r = 0.25) but still fairly low. 
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Graphic analysis of dependences (Figure 7) gave a similar re-
sult: positive but weak. In an earlier phase of the study, it was 
demonstrated through regression analyses that climate change 
awareness was left with little predictive power for the values of 
both indicators, even after the relevant background variables 
are controlled for (Hirvonen & Vanhatalo 2018).
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The correlation of climate change 
awareness to eating local food was 
0.26, and its correlation to minimising 
food waste was 0.16. The correlations 
were positive and statistically signifi-
cant, although not very high. The graph-
ic dependence analysis draws a simi-
lar picture (Figure 8). Indeed, there is a 
second, probably stronger motivator for 
minimising food waste: saving money.
On the other hand, there was a 
relatively high correlation (r = 0.41) 
between eating vegetarian food and 
climate change awareness. The graph 
shows that their dependence is roughly 
linear. In the category with the lowest 
climate change awareness, vegetarian 
food was eaten at least “fairly often” by 
only a few per cent but, in the category 
with the highest climate change 
awareness, it was nearly 70%. The 
connection is logical in that the climate 
effects of animal products, especially 
beef and dairy, are significantly higher 
than those of vegetarian options.

Eating vegetarian food was taken under 
further analysis. It was revealed above 
that there are many dependences in the 
background connected partly to the re-
spondent’s socio-demographic back-
ground and partly to attitude factors. 
The preference of vegetarian options 
was studied more closely using logisti-
cal regression analysis in order to spec-
ify the independent explanatory power 
of certain factors. There was particular 
interest in the extent to which climate 
change awareness still had explanatory 
power left once the key background var-
iables were controlled for. The analyses 
and their results are presented in more 
detail at the end of this article. Log-
it analysis demonstrated that climate 
change awareness had strong explan-
atory power for eating vegetarian food, 
even after three key background varia-
bles were controlled for.

The attitudes among the respond-
ents proved be very eco-friendly in-

Commonness of food-related choices based on climate change awareness

deed, and awareness of climate change 
proved strong. But to what extent do at-
titudes and behaviour align, and to what 
extent does each “have a life of their 
own”? This article introduced three di-
mensions of environmental behaviour: 
household energy conservation, avoid-
ance of buying new items, and food-re-
lated choices. Climate change aware-
ness predicted all three, but to very 
different degrees. In terms of house-
hold energy conservation and avoid-
ance of buying new, the predictive pow-
er was weak. However, it was a strong 
explanatory variable for eating vegetari-
an food. In conclusion, we can state that 
although general environmental aware-
ness was high, the extent to which eve-
ryday behaviour reflects the attitudes 
was mixed. ■

Jukka Hirvonen works as Researcher at 
the Urban Research and Statistics Unit of 
the City of Helsinki Executive Office. 
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Table: The ORs produced by the logit analysis and other key figures, with eating vegetarian food as the 
dependent variable.

Independent variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

Educational level 1.20*** 1.25*** 1.22***

Sex

Male ref. ref. ref.

Female 3.46*** 3.47*** 2.91***

Age group

under 30 2.71*** 2.64*** 2.27***

30–39 2.09*** 2.03*** 2.06***

40–49 1.51*  1.33     1.38     

50–59 ref. ref. ref.

60–74 1.68** 1.81** 2.04** 

Climate change awareness 1.63*** 1.55***

Constant term -1.217 -1.339 -1.17 -4.444 -1.47 -4.941

Nagelkerke R Square 0.019 0.104 0.033 0.180 0.152 0.269

-2 Log likelihood 1986.1 1875.2 1972.5 1774.5 1803.5 1617.6

The significance of the ORs was tested with the Wald test: ***=p<0.001, **=p<0.01, *=p<0.05.

In the logistic regression analysis done for this article, 
the dependent variable was coded as follows: 1 = eats 
vegetarian food at least “fairly often”, 0 = eats it seldom 

or never. Independent variables of the analysis included the 
respondent’s sex, educational level, age, and climate change 
awareness. Educational level and climate change awareness 
were treated as continuous variables. The classified age 
data was formed into five binary variables (or dummy 
variables).

Logistic regression produces an odds ratio (OR) key figure 
for each independent variable. A figure above 1 indicates a 
positive dependence between the independent variable and 
dependent variable, while a figure under 1 indicates a nega-
tive dependence. For example, in Model 1, the educational at-
tainment OR = 1.20, which means that a higher education-
al level increases the likelihood of eating of vegetarian food. 
However, the ORs received by different independent varia-
bles are not directly comparable with each other because 
they depend on the measurement units of the variables.

In the first phase, one variable at a time serves as the inde-
pendent variable (models 1–4). All four variables explained 
the eating of vegetarian food significantly. The table pre-
sents two key figures that describe the suitability of the mod-
els. The superiority of the models can be approximately de-

termined based on them. The first of these is the Nagelkerke 
R Square; the closer to 1 this key figure is, the more suita-
ble the model is. The second key figure, -2 Log likelihood, in-
dicates the suitability of the model in that the closer it is to 
0, the better the model is. It can be deduced from these fig-
ures that climate change awareness was the best independ-
ent variable for eating vegetarian food, with the respondent’s 
sex as the second best. Age and educational attainment were 
weaker independent variables but still statistically significant.

During the second phase, three background variables were 
placed into the same model as independent variables: age, 
sex and educational level (Model 5). The overall picture has 
not changed very much compared to the models of separate 
background data explanatory factors. The model predicted 
correctly in 66% of cases.

In the third phase, climate change awareness was added to 
the previous model as an independent variable (Model 6). 
The suitability of the model improved significantly from the 
previous model according to both key figures. The predictive 
power of certain variables (the respondent’s sex, youngest 
age group) decreased somewhat, but all the significant in-
dependent variables of the previous model remained signifi-
cant. The model predicted correctly in 72% of cases. ■

Logit analysis: which factors explain eating vegetarian food?
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T he present article estimates how the situation in the Helsinki Region 
and Helsinki proper may develop as compared with the projected 
development in the rest of Finland (according to Statistics Finland’s 
new projection). Although the projection of the City and that of 
Statistics Finland have been made from slightly different premises 

and their assumptions and grounds are not identical, we may yet draw certain 
conclusions about how the population and different age groups in Helsinki and 
the Helsinki Region are going to develop compared with the rest of Finland. 
Predictions can also be made about the impact of foreign migration on the 
population changes in the region and Finland at large. Since the different parts of 
Finland – large and medium-size cities and rural areas – are developing in markedly 
different directions, this article will compare Helsinki and the Helsinki Region with 
the average for the rest of Finland.

Helsinki Region 
continues to draw 
people in
– an overview of the population projections 
for Finland, Helsinki and the Helsinki Region 
until 2050

● Pekka Vuori

In summer 2018, the City of Helsinki made a population projec-
tion for the capital and the entire Helsinki Region. In November, 
Statistics Finland published a national projection, and will publish 
separate projections for Finnish municipalities in autumn 2019. 
The City of Helsinki has, however, used its own projection for city 
planning, since Statistics Finland publishes the municipal projec-
tions only at 3–4-year intervals. Helsinki’s own projection makes it 
possible to account more accurately for, for example, the outlook 
of construction and its role for future population growth. Besides 
the “most likely” scenario, the City of Helsinki’s projections have, 
for the last 25 years, presented two alternative scenarios: slow 
growth and rapid growth. The latest City of Helsinki projection 
has been drawn up independently of the Statistics Finland projec-
tion and is uninfluenced by it.  
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During the last few decades, annual 
population growth in Finland has 
varied between 10,000 and 30,000. 
It was at its strongest in the early 
1980s and 1990s, and again in 2005–
2017 as a consequence of fast-
growing immigration. In 2017, Finland’s 
population growth amounted to 9,833. 
Since 1970, it has been equally low only 
once.

During the last ten years, population 
growth has been rapid in the Helsinki 
Region, peaking at nearly 19,000 in 
2016. Helsinki itself has also had rapid 
population growth in recent years, 
after the former migration loss to the 
outer Helsinki Region turned into an 
average annual gain of 8,000 people 
in 2012–2017. In Finland outside the 
Helsinki Region, aggregate population 
growths have been negative since 2015.

