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Abstract: Sparsely populated areas are in many countries seen as regressive regions lacking

decent future options and demanding continuous support from the more prosperous
parts of the country in question. This paper addresses rural policies drawn up in recent
years to govern not only the negative trends but also the opportunities which the thinly
populated rural areas of Finland are experiencing. Finland is, in the European context,
a very sparsely inhabited country with long distances between population centres.
Less populated areas account for 68% of the land area of Finland but only 5% of
the population. Finland’s long tradition of rural policy implementation has resulted in
a comprehensive approach also to the policy measures targeting especially the less
populated areas.
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Abstrakti: Harvaan asutut alueet ndhddan monissa maissa taantuvina alueina, joilla ei ole

kunnollisia kehitysnakymia ja jotka vaativat jatkuvaa tukea maan vauraammilta
alueilta. Taméa artikkeli kasittelee Suomessa toteutettavaa, harvaan asuttuun
maaseutuun kohdistuvaa maaseutupolitikkaa, jonka kohteena ovat Kkielteisten
nakymien ohella my6s mahdollisuudet, joiden varaan tulevaisuutta voidaan rakentaa.
Suomi on Euroopan kontekstissa hyvin harvaan asuttu maa, jossa on suuret
etaisyydet vaestokeskusten valilla. Harvaan asuttujen alueiden osuus Suomen
maapinta-alasta on 68 prosenttia, mutta vain 5 prosenttia vaestosta. Suomalaisen
maaseutupolitiikan pitkat perinteet ovat edesauttaneet laaja-alaisen ja monitoimijaisen
lahestymistavan muodostumista myds harvaan asuttua maaseutua koskevassa
politiikassa.

Avainsanat: harvaan asutut alueet, maaseutupolitiikka, Suomi

Highlights:

e Sparsely populated areas are not a burden to the country but rather an asset.
e Their opportunities are central to the transition towards a sustainable society.

e GIS-based regional classification is an effective tool for drawing up policies.
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e Policy measures in place must be based on a wide partnership between all key actors.

1. Introduction

This paper addresses the rural policies drawn up in recent years to govern the negative trends
and the opportunities, which the sparsely populated rural areas of Finland are experiencing.
The starting point is that Finland is, in the European context, a very thinly inhabited country with
long distances between population centres. These areas accounted for 68% of the land area of
Finland but only 5% of the population in 2018 (Helminen et al., 2020; see also Sireni et al., 2017).

Although the overall economic development of the country was steady until the start of
the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 following a long downturn, 14 of the 20 weakest administrative
regions (NUTSS3, provinces) out of a total of 66 regions in Nordic countries were located in Finland
in 2019, according to Nordregio’s Regional Potential Index. The index is based on
the demographic, labour market and economic potential of a region. All of the less prosperous
areas were rural provinces with a lot of less populated areas (State of the Nordic Region, 2020).

However, the situation of the outlying rural areas is not as hopeless as could be concluded from
the analyses based on traditional population and migration statistics. Regardless of
the demographic decline and aging population, rural areas are still home to many active people
and village communities. New phenomena, such as multiple residency and especially the large
number of leisure-time residents spending many months annually in their summer houses (often
located in the less populated areas), as much as doubling the population of many rural
municipalities seasonally, are also improving the services offered (Lehtonen et al., 2019).

Regional policies in Finland have, for a couple of decades, mostly favoured growth in cities, which
is not surprising as it follows a long period of growth in major urban areas. However, this has not
meant that the countryside has been forgotten, because Finland has a long-running tradition of
implementing rural policies. In recent years, there have been signs of a transition from old and
defensive rural policies towards an approach that also identifies the opportunities of rural regions
instead of only repeating old problems. Demands on the more sustainable use of natural
resources and the resulting new jobs and opportunities connected to the multiple residencies of
inhabitants are examples of new phenomena that challenge the prevailing regional and rural
policies.

