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A TALE OF TWO HAAGAS

Tuomas Harju

“If there were a single turning point 
in Haaga’s history, it would be the 
1950s. It is when the decisions for the 
majority of the current housing stock 
were made and also when the com-
mercial structure changed for good, 
transforming the northern area’s ur-
banity forever. In addition, the blue-
print for suburban development was 
created then. ”
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INTRODUCTION
Haaga is a district in north western Helsinki consisting of four 
sub-districts, North-Haaga, South-Haaga, Lassila and Kiviha-
ka. North- and South-Haaga are the largest of these, with both 
having around 10 000 inhabitants. Haaga has a rich history, even 
though many of its residents might not realize that anymore. 
North-Haaga is a model 1950s suburb, South-Haaga is even 
older with its small, winding roads. Both include apartment 
buildings mainly built in the 1950s and 1960s. Their reputation 
is, however, quite different. The northern parts are considered 
somewhat less attractive, which seems unfair when looking at it.

What is it that makes the two Haagas different? Should not 
the neighbouring suburbs, that share similar buildings, nature, 
and even their name, be considered more equal? What do the 
Haaga residents think about the subject themselves? Could a 
deeper look into urban history provide an answer to these ques-
tions? 

This article will introduce briefly the history of North- and 
South-Haaga and suggest four factors that either separate or 
connect the two areas. Finally, there is a look ahead to what the 
future holds for Haaga. 

The most complete review of the early history of Haaga 
(present-day South-Haaga) is Haagan kauppalan historia by 
John E. Roos from 1950. Later, building inventories and reports 
conducted by the city planning office in the 1990s and 2000s 
provide the best information of the area. The North-Haaga 
residents’ association has published two excellent books that 
delve into the community’s history and present: Pohjois-Haaga: 
Pohjantähti Helsingissä [North-Haaga: The North Star in Hel-
sinki] from 1989 and Pohjois-Haaga: Luonnon keskellä kasvava 
moderni kaupunginosa [North-Haaga: A modern neighbour-
hood growing in the middle of nature] from 2015. These, in 
addition to the general reviews of suburbs and shopping centres, 
have proven very useful in researching this article. 

The sub-districts of Lassila and Kivihaka are left out of this 
article due to time constraints. They are smaller than North- 
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and South-Haaga (especially Kivihaka) and mirror the devel-
opment of the two Haagas. Kivihaka is a uniform suburb (like 
North-Haaga) built in the 1960s and Lassila saw most of its 
old, wooden housing stock demolished during development in 
the 1980s.

THE INDEPENDENT DAYS OF 
SOUTHHAAGA
The origins of Haaga are intertwined with the coastal railway 
between Helsinki and Turku. The railway was completed in 
1901, boosting the development of the area. Commercial gar-
dener Mårten Gabriel Stenius had bought the land 15 years 
earlier, with the intention of creating an English-style garden 
city there and selling plots for people he deemed appropriate. 
In addition to following the garden city ideology, commercial 
gardens characterized Haaga’s landscape for decades to come.

Famous architect Lars Sonck created the first plan for the 
villa community of Haaga in 1901. Today’s street network is 
easily recognized from the plan, but many builders neglected 
it when building villas (Roos, 1950, pp. 28, 34). On the other 
hand, the famous Munkkiniemi-Haaga plan by Eliel Saarinen 
from 1915 tried to bring city block structure and orderly lines 
of villas to Haaga. While that plan was never realized, it did 
influence the plans made by the borough in the 1920s (Lindh, 
1996, p. 11).

The first inhabitants to move into the area were well-to-
do Swedish-speakers, who remain a minority in Haaga to this 
day. They were attracted to the clean nature and the pleasantly 
moderate borough tax (Roos, 1950, p. 193). Soon afterwards, 
Finnish-speakers began to move in as well. They were attract-
ed by the cheaper living costs away from the city centre. After 
the Civil War in 1918, Haaga became more and more work-
ing-class and the quality of the villas varied greatly (Roos, 1950, 
pp. 137-140). The typical resident of that era rented a room in a 
villa and commuted daily from Haaga to Helsinki. 

Haaga was recognized as a “dense settlement area” in 1906 
and became an independent borough in 1923. Helsinki annexed 
the borough along with several other areas in 1946, but already 
before that, people seemed to consider the marriage inevitable. 
The population of the borough was around 3 000 at the time of 
the annexation and the number of the villas was 600 (Sarmaja, 
2009, p. 135). 

Haaga is built on hilly terrain, with rocks dotting the land-

scape. The buildings of the 1920s and 1930s were functionalist 
detached houses constructed of wood, most of which slowly 
disappeared during the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s (Lindh, 1996, 
p. 18).

Industry did not play a major role in the history of the inde-
pendent borough. Local commercial services for the residents 
thrived in Haaga from the beginning, even though the large 
shops of the nearby capital attracted wealthier clients already 
then (Roos, 1950, p. 189).

NORTHHAAGA: A FOREST SUBURB
The story of Haaga is a complicated one and rich in history. The 
southern part is older, but most of those older buildings have 
been demolished. The northern part is also historically relevant 
as a model suburb of its era. While both areas share a name, 
they have a separate identity as well.

Until the 1940s, the landscape of North-Haaga was mostly 
rock, swamp and pine forests. The hinterland of the borough 
used to be a popular skiing ground among Haaga residents 
(Oittinen and Tepponen, 1989, p. 9). During the war when 
there was a shortage of firewood, the city cleverly paid citizens 
to cut the forests in so-called “family loggings”, clearing the 
land for future construction in the process (Oittinen and Tep-
ponen, 1989, p. 14). 

Helsinki planned North-Haaga in three phases, in 1949, 
1952 and 1955. The terrain was ideal for a new suburb, with no 
previous settlement, an interesting landscape and solid rock to 
build on. The first two plans resulted in low, 3-4-storey apart-
ment buildings, sparsely built and fitting the terrain. Planning 
the third phase was to be a taste of things to come. The city or-
ganized a competition, which architect Heikki Siren won with 
his proposal Käärmesolmu (Tarjanne, 2007, p. 9). Due to lack 
of funds, none of the entries materialized, but they influenced 
Finnish suburban development greatly. For example, from that 
point on it became increasingly more common to give whole 
areas of land to a firm to build them entirely. The construction 
firm SATO then realized the whole third phase, including five 
modern (and very profitable) high-rise apartment blocks, which 
came to characterize the whole area. 

Both workers and academics moved to North-Haaga. These 
people were young and active in improving their suburbs’ con-
ditions, managing to lobby for a new school there (Oittinen and 
Tepponen, 1989, p. 16). They also actively defended their local 



209
U
S
P
 2

0
1
9green areas from new construction projects. Due to their efforts, 

the suburb remains in human scale today. 
In the years after the war, Helsinki exercised a suburban 

policy, in which it was important for each suburb to have a 
distinct identity. To reach this, the council suggested chang-
ing Pohjois-Haaga’s name to Hakavuori (as was done with 
Munkkivuori and Roihuvuori, other suburbs of that era.) A ref-
erendum held in 1959, resulted in retaining the existing name, 
though (Kolbe, 2015, p. 33).

While North-Haaga is a remarkably uniformed 1950s area, 
it also has plenty of later developments. In place of a former 
shooting range, a box-type development was completed in 
1970s. The process that was started in the 1950s was now per-
fected: the construction company HAKA only took two years 
to build all twenty houses in the area (Tarjanne, 2007, p. 14).

GARDEN CITIES
The two Haagas are separate as well as similar for the same 
reason - that is the garden city idea that they were planned 
upon. Their abundant greenery and difference in terrain gives 
them a similar, pleasant feel, as a garden city should have. The 
connection to nature is what wealthy people sought after when 
they moved to (South-) Haaga in the early 20th century, and 
what workers and the middle-class looked for in the 1950s in 
North-Haaga. An attractive landscape also plays a part in how 
both neighbourhoods are felt. Suburbs in later decades were 
constructed on fields, which do not offer the similar kind of 
variety in elevation found in natural environments.

From the start, these areas were planned to be separated by 
parks, or often in practice, forests. However, the locations for 
these were often not chosen for their natural values, but be-
cause the soil was unsuitable for construction. The construction 
companies left those areas untouched as unprofitable, which 
left large areas separating the suburban built environment 
(Karlsson et al., 2012, p. 6). For example, the first two phases of 
North-Haaga were separate until the infill development in the 
valley along the Jokeri line in early 2000s. 

After the Second World War, the suburban ideology became 
mainstream in Finland. Suburbs were planned looking “towards 
the city”, with fast routes to the city-centre but few connections 
between neighbourhoods; that decreased the unwanted traffic 
in the suburbs. The planners thought that there was little need 
to cross to a neighbouring suburb, when all of them offered sim-

ilar services. However, these post-war suburbs were planned all 
at once (or only during a few phases) and after that, they were 
considered ready. There were no plans at the time for further 
development. While the suburbs stayed the same, the society 
around them changed, as cars became more common, better 
roads enabled more efficient transport and large hypermar-
kets were built along the motorways. Suburbs were the answer 
to major changes in society, but the next change left suburbs 
somewhat lagging behind as quieter than before (Kolbe, 2015, 
pp. 36-37).

The first full decade after the war is somewhat underrated 
in historical research, compared to the politically tumultuous 
periods of the 1940s and 1960s. However, in urban planning 
history, it is hard to see any single era being more important 
than the 1950s. This is when the blueprint in suburban planning 
was created in Finland. Until then, new neighbourhoods were 
built as close to the city as possible, according to pre-war plans. 
But the new models preferred small, separate neighbourhoods, 
spread over a wide area, where only necessary services existed. 
The recipe for urban spread, in other words.

The influential urban planners of the time, such as Otto 
Iivari Meurman, emphasized the health problems of living in 
dense urban areas (Karlsson et al., 2012, p. 20). The residential 
buildings were to be distanced from roads, which meant that 
the new suburbs were extremely sparsely built. In contrast to 
modernism, these new suburbs were built in terms of existing 
nature and terrain profiles. Helsinki’s comprehensive plan from 
1953-1960 mentioned that “community spirit” was to be sought 
by building small “neighbourhood units”, with all basic services 
that people needed. A suitable size for a unit would preferably 
be less than 5 000 - 10 000 residents (Saresto, 2004, p. 22).

AWAY WITH THE OLD: SOUTHHAAGA 
TRANSFORMS
A predominant speaker for the garden city idea in Finland, 
Heikki von Hertzen claimed that cities should grow through 
predominantly planned suburbs and those suburbs’ built envi-
ronment should be uniform and organized (Saresto, 2004, pp. 
24-25). His policies became hugely influential with Finnish 
planners, dealing a death sentence to the makeshift wooden 
villas of South-Haaga.

The plan for South-Haaga was approved in 1952. Nearly all 
of the 600 villas of the independent borough era were demol-
ished during the post-war period, being replaced with modern 
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apartment blocks. Only the wooden Huopalahti station and a 
few villas remain from that period, along with an occasional 
stone building dotting the landscape. However, the road net-
work and old plots of villas remained, which restrained the new 
buildings to a smaller scale. The result is a charming, low-rise 
neighbourhood where narrow roads snake through the hilly 
landscape and greenery, and where the look of a former garden 
town can still be found (Hirsimäki, 1999, p. 20).

FACTOR 1: COMMERCIAL SHOPS
Throughout its history, Haaga has been a residential neigh-
bourhood. Those residents still have decent access to services, 
though. Small businesses thrived there, especially from the 
1950s to 1980s, when the population was larger and there were 
fewer possibilities to shop elsewhere. Still today, South-Haaga 
can provide an almost city centre-like collection of commercial 
services, from grocery stores and cafes to specialty shops. It can 
be argued that the variety in services rivalling the urban core, 
combined with the calmness of a suburban atmosphere, could 
be one of the things people value in South-Haaga. In that sense, 
Haaga is a rarity among Helsinki suburbs which typically fea-
ture a narrower selection of services. Infill development in those 
suburbs may change that in the future.