In Finland as a whole, population 
growth is expected to continue until 
2035. In Helsinki and the Helsinki 
Region, the growth is likely to continue 
all the way to 2050 – the end of the 
projection period – albeit slightly 
slower than at present. In the rest of 
Finland, the population is set to decline 
throughout the projection period 
(2018–2050) by a total of 400,000, 

assuming that the predictions for the 
whole country and the Helsinki Region 
hold good. 

Births and fertility
In 2016, natural population growth 
turned negative as the number of 
births fell rapidly. During the period 
1990–2017, the excess of births over 
deaths in Finland was 260,000. The 
last projection forecasts that during 
a corresponding period ahead, i.e. up 
until 2045, there will be 360,000 more 
deaths than births.

Between the peak year 2010, and 2017, 
the number of births in Finland had 
decreased by 10,700, or 17 per cent. 
In Helsinki, the number of births fell 
by only 143 (2%), and in the Helsinki 
Region by 1,660 (10%), but in Finland 
outside the Helsinki Region by no less 
than 9,000, that is 20 per cent. Thus 85 
per cent of the decrease in the number 
of babies born in Finland in the 2010s 
occurred outside the Helsinki Region.

Statistics Finland’s projection for all 
Finland is based on the assumption 
that in future, fertility will remain 
constant. The total fertility rate 1.45 
is almost the same as the estimate of 

the level in 2018. In the City of Helsinki 
projection, fertility rates have been 
calculated for the years 2015–2017, and 
this average is used as an assumption 
for the whole projection period. 
The same method has been used 
by Statistics Finland in their earlier 
projections. This is how Statistics 
Finland describes the assumed birth 
and death rates: 

Statistics Finland’s population 
projections are long-term projections. 
Therefore, they do not always give 
a reliable picture of e.g. the number 
of births or deaths in the coming 
years. Since the 1970s the birth rate 
has fluctuated up and down so that 
the total fertility rate has varied 
between 1.49 (2017) and 1.87 (2010). 
In population projections fertility has 
been kept constant at some average 
or initial level, because it would be 
impossible to guess the turning points 
in development. Likewise, mortality has 
fallen quickly at times and slowly at 
others. In the projections, the change 
coefficients for mortality have been 
calculated for around 20-year periods 
so that they would include periods of 
both quick and slower decrease.
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Fertility trends in Finland and the Helsinki Region 1985–2017, and 
the assumptions used in the projections by Statistics Finland and 
the City of Helsinki

In the City projection, the assumed fertili-
ty rate for the Helsinki Region is 1.43 – thus 
slightly more prudent than in the Statistics 
Finland projection – and 1.25 for the Helsin-
ki itself. The assumed decrease in mortali-
ty in the Helsinki Region is the same in the 
city’s latest projection as in Statistics Fin-
land’s projection made in 2015.  

Immigration
Finland’s net immigration in 1990–2017 
totalled 270,000 people. In the Statistics 
Finland projection, the estimate for 2018–
2045, a period of corresponding length, is 
even higher, namely 420,000.

FIGURe  2.

FIGURe  3.

During the last ten years, population growth 
has been rapid in the Helsinki Region.
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Since immigration is not going to compensate for the decline in nat-
ural population growth, Finland’s population is projected to start de-
creasing in 2035. Figure 4 describes the future trend in the country 
as a whole. For population growth to continue, annual net immigration 
should increase from 15,000 in 2035 to 23,000 in 2050. 
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Figure 4 also shows the level of net immigration that 
would enable total population growth to remain at 
the current rate until 2050. Immigration should in-
crease to 20,000 immediately and, in order to reach 
38,000 by 2050, it should continue to rise.

In the projection made by the City, the Helsinki Re-
gion is predicted to have distinctive population 
growth all the way to 2050. It is expected that the 
population of the Helsinki Region would constitute 
no less than one third of the entire population of Fin-
land by the early 2040s.

Working-age population trend
Statistics Finland predicts that Finland’s working-
age population would decline by 184,000, or 6 
per cent, by 2050. The City of Helsinki projection 
predicts that this population segment would have 
grown by over 200,000 in the Helsinki Region, of 
which almost 100,000 in Helsinki proper.

Thus, according to the projections, the number of 
people of working age (18 to 64 years) would develop 
completely differently in the Helsinki Region and the 
rest of Finland on average. In the rest of Finland, the 
working-age population would decline owing to the 
age structure and migration to the Helsinki Region. 
If the City of Helsinki projection holds good, the Hel-
sinki Region’s proportion of the working-age popula-
tion in Finland will grow from 29 per cent today to 37 
per cent by 2050. The proportion of Helsinki proper 
would grow from 13 per cent today to 17 per cent.

Figure 6 describes the development 
also as it appears in Statistics Finland’s 
latest municipality-level projection 
made in 2015. In that projection, Statis-
tics Finland estimated that the number 
of the working-age population (18-to-
64-year-olds) in the Helsinki Region 
would develop slightly slower than pre-
dicted in the most recent City of Hel-
sinki projection. Furthermore, it was 
prognosticated that the population in 
the rest of Finland would start to grow 
again in 2034, since Statistics Finland 
had predicted that the working-age 
population would return to an upward 
trend that year. However, in Statistics 
Finland’s new projection, the working-
age population of Finland in 2040 would 
be no less than 85,000 people smaller 
than in the previous one, and thus the 
age group of 18-to-64-year-olds would 
continue to decline in the rest of Fin-
land – assuming that the projections of 
both Statistics Finland and the City of 
Helsinki hold good.

In the Helsinki Region, the number of 
people of working age is predicted to 
have grown by 212,000 by 2050. In the 
rest of Finland, however, it is expected 
to have declined by almost 400,000 by 
2050. The 18–64-year-olds’ proportion 
of the population of Helsinki would re-
main at almost the same level as today, 
namely 64 per cent, while in the entire 
Helsinki Region, it would be 60 per cent 
in 2050. In all of Finland, people of work-
ing age represent a mere 59 per cent of 
the population today, and this proportion 
is expected to decline to 56 per cent.

In the Helsinki Region, growth in the 
working-age population is strongly 
based on immigration. In the 2000s, 45 
per cent of Finland’s net migration has 
come directly to the Helsinki Region. A 
comparison between the projections of 
Statistics Finland and that of the City 
of Helsinki for 2018–2030 shows a de-
crease in the Helsinki Region’s share 
of Finland’s net migration gain, but it is 

projected to remain above 40 per cent. 
Almost half of the net migration to the 
region will be received by the capital 
Helsinki.

Migration assumptions in the popu-
lation projections
Of the total net migration of the 
Helsinki Region in the 2010s, 86 per 
cent consists of people with a foreign 
mother tongue. The proportion of 
those with a domestic mother tongue 
(Finnish, Swedish or Sami) has grown 
slightly in recent years, standing at 
27 per cent of the total net migration 
in 2017. It is noteworthy that half of 
the region’s net migration gain from 
the rest of Finland in the 2010s has 
consisted of people with a foreign 
mother tongue. While the proportion of 
those with a domestic mother tongue 
has grown, it was still only 55 per cent 
of the region’s net migration gain in 
2015–2017.
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In 2010–2017, people with a foreign mother tongue made up two-thirds of Helsinki’s to-
tal net migration gain, and 20 per cent of the city’s net domestic migration gain. This is 
largely due to the fact that one-third of Helsinki’s average annual net migration loss (of 
1,500 people) to the other municipalities of the region consisted of people with a for-
eign mother tongue. Thus, the majority of the growth in the region’s population with a 
foreign mother tongue comes via Helsinki.

The migration gain from Estonia has 
lost its former significance and 
declined close to nil.  The number of 
asylum seekers is also back at the 
pre-2015 level.
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Over the last ten years, the Helsinki Region’s net international migration 
gain of foreign nationals has amounted to an annual average of 7,000. 
In the projection made by the City of Helsinki, the assumption is that 
the region’s net migration gain will remain near the current level. Since 
2013, the migration gain from Estonia has lost its former significance and 
declined close to nil. The number of asylum seekers is also back at the 
pre-2015 level. However, the number of immigrants in total continues to 
grow, and this growth originates from Asia, in particular. The projection 
also assumes that work-related immigration will grow as the working-age 
population declines in Finland.