This article seeks to find answers to four main questions: (1) how sparsely populated rural areas
are defined and what their context is in the Finnish regional system; (2) how rural policies in
Finland are organised; (3) what policies have been drawn up recently to support sparsely
populated areas and (4) what results these policies have achieved. The content is divided into
four parts. After this introduction, the context of the rural areas in question is presented,
introducing how less populated areas are represented in international and national regional
classification schemes. The next subchapter addresses the central policy initiatives concerning
these areas in Finland. Finally, some concluding remarks are offered.

2. Theoretical background
2.1 Conceptual approaches towards rural areas

Neither for the city nor for rural areas is there a single, shared by all definition. Roughly speaking,
the countryside tends to be defined from three different perspectives. The countryside can be
understood as space or territory, or it can be considered as a human-shaped perception
(constructivism) of that state or area (Blanc, 1997). Those who define the countryside through
the concept of space see the differences in land use between cities and rural areas as essential,
resulting in the sparse population and dominance of agriculture being key phenomena in rural
areas. When the concept of territory is used, the rural areas are structured not only through
a sparse population, but also by long distances between centres. In the mixed spacefterritory
approach, agriculture does not have a central role as a determinant, but the rural areas are seen
as a platform for a wide range of livelihoods. According to the constructivist concept,

480/491



the countryside is a mental structure that varies with time and place, as is the city (Blanc, 1997,
Terluin, 2001).

Of these concepts, regional and rural policies primarily use either a territorial (such as
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development — OECD), or a combination of
territorial and spatial approaches (European Union — EU) (Terluin, 2001). The constructivist
concept of the countryside is more often used as a tool for researchers attempting to analyse and
structure the backgrounds and dynamics of different rural relationships. The EU’s rural policy has
for long had a strong agrarian tradition, but there have also been varied lines of naturalistic rural
relations.

Hoggart et al. (1995) have identified four kinds of approaches in the attitudes of the member
countries of the EU towards the countryside. The approaches are of course generalisations, and
many attitudes towards rural areas can occur in the same country. However, the concepts help
understand the differences of the rural areas in European countries and the varying attitudes to
them.

Firstly, there are countries with a strong agrarian tradition in which agriculture determines where
the countryside occurs and where agriculture has held an important position in national politics.
Examples of these countries are France, Denmark, Ireland, the Netherlands, Belgium and
Germany. Secondly, there is the so-called naturalistic countryside tradition in which
the countryside has been seen, in the first place, as a landscape and as a nature to be consumed.
Rural areas are viewed from the cities, and a strong need for their protection is often connected
to this view. This tradition has been strong in Great Britain but also in parts of the Netherlands,
Belgium, France, and Germany (Hoggart et al. 1995).

In the Mediterranean area, there has been little ideological or cultural value placed on
the countryside. It has commonly been viewed as a declining hinterland between modern cities,
which is often difficult to reach in mountainous countries. It has often been considered a burden
to the national economy and the country, and people have been driven far away from these areas
— either to cities or to foreign countries. This third, Mediterranean countryside perception has
been dominant in Spain, Portugal, Italy and Greece.

The fourth countryside category defined by Hoggart et al. (1995) is that of the marginalistic
countryside, where rural areas are connected to a physical environment, which is appreciated in
culture, but in which conditions are harsh and restricting. Fishing, forestry, agriculture and nature
and its protection are connected to the countryside in these countries. This kind of relation to
the countryside has prevailed in Sweden, Norway, Finland, Austria, and Switzerland (Hoggart et
al., 1995; Vihinen et al., 2019).