Commercial spaces have defined the suburbs since their cre-
ation. Before the 1950s, residents made multiple visits to small 
shops to get what they needed. Both South- and North-Haaga 
(around Thalianaukio) still have a variety of shops remaining 
from that era of planning. In those small shops people were ser-
viced across the counter. However, both suburban planning and 
commercial space planning went through a major change in the 
mid-1950s. Retail business, which was already then dominated 
by a few large companies, could not afford to staff small stores 
in the ever-expanding suburbs. At the same time, a new concept 
of self-service shops emerged, made possible by new packaging 
techniques. In the intense competition for customers, the retail 
business saw these futuristic stores as both a way to attract more 
customers and to turn larger profits. 

The central chamber of commerce of Helsinki and the retail 
business collaborated with the city planning office to create a 
blueprint for a shopping centre as the hub of a neighbourhood 
(Saresto, 2004, p. 26-27). The shopping centres were designed 
to include all the services within them, but not outside, as they 
tellingly “turned their backs on the surrounding structure” 
(Saresto, 2004, pp. 18-21). This drastically changed the urban 

fabric of suburbs.
While Thalianaukio reminds us of a small-town square, the 

North-Haaga shopping centre, built only a few years later, fol-
lows a completely different planning idea, where shops were 
separated from housing completely. These shopping centres 
were, by 1962 definition from Reino Castrén, “local centres, 
where services are separated from housing, traffic and public 
services” (Saresto, 2004, p. 12).

The two commercial hubs developed into the hearts of 
the young community. They were so close to each other that 
many locals referred to them as the “upper” and “lower” malls 
(Mäenpää, 2015, p. 1). There were still more changes to come, 
though. In the 1970s, when private-car use had increased heav-
ily, a hypermarket was built along the ring road in Kannelmäki, 
drawing many customers from nearby North-Haaga. It may 
have separated North- and South-Haaga even further, since 
North-Haaga residents were now commonly travelling north 
instead of south for their daily trips. Recently, the largest gro-
cery retailer in Finland developed the site further into a round-
the-clock mall, further centralizing the area’s commercial ac-
tivity. The former commercial hubs in Haaga are left as mere 
shadows of what they once were, relics of a time past.  While 
Thalianaukio and the North-Haaga shopping centre might not 
be the hearts and souls of their community anymore, they are 
still important to the identities of the area nonetheless. 

FACTOR 2: COMMUNITIES AND PUBLIC 
SPACES
Along with commercial spaces, Haaga has plenty of public 
spaces and a long history of community gathering. The resi-
dents’ organizations have a long history in both North- and 
South-Haaga and remain very active today. In many cases, the 
residents of North-Haaga have organized themselves separately 
from those of South-Haaga. This includes residents’ commit-
tees and workers’ organizations (Elo and Elo, 1977). The two 
districts have also common organizations under Pro Haaga ry, 
that gathers together more than 20 local organizations (Leskelä, 
2008, p. 194). In a 2015 interview, Haaga residents concluded 
that a certain “Haaga spirit” does indeed exist ( Jakonen, 2015). 
One feat of strength from the residents’ committee was the 
opening of the Haaga health station near the geographical cen-
tre of the region, which serves both North- and South-Haaga.

The enthusiastic locals also played their part in setting up 
the first schools in the area, first in the independent borough, 
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schools within its borders considering its size and population. 
Two of the most renowned educational institutions moved to 
South-Haaga from the city centre during the 1970s. The reloca-
tion was probably due to good connections from the suburb to 
the inner-city area, but the good reputation created by the Haa-
ga residents’ zeal of building their own schools possibly played a 
part (Bergman, 2007, pp. 81, 134-135).

Finally, the city of Helsinki has built vocational education 
facilities in Haaga, diversifying the range of educational facili-
ties even more. Schools can characterize entire neighbourhoods 
and especially schools with wide student catchment areas can 
spread the area’s reputation far. Haaga has a larger number of 
schools than possibly any other area outside of the city centre. 
The large number of students commuting daily from elsewhere 
could reasonably strengthen the reputation of Haaga outside 
its borders. On the other hand, that outside influence which 
students bring with them to Haaga might prevent the devel-
opment of a truly indigenous identity. In any case, Haaga is a 
major part of many students’ educational paths.

Public spaces connecting North- and South-Haaga are 
few, but one stands out. The locally famous Rhododendron 
Park brings the two Haagas closer together. Situated halfway 
between the two areas, people gather there every June to ad-
mire the blossoming flowers. Again, knowledge of the historical 
background offers an explanation on why the only rhododen-
dron park in Helsinki is in Haaga. Gardens, where Stenius once 
grew his flowers, once characterized the independent borough 
of Haaga. The garden no longer serves a commercial purpose, 
but the flowers remind us of the local history of the area.

FACTOR 3: AGE OF THE AREA
The age of the neighbourhood is an important factor when 
considering its reputation and status. When a suburb is young, 
usually its residents are young as well. This is because of all the 
young families moving into their first family apartments, with 
this happening in North-Haaga as well (Kolbe, 2015, p. 34). As 
time goes by, the residents become older and wealthier and the 
population decreases. 

Both North- and South-Haaga are relatively old neigh-
bourhoods now. The settlement in South-Haaga is almost half 
a century longer compared to its northern counterpart. There-
fore, it can be assumed that there was a contrast between the 
two areas from the beginning. Even though the current hous-

ing stock in South-Haaga are roughly from the same period as 
in North-Haaga, the inhabitants have been around longer. Its 
prestige played a part in attracting schools to relocate there and 
the status still remains somewhat higher today. 

The residents of North-Haaga think that there is not his-
toricity in their neighbourhood (Kahila, Tzoulas and Broberg, 
2011). This is of course untrue and has probably to do with its 
exceptionally uniform housing stock. There are many ways of 
visualizing the neighbourhood’s history. In North-Haaga, that 
could mean information boards about the commercial garden 
history in the present-day Rhododendron Park. Another possi-
bility could be to create a community space in the North-Haa-
ga shopping centre that draws inspiration from its golden age 
during the 1960s. 

FACTOR 4: TRANSPORTATION
Haaga first grew around Huopalahti railway station. This meant 
that it acted as a central hub of the area, and not just in trans-
portation: railway stations became popular meeting points of 
their respective neighbourhoods (Mustonen and Rytilä, 2002, 
p. 19). In some cases, they were the shopping centres of their 
day.

Affordable public transport was essential in Haaga’s de-
velopment into a working-class neighbourhood. Electrically 
powered trams were very affordable. There were also discounted 
railway tickets for the workers during rush hours in the 1930s 
(Mustonen and Rytilä, 2002, p. 34).

Another important turning point in Haaga’s history is the 
arrival of the suburban train in the 1970s. The Martinlaakso 
railway was completed in 1975, bringing the second railway 
station to the area. Before that, North-Haaga relied solely 
on buses going directly to the city centre but passing through 
South-Haaga as well (Kolbe, 2015, pp. 29-30). This also meant 
that North-Haaga and South-Haaga (with its Huopalahti sta-
tion) were separated by only a single railway stop. 

A suburban ring railway line was planned to connect the 
sub-centres of Munkkivuori, Malmi and Vartiokylä in the gen-
eral plan idea of 1953-1960; however, because these suburbs 
were too small, the cross-city public transport plans were not 
viable yet for another 50 years. 

Generally, it was not possible to commute between sub-
urbs crossing the capital region. The situation in North- and 
South-Haaga was better than average, because the lines going 
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Another possibility to bring local history to life is to create 

local hubs of historically important locations. Haaga already has 
several places with the potential of becoming such hubs, one be-
ing the Rhododendron Park. The commercial gardens are long 
gone, but their history could be visualized with information 
boards among the flora. A second hub could be in the historic 
Huopalahti station building, which is currently closed because 
of the neighbouring modern station’s renovation works. Lately, 
it housed cultural events organized by the non-profit Asematila 
ry and was available to rent for private events. With the Jokeri 
light rail line bringing more passengers to the station in the 
future, could the station return to its original use as a waiting 
room, perhaps with a chance to read books about Haaga’s rich 
history?

Despite being similar in many cases, North- and South-Haa-
ga are distinctly separate in other areas. Perhaps the comple-
mentary development related to the new light rail project will 
bring the two districts even closer together.
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to and from the city centre also served the traffic between the 
two suburbs.

CONCLUSIONS AND LOOKING 
FORWARD
Garden city ideas shaped much of 20th century urban planning 
and historically dominated the development of Haaga. So far, 
existing urban structure has been a definitive guideline in the 
recent development along the Jokeri light rail. However, the 
plans for a city boulevard around Vihdintie include buildings 
of the scale found in the city centre. In the city boulevard plans, 
attractive small businesses occupy the ground floors of those 
buildings. But those are not new to South-Haaga: despite its 
garden city heritage, the urban-like structure of ground floor 
commercial services has existed in South-Haaga for decades. 
Perhaps the city boulevards would not represent such a drastic 
change after all.

Until quite recently, due to a lack of roads, the hiking paths 
in the forests mainly connected the northern and southern parts 
of Haaga. The infill development built in the early 2000s has 
brought the two Haagas closer together. There is also a new 
sports field near the geographical centre of Haaga. It can be 
presumed that the light rail connection will bring the centre of 
the area even closer to the new “Middle Haaga”.

If there were a single turning point in Haaga’s history, it 
would be the 1950s. It was when the decisions for the majority 
of the current housing stock were made, and when the com-
mercial structure changed for good, transforming the northern 
area’s urbanity forever. In addition, the blueprint for suburban 
development was created then.

If current residents are experiencing a lack of historicity in 
their neighbourhood, the 1950s could be an era from which to 
draw inspiration from. The shopping centre of North-Haaga 
probably will not become a commercial centre as it once was, 
but it could be revitalized as a place of gathering for its resi-
dents. In January 2019, the city of Helsinki did exactly that by 
creating Haagan Lämpiö, a space for youth and resident activity. 
However, the city could develop the idea even further by in-
cluding historical photos of North-Haaga on the walls (they are 
currently painted white) and diversifying the range of events, 
inviting older residents to join. Encounters with them could 
create a sense of continuity among the more recent residents 
of Haaga. 
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TWO RAIL PROJECTS SHAPING HAAGA

“In the ribbon neighbourhood plans 
of the 70s, as well as in today’s planning, 
nature is not forgotten but the planners 
increasingly believe that nature and 
dense urban living can be combined. 
Does this, however, result in creating 
better living environments or is com-
bining the dense quarters with cramped 
parks only a compromise in order to 
maximise the earnings? ”

Dan Ronimus
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COMPARING THE PLANNING PRINCIPLES BEHIND 
THE MODERN-DAY LIGHT RAILS AND THE 
MARTINLAAKSO RAIL LINE FROM THE 1970 S,
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INTRODUCTION
This article studies the principles guiding the modern-day plan-
ning of Haaga around the Jokeri Light Rail, as well as the city 
boulevards, and compares them with the standards that defined 
the planning of Lassila, and other railway subcentres in the 
1970s. The fundamental ideas behind these two very different 
plans can tell us a lot about the planning of Helsinki and how 
the mentality behind it has changed over time. This article gives 
an overview of the past, the present and the future planning of 
Haaga, telling simultaneously about the general planning trends 
in Helsinki. The sources of information mainly consist of Hel-
sinki’s official planning documents and the articles concerning 
the plans, published in newspapers over the years. These give a 
good overview of the planning principles when looking at how 
the different plans have been explained and justified when they 
were first presented.

BACKGROUND
After the wars involving Finland had ended in 1945 the city of 
Helsinki faced a rapid rise in urbanisation. The city was under 
enormous pressure to create housing for hundreds of thousands 
of evacuees fleeing from Karelia, as well as for the growing gen-
eration of baby boomers. The increase in population exposed 
urban planning to multiple challenges which resulted in a sig-
nificant change in the way Helsinki was planned (Aalto, Pulma 
and Schulman 2000, p. 27-35).