Domestic and international net migration in Helsinki and the Helsinki Region, 
by mother-tongue category in 2000–2017

FIGURe  9.

FIGURe  10.

FIGURe  11.

FIGURe  12.

-2,000

0

2,000

4,000

6,000

8,000

10,000
Number

2000 05 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 2050

Net migration of foreign
citizens from abroad

Net migration from Finland
outside Helsinki Region and
international net migration
of Finnish citizens  

Number

0

200,000

400,000

600,000

800,000

1,000,000

1,200,000

1,400,000

1980 1990 2000 2010 2020 2030 2040 2050

Finland outside Helsinki Region

Region excluding Helsinki 

Helsinki

The Helsinki Region’s net 
migration by direction in 
2000–2017 and the projec-
tion by the City of Helsinki  

Index (2010=100)  

50

75

100

125

150

2010 2020 2030 2040 2050

Helsinki
Region excluding Helsinki
All Finland
Finland outside Helsinki Region

Population aged 0–17 in Finland 
and the Helsinki Region, change 
2010–2017 and projection to 
2050. Index, 2010 = 100 Figure 
11. Numbers of 0–17-year-olds 
in Finland and the Helsinki 
Region in 1980–2017 and 
projection to 2050

Numbers of 0–17-year-olds 
in Finland and the Helsinki 
Region in 1980–2017 and 
projection to 2050

The net migration gain from 
the rest of Finland has grown 
very rapidly in the 2010s. In 
2016 and 2017 it grew because 
part of the asylum seekers who 
came to Finland in 2015 moved 
from the rest of Finland to the 
Helsinki Region after receiving 
a residence permit. Nonethe-
less, the projection assumes 
that the net migration gain 
from the rest of Finland will de-
crease as the younger adult 
age groups – more prone to 
moving – decline in numbers.

For more detailed information 
on the underlying assumptions 
of the City of Helsinki projec-
tion, as well as considerations 
on the alternative demograph-
ic trends in the region, please 
refer to the report by Laak-
so (2012). This report was pre-
pared as background materi-
al for the latest Master Plan of 
the City of Helsinki. 

Projected child population
Ever since 1994, the numbers 
of children have been falling 
in Finland. Due to decreasing 
nativity, the child population is 
set to decline particularly fast 
around 2030. Within ten years 
from now, 0–17-year-olds are 
estimated to be 100,000 fewer 
than today in Finland outside 
the Helsinki Region. The size of 
the decrease would be equal 
to the number of all 0–17-year-
olds living in Helsinki today. 

In Helsinki, the situation is dif-
ferent. The number of children 
has grown rapidly in the 2010s, 
and that increase is expected 
to continue into the 2030s. In 
the Helsinki Region, too, child 
population increase is set to 
continue.

Native in-migrants from Finland 
outside Helsinki Region
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The Helsinki Region’s and Helsinki’s proportion of all chil-
dren in Finland is set to grow rapidly, despite the fact that 
the fertility assumption for the Helsinki Region in Statis-
tics Finland’s projection is slightly lower than that given for 
the whole of Finland. This is due to migration and the fact 
that the region has a younger age structure with fertile age 
groups constantly moving into the region.

The region’s proportion of all Finnish children of early child-
hood education age is predicted to grow from 29 per cent to-
day to 35 per cent within less than ten years. The proportion 
of the 7–17-year-olds would grow almost as rapidly: in the 
early 2030s, one-third of Finnish children in this age group 
would live in the Helsinki Region.

Projections for population aged 65 or older
Since the early 2010s, the number of those aged 65 or older 
has been increasing more and more rapidly in Finland, as 
the numerous post-war “baby boomers” have moved into 
retirement age.

Although the Helsinki Region has a young age structure, the 
large population growth in the region also implies that the 
pensioner age group grows relatively faster than in the rest 
of Finland. While the number of over-65-year-olds in all Fin-
land increases by more than one-third between 2017 and 
2050, this increase is 80 per cent in the Helsinki Region and 
60 per cent in Helsinki. In the rest of Finland, it is only 23 per 
cent.

However, the Helsinki Region is in a better position than the 
rest of Finland to care for the elderly. The dependency ratio 
is more favourable owing to in-migration and the continuous-
ly younger age structure of the region’s population.

The old-age dependency ratio, especially, has deteriorated 
rapidly in Finland over the 2010s. In Finland outside the Hel-
sinki Region it is set to rise from 40 per cent today to 60 per 
cent by 2050. In Helsinki proper, however, it is expected to 
rise only modestly, and only slightly more in the entire Helsin-
ki Region.

In Figure 16, dependency ratio refers to the relation between 
the numbers of those aged 0–17 or 65+ and those in the 18–
64-old age group. By old-age dependency ratio we mean the 
relationship between the 65+ year-olds and the 18–64-year-
olds.

Since such a large proportion of population growth in the 
Helsinki Region comes from international migration, an im-
portant question is how good are the immigrants’ employ-
ment opportunities and how the demographic dependency 
ratio is reflected in the economic dependency ratio. 

Summary and conclusions
Of the total net migration into Finland, 40 per cent is pre-
dicted to come directly to the Helsinki Region, and half of 
these people to the city of Helsinki itself. In addition, half of 
the region’s net migration gain from the rest of Finland in 

FIGURe  13.

FIGURe  14.

FIGURe  15.

FIGURe  16.

Dependency ratio and old-age 
dependency ratio in Finland 
and the Helsinki Region in 
1980–2017 and projection to 
2050
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2010–2017 consisted of people with a foreign background, and this trend 
seems to be continuing. All in all, up to 85 per cent of the total net migra-
tion gain of the Helsinki Region in the 2010s has consisted of people with 
a foreign background.

However, the projection made by the City of Helsinki assumes that migra-
tion from the rest of Finland to the Helsinki Region will gradually decline, 
since the most migration-prone age groups in the rest of Finland are rap-
idly decreasing in numbers, particularly so in the 2030s.

In the light of the new projections, the working-age population outside 
the Helsinki Region seems to be declining faster than earlier estimated. In 
Statistics Finland’s new projection for all of Finland, the working-age pop-
ulation in 2040 will be smaller by 85,000 than in the earlier forecast, and 
this decrease seems to occur exclusively in the rest of Finland, outside 
the Helsinki Region.

While the number of children is falling rapidly in the rest of Finland, it is 
still rising rapidly in the Helsinki Region and especially in Helsinki itself. 
Although nativity may continue to decrease more than predicted, the 
number of children will be raised by migration and the young age struc-
ture of the adult population.

The number of old-age pensioners is growing rapidly in Finland. Since 
population growth in Helsinki and the Helsinki Region has been – and 
will remain – rapid, the proportion of pensioners among the population 
grows faster than in the rest of Finland. However, as migration brings 
young people to the Helsinki Region, the old-age dependency ratio is ex-
pected to deteriorate significantly slower in Helsinki and the Helsinki Re-
gion than in the rest of Finland.

The extent to which those moving to Finland from abroad can compen-
sate for the rapid decrease in the working-age population largely de-
pends on the resources allocated for immigrants’ integration and ed-
ucation in the Helsinki Region and especially its core area, the Helsinki 
Metropolitan Area (Espoo, Helsinki, Kauniainen and Vantaa). ■

Pekka Vuori is a population projection specialist at the City of 
Helsinki Executive Office.  

Sources: 
City of Helsinki (2018a). Helsingin ja Helsingin seudun väestöennuste 2018–2050 ja 

ennuste alueittain 2018–2030. Statistics 2018:18, City of Helsinki Executive Office.  

City of Helsinki (2018b). Helsingin väestö vuodenvaihteessa 2017/2018 ja 
väestönmuutokset vuonna 2017. Statistics 2018:20, City of Helsinki Executive 
Office.