In accordance with Hoggart et al. (1995), especially the thinly populated rural areas of Finland
can be interpreted as being marginal areas based on their physical properties and locational
factors relative to natural conditions. Leimgruber (2004) analyses the concepts of marginality and
peripherality and emphasises that these terms must be distinguished from each other. Less
populated rural areas in Finland can also be called peripheral inside the country because they
are located far from growth centres, and the benefits from the booms and innovations of
the economy are commonly delayed (if they arrive at all). When an economic recession occurs,
it is the peripheral areas that are the hardest hit and the narrowing of job opportunities for
the inhabitants of such areas comes to be reflected in a negative demographic trend (Muilu
& Rusanen, 2003). This is also the starting point for the policies addressed in Chapter 3.

2.2 Sparsely populated areas in Nordic countries

Rural areas and regions have for long been defined and classified for the needs of international
comparison and statistics, e.g. by the OECD, EU and Nordregio. The United Nations (UN) does
not have its own global definition for different regions, although it also publishes statistics and
reports from an urban-rural perspective. The United Nations Statistical Division (UNSD) has
stated that a uniform and global definition of urban and rural areas is not possible because
national definitions are very different. This also makes it difficult to collect international regional
statistics and make urban-rural comparisons based on them. The UN therefore notes that each
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country must define its cities and rural areas based on their local circumstances. The UN
recommends that the most suitable unit for national and international comparisons is the number
of the population of the smallest locality and, if this is not available, that of the smallest regional
administrative unit in the country (e. g. municipality). The UN also presents a classification, where
the largest category has more than 500,000 inhabitants and the smallest less than 200 (Dijkstra
& Poelman, 2014; UNSD: Population density and urbanization, 2017).

The most recent international regional classification including Finland is the urban-rural
classification produced for the Nordic Council of Ministers by Nordregio. It is provincial (NUTS 3)
and based on the Eurostat statistics (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2018). Based on its sparse
population, long distances between population centres and relatively small number of big urban
areas, Finland, like the other Nordic countries, is an exceptionally rural country compared with
a large number of other developed countries. Finland is also marked by a considerably large
proportion of rural land areas from the total area. Another exceptional feature in Finland compared
with many other thinly populated countries is that almost the entire country is still inhabited, even
if thinly (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2018).

The northernmost provinces of Finland, Norway and Sweden have established the Northern
Sparsely Populated Areas (NSPA) collaborative network in 2004 to raise awareness of
the common issues and circumstances facing these regions within EU institutions, to influence
EU policy and to provide a platform for delivering the best policy practices. The NSPA includes
the four northernmost provinces of Sweden (Norrbotten, Vasterbotten, Jamtland-Harjedalen, and
Vasternorrland), the seven northernmost and eastern regions of Finland (Lapland, Northern
Ostrobothnia, Central Ostrobothnia, Kainuu, North Karelia, North-Savo and South-Savo) and
three regions of northern Norway (Finnmark, Troms and Nordland) (Figure 1) (NSPA 2019).
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Fig 1. Northern Sparsely Populated Areas (NSPA) in Finland, Norway and Sweden. Source: OECD, 2017
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2.3 Sparsely populated areas in Finland

In Finland, several regional classifications which describe and define rural areas and rurality have
been used. They have also been utilised in the regionalisation of national agricultural and rural
policies, as in the targeting of support measures or setting certain support levels.
The developments and characteristics of different types of rural areas have also been described
with the help of these classifications (Vihinen et al., 2019).

Muilu and Rusanen (2004) emphasise that the countryside is not an entity in itself but a mosaic
composed of highly disparate parts. It can, and should, be defined in accordance with the purpose
for which the definition is needed. Georeferenced (GIS) data can be used to seek answers for
a wide variety of questions concerning the internal structure of rural areas, simply by extending
the range of variables.

A GIS-based urban-rural classification is the newest widely used rural and regional classification
scheme in Finland. The classification was published in 2014 and is based mainly on data from
250-square-meter grid cells. The areas have been divided into seven classes, from inner urban
areas to sparsely populated rural areas (Helminen et al., 2014). The classification has been
updated in 2020 so that it is based on the 2018 statistical data (Helminen et al., 2020; Urban-rural
classification, 2018). The classes and their location are shown in Figure 2.