Before wartime, the urban structure of Helsinki had been 
quite consistent. Helsinki was a compact city, sitting on a small 
cape where buildings were laid densely in close quarters, with 
only a couple of exceptions. From the 1950s, and increasingly 
from the 1960s onwards, several new suburbs were constructed 
further away from the existing city and apart from each oth-
er (Aalto, Pulma and Schulman 2000, p. 39). According to the 
Helsinki Planning Office (HKA 2.4:33, 1981), many of these 
suburbs were in their planning phase referred to as garden sub-
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this text, functionality has emerged to shape the planning prin-
ciples of Helsinki in the 1970s, when development clustered 
around rails, as well as in the 2000s, when Helsinki officially 
declared that it wants to become ‘the most functioning city in 
the world’.  Often, the emerging planning principles are guided 
by previous planning actions that are regarded somehow faulty. 
The planning principles always reflect strongly the current val-
ues of the time when a plan is done. As values change over time, 
the planning has to adapt to that switch and correct the pos-
sible mistakes done in the past. Planning principles cannot be 
detached from the realities defined by the economic situation, 
nor the different levels of politics. In their studies, Aalto et al. 
talk about urban planning ideals which are then shaped by eco-
nomics and politics and refined into planning principles (Aalto, 
Pulma and Schulman 2000, p.35).

 This article studies the planning principles behind two dif-
ferent plans, The Martinlaakso Rail Line, planned in the 1970s, 
and the modern-day Jokeri Rail Line, both affecting the Haa-
ga area. Why have the same neighbourhoods in Helsinki been 
planned so differently at different times? What were the driving 
forces behind the planning objectives? The Martinlaakso Line, 
constructed in the 1970s, was revolutionary, as it was the first 
project in Finland where urban planning, transportation plan-
ning and land use were organised as a whole. The Martinlaakso 
Line was closely connected to solving some problematic issues 
that had occurred in the elementary suburbs of the 1950s and 
1960s. The railway is one of the major turning points in the 
history of Haaga, as it connected the suburb closer to the city 
centre and boosted the construction of Pohjois-Haaga, and es-
pecially Lassila, with new kinds of planning principles imple-
mented (Herranen, 1988, p. 299).

After examining the planning principles and the driving 
forces behind the completion of the Martinlaakso Rail Line, 
the Haaga area remained relatively unchanged all the way up 
until the 2010s, when the plans to construct another pair of rails 
in the area was introduced. Currently, the planning of Haaga is 
strongly connected to the Jokeri Light Rail. Financially prof-
itable infill development along the 25 km transverse light rail 
connection is one of the main focus points of planning Hel-
sinki in the near future. In Haaga, the goal is to create new 
homes for 3600 inhabitants and jobs for 2000 workers by 2030 
(Raide-Jokeri, 2018). Similar kinds of light rails are one of the 
key elements when planning the city boulevards, which are also 
due to change Haaga remarkably over the forthcoming decades. 

urbs, drawing from the ideas presented by Howard and Unwin 
at the turn of the 20th century.

Among one of the first constructed suburbs was Haaga, for-
merly a small borough only a few kilometres away from the 
city centre. After redeveloping the existing townships, such as 
Etelä-Haaga, Oulunkylä and Herttoniemi in the 1950s, the ur-
ban planners and construction companies began to look for new 
grounds further away from the existing urban areas. Reinforced 
concrete had revolutionised the construction industry by pro-
viding a new fast and cost-efficient way to build completely new 
suburbs from scratch (Aalto, Pulma and Schulman 2000, p.40).

As Aalto et al. (2000, pp. 48-50) explain, the Finnish cities, 
especially in the capital region, decided to tackle the housing 
shortage in cooperation with the banking sector and con-
struction companies. Almost all the major cities provided the 
contractors with cheap land to build on, and in exchange, con-
struction companies, funded by the large banks, agreed to take 
care of, not only, constructing the housing, but also building the 
infrastructure and sometimes even planning the new areas. This 
so-called project development can be seen in Pohjois-Haaga, 
where the tower blocks in the mid-1950s were actually one of 
the first residential areas where the buildings, roads and sew-
ers were constructed by the same company, called SATO (So-
siaalinen Asuntotuotanto, Social Housing Production). SATO 
also actively took part in planning the area (Astikainen, HS, 
1995).

After wartime, the construction of new residential areas 
was steered by the urgent need for new housing. The rush was, 
however, not the only reason behind the change in planning 
principles. Already in the 1940s, a new trend of rehabilitative 
functionalism had emerged. The dense quarters constructed in 
the early decades of the century were regarded to be too closed 
and cramped, creating social as well as health problems.  The 
solution was to lower the building density, grow the sizes of 
individual flats and, most importantly, to provide people with 
more space, both inside and outside their apartments. Function-
alistic architecture had begun to prosper in the 1930s and it af-
fected urban planning widely in all major Finnish cities during 
these decades. (Aalto, Pulma and Schulman 2000, p.35).

The previous section offers a description of the planning 
principles that shaped the urban planning of Helsinki during 
the rapid expansion of the city during the decades following 
the war. Like Aalto et al. explain functional, modernist urban 
planning highlighting the desire to create environments where 
people want to live based on current trends. As shown later in 
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Additionally, the city of Helsinki was worried, because prop-
erty use in its centre was changing. An excessive amount of res-
idential buildings were turned into offices, which, together with 
the increase of services, caused growth in (mainly car) traffic 
between the centre and the sleeping suburbs (Herranen, Hoff-
man and Turpeinen 2000, pp.251). The urban planners’ answer 
to the previous problems was to invest in public transportation 
and create multiple sub-centres along the new rail lines. During 
the 1970s, metro planning sped up, while the existing railways 
were electrified and better utilised in everyday transport. The 
first entirely new project to break ground was the Martinlaak-
so Rail Line, which was some sort of a combination of met-
ro and local train. Branching off from Huopalahti station in 
Etelä-Haaga, the rail line took advantage of existing railway 
technologies, though the stations were located within a rela-
tively short distance from each other, which is more typical for 
metro-like networks (Herranen, 1988, pp.298-299). Along the 
seven-kilometre railway, the trains would call at six different 
stations, out of which, three were located inside Helsinki and 
three in Vantaa.

Helsinki has a strategic goal of creating a light rail network 
that would connect the heavy linear railroad, and metro tracks, 
better to each another, and to the areas in between (Helsingin 
yleiskaava, 2013).

MARTINLAAKSO RAIL LINE
At the beginning of the 1970s, the urban planners expressed 
dissatisfaction with how Helsinki’s suburbs were built during 
the decades following the war. The suburbs, once called garden 
cities, were then nicknamed as forest cities, describing the scar-
city and scattering of the suburbs (Herranen, Hoffman and Tur-
peinen 2000, p.251). In 1981, the urban planning department of 
Helsinki published a report about the main characteristics and 
development needs of Helsinki’s suburbs (Helsingin kaupunk-
isuunnitteluvirasto, 1981). In the report, the urban planners 
announced that the scarcity, small size and housing-oriented 
structure in many of the existing neighbourhoods in Helsinki, 
had resulted in them becoming dormitory suburbs in which the 
residents had limited labour and leisure possibilities. This forced 
the citizens to commute to the city centre for both work and 

Figure1. Lassila under construction around the Pohjois-Haaga railway station at 1983. The 
Pohjois-Haaga tow-er blocks from the 50s can be seen in the back. (Scan-Foto, 1983.)
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project management (HS, 1973). The minor residential housing 
in the area was demolished, since it would be replaced with the 
new ribbon development consisting of 27,000 square metres of 
housing for over 9,000 new residents.  The cornerstone of the 
Lassila plan was constructing a housing block consisting of sev-
eral 15-story high towers in the middle of the area, surrounded 
with numerous other buildings of more modest size. Pedestri-
ans and cars were meant to move on different levels, allowing 
the pedestrian space in between buildings to also provide the 
necessary green inside the area. The planners stated that their 
main idea was to aim for functionality and optimum efficien-
cy in land use by locating small parks along the ´green streets’ 
where people would walk during their daily errands. The actual 
recreation, exercise and sports was meant to take place in the 
large Mätäjoki-park, serving all three areas.

LIGHT RAIL PROJECTS
Constructing the Lassila neighbourhood around Pohjois-Haa-
ga railway station was completed by the end of the 1980s. The 
actual scale of Lassila is slightly smaller than what was proposed 
in the original plans described above. Completing the railway 
took longer than expected, population projections were overly 
optimistic and there was not enough demand for ribbon hous-
ing.  The area currently has approx. 4,500 inhabitants and 5,000 
jobs. Thus, the target amounts of inhabitants, or housing square 
meters, were not achieved, with Lassila having a job self-suffi-
ciency of over 100%. After Lassila was completed, the housing 
production in the Haaga area has decreased significantly, with 
only less than two thousand apartments built over the last two 
decades, whereas there were over three times more flats con-
structed during the 1970s and 1980s (Tikkanen, 2018). 

Distant suburbs with good transportation and decent ser-
vices were regarded to be practical in Helsinki until the first 
decade of this century. After planning the ribbon neighbour-
hoods, living in blocks of flats actually decreased and the pop-
ulation of Helsinki fell, when families moved farther from the 
city to one-family houses in car-dependent areas. In an attempt 
to answer to these needs, Helsinki even captured large parts 
of the neighbouring Sipoo with the intention of lengthening 
the metro eastwards and to build residential areas for 100,000 
new inhabitants almost 20 kilometres away from the city centre 
(Pukkila, Yle, 2017). This change of direction is probably, also, 
one of the reasons why inhabitant objectives were not realised 
in the ribbon city.

According to Herranen (1988), the Martinlaakso Rail Line 
was the very first proper effort in Finnish community planning 
to combine urban and transportation planning. In public, the 
new urban rail line was referred to as a ribbon development, 
where the different sub-centres would be well linked to each 
other and to the city centre. When planning the new ribbon 
neighbourhoods in Lassila, Kannelmäki and Martinlaakso, spe-
cial attention was paid in making sure that the residents would 
not have to live in isolated sleeping suburbs. Instead, the goal 
was to create “self-sufficient, functioning neighbourhoods and 
to avoid building grey suburbs” (Aulio and Saari, HS, 1973).

In an interview given to Helsingin Sanomat (Aulio and 
Saari, HS, 1973), lead architect of the Haaga-Vantaa project, 
Heikki Kaitera, described the planning objectives on behalf of 
Helsinki. Referring to the forest suburbs, he states that “the 
new neighbourhood centres will stand out in the grey suburban 
mass of the capital area”. This was to be achieved by improving 
the job self-sufficiency from what was less than ten percent in 
certain “forest suburbs”, to anywhere between 30% and 50%. In 
a ribbon city, the building efficiency would be highest around 
the railway stations, with most of the housing and workplac-
es located within walking distance from the rail line. The city 
also wanted to learn from previous mistakes by building public 
services, such as schools, health care and shopping centres, si-
multaneously, along with housing and transportation. A large 
park stretching from Lassila all the way to Malminkartano, fol-
lowing the Mätäjoki River, would fulfil the recreational needs 
of the whole area. Kaitera was also excited about the shopping 
facilities being from ‘the greater world’, with a massive depart-
ment store being built in between Lassila and Kannelmäki.

The areas of Kannelmäki and Martinlaakso were almost 
completely unbuilt before the rail line plans were established. 
In Haaga, however, things were different, since the earlier men-
tioned Pohjois-Haaga towers, had been sitting in the woods 
already for a couple of decades before the station, located only 
a kilometre away from them, was opened in 1977. For people 
living there, the rail line obviously marked a major improve-
ment in their connections, also there was the building of an en-
tirely new type of residential area on the other side of the track. 
Before constructing the Martinlaakso Rail Line, Lassila was a 
forest-dominated area, with only a couple of hundred people 
living in detached houses constructed during the war in a rapid 
manner to provide homes for evacuees (Oittinen and Tepponen, 
1989, p.12).

Helsingin Sanomat took a closer look at the plans concern-
ing Lassila a few days after publishing the interview with the 
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is supposed to provide the residents with better services and 
connections. Still, it is important to remember that Helsinki is 
by far the largest landowners inside its borders, and thus densi-
fication produces high returns for the city itself.