Laakso, Seppo (2012): Helsingin seudun ja Helsingin väestökehitys. Toteutunut 
väestönkasvu ja projektiot vuoteen 2050. Helsingin kaupunkisuunnitteluviraston 
yleissuunnitteluosaston selvityksiä 2012:3. Helsinki City Planning Department. 

Statistics Finland (2018). Väestöennuste 2018–2070.

The article also draws on population statistics procured from Statistics Finland by 
the City of Helsinki Executive Office. These statistics are published in the Helsinki 
Region Statistical Database (www.aluesarjat.fi). In addition, population statistics 
from Statistics Finland’s StatFin database have been used.
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P erceived security has 
emerged as an independent 
field of research during 
the past few years. 
Helsinki has monitored 

the development of its residents’ 
experiences of safety since 2003. The 
city has conducted regular surveys on 
the issue together with Helsinki Police 
Department (see e.g. Tuominen 2010, 
Laihinen & Tuominen 2013, Keskinen & 
Laihinen 2017). This article is based on 
the results of the latest survey from 
October 2018. 

The previous round of surveying in late 
2015 was conducted amid unusual cir-
cumstances, as the Paris terror attacks 
and the rapid increase in the number 
of asylum seekers entering Europe had 
given rise to widespread concern. Opin-
ion polls and headlines in the tabloid 
press, the turmoil on social media and 
the establishment of citizen street pa-
trols reflected people’s fears.

In spite of all this, Helsinki residents’ 
perceptions of security were shown 
to be mainly on the same level as in 
the previous survey three years earli-
er. While the respondents assessed the 
current security situation in a fairly pos-

itive light, they were more pessimistic in 
viewing how it had developed in the past 
three years. It is possible that the public 
debate concerning crime and insecurity 
has influenced citizens’ views on the lat-
ter question but not the former. This ap-
parent contradiction is repeated in the 
2018 survey and will be discussed later 
in the present article. 

To broaden the respondent base of the 
City of Helsinki Security Survey, a sepa-
rate sample of non-native residents was 
included in 2015. The emphasis of this 
article is on comparing the results of 
the 2018 and 2015 surveys, which allows 
us also to form a picture of how the 
non-native population’s views on secu-
rity-related issues have developed over 
the three-year period. Longer time se-
ries will also be presented based on the 
information given by the Finnish- and 
Swedish-speaking respondents.

Survey data
The sample of the 2018 Helsinki 
security survey consisted of 7,818 
persons aged 15 to 79. In the previous 
studies, conducted in 2003, 2006, 
2009, 2012 and 2015, the sample had 
been limited to 15–74-year-olds. In 

Helsinki residents 
feel safer 
than at any time in the past 15 years

● vesa keskinen

A new security survey shows that the residents of Helsinki consider their own 
neighbourhood, the city centre and public transport safer than in any previous 
similar study. This article looks at the respondents’ assessments of the current 
safety situation as well as its development during the past three years.   

2015, a separate sample of non-native 
residents (those with a mother tongue 
other than Finnish or Swedish) was 
included for the first time. The size of 
this non-native sample was increased 
from 1,650 to 2,300 in the 2018 survey. 

The respondents were given the choice 
between a paper survey and an online 
survey. Both surveys could be answered 
in Finnish, Swedish, Russian, Estonian 
or English. 74 percent of the respond-
ents chose the paper survey and 26 
percent the online survey (compared 
to 77% and 23 % in 2015). The data was 
collected during a two-month period in 
October–November 2018. 

The response rate was 54 percent, or 
a total of 4,155 respondents. The re-
sponse rate was three points lower 
than in 2015 (57%). Finnish- and Swed-
ish-speakers responded more active-
ly (58% in 2018, down from 59% in 2015) 
than the average response rate. Of the 
non-native sample, 45 percent complet-
ed the survey (up from 44% in 2015). 
The general response rate of the Hel-
sinki security survey has remained sur-
prisingly high, considering the gener-
al downward trend of survey response 
rates. 
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Perceived neighbourhood safety on weekend nights
One of the most commonly used security indicators is how respondents perceive the state of 
security in their own neighbourhood late on weekend nights, as well as the corresponding question 
about security in the city centre. The neighbourhood is understood as referring to the immediate 
surroundings of the respondent’s home – the area where they move about on a daily basis. 

Year Safe Unsafe Not
applicable

No opinion /
unanswered

 % N

ALL

2018 80.9 13.0 4.2 1.84 100 3,916

2015 77.4 16.2 4.3 2.01 100 3,970

Finnish- and Swedish-speakers

2018 82.7 12.3 3.7 1.19 100 2,943

2015 79.2 15.1 4.3 1.34 100 3,255

Non-native respondents

2018 75.4 15.1 5.6 3.8 100 973

2015 69.2 21.3 4.6 4.9 100 715

Perceived security in the respondent’s own neighbourhood late on weekend nights in 2018 and 
2015, all 15–74-year-olds
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No opinion Unanswered

Fairly safe Fairly unsafe Unsafe Dare not go out Not applicable

Source: Helsinki Security Survey 2018

Men

Women

Perceived security in the respondent’s own neighbourhood late on weekend nights, % 
agree, by gender, 2003, 2006, 2009, 2012, 2015 and 2018, native population aged 15 to 74.  

FIGURe  1.

TABLE  1.

The perceived security of one’s own neighbour-
hood is a key factor of liveability in the everyday 
life. Helsinki uses its residents’ perceptions of 
safety in their own neighbourhood late on week-
end nights as one of the monitoring indicators of 
the City Strategy. 

Comparisons between the security surveys of 
2015 and 2018 are possible for respondents 
aged 15 to 74, since people aged over 74 were 
not included in the sample of the previous sur-
veys (2015 or earlier). In the 2018 survey, a great-
er share of the respondents feel that their own 
neighbourhood is safe than in the last study three 
years ago (see table 1). The answer option not ap-
plicable typically refers to those respondents 
who, for one reason or another, do not go out-
doors at night. 

The time series from 2003 to 2018 reveals that 
the share of those who feel safe in their neigh-
bourhood has increased over the fifteen-year 
period (Figure 1). However, male and female re-
spondents’ experiences of neighbourhood safe-
ty remain persistently different. Men are about 
twice as likely as women to perceive their neigh-
bourhood as completely safe. Nonetheless, wom-
en’s perceptions of neighbourhood safety have 
improved consistently since 2012. In the 2015 sur-
vey, men’s perceptions had been less positive 
than three years earlier, but they are now at a re-
cord-high level in the latest data from 2018. 

TABLE  2.

Perceived security in the centre of Helsinki late on weekend nights, 2018 and 2015,  
all 15–74-year-old respondents

Perceptions of security in the centre of Hel-
sinki

From the perspective of the vitality and 
attraction of a city, the ability of people to move 
without fear in the city centre is of utmost 
importance. The centre of Helsinki is now 
perceived to be slightly safer on weekend nights 
than in the previous study three years ago (65% 
of respondents, up from 58.5%). The feeling 
of unsafety has decreased most significantly 
among the non-native respondents. However, 
they also had a somewhat higher percentage of 
‘not applicable’ or ‘no opinion’ replies, which may 
indicate that they are generally less accustomed 
to being in the city centre at night-time. The 
data does not tell us whether this has to do with 
intentional (safety-related) avoidance of the city 
centre after dark.   

The gender differences in perceived insecurity 
also extend to how safe the city centre is consid-
ered to be on a weekend night. In the 2018 survey, 
16 percent of men and 31 percent of women said 
they felt insecure in the centre of Helsinki on a 
Friday or Saturday night. Meanwhile, the share of 
those who avoid going to the city centre on week-
end nights has decreased considerably: from 9 
percent of men and 13 percent of women in 2015 
down to 4 and 8 percent in 2018. 
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Figure 2 presents a time series (2003 
to 2018) on how the Finnish- and Swed-
ish-speaking respondents perceive the 
state of security in the city centre. This 
shows that the share of those who feel 
safe or fairly safe in the city centre has 
increased over time, with both men and 
women. 