Urban-rural classification (2018)

- Inner urban area
- ‘Outer urban area
- Peri-urban area

I Local centres in rural areas
[ Rural areas close to urban areas
Rural heartland areas
- Spsmelypopulaiedrurslan%as

200 Kilometers
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Fig 2. Urban-rural classification (Kaupunki-maaseutuluokitus) of Finland in 2018. Sources: Helminen et al., 2014; 2020;
Urban-rural classification, 2018

This classification responded to the need to create regionally more accurate classifications
independent from using administrative borders, like those between the municipalities, since
the municipality structure is changing over time due to the municipality mergers and the average
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size of the municipalities is thus increasing. The base material for the classification has included
databases on population, workforce, commuting, construction, road networks and land use.
The GIS-based classification can also be generalised to the municipal level so that
the municipalities are divided into urban, peri-urban, rural heartland and thinly populated
municipalities, according to the dominant class (Helminen et al., 2014).

In the classification, sparsely populated rural areas are defined based on statistical analysis as
areas characterised by a one-sided local economic structure, sparse population and forests or
bogs as the most common land use category. These areas are located far from the big population
centres. However, it is essential to note that not only is the general population structure there
sparse, but the local administrative centres and villages are also scattered and there may be large
uninhabited areas between them. Thus, less populated rural areas are those rural areas that do
not meet the criteria of local centres in rural areas, rural areas close to urban areas, or rural
heartland areas (Helminen et al., 2014).

Between 2014 and 2018, the core rural area decreased the most in terms of area, as it lost areas
to both the rural areas close to the urban areas and to thinly populated rural areas. Both peri-
urban rural areas and local centres in rural areas have maintained their population shares, but
the population shares of the heartland and less populated rural areas have declined. As a whole,
the area of sparsely populated rural areas has decreased because, in addition to the core rural
areas, it has moved to rural areas close to urban areas (Helminen et al., 2020; Urban-rural
classification, 2018).

3. Policies and planning initiatives for sparsely populated areas
3.1 System of rural policy in Finland

Rural policy has a long tradition in Finland, celebrating its 30-year journey in 2018. The objectives,
tools and measures of rural policy are collated in Rural Policy Programmes, the first of which was
drawn up in 1991. The latest Rural Policy Programme was drawn up for the years 2014—-2020,
and so it follows the programme development period of the regional and rural development of
the EU (Mahdollisuuksien maaseutu, 2014; Maaseutuja tulevaisuudessa, 2018). In 2020, the next
programme for 2021-2027 was under preparation.

Finnish rural policy is based on a wide partnership where the actors of the public, private and third
sector (NGOSs) look for common objectives and measures around the same “round table”. OECD
reviewed Finland's rural policy in 2008 and stated that Finland is one of the most rural of
the OECD countries, and it is also one of the early adopters of a multi-sectoral approach to rural
policy. The Finnish model of rural policy has been reasonably successful in achieving coherence
among sectoral policies oriented to rural areas (the so-called broad rural policy) and in tailoring
specific programmes to promote rural development (the so-called narrow rural policy) (OECD,
2008).

There have been different stages in the development and execution of the rural policy but it has
always been led by a cooperative body, which is subordinate to a ministry. At present, the rural
policy is coordinated by the Rural Policy Council of Finland under the Ministry of Agriculture, set
by the Government of Finland. The council has a high political profile, since the chairman of
the council is the Minister of Agriculture and Forestry, and the Minister of Economic Affairs acts
as its vice-chairman. In assembling the council, attention has been paid to the cross-sectoral
character of the rural policy, which crosses the spheres of responsibilities of different ministries.
There are 35 individual members in the council, representing actors from all three sectors of
society and from local to national levels (Maaseutupolitikan neuvosto, 2019).