In Haaga, some planning has already been done with the 
Raide-Jokeri in mind. In Etelä-Haaga, there are two construc-
tion projects pending, to be completed before the rails reach the 
area (Uutta Helsinkiä, 2018). Helsinki’s eventual goal in Haaga 
is to have at least 3,600 people moving into new apartments 
near the light rail stops, while also connecting the Huopalah-
ti station to a larger surrounding area than before. Where the 
Martinlaakso Rail Line featured several neighbourhoods con-
structed from scratch, this time all the residents will be located 
within the existing urban areas. Housing is most wanted in the 
city centre and, by densifying the areas closest to it, it should 
answer to these needs of urban lifestyle. Infill development will 
take place in former industrial sites, wastelands, and in some 
cases, also by demolishing old buildings in order to squeeze in 
more efficient housing (Raide-Jokeri, 2018). 

The City Boulevard plans have suffered some setbacks in the 
courts of law, as the state is worried that converting motorways 
into lively streets will hinder car traffic to and from the capital 
city’s core. A lot of the discussion is centred on the Hämeen-
linna motorway, which borders Haaga in the east, where the 
boulevardisation would, in addition to the car traffic, also en-
danger some parts of Central Park, which powered a mass 
movement to oppose the plans (Moilanen, HS, 2018). How-
ever, as public discussion has been focused around the reject-
ed plans, many may not have noticed that the plans to convert 
Itäväylä, Tuusulantie and Vihdintie into city boulevards were 
actually ruled legal by the Administrative Court. As the number 
of city boulevard projects to move forward in the forthcoming 
decades was diminished, attention will probably sooner or later 
be directed even more than before towards renewing the three 
remaining roads.

Even though the Hämeenlinna boulevard was turned down 
for now, the Haaga area will nevertheless be affected by boule-
vardisation plans. Vihdintie is technically not a motorway, but 
it still forms a four-lane  border between Haaga and its neigh-
bours in the west. The city of Helsinki has presented a prelimi-
nary plan of Vihdintie boulevardisation (Paastela, HU, 2018) in 
which the lead planner, Suvi Tyynilä, aptly explains the differ-
ence between planning in the past and in the future.  She states, 
that “when planning the boulevard city, the goal is not to create 
another set of ribbon suburbs but instead to bring a new urban 

The construction of Haaga began in the 1950s, with the con-
struction of Lassila being seen as the final stage of completing 
the area as it is nowadays. Some minor infill development has 
taken place in Etelä-Haaga during this century, but the overall 
picture has remained mostly unchanged for almost three dec-
ades. However, this is about to change, as Helsinki’s planning 
principles have undergone a shift from building radial neigh-
bourhoods, like the ones along the Martinlaakso Rail Line, into 
creating a multicentric web of sub-centres and densifying the 
existing urban areas. To strengthen the sub-centres along the 
existing railway and metro tracks, Helsinki has introduced the 
concept of “Centre Network”, in which the city would provide 
multiple urban concentrations all around Helsinki. This is due 
to the planners’ belief that living in central, dense urban areas is 
more popular than ever (Helsingin yleiskaava, 2013).

The new city plan features yet another new kind of rail trans-
portation system which is due to change Haaga, possibly even 
more than the Martinlaakso Rail Line. According to Helsinki’s 
Vision 2050 (Helsingin yleiskaava, 2013), the radial city struc-
ture will become interconnected by a light rail network, which 
features both transverse routes from east to west and new ra-
dial lines following the city boulevards. The city boulevards are 
Helsinki’s effort to increase the effectiveness of land use along 
the motorways close to the central urban area. Nowadays, the 
motorways separate different parts of the city from one another 
as they are hard to cross, with reclaim large noise and pollution 
impacting areas around them, while only permitting car traffic. 
In the future, Helsinki has a strategic target of converting the 
motorways into urban boulevards, where light rails, cyclists and 
pedestrians are well accommodated. The boulevards would al-
low large amounts of housing to be built along them, providing 
citizens with the kind of urban environments planners believe 
they currently want.  

After decades of debate and hesitation, the first light rail 
project is finally underway as the cities of Helsinki and Espoo, 
along with the public transportation service, are soon beginning 
to construct Raide-Jokeri. According to the planners, Jokeri will 
be a major modification to transverse connections between the 
neighbourhoods outside of the city centre. It will connect the 
metro, all three railway lines, and the suburbs in between, closer 
to each other. The cities of Helsinki and Espoo see the pair of 
rails as an opportunity to enable large infill development by the 
side of it. Making the areas along Raide-Jokeri denser could 
provide new homes for 24,000 people in Helsinki and almost as 
many in Espoo. Nearly 16,000 new jobs are also anticipated to 
locate along the light rail line (Häkkinen and Malmberg, HS, 
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with speeding up the transportation, but also by creating jobs 
and amenities in the railway sub-centres. 

The time spent developing the forest suburbs, ribbon neigh-
bourhoods and small housing areas can, in a wider picture, be 
seen as a period of constructing similar sorts of semi-urban en-
vironments for multiple decades. However, when entering the 
2010s, a shift in planning principles occurred as the demand 
for living in actual downtown-like urban areas began to ascend 
once again. In an interview for Yle (Pukkila, 2017), Anni Sin-
nemäki, the deputy mayor of Helsinki responsible for urban de-
velopment, stated that young families in Helsinki want to live 
in high rises situated in dense urban areas rather than in distant 
small housing. This recent change in trends has presented Hel-
sinki with the opportunity to densify the areas in between ex-
isting neighbourhoods, develop the sub-centres, and to invest in 
new transportation methods. This improves the living standards 
of both the current, and future, residents which also results in 
higher land returns for Helsinki. The most noteworthy change 
in discourses around the planning from the 1970s to this cen-
tury is the emergence of economic features in public discussion. 
In the 1970s, the planners and newspapers primarily discussed 
the social and environmental values on living quality, but in the 
modern-day argumentation, land returns and how infill-densi-
fication within Helsinki’s borders benefits the city, is more and 
more emphasised. 

As Helsinki holds a planning monopoly inside its borders, 
it is in the city’s best interest to profit from the plans. Still, it is 
important to keep in mind that all profits cannot be measured 
by the amount of money a plan can yield. Like the turn in the 
1950s, from what was regarded as cramped downtown living, 
towards more functional and spacious dwelling in an environ-
ment close to nature, proves social factors, such as recreation 
and welfare, are important factors to be considered too. In the 
ribbon neighbourhood plans of the 1970s, as well as in today’s 
planning, nature is not forgotten, but the planners increasingly 
believe that nature and dense urban living can be combined. 
Does this, however, result in creating better living environments 
or is combining the dense quarters with cramped parks only 
a compromise in order to maximise earnings? Economics de-
termine politics and planning at a quickening pace. The fierce 
transnational economic competition between cities forces Hel-
sinki to focus more and more on the monetary aspects also in 
planning. One could argue that today, the architectural func-
tionality of the 1940s has been replaced by economic function-
ality, which undermines the social and environmental features 
of urban living in the name of cost-efficiency. The change in the 

stratum to the existing neighbourhoods”. Practically speaking, 
this means that the ribbon structure, revolutionary only three 
decades ago, is now proclaimed to be outdated and that the city 
wants to enclose the ribbon suburbs into its urban core. The 
Vihdintie Boulevard would enable the building of new homes 
for up to 15,000 new inhabitants and urbanise the Haaga area 
drastically. According to the planners (Uutta Helsinkiä, 2018), 
Vihdintie boulevard would establish another rail connection 
between the southern and northern parts of Haaga and bring 
the different parts of the neighbourhood closer. 

CONCLUSION
Many similarities can be found in the principles guiding the 
planning of the ribbon city along the Martinlaakso rail line 
and the modern-day plans around the light rail lines. In Haa-
ga-Vantaa, and in the boulevard city, the new plans arose from 
the emerging need of housing and the dissatisfaction with ear-
lier urban development. Both plans were introduced at a time 
when Helsinki was growing rapidly and where there was a 
shortage of housing. In both cases the solution was to build 
neighbourhoods denser than before along rail tracks. A pair of 
rails in an area often assures good transportation for the resi-
dents, which reflects on the demand of housing, office premises 
and, subsequently, both in the price. This guarantees higher cap-
ital gains for the landowner, which, in Finland, is often the city 
that is also paying for the rail investment. Therefore, it is most 
profitable for Helsinki to build densely on the land closest to 
the public transportation where it receives the highest return 
(Kostiainen, Laakso and Metsäranta 2016, p.32-33). Simulta-
neously, the same benefits of dense housing around rail tracks 
can be highlighted in the official communication of the 1970s 
and today - better services, easier commutes and a revolutionary 
urban lifestyle.

In the 1970s, the car-dependent ‘forest suburbs’ were not 
drawing people, like they used to, in the preceding decades. 
People’s and planners’ displeasure with these areas led into de-
veloping public transportation on rails and constructing denser 
suburbs along them. Use of time became increasingly important 
for families living in the city and people were willing to pay for 
living in an area where less time had to be spent commuting 
between the home and the city centre. Constructing neighbour-
hoods, such as Lassila, together with the new transportation 
systems, was relatively easy in the 1970s, when there was plenty 
of unbuilt land available, quite close to the city centre. The prob-
lem of long commutes and poor services was tackled not only 
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explained by a change in individuals’ desires, but in the econom-
ic-politic sphere emphasising profits.
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CLASS STRUCTURES OF 
CONTEMPORARY URBAN PLANNING

“To summarize, according to litera-
ture and the data presented here new 
urbanist planning practices may be 
seen as associated with the mechan-
ics and the logics of the new econo-
my. Therefore, it is elementary that 
if the paradigm is harnessed to fuel 
economic activity, it is important to 
understand the implications it has 
in terms of justice, democracy, and 
equality. ”

Arttu Antilla
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ECONOMY AND URBAN IDEOLOGY IN THE CONTEXT 
OF THE VIHDINTIE BOULEVARD
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ine the vision of the City of Helsinki and the example of the 
Vihdintie-Huopalahdentie boulevardization plan. My primary 
data consists of the boulevardization planning outline (City of 
Helsinki, 2018c), and the comments people wrote on an online 
participation platform (City of Helsinki, 2018). Secondary data 
consists of the document “The Vision 2050: Urban plan” which 
is the new plan by the City of Helsinki (2013), and the boule-
vardization planning document (City of Helsinki, 2015). My 
analysis of the primary and secondary data addresses my main 
research questions. What does international literature reveal 
about the relations between new urbanism and economy? How 
does the public of Haaga receive the boulevardization plans of 
Vihdintie and Huopalahdentie? By answering these questions 
I aim at providing a counter-discourse to the one of growth 
regardless of social justice, and in the discussion, seek to prob-
lematize the trends in urban planning as examined in their local 
contexts through the prism of international literature. 
 

INTRODUCTION
Urbanization is a global challenge of such magnitude that the 
United Nations have stated in their 2018 Revision of World Ur-
banization Prospects (2018) that “sustainable urbanization is key 
to sustainable development”. The rapidly increasing quantity 
of urban dwellers is without doubt one of the reasons that the 
quality of the urban fabric should be considered very carefully 
as cities grow in population and size. Through the analysis of 
existing scholarship this article reminds that the questions re-
lated to the urbanization movement are increasingly about who 
and where. I will discuss the qualities of future Helsinki at a 
time when a new general plan has been accepted and validated. 

In this article my aim is two-fold: on the one hand I discuss 
the relations the paradigm of new urbanism has with economy 
and social class, and on the other hand, using these relations as 
a theoretical frame, I describe developments taking place cur-
rently in Helsinki. On the way, I identify “the creative class” or 
“the bourgeois bohemians” within the local context, and exam-
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to cities that can provide culture services, diversity, creativeness, 
vibrancy and an overall innovative atmosphere (Florida, 2017, p. 
45). Therefore, it is perhaps no surprise that, for example in the 
United States, over a quarter of venture capital investment was 
invested in companies which are located in areas where walking, 
biking and public transit was the most popular mode of com-
muting (Florida, 2017, p.43).

According to the literature briefly reviewed here, urban 
economies do well in relatively dense and diverse, mixed use 
environments that offer good walkability, public transit and ser-
vices. As it so happens, an urbanist paradigm aiming for almost 
exactly this has been rising in popularity in the urban discussion 
for almost forty years (Kim & Larsen, 2017, p.3844). 