One of the strategic aims of Helsin-
ki is to be a diverse and international-
ly attractive city for culture, sports and 
events. The latest survey inquired, for 
the first time, whether the residents of 
Helsinki felt safe in the various public 
events organised in the city. The safety 
of public events is related to the previ-
ous discussion since many events – es-
pecially larger ones – are organised in 

the city centre or inner city. 77 percent 
of the respondents reported that they 
felt safe in public events, against only 
6 percent who felt unsafe. The other 17 
percent had not attended public events 
recently or had no opinion. 

Safety of public transport
A question on the perceived safety of 
public transport vehicles in Helsinki 
has been included in each survey since 
2003. Part of the respondents do 
not use public transport late at night. 
In the 2018 survey, 10 to 24 percent 
(depending on the means of transport 
asked) reported that the question was 
not applicable.  

The non-use of public transport at night 
has decreased slightly from 2015. Of the 
means of public transport listed in the 
questionnaire, bus was the most com-
monly used also at night-time, while lo-
cal train was the least used. Women 
use public transport on weekend nights 
slightly less than men do (for bus, the 
difference is not statistically significant). 
Men consider all public transport vehi-
cles safer than women do. 

Elderly respondents are less likely to 
use public transport in the late hours, 
and this applies to both male and fe-
male respondents. They also feel less 
safe in public transport vehicles on Fri-
day and Saturday nights than younger 
respondents. 
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Source: Helsinki Security Survey 2018

Perceived security in the centre of Helsinki late on weekend nights, % agree, by gender, 2003, 2006, 
2009, 2012, 2015 and 2018, native population aged 15 to 74. 

FIGURe  2.
Safety in public transport on weekend nights, %

Safe Unsafe Does not use public
transport at night

Native Non-native Native Non-native Native Non-native

Bus 81 81 6 6 10 9

Tram 73 67 8 9 16 17

Metro 58 65 21 18 17 11

Local train 50 56 18 13 26 21

Perceived security on public transport late at night, 2018, native and non-native respondents. 

Non-native respondents are more likely to use the metro and local trains at night-time than 
Finnish- or Swedish-speaking respondents (Table 3). They also considered these two means of 
public transport safer than native respondents did. With tram, the situation was reversed: the 
native respondents regarded it as safer than the non-native respondents did. 

TABLE  3.

77 percent of the respondents 

reported that they felt safe 

in public events, against only 
6 percent who felt unsafe.
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Figure 3 demonstrates that the perceived safety of all the four means of public transport has 
improved since the previous studies in 2003–2015. For the sake of comparability, the figure only 
includes those Finnish- and Swedish-speaking respondents, aged 15 to 74, who reported using the 
means of transport in question also late on weekend nights. The results improved most noticeably 
during the two most recent survey rounds. However, one in four respondents still regard the metro 
and the local train as unsafe environments at night-time.

Perceived security on public transport late at night, 2003, 2006, 2009, 2012, 2015 and 2018,  
native population aged 15 to 74 (excluding N/A answers)

FIGURe  3.

A contradiction between general perceptions and the 
views on recent security developments?
Another question in the Helsinki Security Survey asks the 
respondents to assess the development of the security 
situation in the city in the past three years. The answer 
options are that the situation is unchanged or that the city 
has become safer or less safe (either considerably so, or 
to some extent). In the 2018 survey, the most supported 
view was that the situation had remained unchanged. 
Nonetheless, according to one in four, the city had become 
less safe, while one in five said they were unable to assess 
the development. 

It is interesting that the non-native respondents evaluate 
the development of the security situation more positively 
than Finnish- and Swedish-speakers. However, the non-
native respondents were more likely to say they could not 

Year Situation
unchanged

Safer Less safe No opinion /
unanswered

% Safer, 
total %

 Less safe, 
total, %

 

Considerably To some
extent 

To some
extent 

Considerably

ALL

2018 38.7 3.7 11.4 17.8 7.5 20.1 100 15.1 25.3

2015 40.4 2.2 7.9 21.7 9.4 18 100 10.1 31.1

Finnish- and Swedish-speakers

2018 43.0 1.9 10.1 19.1 8.0 17.8 100 11.9 27.0

2015 43.2 1.2 7.3 23.2 9.7 15.2 100 8.5 32.9

Non-native respondents

2018 25.9 9.1 15.5 14.0 6.2 27.1 100 24.6 20.2

2015 27.7 7.1 10.2 14.7 8.0 30.7 100 17.3 22.7

assess the developments. This result may be due to the fact 
that many of them have only recently moved to Helsinki. 75 
percent of the Finnish- or Swedish-speaking respondents 
said they had lived in Helsinki for 10 years or longer, 
compared to 41 percent for the non-native respondents.

In the 2018 survey, the respondents were asked to give 
reasons for their answer if they felt that the security 
situation in Helsinki had improved or deteriorated 
considerably in the past three years. 324 respondents were 
of the opinion that the city had become considerably less 
safe. 268 out of the 324 used the open-ended comment box 
to give reasons for this answer. Meanwhile, a total of 163 
respondents were of the opposite view (i.e. that the city is 
now safer than before), and nearly half gave reasons for why 
they felt this way. Table 5 summarises the contents of the 
aforementioned open-ended comments. 

TABLE  4.

TABLE  5.

Development of the security situation in Helsinki in the 2018 and 2015 surveys, 15–74-year-old respondents.

   Feel considerably safer (N=82)    Feel considerably less safe (N=268)

●● Police or security guards are more visible  
than before (37 mentions)

●● Less social disorder or substance abuse (16)
●● Feel completely safe (6)
●● Traffic culture has improved (5)
●● Reasons related to time and place (4)
●● Immigrant integration (3)
●● Higher standard of living (2)
●● Other reasons (9)

●● Responses related to immigrants, immigrant 
gangs, asylum seekers, illegal immigrants (103 
mentions)

●● Responses related to drug abuse, (visible) sale of 
illegal drugs, or narcotics users in general (80)

●● Too little police presence; concern that help will 
not be available; other dissatisfaction with police 
activities (39)

●● Sexual harrassment in public; (assumed) increase 
of rapes; women’s fear of public places at night 
(35)

●● Other reasons (11)  

Reasons given for ‘considerably safer’ and ‘considerably less safe’, categorised open-ended responses. 
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The long time series (Figure 4) reveals that a certain degree of pessimism 
about the development of urban security has been expressed by the re-
spondents in the consecutive Helsinki Security Surveys. In each study be-
tween 2003 and 2015 the respondents who feel that the city has become 
less safe have been more numerous than those with the opposite view. 
Each time, the most supported view has been that the situation has neither 
improved nor deteriorated. In the 2015 survey, the respondents were more 
pessimistic about the development than in the other survey years. At the 
time, the rapid rise in the number of asylum seekers had caused a fairly ex-
ceptional political situation in Europe, and it is possible that such concerns 
were also reflected in the opinions of the Helsinki survey respondents. 

As Figure 4 shows, the majority of the respondents in the 2018 survey are of 
the opinion that the security situation has remained the same or improved 
in the past three years (total 55%). However, the share of those who feel 
that the city has become safer (12%) is noticeably smaller than the share of 
those who feel that it has become less safe (27%). 

This observation seems to contradict the point made earlier in this article 
that Helsinki now performs better on some key indicators (perceived night-
time safety in the city centre, neighbourhoods and public transport) than it 
has done in any of the previous surveys. 

The authors of the 2015 survey report sought to explain the apparent con-
tradiction by pointing out the different focus and phrasing of the questions 
on which these results are based. The way the respondents perceive their 
everyday security – particularly in their own neighbourhood – is largely root-
ed in personal observations. The views on the recent development of the 
city’s security situation, on the other hand, may be at least partly based on 
media reports or expert opinions heard by the respondents. International 
crises and threats such as terrorism may serve to increase people’s sense 
of uncertainty and insecurity and this is possibly reflected in the assess-
ments (Keskinen & Laihinen 2017).

Situation unchanged Safer Less safe

% agree
0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100
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Source: Helsinki Security Survey 2018

Development of the security situation in Helsinki in the past 3 years, % agree, 
2003, 2006, 2009, 2012, 2015 and 2018, native population aged 15 to 74.  