The main task of the Rural Policy Council is to support the government in administrative and
strategically important rural policy issues. It leads and outlines the implementation of the rural
policy of Finland. Ten sub-tasks have also been pursued by the council, including
the development of the structures and implementational mechanisms of rural policy, with the help
of the network-like partnership; promoting place-specific policy; improving interactions between
rural, archipelago and urban areas in cooperation with the drivers of urban and archipelago
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policies; and consolidating rural research and know-how from national rural research and
development projects (Maaseutupolitikan neuvosto, 2019).

The networks of the Rural Policy Council are central implementers of the tasks of the council.
The networks are responsible for developing rural policy and preparing policy measures in their
own areas of interest, according to the outlines set up by the council. Five thematic networks were
in action in 2020 and one of them is the Network for Sparsely Populated Areas (in Finnish:
Harvaan asutun maaseudun verkosto). There is a total of 19 individual members in the Network,
representing the Members of Parliament, researchers and the representatives of ministries and
regional development authorities, for example, (Maaseutupolitikan neuvosto, 2019).

3.2 Strategy for Sparsely Populated Rural Areas 2017-2020

The most important policy programme concerning thinly populated areas in recent years in
Finland has been the Strategy for Sparsely Populated Rural Areas 2017-2020, which was
prepared by the Network for Sparsely Populated Areas in 2017. Two tasks were set for
the strategy: “Firstly, the strategy for sparsely populated rural areas aims to create a realistic
picture of the status, future and special conditions of thinly populated rural areas. Secondly, it
strives to describe the measures by which the potential of these areas can be fully used.” (Lukkari,
2017).

The Strategy differs from many earlier rural policy documents and plans in Finland in that
the starting point for it is not to describe the poor development and declining population of
the thinly populated rural areas. On the contrary, the Strategy is based on the considerable
resources of the areas and on describing their developmental potential. The less populated areas
are considered in the strategy as a national asset because this is where the majority of
the material and immaterial resources of Finland are located; this is central to the future of
the bioeconomy and for achieving a sustainable society. This is also seen in the vision of
the Strategy (Lukkari, 2017):

Vision: In the sparsely populated rural areas of Finland, there are plenty of natural resources,
the utilising of which increases the possibilities of the area, among others, through
the growing bioeconomy. The landscape that has been well taken care of increases
the satisfaction and the pulling force of the area as a residential environment. Housing and
living in the sparsely populated rural areas are versatile. The inhabitants participate in
the developing of their community actively. Within reach of everybody, there are quick and
reasonable data networks. The new ways of producing services make welfare, housing,
business and fluent everyday life possible.

In the background section of the Strategy, five central and interconnected development trends
which will affect the development of the thinly populated countryside of Finland in the near
future are described. First, the significance of the leisure-time inhabitants (like summer cottage-
goers) increases from the point of view of the vitality of the less populated areas when the size
of the resident population decreases. This increases multiple residencies, a phenomenon
where people spend even months annually in their second homes, doing telework and mixing
leisure and working time (Lehtonen et al., 2019). In Finland, there are about 500,000 summer
cottages which is quite a lot compared to the number of inhabitants in the country (5.5 mil. inh.).
The number of summer residents has multiplied over the last few decades (Adamiak et al.,
2016). It has been estimated that about 2.2 million of the total of 5.5 million Finns regularly
spend time in rural areas (Mokkibarometri = Summer Cottage Barometer, 2016). Despite the
increasing significance of the summer cottage-goers, tourists, and other part-time residents in
the rural areas, they are not considered potential customers for public and private services
(Lehtonen et al., 2019).

The new tools required for the production of services in less populated and remote rural areas
are the second development trend that is described in the Strategy. The declining population does
not provide a sufficient base for permanent public services, such as social and health services in
outlying and less populated municipalities. In small rural municipalities in northern and eastern
Finland, health and social security expenditures can make up as much as 70% of the expenses
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of municipalities while the comparable share in southern Finland is about 40%. As a solution,
among others, decentralised service models have been presented (Lukkari, 2017). Lehtonen et
al. (2019) have made calculations according to which the multi-service centres could provide
a cost-efficient service model, especially if attention is paid to the seasonal inhabitants’ needs for
services in the placing of the centres.