Named new urbanism, it takes its inspiration from the more 
traditional ideas of a city and it is an approach that, according 
to some, seems almost opposing suburban sprawl. The views as-
sociated with it value vibrant, mixed-use districts that are rela-
tively walkable, self-sufficient in services and less car dependant 
than their modernist suburban counterparts. (Grant, 2006, pp. 
3-6). 

New urbanist visions of city development are also often as-
sociated with the promotion of social equality and diversity. The 
projects labelled as new urbanist are often marketed as socially 
sensible, the reality of this is, however, contested (Grant, 2006, 
pp. 188-189, 192-193). The paradigm has also been interpret-
ed as emphasizing categorical clarity in certain matters seen as 
contradictory, such as urban versus nature and urban versus sub-
urban (Grant, 2006, p. 46).

Many cities have put forth processes which aim to create an 
environment suitable for producing economic growth by fol-
lowing this logic (Moisio, 2018, p.125), with Helsinki being no 
exception.

Suburban centres have become urban centres. These com-
pact, urban conglomerations of services, jobs and hous-
ing feature a variety of functions. Everyday services are 
close to residents, and a broader network of services can be 
reached quickly by public transport, especially the rail net-
work.       
                                   […]

The urban living environment creates opportunities while 
also providing stimuli with indisputable value to the appeal 
and thus the competitiveness of the city. It is characterised by 
density, a mix of services and functions, public urban space, 
things are scaled to suit pedestrians, interesting street space, 

URBANISM AND THE ECONOMY IN 
LITERATURE AND IN HELSINKI
Urban areas have for a long period of time been places of eco-
nomic activity and growth, producing higher economic outputs 
than rural areas (Buckley et. al, 2009, pp. 42-44). There is a 
wealth of literature in economics on the different mechanisms 
behind this (e.g. O’Flaherty, 2005; Lemelin et. al. 2014), but in 
the context of this article, it is one approach above all which is 
especially relevant in the contemporary context.

This is the “knowledge-based economization”, discussed 
in detail by Sami Moisio in his book Geopolitics of the knowl-
edge-based economy (2018), and more specifically the arguably 
neoliberalism-driven, increasingly competitive environment, 
contemporary cities find themselves in. As Moisio explains it, 
the knowledge-based economization, has put forth a view of the 
world as a collection of places, which in order to prosper, must 
attract the resources needed for the maximum creation of value. 
These resources are the knowledge workers, understood also as 
human capital (Moisio, 2018, pp. 124-125).

Influential scholar Richard Florida (2017, p.193) argues, 
also, that urban economies thrive in places which the knowl-
edge-workers, named by Florida as the creative class, settle into. 
This builds on the idea that economic success is driven by the 
clustering of this human capital, which happens, in turn, in 
places which are perceived as attractive to them. The impor-
tance of the creative class in terms of economic prosperity is 
based on the reality that the knowledge-work, which this class 
performs, adds most relative value and, therefore, generates 
most of the relative growth (Moisio, 2018, p.125). The shift in 
significance, or arising of this certain type of work, has also been 
called a shift towards the “new economy” from the “old econ-
omy”, where value is created mostly through technology and 
innovation as opposed to the manufacturing of commodities, 
where natural resources were seen more central than “human 
resources” (Moisio, 2018, p.67).

From this standpoint, the obvious question from the cities’ 
point of view is: how can we attract this human potential to 
our location? According to Florida, mixed-use neighbourhoods 
that serve as a platform for human encounters are what most 
of the creative class are looking for, and therefore they are the 
places where economic growth has been happening the most 
(Florida, 2017, p.193). 

Startup companies, a section that could be interpreted as a 
major phenomenon in the new economy, are especially drawn 
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parts of the plan that were not accepted by the state. The plan 
was taken into court and, after a long litigation, some of its parts 
were overruled by the supreme administrative court (Helsingin 
Sanomat 2018). 

Some of the parts of the plan that were deemed unacceptable 
included four of the seven so called “boulevardization” plans re-
garding highways or highway-like roads serving as entry lanes 
to the city (Helsingin Sanomat 2018). The case I present here is 
about one of the three boulevardization plans, which remained 
in effect as the city plan became valid and is - at the time of 
writing this article - under detailed planning.

Boulevardization is essentially the transformation of high-
ways or highway-like roads into urban boulevards in order to 
develop the surrounding areas in a denser, more urban way. By 
doing so, the city of Helsinki aims at expanding the so-called 
downtown area into its current fringes. From the point of view 
of this article, and the debate discussed here, the most promi-
nent negative effects of this process concerns the traffic capacity 
of the road, and in many cases the diminishing amount of green 
areas. These adverse effects of boulevardization are tackled ac-
cording to the city of Helsinki by reducing policies of private 
car traffic, by developing public traffic, and by investing in the 
quality rather than quantity of green areas (City of Helsinki, 
2013, pp.11, 71 & City of Helsinki, 2015).

The particular context here is a single planning outline in 
and around the neighbourhood of Haaga. The plan in question 
is the boulevardization of the Vihdintie and Huopalahdentie 
roads and the data used for analysis are the planning documents 
and comments (n=279) left regarding the planning outlines by 
23rd November 2018 as a part of an online civic participation 
service called Kerrokantasi (translated freely as: Express-your-
view) (City of Helsinki, 2018).

I analysed the data by using content analysis. My article 
aims at answering the question: what are the outspoken aims 
of the plan and planning outlines, and how are the plans, as 
such, received by the public, based on the comments left on the 
planning outlines. Moreover, how do these findings situate in 
discussions regarding new urbanism and developments in the 
economy?

The primary data consists of: 1) 19 planning principles for 
the boulevardization of Vihdintie-Huopalahdentie (City of 
Helsinki, 2018c) and 2) the 279 comments which were left on 
it (City of Helsinki, 2018). The following is a summary of the 

top-quality recreational environments, easy access to servic-
es, historical layers, efficient public transportation,etc. […] 
A more urban Helsinki is a city with increased social and 
regional equality and substantially easier access to services 
and workplaces, especially in the suburban areas currently 
occupying an unequal position. 
(City of Helsinki, 2013, pp. 7, 16)
The excerpts shown above is from the 84 pages long Hel-

sinki city plan document (2013) explaining the vision of what 
Helsinki would look like in 2050, labelled Vision 2050: Urban 
plan – the new Helsinki city plan. The document could be consid-
ered as a textbook example of new urbanist ideas. According to 
the document, a rise in demand for urban living has increased in 
Finland (City of Helsinki, 2013, p.10). Helsinki is now trying to 
meet this demand, as the sustainable city it longs to be, by den-
sifying old car dependant suburban centres, and by developing 
public transport, especially in these newly urbanized locations, 
to support more ecological modes of transport (City of Helsin-
ki, 2013, p.12).

In many parts of the Vision 2050 (2013) document, and of a 
brochure presenting the plans for the boulevardization of Hel-
sinki (City of Helsinki, 2015), we see that the main argument 
used to justify the plans is the promotion of the economy. The 
new urbanist ideals bear many similarities with qualities that are 
also associated with economic growth. One of these qualities is 
diversity (Florida, 2005, pp. 39-42), which is also often (as is 
in the boulevardization plans (City of Helsinki, 2015)) in the 
core of the outspoken aims of new urbanist movements. Never-
theless, the actualization of such qualities remains a subject of 
debate (Grant, 2006, pp. 192-193).

It seems that Helsinki is pursuing a certain kind of urban 
development that could be interpreted as being new urbanist, to 
promote economic growth. The new urbanist values regarding 
a city do indeed seem to share some commonalities with the 
values Florida claims the creative class seek in a city.  In the 
next section I will examine in more detail the content of the 
plan and discuss the way in which it has been received in the 
local context. 

CASE HAAGA AND THE LOCAL 
RECEPTION
The new general plan was accepted in Helsinki by the city 
council in late 2016 and was validated on 5th December 2018 
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ones against it. The divide was however not always clear: some 
of the respondents supported some aspects of the plan, while 
others opposed them. The most typical case of divided opinion 
was where commenters welcomed the urbanity, as such, with all 
the amenities it comes with - investments in public transport, 
services, and walkability – but stood opposed to the diminishing 
of green areas, which were often seen as “characteristic” of the 
neighbourhood.

A total of 122 comments were identified as having a neg-
ative or divided opinion on the plans, as contrasted to only 62 
commenters having mainly a positive or divided opinion. The 
rest were uncategorizable as either negative or positive. Most of 
the commenters who had an opposing view on the plans were 
protecting the green areas, but quite a few argued that limiting 
the use of private cars was unacceptable. Some of the most ex-
tremely negative commenters felt as though the whole way of 
life that the plans promoted was not welcome in the area, and 
that the very reasons they had moved into the area was being 
threatened by the plans.

Haaga and Pitäjänmäki are being lived in because there is 
lots of nature in the area. [Names of green areas] are essential 
values to the residents of the area. We don’t want your boule-
vards nor any “urban structure”! We want foresty suburbs 
that are not housing too many people. Make your centres as 
crowded as you like, but leave our beautiful neighbourhoods 
alone! 

     (A commenter) [translated by author]
Many were concerned about traffic congestion, and most 

of them implied that they were using a private car and want-
ed to keep on doing so with no added difficulties. The biggest 
common issue that was shared among the opposition and sup-
port, however, was without doubt the green areas. Many were 
distrustful of the actualization of the new and improved green 
spaces that were advertised in the plans, and a few pointed out 
that, in any case, managed green spaces are not the same as for-
ests. 

The concern for green spaces was often shared with respond-
ents who welcomed the plans, but many seemed to accept the 
replacement of old forest areas by managed urban parks. Some 
of the defenders of the plan were in fact in favour of the replace-
ment of some of the “non-urban” elements, such as unmanaged 
thickets with more urban elements like housing or street trees. 
This resonates with the categorical clarity associated with new 
urbanist views where new urbanism is sometimes known to be 

planning principles, where the emphasis has been put on the 
parts most relevant to this study. The principles were original-
ly in Finnish and I translated them as rigorously as I possibly 
could. 

“The Vihdintie and Huopalahdentie boulevard-city will 
unite the surrounding urban structure as a part of the ex-
isting neighbourhoods of Munkkiniemi, Pitäjänmäki and 
Haaga. The overall appearance will be urban, with a vibrant 
setting for work and other activities in the ground floors, 
squares and local parks. 
The main roads will be transformed into a verdant and cozy 
city boulevard by reserving enough space for pedestrians, 
street trees and activities located in the base of buildings. It 
will be the most climate smart part of town, with extra at-
tention put into developing the various technologies designed 
to tackle climate change in the building of the area. Green 
roofs will be applied to most of the buildings. 
The most important nature elements will be kept intact, with 
attention put also into developing further the existing green 
structures. Attention will be put into ensuring a healthy 
environment and the negative effects of traffic will be con-
trolled. 
Public transit will be organized to be of such a high quality 
that it makes possible a car free everyday life. Adequate flow 
is ensured also to other traffic, while ensuring the best possible 
walkability to local services and transit stops. The conditions 
for biking are addressed adequately. 
Good accessibility is ensured to all transport modes as the 
street network is structured in a way that delivers good con-
nections, but does not support the “driving through” of car 
traffic. Some of the areas are developed as particularly mixed 
areas and overall new locales for commercial and cultural 
services are being developed in adequate numbers to address 
the growing demand the new residents bring along.” 
(City of Helsinki, 2018c)
The plan had a controversial reception among local resi-

dents; some were happy to hear about the urban elements to be 
brought to Haaga, while others were extremely worried about 
the change to the environment.  I discuss the actualization of 
the plan through the preferential divide within the area in terms 
of social structure and the economy.

One might presume that the commenters would be divided 
into two main groups: the ones in favour of the plan and the 
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that the hypothesis cannot be verified until the next economic 
upswing, he suggests that the relative rise in the demand of ur-
ban dwellings, in accordance with incongruent trends in living 
preferences, might be caused by the cautiousness of households 
during an uncertain economic period, seeing the denser urban 
dwellings as less risky investments (Kortteinen, 2018).

Be that as it may, a size difference so massive between the 
local preference groups in Haaga, along with the reality that 
the city is moving forward to realize the plan, does raise the 
question of democracy. Are the plans being put forward, despite 
local resistance, to pursue economic growth by accommodating 
the needs of the creative class?