FIGURe  4.

92  percent of the respondents 

were of the opinion 

that Helsinki is a safe 

or fairly safe city. 

The corresponding result 

in the latest 

Stockholm security survey 

was  93  percent.
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Concluding remarks
The general feeling of safety has improved in Helsinki. 
Residents now perceive their own neighbourhood, the 
city centre and the means of public transport to be safer 
than before. According to the survey question that asked 
the respondents to assess the general security situation 
at the moment of completing the survey, 92 percent were 
of the opinion that Helsinki is a safe or fairly safe city. The 
corresponding result in the latest Stockholm security 
survey was 93 percent (Trygghet i… 2017).       

There are noticeable area-based differences in perceived se-
curity within Helsinki. In other words, people living in differ-
ent neighbourhoods do not experience the safety of their dai-
ly surroundings in a similar fashion. In this regard, there have 
been positive developments compared to the previous sur-
veys – the area differences appear to have narrowed down 
somewhat. These questions will be discussed in a forthcom-
ing article, to be published on the Kvartti.fi website (see Kes-
kinen & Pyyhtiä, 2019, in Finnish). Other results of the securi-
ty survey not covered in the present article will also be dealt 
with in a series of online articles in 2019. ■

Vesa Keskinen is Researcher in the Urban Research and Statistics 
Unit at the City of Helsinki Executive Office. 
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From agenda to action 
– local implementation of the 
UN Sustainable Development Goals  
in Helsinki

The City of Helsinki wants to be among the leading cities in the local implementation 
of global responsibility. In this work, the United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goals offer a globally relevant framework whose realisation can be monitored to gain 
not only proof of Helsinki’s success but also insights into the areas to be developed. 
This article describes how the Helsinki City Strategy is linked with the UN Sustain-
able Development Goals and how the city promotes and monitors the realisation of 
the goals. The article is based on the contents of Helsinki’s voluntary local review of 
sustainable development goals, which was published in June 2019.
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In 2015, the UN member states 
agreed on the Sustainable 
Development Goals and Agenda 
(UN 2015). The 2030 Agenda aims 
to eradicate extreme poverty 

and achieve sustainable development 
that pays equal attention to the 
environment, economy and people. 

A significant proportion of the actual 
implementation of the goals takes place 
at the local level. With the increasing ur-
banisation, the significance of cities as 
solvers of global challenges will inevita-
bly increase.

In 2018, New York became the first city 
in the world to report to the UN on the 
implementation of measures aimed at 
sustainable development on the city 
level (NYC 2018a). In September 2018, 

Helsinki decided to follow New York’s 
example and became the first city in Eu-
rope to commit to voluntary local re-
views of the goals. The purpose of the 
reporting is to highlight the connections 
of the Helsinki City Strategy (City of Hel-
sinki 2017) to the UN Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals, produce understandable 
and open information about the city’s 
sustainable development implementa-
tion and its results, promote cooper-
ation with the international communi-
ty and contribute to globally increasing 
the input of cities in the implementation 
of the sustainable development goals. In 
the longer term, the goal is to produce 
solutions and information that will help 
Helsinki and other cities around the 
world to implement the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals successfully and in 
a target-oriented manner. According-

ly, the goal is to achieve concrete meas-
ures and results – not just to produce 
reports.

Finland has been one of the first coun-
tries to set national focuses, measures 
and a monitoring and assessment sys-
tem for achieving the UN goals1. Hel-
sinki’s local reporting supplements na-
tional reporting and aims to encourage 
other Finnish cities and actors to take 
part in the local deployment of the sus-
tainable development goals.

1) See https://kestavakehitys.fi/en/agenda2030.
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Helsinki’s voluntary local review 
applies the model developed by New 
York City
The UN Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, 2030 Agenda, consists of 
a total of 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDG) and 169 targets. The UN 
High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) 
annually specifies the focus goals 
whose progress is to be reported to 
the UN. The goals to be reported in 
2019 are Quality Education (SDG 4), 
Decent Work and Economic Growth 
(SDG 8), Reduced Inequalities (SDG 
10), Climate Action (SDG 13), Peace, 
Justice and Strong Institutions (SDG 
16) and Partnership for the Goals (SDG 
17). Helsinki’s voluntary local review 
concentrated on the first five of these.
Helsinki’s voluntary local review 
(VLR) was implemented by applying 
the operating model developed by 
New York City (see NYC 2018b). The 
first phase involved mapping the 
connections between the Helsinki 
City Strategy and the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals (mapping 1 and 
mapping 2 phases). At the same time, 
Helsinki recognised concrete measures 
realising the UN goals and indicators 
used to monitor the achievement of 
these goals. In the second phase, 
closer attention was paid to the 
aforementioned focus goals for 2019 
and their reporting.

In the mapping phase that preceded the 
actual reporting, Helsinki identified a to-
tal of 14 sets of goals (see Figure 1) that 
implement at least one of the UN Sus-
tainable Development Goals. The sets 
of goals, the measures implementing 
them and the indicators for monitoring 
them were collected under three main 
themes: securing sustainable growth, 

developing services and responsible fi-
nancial management. The results of the 
first mapping phase were published in 
April 2019 at the Helsinki Symposium 
(see City of Helsinki 2019).

The development and coordination of 
the voluntary local review was the re-
sponsibility of a working group that in-
cluded experts from Helsinki’s City Ex-
ecutive Office and Urban Environment 
Division. The production of the texts 
describing the progress made also in-
volved a number of specialists from the 
City Executive Office as well as the Ur-
ban Environment Division, Education 
Division, Culture and Leisure Division 
and the Social and Health Services. The 
work was guided by a steering group 
led by the Strategy Unit. Helsinki’s re-
port was carried out between Novem-
ber 2018 and May 2019.

Helsinki’s goals and actions are 
strongly linked to UN SDGs
A key result of the mapping phase 
that preceded the 2019 voluntary local 
review is that Helsinki’s goals are a 
good match with the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals. The most 
extensive connections can be seen 
in the measures aiming at securing 
sustainable growth, but connections 
were also recognised in developing 
services and responsible management 
of finances (Figure 2 and Figure 3). 
Three of the goals set by the UN – No 
Poverty (SDG 1), Decent Work and 
Economic Growth (SDG 8) and Peace, 
Justice and Strong Institutions (SDG 
16) – have been taken into account 
in one way or another in all the main 
themes of the Helsinki City Strategy. 
The Helsinki City Strategy’s measures 

aiming at securing sustainable growth 
constitute an entity that realises all 
the goals set by the UN in one form or 
another.

Published in April 2019, the report pre-
senting the results of the mapping 
phase (City of Helsinki 2019) highlight-
ed more than 100 measures that imple-
ment not only the goals of the Helsin-
ki City Strategy but also the UN goals. 
However, it must be noted that the re-
view did not cover all the measures pro-
moting sustainable development in Hel-
sinki. From the Carbon-neutral Helsinki 
2035 programme, for example, the re-
port only included six measures men-
tioned as examples, even though the 
programme consists of a total of 147 
measures.

The sets of goals in which Helsinki im-
plements the UN goals the most exten-
sively are ecological sustainability, pro-
moting the well-being of children and 
young people, promoting general well-
being and health and making use of dig-
ital development. However, connec-
tions were also found for all other sets 
of goals. Nearly all sets of goals involve 
measures that promote several of the 
goals set by the UN.

Helsinki promotes SDGs in many 
areas of action
The actual voluntary local review delved 
more deeply into five goals of the 2030 
Agenda: Quality Education (SDG 4), 
Decent Work and Economic Growth 
(SDG 8), Reduced Inequalities (SDG 
10), Climate Action (SDG 13) and Peace, 
Justice and Strong Institutions (SDG 
16). The sections below provide a more 
detailed description of how Helsinki 
works to achieve these goals. 

Quality Education (SDG 4). The UN’s 
goals of providing equal, high-quality 
education open to everyone and ensur-
ing opportunities for life-long learning 
are also strongly present in the Helsin-
ki City Strategy. Helsinki wants to pro-
vide all city residents with equal educa-
tional opportunities and be an excellent 
city for studying, giving all residents the 
chance to fulfil their learning potential.