The third trend touching especially thinly populated rural areas consists of the changes in
the ways regional and local administration and the production of the public services are arranged.
The base of the Finnish welfare state has been eroded by structural changes in the economy and
working life, which have impacted on regional development and deepened differences, such as
the level of vitality, between the areas. Strengthening the role of markets and the third sector has
been attempted to bolster the thinning of the public service network. Relations and tasks between
municipalities and the regional government (provinces) are being reorganised and the role of
the municipality is expected to change in the future. Especially in the less populated rural
municipalities, there has for long been a hybridisation process in the ways of the arrangements
of service actions that have been traditionally assigned either to the private or the public sectors.
In these discussions, a more significant role than before in carrying out services and patching
service holes has been reserved for the village associations and other third sector organisations.
New ways of producing services will become common, and at the same time, new forms of
employment will be needed. Partnerships between the public, private and the third sectors may
bring new possibilities of development to the less populated areas (Pihlaja, 2010; Lukkari, 2017).

The fourth trend shows a change in the forms of entrepreneurship and of livelihood. Changes in
working life are happening fast (as seen also during the COVID-19 pandemic), and the number
of regular jobs has diminished, since an increasing number of people are getting their livelihood
from many sources. New jobs are being created mainly in small and medium-sized companies,
which is typical also in the thinly populated countryside. As many as 99.8% of Finnish companies
are small and medium-sized — in other words, companies with fewer than 250 employees. More
than 93% of the enterprises are micro-enterprises with fewer than 10 employees
(Entrepreneurship statistics, 2017). Eighty percent of the industrial enterprises are located outside
the Helsinki metropolitan area. This is due to the location of raw materials in rural regions,
logistical reasons, and thus cost efficiency. Business activity is promoted by a safe and steady
environment, functional traffic connections, telecommunication networks and reliable support
services. In the less populated areas, there have traditionally been multiple sources of livelihood.
The jobs of the future will use new technologies, such as robotics and digitalisation. The multi-
skilled employees of the countryside therefore hold a strong position in the future labour market
(Lukkari, 2017).

As a fifth trend, the Strategy highlights the meaning and development of infrastructure, which
consists of fast and reliable telecommunications, an operational road network, reliable electricity,
water supply and sewerage, improved means of transport (air traffic, railroads, bus and taxi traffic,
connection vessels, private motoring), land use issues and problems related to the abandonment
of real estate in rural areas. Having these infrastructures in place enables the operation of
companies, the development of the bioeconomy and the movement and operation of permanent,
seasonal, and multi-resident inhabitants. All these activities and phenomena are common in thinly
populated areas. The countryside can test and bring into operation new services and techniques
made possible by developments in technological infrastructure and digitalisation in different
sectors. Indeed, the quick broadband connections with fiber-optic cables are necessary living
requirements in less populated rural areas (Pyykdnen & Lehtonen, 2016; Lukkari, 2017).

How is the Strategy for Sparsely Populated Rural Areas for 2017-2020 purposed to react to these
trends? Only the most important and central measures from the point of view of thinly populated
rural areas have been selected for the Strategy. Development targets and measures are divided
into five different themes:

e Measures that are cross-cutting and important for the whole Strategy;
e Measures concerning renewing, innovative and networked entrepreneurship;

e Measures concerning the sustainable utilisation of nature and the supply of raw
materials;
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e Measures concerning public services, and
e Measures addressing infrastructure and land use

The Strategy has a total of 21 measures, some of which are more general and some which are
detailed. They are grouped under these five themes presented in Table 1. The table also provides
some examples of measures for each theme. The major idea behind these measures is that
the responsibility of implementing each of them is given to a certain quarter or a group of quarters,
like the ministries or regional development organisations. So, the measures are not meant to be
just political declarations, but effective rural policy acts.