Similar developments have also been identified elsewhere, 
as it is argued (Saint-Paul, 2018, p.2) that a certain, identifiable 
and politically powerful group has “taken over” some of the cit-
ies where they have settled, achieving urban policies identifiable 
as new. These include the promotion of sustainable modes of 
transport such as biking and public transit, increasing diversity 
through public policies, restricting private car traffic, and im-
pacting on the attractiveness of urban neighbourhoods by in-
creasing the quantity or quality of urban amenities. 

This group is called the bourgeois bohemians, referred to by 
the abbreviation bobo. It is arguably the same group Florida 
has named as the creative class. The term bobo was first used by 
David Brooks (2000) to refer to the artistic hippies of the 1960s 
who clashed with the conservative bourgeoise of the 1980s to 
form a new class, of sorts, that situated in the very top of society 
as a new “young elite, only dimly aware of themselves as an elite 
and unaware as yet of their capacities” (Brooks, 2010, originally 
2000, p. 4971). 

Mark Lorenzen and Kristina Vaarst Andersen have com-
mented (Lorenzen & Vaarst Andersen, 2009, p.369) that as 
far as tastes for consumption go, this is in fact the same group 
which Florida is referring to as the creative class. Florida him-
self also commented on the works of Brooks in his 2002 article 
Bohemia and economic geography and elaborated on the distinc-
tion of their approaches, while implicitly stating that the group 
in question is one and the same. 

Saint-Paul (2017), an economist, addresses the divide of the 
bourgeois in France, a divide that bears indisputable similari-
ties with our Finnish one. He has identified the skilled work-

1 The page numbering refers to an e-book read on a mobile device and 
might not be consistent with the printed version 

intolerant of contradictory elements in the urban fabric.
The commenters with a positive stance were quite excited 

about the “urbanization” of the area and what it would bring 
with it. The emphasis varied within respondents, but the as-
pects most emphasized consisted of the increase of services, 
the “urban feel”, public transport, or even the increase (or not 
decrease) of property value. Some were even making remarks 
that the planners should really push the density up as much as 
they “dare”.

As has been stated many times already, this is longed for. […] 
Or do the residents want to stay in their floors alone and in 
a deserted area. Wait for it to run down and the value of it 
totally degrade? No, indeed we want instead the modern, 
green and functional city with all its traffic solutions […] If 
we want to get rid of even the last services in the area or give 
them to areas elsewhere we can say no to this all […] 

     (A commenter) [translated by author]
Regarding the ideal lifestyle for people, I could see a clear 

divide in Haaga. The City reasons that the new urbanist visions, 
which the boulevard entail, are the best option for development. 
The amount of rhetoric the City is building up, based on econo-
my and sustainability, while presenting and marketing its views, 
is noteworthy. The City uses descriptions of urban life in the 
general as well, but it seems to me as if the City expects its 
residents to quite readily buy into arguments based on economy 
and sustainability.

Perhaps the City is correct, since the amount of positive at-
titudes the people in Haaga had expressed for the plans was 
high, albeit lower than the amount of negative attitudes. In the 
data, Haaga divides roughly in the pro-urban and pro-suburban 
groups. The pro-urban group would like to see the betterment 
of services, walkability, public transport, and “the urban feel” 
in Haaga, while the pro-suburban group wants to keep Haaga 
mostly as it is, with its forests and private car-supporting infra-
structure remaining intact. The pro-suburban group was in this 
data roughly double in size in relation to the pro-urban group.

It has been shown in previous studies (e.g. Tuominen 2014) 
that the levels of living satisfaction in Helsinki are greater in 
sparsely built and detached housing areas (Tuominen, 2014, p. 
72), but the City of Helsinki promotes boulevardization also, 
based on the growing demand of down-town urban living. The 
growing demand for housing which does not provide the best 
living satisfaction sounds counter-intuitive. Matti Kortteinen 
has offered a possible explanation, building on an econom-
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portunities to be in nature, as opposed to the increased efficien-
cy of public transit and increased opportunities to access urban 
amenities and services, are examples of changes that will affect 
the area’s feasibility in facilitating residents’ preferred lifestyle.

Could it be that urban development, even in a democratic 
context, reflects less the local preferences and more of the logics 
of economy? Can the qualities of the urban be separated from 
the economy or are we shackled to working within the frames 
of “the possible” which the economy imposes on us? Are the 
transformations in the urban fabric derived from the prefer-
ences of a decisive political group or are the preferences of a 
certain group derived from the needs of the economy within 
which they work?

Shifts in urban planning paradigms in relation to develop-
ments in the economy are not unheard of. The remaking of Par-
is in the mid-1800s, and more lately the sub-urbanization of 
post-WWII United States, have, according to David Harvey 
(2013, pp. 7-10), much more to do with the economy than any 
intrinsic lifestyle preferences. Therefore, it is possible to pro-
mote a complete shift of lifestyle in order to grease the capitalist 
machine. One may wonder: could we be witnessing the urban 
implications of transitioning from the old to the new economy 
in Haaga? Or is it just a matter of a simple shift in the power 
balance of two preference groups? 

The underlying mechanics of the urban transformation in 
Haaga are beyond the extent of this article, but we have so far 
been able to identify some relationships between the paradigm 
of new urbanism, the actual plans embracing it, and the econ-
omy. In its own material, the City of Helsinki promotes the 
plan as being helpful in creating an urban environment that will 
compliment economic growth by attracting “competent and 
creative” individuals (City of Helsinki 2015). This statement is 
in the same vein as the concept of the creative class by Richard 
Florida (2017). 

I could argue that the boulevardization plans are part of the 
grand scheme of the new general plan of Helsinki that fit bo-
bos or the creative class like a glove. Earlier on, I identified the 
values of the plan as new urbanist, and I suggested that, as such, 
they are similar to the preferences of the creative class. Grant 
has pointed out that new urbanism might be, indeed, used 
by an urban elite as a tool to satisfy their need to distinguish 
themselves as such a class, with all the attributes a cosmopoli-
tan urban elite might hold (Grant, 2006, p.192-193). This again 
is of remarkable resemblance to what Florida argues as one of 
the defining factors regarding the locale that the creative class 

ers of the old economy, which he calls cadres, as distinct from 
the skilled workers of the new economy, the bobos. He studied 
their differences of opinion in urban policy and argues that the 
systematic differences can be derived from an economic analy-
sis of rational behaviour. According to his research, the cadres 
and bobos, due to their reality and lifestyle, are set against each 
other in the pursuit of the most economically efficient way of 
organizing their lives. Saint-Paul identified the bobos as being 
supportive of policies which, to a great extent, resemble the 
boulevardization plans, for example in terms of limiting private 
car use and investing in walkability and public transit.

Could Saint-Paul’s economic study offer any insight into 
the question regarding the contradictions in living satisfaction 
and demand in housing? Saint-Paul concludes in his article 
that “[T]his paper has shown that one can explain some re-
cent trends in urban sociology and policies without referring 
to an evolution of the preferences of the decisive voters in the 
city […] rather, these trends can be explained by productivi-
ty growth in the new economy goods relative to other sectors, 
along with the specificity of the production process for those 
goods” (Saint-Paul, 2017, p. 27).

Moreover, could a similar class divide be happening also in 
Haaga? For example, some of the residents welcome the devel-
opments in public transit, densification and overall urbaniza-
tion of the neighbourhood structure and appearance with open 
arms. Some others are alarmed by the changes, which, according 
to them, represent a risk to the whole existence of Haaga as 
they know it, and the lifestyle it currently facilitates for them. 
Based on the data used here, the residents of Haaga are, indeed 
divided in this way; however, is this division based on, or even 
correlating with, their role in the economy? 

DISCUSSION
The values of the plans would definitely be something that 
would impress the bobos and creatives identified in the liter-
ature elsewhere, so it could be said that there is a considerable 
group among the commenters that share these “creative class” or 
“bobo” values regarding the urban structure. On the other hand, 
dire opposition was the overwhelming majority in the dataset 
of this case. 

Reading the comments of the locals in Haaga, they are pre-
dominantly about the physical structure and quality of Haaga 
and, above all, about the lifestyle that it makes possible. For ex-
ample, the reduced efficiency of private car use and reduced op-
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Therefore, it is elementary that if the paradigm is harnessed to 
fuel economic activity, it is important to understand the impli-
cations it has in terms of justice, democracy, and equality. These 
issues should be adequately considered in the planning process 
in order to ensure the division of benefits according to the prin-
ciples of the common good, rather than that of the capitalist 
economy, which should be seen as a means rather than an end 
in urban planning.
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METROPOLITAN ACCESSIBILITY 
OF HAAGA

“From a transportational point of 
view, Haaga has quite many options. 
Haaga’s areal divisions follow the 
main transport infrastructures: the 
area is majorly bordered by three main 
roads of Helsinki (Helsinki- Tampere 
highway, Helsinki-Vihti regional road 
and the Ring Road I). The smaller 
areas, except Kivihaka, are separated 
from each other by two railway lines 
(Helsinki-Espoo-Turku main rail and 
the Ring Rail from city centre to air-
port). ”
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lier: the automobile lifted our personal possibilities of physical 
mobility to a completely new level. (Sheller and Urry. 2006, p. 
209; Cahill, 2010, p.1.) 

The social sciences, however, did not recognise the signifi-
cance of this transformation for people. The only form of mo-
bility research done by the social sciences was mostly about ‘so-
cial mobility’ between socioeconomic classes (Urry, 2000, p.2). 
Sheller and Urry (2006, p.208) have argued that many theories 
in sociology, anthropology and geography were ‘sedentarist’ by 
nature and the impact of car travelling for modern societies was 
just a ‘black box’ for them. 

Luckily, the number of social researchers interested in other 
types of mobility has increased during recent years. As Cahill 
(2010, pp.4-5) has argued, mobility has clear interconnections 
to the more traditional topics of social sciences, like welfare, citi-
zenship, community, equal  opportunities and social justice. ‘The 
New Mobility Paradigm’ has emerged and its representatives are 
showing us, for example, how the sociotechnical system of auto-
mobility “is interconnected with other mobile systems that or-

INTRODUCTION
In the contemporary world, mobility – one’s ability to move and 
travel – is often taken for granted (Cahill, 2010, p.2). We all 
make shorter or longer journeys every day to different locations 
for different activities: work, school, day care, public services, 
shopping, hobbies, holidays, etc. People move frequently over 
regional, national and continental borders for various reasons. 
An increasing number of “travels” are also made without moving 
any physical bodies or objects: the emergence of information 
and communication technologies has remarkably transformed 
our ways of living and working (Meyer, 2016, p.2). 

Our global societies and economies are heavily reliant on dif-
ferent mobility and transportation systems which keep our flows 
of goods, money, information, communication, knowledge, 
thoughts, and people running non-stop (Cahill, 2010, pp.1-2; 
Meyer, 2016, p.1). Even though ICT covers an increasing por-
tion of our logistics, a great amount of physical journeys are still 
needed. When looking back in history, a “revolution” similar to 
the one brought about by the Internet, happened some time ear-
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operationalization point of view, he defined it as ‘a measurement 
of the spatial distribution of activities about a point, adjusted for 
the ability and the desire of people or firms to overcome spatial 
separation’ (ibid., p.73). This kind of approach was also used in 
other studies of accessibility, for instance, the noted article by 
Dalvi and Martin (1976).

Ingram (1971), too, wrote a very influential article about ac-
cessibility. He acknowledged the problem mentioned by Gould 
and therefore tried to find some clear definitions which could 
be operationalized. He arrived at a distinction between two 
types of accessibility: relative and integral. The former is about 
how two points or places on the  same surface are connected to-
gether, and the latter, how all other points on the same surface 
are interconnected with one given point. The integral accessibility 
is then derived from the relative accessibilities of that one par-
ticular point (ibid., pp.101-102.). 

In recent accessibility research, there has been attempts 
to make more comprehensive understandings of the concept. 
Geurs and van Wee (2004, p.128) have stated in their widely 
cited article that accessibility ‘should relate to the role of the 
land-use and transport systems in society, which, in our opinion, 
will give individuals or groups of individuals the opportunity to 
participate in activities in different locations’ [my emphasis]. In 
this sense, the measurements of accessibility are indicators for 
how transportation and land-use development impacts on the 
general functioning of the society (ibid.). In this paper, I try to 
identify some guidelines from their ideas, and in doing so, I also 
present more details of their perspectives.