Helsinki decided to follow  
New York City’s example  
and became the first city in Europe  
to commit to voluntary local  
reviews of the goals.

The City of Helsinki is already offering 
high-quality, attractive local services 
in early childhood education and com-
prehensive education for all city res-
idents. In the current strategy peri-
od, the city is in many ways investing in, 
for example, the development of learn-
ing environments and communal work-
ing methods. In accordance with the 
digitalisation programme, new comput-
ers have been purchased for pupils, and 
presentation technology at schools has 

been modernised. The city is continuing 
and expanding its operating model of 
positive discrimination, in which supple-
mentary appropriations are directed at 
educational institutes requiring special 
support. Early childhood education is 
offered to five-year-olds free of charge, 
and the degree of participation in ear-
ly childhood education has increased in 
line with the goal. In addition, Helsinki 
is implementing the education guaran-
tee, in which all young Helsinki residents 

completing comprehensive school are 
offered a place in further education at 
an upper secondary school or vocation-
al school.

The Development Plan for Immigrant 
Education 2018–2021, which promotes 
equality, is implemented by means of a 
total of 28 measures. In addition, Helsinki 
has allocated €2 million to the travel 
costs, learning materials and cultural vis-
its of upper-secondary level students.

Day care participation rate 2018

Percentage of families who chose the local school 
in comprehensive education

Source: City of Helsinki, Education Division.
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Since autumn 2018, studies in the first foreign language have 
started in first grade. In addition, the city is investing in the 
teaching of languages by, among other things, increasing the 
number of places in English-language education and early 
childhood education. By including environmental education in 
the Education Division’s environmental management duties 
and curricula, we make sure that children learn about sus-
tainable ways of life starting from early childhood education. 

In 2018, a total of 6,701 new companies 
started in Helsinki, or 19% more than in 
2017.

Employment and job opportunities are being improved by 
measures such as adjusting the provision of vocational ed-
ucation to meet future labour needs in terms of quality and 
quantity. The extensive Mukana (Involved) programme has 
been launched to prevent the social exclusion of young peo-
ple. In addition, the City of Helsinki Employment Services 
are actively developing activities for fields with labour short-
age and are also involved in developing the employment eco-
system. Particular attention is being paid to those residents 
whose participation in the labour market is the lowest.

Employment rate (ages 15–64)

FIGURe  4.

Higher education graduates 
(percentage of population 
aged 30–34 in 2017)

Decent Work and Economic Growth (SDG 8). As regards eco-
nomic growth and employment, the UN has set the goal of 
achieving inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full 
and productive employment and proper work for all. Helsinki 
aims to promote these goals by, for example, providing com-
panies and their employees with functional operating envi-
ronments that support sustainable development, investing in 
technology development and supporting entrepreneurship 
and growth companies. Helsinki wants to create a functional 
and comfortable urban environment that offers a good plat-
form for corporate innovation activities.

Helsinki has started a number of projects aiming to attract 
foreign companies, investments, work-related immigration 
and tourists to the city. While the entire city is being devel-
oped as a platform for creative innovation activities, partic-
ular investments are being made in the attractiveness of the 
Helsinki city centre area. At the same time, the city is pro-
moting high-growth entrepreneurship and the innovation 
ecosystem and developing its university campuses. The Car-
bon-neutral Helsinki 2035 action plan includes a number of 
measures to advance goals relating to sustainable develop-
ment and production. The international attractiveness and 
visibility of the city is also promoted by adopting new urban 
solutions that improve the city residents’ quality of life and 
reduce emissions.  An example of this is the development of 
the Kalasatama area. Tourism is being developed in accord-
ance with the sustainable tourism programme.

FIGURe  5.

Young people outside work and 
education (ages 16–29)

2015	      6.8 %
2016	      6.6 %
Source: Statistics Finland

Source: Statistics Finland, Labour Force Survey.
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The City of Helsinki currently employs almost 38,000 peo-
ple. Accordingly, the city has significant responsibility for cre-
ating ethically sustainable jobs. In order to ensure this, the 
city’s activities rely on defined values and ethical principles. 
At the same time, the city requires its employees to follow its 
ethical principles in their work – in purchase activities, for ex-
ample, employees must follow the basic norms and ethical 
principles of international working life. The same is required 
of the city’s interest groups.

Source: Statistics Finland, *Eurostat.
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Reduced Inequalities (SDG 10). Reducing 
inequalities is one of the key goals of the 
Helsinki City Strategy. The city’s meas-
ures to reduce inequalities strive for 
humaneness, correctly timed support 
measures and a persistent approach. 
The goal is to support well-being before 
any problems occur. The city is aiming at 
extensive, systemic change that would 
reduce social exclusion and its cross-
generational inheritance as well as re-
gional segregation in Helsinki. 

The City of Helsinki has started sever-
al programmes of action to reduce in-
equalities, including a large number of 
support and service measures intend-
ed for various population groups. The 
city assumes responsibility for those in 
the weakest position by, among other 
things, granting them means-tested in-
come support to supplement basic in-
come support as well as preventive in-
come support, with the intention of 
promoting the social security and in-
dependent coping skills of the persons 
and families receiving the support and 
preventing social exclusion and long-
term dependence on income support. In 
addition, the goal is to provide residents 
with equal opportunities for participa-
tion and agency by investing in the ac-
cessibility of culture and leisure servic-
es, for instance. Measures supporting 
lifestyles that promote health and well-
being are part of this approach. The so-
cial dimension is also strongly behind 
the measures. What is more, the bal-
anced development of residential areas 
is supported by means of urban plan-
ning and housing policy. Support meas-
ures are particularly targeted at areas 
with an accumulation of various factors 
predicting deprivation.

The City of Helsinki also actively pro-
motes development towards equality 
in other ways. As an employer, the city 
strives for equal treatment and equal 
pay for its employees. Gender equality is 
a guiding principle in all the city’s activi-
ties. In addition, it takes part in prevent-
ing unreported employment and takes 
various measures to contribute to the 
socially sustainable development of leg-

FIGURe  6.

Indicators comprising the Deprivation Index
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islation and societal practices. The ap-
proach also includes the monitoring of 
developments relating to inequalities 
and strengthening the knowledge base.

Helsinki’s measures to reduce inequal-
ities are, above all, targeted at the city 
residents and areas and at the city’s 
own employees and activities. In con-
trast, the city pays less attention in its 
activities to the goals set by the UN, 
which aim at improving the situation 
of developing countries and their resi-
dents in particular. However, as regards 
people’s mobility and migration, for ex-
ample, it must be noted that Helsinki 
is significantly investing in the integra-
tion of its residents with a foreign back-
ground and providing them with op-
portunities equal to those of the native 
population.

Climate Action (SDG 13). Helsinki em-
phasises ecological values in its activ-
ities. Helsinki’s goal is to stand out as 
an internationally networked pioneer in 
the local implementation of global re-
sponsibility. This goal is sought by inte-
grating climate change actions into na-
tional policies, strategies and planning, 
by strengthening the ability to adapt to 
climate change and by increasing ed-
ucation and knowledge regarding cli-
mate change. Helsinki was accepted as 
a member of the Carbon Neutral Cities 
Alliance (CNCA) in March 2019 and has 
confirmed that it will join the Sustain-
able Consumption programme of the 
C40 climate network.

Helsinki’s local reporting  

supplements national reporting  

and aims to encourage other  

Finnish cities to take part.



Geographical segregation index

2/2019  ▶ Helsinki  Quar terly — 65 64 — Helsinki Quarterly ▶ 2/2019

Helsinki has been taking determined cli-
mate action for years now and has man-
aged to reduce its emissions by 27 per 
cent from the 1990 level. While the ear-
lier goal was carbon neutrality by 2050, 
the current strategy strives to achieve 
the goal by 2035. With this in mind, the 
city prepared the comprehensive, ambi-
tious Carbon-neutral Helsinki 2035 ac-
tion plan, which includes a total of 147 
measures and strives to act extensive-
ly against climate change and its effects. 
The action plan is being implemented 
in the areas of traffic, circular economy 
and training, smart & clean business, 
energy production, communications 
and interaction, climate work coordina-
tion as well as monitoring and assess-
ment.