Tab 1. Key themes and examples of the policy measures of the Strategy for Sparsely Populated Rural Areas 2017—
2020. Source: Lukkari, 2017

Theme (N, number in programme), examples of the measures

Cross-cutting measures (2) Improved attention to the problems of sparsely populated rural
areas by taking the rural proofing (evaluation) method into use.
Development of the present indicators to better take into account the
conditions of sparsely populated areas in decision-making.

Renewing, innovative and | (8) The municipalities and provinces add into their acquisitions of local
networked services and products. In acquisition, qualitative criteria are brought
entrepreneurship into use in the form of environment and social aspects. Acquisitions
are split into smaller parts.

Nature and the supply of (12) Development of nature-based health and welfare services by

raw materials are utilised increasing customers’ freedom of choice and awareness on the

in a sustainable manner service production by utilising the quality criteria of acquisitions and
experiments.

Public services are (15) Development of service solutions and experiments in sparsely

obtained through new populated rural areas in order to promote decentralised service

forms of services and models (e.g. decontrol of regulations, SGEI (Services of General

partnership Economic Interest), PPP (Public-Private-Partnership), multi-service

centres, social enterprises, mobile services).

Infrastructure makes living | (18) Fast and reasonably priced broadband

and business operations is part of the basic infrastructure. The minimum speed of universal
possible service communications in dwellings and second homes will be raised
to 100 Mb or more.

(21) Promotion of rural construction by facilitating planning and
building licensing in the legislation.

The five thematic networks of the Rural Policy Council are responsible for carrying out
the Strategy practically. In 2020, besides the Network for Sparsely Populated Areas at hand,
the following thematic networks were also active: Vital Operational Environment, Civic Activity
and Welfare, Know-How and Employment and Swedish-Speaking Areas (Maaseutupolitiikan
neuvosto, 2019). At the time of the writing of this paper, the evaluation of the Strategy was in
progress. The Network for Sparsely Populated Areas has been quite active in promoting
the Strategy, e.g., by giving public statements which apply to the measures in a political
preparation process. The Strategy also has parliamentary support (see Chapter 3.3), and some
of its measures have been directly taken to the programmes of the present Government of Finland
(Harvaan asuttu maaseutu, 2019).

3.3 Parliamentary Working Group on Sparsely Populated Regions 2017-2019

The Government set up the first Parliamentary Working Group on the Sparsely Populated
Regions in the autumn of 2017, in connection with the Strategy described above. A Member of
Parliament from the biggest parliamentary party in the Finnish Parliament acted as the chairman
of the Group and the chair of the Network for Sparsely Populated Areas acted as its vice-
chairman. Other members of the Group were invited from the other parliament parties. In
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the Group, there were altogether two Members of Parliament from the four biggest parties
represented in the Parliament and one representative from other (including the opposition) parties
of the Parliament. Permanent experts from the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of Employment
and the Economy and the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry were also appointed to the Group.
The secretary general of the Rural Policy Council and the special expert of the Network for
Sparsely Populated Areas acted as the secretaries to the Group (Harvaan asuttujen alueiden
parlamentaarinen tyéryhma, 2019). A new group working until June of 2023 was appointed in
October of 2020.

The main task of the first Parliamentary Group was to bring the measures proposed in
the Strategy for Sparsely Populated Rural Areas 2017-2020 into legislative and administrative
policy and into practice. The Group studied the measures and their impacts theme-specifically
and through intermediate reports, drew up concrete presentations semi-annually during its term
in office. The Group has presented statements on tax relief applicable to thinly populated areas
and on possibilities connected to regional support, among others. Furthermore, it has explored
promoting the use of the rural proofing (evaluation) method as an obligatory procedure in less
populated areas. The Group also seeks close communication with actors in thinly populated areas
in Finland and with comparable rural policy bodies in other Nordic countries (Tydoryhman
linjaukset, 2019).