COMPONENTS OF ACCESSIBILITY
Geurs and van Wee (2004, pp.128-130) see accessibility con-
sisting of different features which they call components. They 
divide them into four categories:
• The land-use component covers the quantity, quality and 

spatial distribution of different opportunities to participate 
in different activities in urban areas. It is also about supply 
and demand and possible confrontation, which can gen-
erate competition for some activities which have limited 
capacities to take participants.

• The transportation component is about transportation sys-
tems and infrastructures and their quality. The writers refer 
to it as the ‘disutility’ when travelling from A to B by a 
specific mode of transport. It includes the time spent, the 
costs and efforts to use the system, and the discrepancy 

ganize flows of information, population, petroleum oil, risks and 
disasters, images and dreams” (Sheller and Urry, 2006, p.209). 

In this article, I, as a social scientist, report on a small study 
which uses ideas from different disciplines (urban studies, geog-
raphy, transportation studies and the social sciences). My aim is 
to analyse existing opportunities for physical mobility in the day-
to-day life within a local urban community. I try to find out 
how the residents of the Haaga suburb in Helsinki have trans-
portational opportunities to access different areas around the 
Helsinki Capital Region. My interest is in two transportation 
modes: the private car and public transport.

With the help of geographic information system (GIS), I 
analyse, spatially, how accessible the whole capital area is by 
both of those modes in time and what kind of similarities, or 
differences, there are between them. Even though I analyse 
these questions from the perspectives of urban transportation 
systems and spatial distribution, my aim is to reveal the exist-
ing opportunities for physical moving and travelling that these 
structures offer for the inhabitants of Haaga.

In the next sections I present the concept of accessibility and 
how it has been operationalized and measured in urban, region-
al and transportation studies. Moreover, I present my data and 
methods for the analyses and look more deeply at the site of 
Haaga. At the end, I report my results and have a small reflect-
ing discussion around them. 

ACCESSIBILITY 
Accessibility is a concept which has been researched in multiple 
ways in different sciences. It is closely related to the concept 
of mobility: whereas mobility defines the realized behaviour of 
people to move, accessibility refers to the potential of moving 
(Hodge, 1997, p.33; Tenkanen, 2017, p.6). In urban and region-
al studies, it has mostly been connected to land-use and trans-
portation planning. Gould (1969, p.72) has referred to it as ‘one 
of those common terms that everyone uses until faced with the 
problem of defining and measuring it’. Still, accessibility has 
been studied quite largely in spatial relations within different 
environments. 

Many scholars mention (e.g. Fuglsang, Hansen and Müni-
er, 2011; Condec ̧o-Melhorado, Reggiani and Gutiérrez, 2014; 
Tenkanen, 2017) that the pioneering definition of accessibility 
comes from Hansen (1959). He saw it as the potential for in-
teraction opportunities in a spatially organized world. From an 
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• The utility-based measures are rooted in economic studies. 
They analyse the larger (economic) benefits which people 
receive from accessing different activities which have dif-
ferent spatial distributions.

These categories of measurements are interlinked to the 
components of accessibility, and hence they can be analysed on 
the level of each component. In this paper, my focus is on the 
location-based approach towards the transportation compo-
nent. I am looking at the time spent when travelling within the 
Capital Region. Geurs and van Wee (2004, p.133) see it as type 
of contour measure, which is easy to interpret and communicate, 
but often quite simplistic and narrow. The choice comes straight 
from the characteristics of my data, which will be presented 
next.

METHODS AND DATA
I conducted a spatial analysis of metropolitan accessibility to 
find the current possibilities for Haaga residents to reach dif-
ferent parts of the Helsinki Capital Region when using two 
different transportation modes. The accurate research object is 
the total travel time from point to point when using either a 
private car or public transport. To conduct the actual analyses, 
and create map visualizations of the results, I’m using the open 
access GIS software Quantum GIS (QGIS).

THE DATA
My primary research data is an open access data set collected 
by the Accessibility Research Group in the University of Hel-
sinki (Tenkanen, et al., 2018). It is a travel time and distance 
matrix from the Helsinki Capital Region by different transport 
modes. It was collected on three separate occasions: April 2013, 
September 2015 and January 2018. The first two sets include 
data from walking, driving and using public transport, while 
the third one includes these, plus cycling data. In my analysis I 
use the latter data set. 

The data is structured on the basis of a general geostatistical 
grid over the region. Each grid cell covers a 250m x 250m area 
and has its own identification code. The journey times were cal-
culated from each grid cell to another cell in two different times 
of the day – rush hour and midday – and also with and without 
waiting time. The calculations were based on three main base 
data: MetropAccess-Digiroad for cars, MetropAccess-Cycling-

between the supply of transport infrastructure and the de-
mand of people and goods.

• The temporal component refers to the time cycle. It covers 
the differences in accessibility at different moments during 
the day and the time people spend in different activities. 

• The individual component includes all the features and fac-
tors connected to each citizen’s personal needs, abilities 
and opportunities. Hence, the individual level of access can 
largely depend on the socioeconomic factors and person-
al skills to use different modes of transportation and then 
to participate in different activities. The writers mention 
several studies which have found a strong effect of the in-
dividual component to the overall level of accessibility, for 
instance, in accessing different job opportunities.

MEASURING ACCESSIBILITY
Different scholars have operationalized accessibility in different 
ways and, logically, different measures have their own advan-
tages and limitations. Geurs and van Wee (2004, pp.128-130) 
have recommended that an ideal measure of accessibility should 
take into account all of the components, their different features, 
the possible changes, and the individual characteristics in them. 
The more realistic way, however, is to concentrate on just one 
or a few components or their factors. Like the components of 
accessibility, the different types of measures can also be defined 
and the writers have divided these into four categories: 
• The infrastructure-based measures are literally analyse the 

relation between infrastructure and accessibility - for in-
stance, the level of performance or service they produce. It 
can be either observed or simulated. In figures, it can be, 
for instance, the average travel speed by a specific mode of 
transport.

• Location-based measures analyse accessibility on a more 
general level, such as the distribution of different activities 
within a given travel time. There are also different levels 
of location-based measures from simpler to complex ones. 
The more complex ones can include the limited capacities 
in activities which may generate some competition effects. 

• Person-based measures look at the individual level. They 
analyse the opportunities and limitations of an individual 
to participate in different activities, for instance, from an 
economic point of view (e.g. costs and benefits of using a 
particular transport mode). It is connected to the possi-
bilities and opportunities that transportation systems and 
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RESEARCH SITE
The suburb of Haaga is located in the north-west of Helsinki 
and consists of four smaller areas: Pohjois-Haaga (Northern 
Haaga), Etelä-Haaga (Southern Haaga), Lassila and Kivihaka. 
According to statistics from City of Helsinki (2017, pp. 64-
67), these are mostly residential areas, and in the beginning of 
2017, over 27 000 residents lived there. The total land area is 
5.32 square kilometres. The biggest areas are Etelä-Haaga (45% 
of pop., 39% of area) and Pohjois-Haaga (35% and 32%). The 
northernmost area of Lassila is an important employment area: 
it covers 45% of all jobs (ca. 12 000) in the suburb. The popu-
lation is dispersed around the small areas according to the fol-
lowing map:

TRANSPORTATION FACILITIES
From a transportational point of view, Haaga has quite many 
options. Haaga’s areal divisions follow the main transport in-
frastructures: the area is majorly bordered by three main roads 
of Helsinki (Helsinki-Tampere highway, Helsinki-Vihti re-
gional road and the Ring Road I). The smaller areas, except 
Kivihaka, are separated from each other by two railway lines 
(Helsinki-Espoo-Turku main rail and the Ring Rail from city 
centre to airport). Inside Haaga, a bunch of bigger and smaller 
streets direct the inner traffic (HSY, 2017b.). According to the 
City of Helsinki, the most heavily used streets by motor vehi-
cles are Ilkantie, Haagan Urheilutie, Kaupintie, Kauppalantie, 
Metsäläntie, Näyttelijäntie, Pirkkolantie, and the southernmost 
part of Eliel Saarisen tie (City of Helsinki, 2018a).

Along the railways, there are two stations in Haaga: Huopa-
lahti station in Etelä-Haaga (in the middle of the whole sub-
urb), and despite its name, Pohjois-Haaga’s station in Lassila. 
Both are served by the commuter train network of Helsinki Re-
gional Transport (HSL): seven different train lines stop at Huo-
palahti and two of them in Pohjois-Haaga (HSL, 2018d). In 
official journey calculations in November 2016, approximately 
9500 single journeys were started from Huopalahti station per 
weekday and around 3000 from Pohjois-Haaga station (HSL, 
2016).

When looking at bus connections, 56 different bus lines cur-
rently drive through Haaga and they use 171 different stops 
within it. Additionally, 51 stops are out of use at the moment 
(HSL, 2018a; 2018b). In total, almost 35 000 single journeys 
started from Haaga’s bus stops per weekday in November 2016, 
and the two most used stops were at the Huopalahti station 

Network for bicycles, and MetropAccess-Reititin for walking 
and public transport. The matrix is available for anyone and 
more detailed information about it can be found from an arti-
cle written by Toivonen and her colleagues (2014). The data set 
itself, and detailed information, can be found from the research 
group’s website (Tenkanen et al., 2018).

TIME PERSPECTIVE
Tenkanen (2017, p.2) has stated that time has a fundamental 
role both in the nature and in the function of societies. He 
sees that it has as a remarkable impact on the levels of mobil-
ity and accessibility in the spatial sense. According to Meyer 
(2016, p.1), time is also an important factor of the total costs 
of transportation, especially, when having congested condi-
tions. Obviously, the dynamics between time, accessibility, and 
transportation can be studied from different perspectives, for 
instance, from the seasonal dynamics point of view (Tenkanen, 
2017, p.2). Nevertheless, on the more practical level, the daily 
travel time seems to be a good indicator of day-to-day accessi-
bility experience according to the Accessibility Research Group 
(Toivonen, et al. 2014, p.127).

I conducted the accessibility analysis by looking at travel time 
zones per every 15 minutes from my research points in Haaga. 
I chose the most densely inhabited spots from each small area 
of Haaga (see Map 1.). From the many options provided by the 
data matrix, I chose to use the total travel time along the journey 
(including waiting times) at the rush hour conditions to see the 
accessibility level when the ‘total costs’ of transportation are at 
their highest. In my view, this reflects the most common situa-
tions in everyday life. 

I have also added some possible destination spots to my 
maps to demonstrate more concretely the possible travel times 
when commuting. I chose the main public transport hubs for 
long-distance travelling, main working areas and largest com-
mercial centres of the Capital Region. The transport hubs have 
been collected from the draft of the forthcoming cooperation 
agreement for land-use, housing and transportation on the area 
(HSL, 2018e, p.13). The working areas have been taken from 
a job accessibility report by the City Planning Department of 
Helsinki (2011). For the commercial hubs I have chosen the 
region’s ten largest shopping centres in 2017 (Finnish Coun-
cil of Shopping Centres, 2018). These spots often overlap with 
each other, and for this reason I have coded the spots by colour 
according to their functions (commercial, transport, working or 
multiple). 
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Map 1. Population of Haaga in 250 m x 250 m grid. Map 2. Road and street network in Haaga area.
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(HSL, 2016). The station is an important interchange between 
trains and buses. Also the rapid “trunk bus” route (in Finnish: 
runkolinja) 550 from Eastern Espoo to Eastern Helsinki drives 
diagonally through Haaga and has a main interchange at Huo-
palahti (HSL, 2018c).

Haaga currently does not have any tram or metro services, 
but the cities of Helsinki and Espoo have decided to transform 
the bus 550 into a rapid light rail system. There will be four 
different stops within the suburb: two in Pohjois-Haaga and 
two in Etelä-Haaga. The construction starts in 2019 and the 
service is planned to commence in the early 2020’s. The Huopa-
lahti station will continue as the main interchange for the new 
system also (Raide-Jokeri, 2018).