The City of Helsinki’s goal is to take 
quick action to mitigate and adapt to cli-
mate change. In order to adapt to the 
risks of climate change, the city has pre-

pared climate change adaptation guide-
lines for 2019–2025, so adaptation has 
been taken into account at the practi-
cal level, even though it is not separately 
mentioned in the city strategy.

Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions 

(SDG 16).  Helsinki wants to be a stable, 
responsible, safe and reliable city that 
is also dynamic and evolves with the 
times. While the city’s activities empha-
sise the provision of various services, 
it also understands its increasing role 
as an enabler and provider of opportu-
nities. The city supports and strength-
ens the involvement, participation and 
influence of its residents and interest 
groups in many different ways while also 
striving to enhance its own decision-
making models and service processes.

The city strives to strengthen the sense 
of security of its residents by means of 
extensive safety cooperation with vari-
ous authorities and interest groups, for 
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Those with only primary education vs. those with a master’s degree, people aged 25 an older, born in Finland. Calculated for Helsinki subdistricts. 

2) Persons in the lowest vs. highest income quintile in terms of disposable income per consumption unit. The income quintiles are calculated at the 
Helsinki region level.

3) People with a foreign background vs. native population. Calculated for Helsinki subdistricts.

instance. These measures are aimed at 
preventing crime, disturbances, acci-
dents, substance abuse, gambling and 
domestic violence, among other things. 
The sense of security is also strength-
ened by providing residents with help 
and support in various everyday prob-
lem situations. In addition, the city is in-
vesting in the safety and healthiness of 
premises intended for city residents 
and creates prerequisites for a safe ur-
ban environment by means of urban 
planning.

Helsinki also strives to strengthen the 
trust of residents, companies and oth-
er actors in the city organisation and its 
activities and by the fact that the city is 
run and its personnel policy implement-
ed in an ethical, responsible and sus-
tainable manner. Above all, trust is being 
built through openness and transparen-
cy. For this purpose, Helsinki is develop-
ing digital solutions that make it easy for 
people to follow and take part in activi-

FIGURe  7.
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ties that interest and concern them, and is also making pub-
lic information available for the benefit of everyone.

The city’s stability, responsibility and long-term service ca-
pability are also maintained by means of financial planning 
and ownership policy. As Finland’s largest city, Helsinki also 
bears significant responsibility for balancing the public econ-
omy at the national level.  The city’s own investment capabili-
ty is taken care of by, for example, adjusting investments to a 
level that can be financed during the strategy period without 
increasing the loan portfolio per capita. The starting point of 
the City Group’s ownership policy is that, in the long term, 
the city’s ownership and control support the provision of 
services, the city’s finances and its other societal goals.

Helsinki’s predicted strong growth will increase the city’s 
role in securing the well-being of the entire country. Helsin-
ki is seeking functional and persistent cooperation with the 
state. In addition, Helsinki will strengthen its internation-
al activities, particularly concentrating on digitalisation and 
climate change mitigation, which are the strongest glob-
al change factors and thus natural areas of profiling in inter-
national activities. City diplomacy is utilised to promote busi-

ness policy interests in Asia, and China in particular. The city 
is also developing the twin city concept with Tallinn, promot-
ing Nordic cooperation and strengthening its relationship 
with Russian cities.  

Cooperation to ensure the success of the local imple-
mentation of UN SDGs
Helsinki’s report is the first phase in a longer process 
whose eventual goal is the successful and profitable 
implementation of the UN Sustainable Development Goals. 
In the future, successful achievement of the goals requires 
cooperation not only between states and cities but also at 
the local level.

The City of Helsinki produced its own voluntary local review 
in a working group with representatives from several dif-
ferent departments and units of the city. Due to the extent 
of the goals, it is essential to harness the entire city organ-
isation’s know-how and competence in the process. At the 
same time, it is necessary to ensure strong commitment to 
the process at management level.

Greenhouse gas emissions per capita

2017        4.1 t CO2 equivalent
2018         3.9 t CO2 equivalent
Source: City of Helsinki Urban Environment Division

22% of all energy consumption 
in the Helsinki urban area 
is based on renewable energy. 

Perceived security (I feel safe in my neighbourhood)

Source: City of Helsinki Security Survey.
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Helsinki has been involved in close co-
operation with the City of New York 
throughout the process. However, it is 
also essential to ensure that an increas-
ing number of cities choose the volun-
tary local review model. This will enable 
the creation of a network whose goal is 
not only city-level success but global in-
fluence. A key part of this is dialogue 
with the United Nations.

A functional relationship between the 
state and the city is an essential part of 
the success of the sustainable develop-
ment goals. In countries where cooper-
ation is possible thanks to a shared val-
ue base and goals, attempts should be 
made to achieve a close relationship in 
terms of both reporting and implemen-
tation. In Finland, the six largest cities 
have started cooperation with the Gov-
ernment.

The UN Sustainable Development 

Goals are universal and, as such, 
apply to everyone. In order to achieve 
the desired results, the entire 
ecosystem must work together. This 
means cooperation not only between 
cities and states but also between 
companies, associations and research 
organisations. 

Next steps
Next, the city will engage in 
conversation based on the results 
of the voluntary local review about 

how its strategy deployment should 
be developed in order to achieve the 
sustainable development goals in 
the best possible way. The efficient 
deployment of the results requires 
sufficient coordination as well as the 
extensive commitment of all of the 
city’s actors.

The city is also enhancing its communi-
cations regarding the voluntary local re-
views in order to increase awareness of 
the significance of the sustainable de-
velopment goals in the city’s daily activ-
ities. This increases the opportunities 
to find new ways to successfully deploy 
the goals.

The city will also continue its active in-
ternational advocacy work. The goal is 
to get more cities to take part in volun-
tary local reviews. In cooperation with 
other cities, Helsinki strives to contrib-
ute to ensuring that the importance of 
cities is recognised in international fo-
rums and networks – in the UN in par-
ticular – and that cities will, in the future, 
have the opportunity to participate in 
not only the implementation of the agen-
da and goals but also their creation.

Summary and conclusions
The Helsinki City Strategy is an 
ambitious and extensive document 
whose goals are in many respects 
consistent with the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals. Assessing the 

Loan stock per resident

2017       € 1,871 
2018       € 1,693 
Source: City of Helsinki, Executive Office

city’s activities from the viewpoint of 
the UN goals, the voluntary local review 
shows that Helsinki has initiated or 
already completed a large number of 
measures that promote the UN goals at 
the city level. On the other hand, it was 
observed that the targets under the 
UN goals have several references to 
international development cooperation, 
which primarily happens at the state 
level in Finland.

In Helsinki’s first voluntary local review 
of sustainable development, the city’s 
activities were mainly reviewed on the 
basis of the Helsinki City Strategy, the 
leading projects implementing the strat-
egy and the Carbon-neutral Helsinki 
2035 action plan. Even though the per-
spective is strategically comprehensive, 
it does not cover all the city’s basic ser-
vice provision or activities. Expanding 
the reporting would enable better cov-
erage and deeper understanding of the 
connections between the city’s activi-
ties and the sustainable development 
goals.

After the first voluntary local review, it 
will be possible to assess the future lev-
el of reporting. Indicators suitable for 
monitoring the UN goals should be fur-
ther developed and supplemented. In 
terms of the monitoring indicators, a 
particular challenge is the development 
of a city-level and internationally com-
parable set of indicators. The indica-
tors for Helsinki’s voluntary local review 
have mainly been selected from the Hel-
sinki City Strategy’s monitoring indica-
tors.

The UN Sustainable Development Goals 
and their targets are an extensive pack-
age. It would be good to analyse the 
connections between the targets and 
local-level activities in more detail in or-
der to genuinely recognise goals whose 
promotion still requires development ef-
forts from Helsinki. A more extensive 
review of the entire urban ecosystem 
would also highlight connections to ac-
tivities that are not in the city’s hands 
alone. ■
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