The Parliamentary Working Group on the Sparsely Populated Regions is a political lobbying body
for which there is strong political support (see Woods, 2011, for an example of stages in
the political construction of the “rural” in England). The work of the Group is somewhat invisible
in the sense that it has no exact action plan to be followed. However, as far as is known, it is
the first parliamentary organ ever in Finland whose task is solely to promote the matters of thinly
populated rural areas.

The new Government of Finland was appointed in the spring of 2019 and the Group lobbied them
to pay attention in the government programme to the sparsely populated countryside areas.
The Group has also succeeded in some of its objectives, since it has been estimated that nearly
70% of the objectives and measures of the Strategy were raised in some form in the present
government programme. The evaluation report on the activities of the Group operating in 2017—
2019, states that the monitoring of the measures taken is not recorded in the group’s letter of
appointment. Many of the group’s proposals for action are broad principles that require specific
measures and funding opportunities. The evaluation report emphasises the need for practical
experiments and pilots to start in thinly populated areas, which relate to the implementation of
these measures (Lukkari & Astrém, 2019).

4. Concluding remarks and discussion

The context and situation of less populated rural areas in Finland and key recent policy measures
targeting these areas especially have been presented in this article. The areas in question can
be defined as belonging to the marginalistic countryside, which is also peripheral inside
the country (Hoggart et al. 1995; Leimgruber 2004). They have often been considered a burden
to the national economy and to regional development because they have long ago lost their
population to southern Finland and to the biggest cities. However, the situation is not black and
white, since thinly populated rural areas contain many possibilities which have been brought to
light in the political sphere during the past few years.

Four main tasks were set for the article: (1) how sparsely populated rural areas are defined and
what their context is in the Finnish regional system; (2) how the rural policy in Finland is organised;
(3) what policies have been implemented recently to support sparsely populated areas and (4)
what results these policies have achieved so far. Four answers and conclusions can be drawn
from the analysis.

Firstly, the present seven-level regional classification of Finland offers a good base on which to
undertake reliable regional comparisons and target policy actions precisely in regions in question.
The classification covers all parts of the regional structure, from the inner urban areas to sparsely
populated areas, and so it builds a continuum between different areas, and thereby, separate
rural classifications are no longer needed. Thanks to being GIS-based techniques,
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the classification is independent of administrative divisions and operates irrespective of changes
in them.

Secondly, rural policy has been developed for more than 30 years in Finland and it has been
recognised as progressive in the international context. Rural policy is based on a wide partnership
where both the representatives of the sector administration and the actors of the horizontal local
administration are collected around “round tables.” This has created many personal connections
exceeding the branch and lobbying limits and is therefore extremely important to cross-
administrative activities, like rural policy.

Thirdly, the two policy initiatives presented in this article have brought the less populated rural
areas into consideration on to the national political agenda. The nomination, especially of
the Parliamentary Working Group on the Sparsely Populated Regions, points to a genuine and
wide political interest in the matter, because the body operates directly in connection with
Parliament and is at the core of political preparation processes. As far as is known, the Group is
the first parliamentary organ including all parties which concentrates particularly on issues facing
thinly populated rural areas.

Finally, the most important question is naturally the effectiveness of the policy initiatives presented
above. Has the situation of less populated rural areas of Finland improved and does the future
look bright? Any unambiguous answer cannot be given since the planning and political processes
are slow and the two described policy initiatives have operated only for a few years. However,
according to the Rural Barometer (Maaseutubarometri, 2020), maintaining the vitality of
the Finnish countryside has widely received citizens’ support, and the measures of the Strategy
for Sparsely Populated Rural Areas 2017-2020 are clearly more visible than ever before in
governmental policies. The sparsely populated areas in question and their resources are no
longer seen merely as a burden but more as an asset.
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