Cycling is also a very relevant and popular transportation 
mode. According to the Helsinki Metropolitan Cycling and 
Outdooring Map (2018), the official bicycle network is quite 
well distributed around Haaga’s main area. The main lanes go 
along the railway lines and the main roads, but, especially in 

Map 3. Public transport facilities in Haaga area.

Lassila and Pohjois-Haaga, dense networks of smaller inner lanes also 
exist. Kivihaka is again an exception: it has just a few lanes bordering it 
and a couple of them go through its part of the Helsinki Central Park. 
In terms of the HSL city bike service, Haaga is almost completely ex-
cluded: the only city bike station on the area is located at the very south 
corner of Etelä-Haaga (see Map 2; HSL, 2018c).

The City of Helsinki is also making a huge effort to improve facilities 
for walking, but mainly they are focusing on the downtown area (City of 
Helsinki, 2018b). I found just a few reports concerning some suburban 
areas, but not Haaga (Helsinki City Planning Department, 2016). For 
this study, this fortunately does not pose a problem as I concentrate on 
cars and public transport.

RESULTS
POHJOISHAAGA
When looking at the results of Pohjois-Haaga, there is a very clear 
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The main difference between cars and public transport also ex-
ists in Kivihaka. When driving, the accessibility zones are quite 
the same as from Etelä-Haaga, but they are located more to-
wards the north and east. The main difference is probably in ac-
cessibility to Western and Central Vantaa (e.g. Helsinki Vantaa 
Airport), where the journey time there is within 30 minutes, 
and from Etelä-Haaga within 45 minutes. With public trans-
port, the difference is smaller and some parts are more quickly 
accessed from Etelä-Haaga and some others from Kivihaka. 
The 30-minute-zone is more vertically-shaped from Kivihaka, 
and more round-shaped from Etelä-Haaga.

Kivihaka and Pohjois-Haaga have a longer distance between 
them, but the accessibility looks quite similar from them by 
both modes. Pohjois-Haaga stretches its zones a bit further 
than Kivihaka, but the difference is smaller than one would pre-
dict from the locations. The reason might be that both of them 
are located next to the bigger roads (Helsinki-Tampere highway 
and Hakamäentie in Kivihaka; Ring Road I in Pohjois-Haaga), 
which distribute well both private cars and buses. Neither of 
them have any train stations, so the main mode of public trans-
portation there is most likely bus. 
LASSILA
The fourth area of Lassila makes no difference to the general 
results. The public car is still faster than public transport. Al-
most half of the Capital Region is accessible by car in 30 min-
ute, and just some edges of it are outside the 60-minute limit. 
Major parts of Helsinki, Vantaa and Kauniainen are within the 
30-minute-zone and also the most of Eastern Espoo. By public 
transport, the yellow zone is smaller, but the train services (from 
Pohjois-Haaga station in Lassila) probably stretch it to the hubs 
of Pasila, city centre, Myyrmäki and Leppävaara. 

When comparing to the other small areas, Lassila has the 
most similar situation with Pohjois-Haaga. It is very logical, 
when the areas are located next to each other. Lassila’s accessi-
bility zones in public transport  stretch just a bit further, most 
probably because of the train station. Although, the yellow zone 
is a bit longer from Pohjois-Haaga towards the south, which 
might result from the bus services driving along the Helsin-
ki-Tampere highway to the city. Also, the 30-minute and 
15-minute zones by car are a bit larger from Pohjois-Haaga, 
but the overall difference in car accessibility is not remarkable. 

difference in accessibilities between the transport modes: the 
whole Capital Region is radically more accessible by car than by 
public transport. Almost the whole Northern and Central Hel-
sinki, Southern and Central Vantaa, Eastern Espoo and Kau-
niainen are accessible by driving within 30 minutes. Along the 
Helsinki-Tampere and Helsinki-Tuusula highways and Helsin-
ki-Vihti road, the 30-minute zone stretches quite far towards 
the north and north-west. Even the northern borders of Vantaa 
can be reached in 30 minutes. The location of Pohjois-Haaga, 
just nearby the big roads, becomes here a great accessibility ad-
vantage. 

By public transport, the situation is totally different. Within 
the 30-minute access zone, there are just the north-west are-
as of Helsinki, Pasila, Leppävaara in Espoo and Myyrmäki in 
Vantaa. The difference is significant. The area accessed by public 
transport within 30 minutes is almost the same as by car within 
15 minutes. From the whole region’s point of view, a major part 
of it is accessible from Pohjois-Haaga by car in 45 minutes or 
less, but more than  half of it is unreachable within 60 min-
utes by public transport. Thus, there is a clear gap (inequality) of 
mobility opportunities between motorists and public transport 
commuters.  
ETELÄHAAGA
The situation is quite similar in Etelä-Haaga. By driving, almost 
the whole Northern, Western and Central Helsinki are acces-
sible within 30 minutes. The same area is accessible by public 
transport a bit more slowly, but some hub points can be reached 
within the same time limits by both modes: Helsinki city cen-
tre, Pasila, Leppävaara and Myyrmäki. Tikkurila is in the same 
30-to-45-minute zone. The most probable reason for travel 
times may be the commuter train services from Huopalahti sta-
tion. The airport, though, can be reached within 45 minutes by 
car and within 60 minutes by public transport, even if the Ring 
Rail trains run from Huopalahti to the airport.

When comparing Etelä-Haaga to Pohjois-Haaga, acces-
sibility by car looks better for Pohjois-Haaga. For example, 
the 30-minute zone from Pohjois-Haaga is much larger than 
from Etelä-Haaga. By public transportation, their difference is 
not that large, but Etelä-Haaga has a bit bigger access zones 
within the shorter time limits. The 30-minute-zone stretches 
diagonally towards north-west and south-east (towards city 
centre), whereas the zones of Pohjois-Haaga are more round 
and stretches only narrowly towards the city centre. The main 
reason is probably, once again, the good railway connections in 
Etelä-Haaga from Huopalahti station. 
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Map 4a. Metropolitan accessibility from Pohjois-Haaga by car 
during rush hour.
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Map 4b. Metropolitan accessibility from Pohjois-Haa-
ga by public transport during rush hour.
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Map 5a. Metropolitan accessibility from Etelä-Haaga by car 
during rush hour.
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Map 5b. Metropolitan accessibility from 
Etelä-Haaga by public transport during rush hour.
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Map 6a. Metropolitan accessibility from Kiviha-
ka by car during rush hour.
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Map 6b. Metropolitan accessibility from Kivihaka by 
public transport during rush hour.
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Map 7a. Metropolitan accessibility from Lassila 
by car during rush hour.
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Map 7b. Metropolitan accessibility from Lassila by 
public transport during rush hour.
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be much worse than those motorists. A car, though, is not an 
option for everyone, for various reasons (e.g. personal economy, 
health, abilities and skills). There might also be other significant 
differences between motorists and their counterparts, but that 
needs its own study. Regarding Haaga, I can say that the car is a 
remarkable factor in location-based accessibility when measur-
ing it with the journey time.

The problematic future projection of our environments and 
communities means it is essential to re-think our transporta-
tion systems, without delay. To cut CO2 and other emissions, 
we have to make the more eco-friendly options of moving more 
tempting, and cut down massively on the use of vehicles using 
fossil fuels. At the same time, urbanization is increasing, so the 
need for good metropolitan transportation systems is also im-
portant from this perspective. The ‘transurban’ transportation 
systems require innovations in the modes, more eco-friendly 
facilities, and a more community-oriented attitude towards it 
among the citizens, cities, and planners. 

For Haaga, the first step is the new light rail system, 
Raide-Jokeri. Once the first line has been built, new branch-
es can be planned, for instance, towards Vantaa. To popular-
ize more sustainable car options, Haaga should provide well 
planned recharge and gas/hydrogen stations nearby its main 
roads. In addition, the owners of fossil fuelled cars should be 
fined with a congestion charge. Alternatively, such cars could 
be banned from circulating within certain city zones. To real-
ize such measures, the city and the government must cooperate 
intensively and continuously with local citizens, companies and 
research organizations.
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CONCLUSIONS
GENERAL OVERVIEW
My analysis includes comparisons of two kinds: between the 
two transportation modes and between the four areas. From 
this perspective, the main results were also split in two parts. 
Between the modes, there was a very clear main difference: the 
metropolitan accessibility in travel times was much better by 
private car than by public transport. The rough rule was that 
public transport took at least 15 minutes more time along the 
same journey than the car, but there were also some exceptions. 
The few cases, where the times were almost the same by both 
modes, were towards the main centres and multi-hubs on the 
southern half of the region (i.e. Helsinki City Centre, Pasila, 
Leppävaara and Myyrmäki). The most likely reason is the good 
commuter (train) services. But in the great majority of all cases, 
car travel beat the public transportation easily.

When comparing the four areas of Haaga, there were more 
similarities than differences. The main differences were that if 
the area was next to the main roads or the railway, then some 
more distant places could be reached more quickly than from 
other areas. The main transport and multi-hubs in the south had 
better public transport access from Etelä-Haaga and Lassila, 
which have the only train stations in Haaga. On the car side, the 
best accesses were mostly from the areas next to the highways: 
Pohjois-Haaga and Lassila. 

DISCUSSION
I think the results are telling about the Finnish transportation 
systems and planning. If you want to have the best access to 
places in time measures, even inside our only metropolitan area 
- and even during the rush hour - a car is the best choice. The 
Capital Region has the largest public transportation system in 
the country, but still it is not able to serve the same kind of ac-
cessibility as cars. What is the reason? Have our developing and 
planning put more emphasis on highways and roads than on rail 
tracks? Of course, public transport is not only about trains, and 
the highways and roads are not only for private traffic. For some 
areas of Haaga, the only available mode of public transport was 
actually the bus services driving along the same main roads as 
private cars.

These results also reflect the social and socio-economic im-
pacts that were discussed at the beginning of this paper. The car 
is king, and if you do not have one, your personal ability to move 
and travel, and the amount of opportunities you can have, will 
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INFLUENCING TRANSPORT PLANNING 
THROUGH LOCAL FACEBOOK GROUPS: 
A CASE STUDY IN HAAGA

Johannes Mesimäki

“This study has observed how lo-
cality-based Facebook groups can 
influence transport planning by using 
discussion in Haaga-based group as 
a case study. Two narratives were fo-
cused on and analysed based on War-
ren, Sulaiman &amp; Jaafar’s theory 
of social capital and Facebook-led 
civic engagement and Bennett & Se-
gerberg’s concept of connective ac-
tion. Overall, the findings are largely 
compatible with the existing theories, 
supporting their validity for assess-
ing and understanding digitally net-
worked action on a collective scale.”TR
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by analysing discussions on a Haaga-oriented group formed 
of just over 8000 members. I focus on two discussions within 
the group, the first surrounding a planned change to bus ser-
vices connecting Haaga to Helsinki’s city centre and the second 
surrounding a tunnel restricted from private-vehicle access in 
Haaga. I discuss the findings in relation to theory and draw 
implications for the future of transport planning in Haaga and 
elsewhere.

BACKGROUND LITERATURE
SOCIAL MEDIA, FACEBOOK AND CIVIC ENGAGE
MENT
Literature on the influence of social media and transport plan-
ning is limited, with studies primarily discussing the value of so-
cial media from a transport authority perspective. For instance, 
Mandarano, Meenar & Steins, (2010) discuss tools for planning 
authorities to facilitate online public participation, Gal-Tzur, et. 

INTRODUCTION
Large-scale use of social media has provided us with novel, effec-
tive and low-cost ways to communicate (Bennett & Segerberg, 
2012). Although social media is often used for entertainment 
and maintaining relationships, it also provides robust function-
ality for sharing information regarding current affairs. Among 
the most widely used platforms is Facebook, which allows shar-
ing text and media-based posts, and features a group function 
allowing membership within smaller social spheres pertaining 
to hobbies, localities and other issues connecting user interests 
(Gordon & Stephens, 2007). Issues related to the city are no 
exception to the broad range of topics discussed on Facebook 
as seen by the emergence of locality- or district-based Facebook 
groups, generally geared to function as discussion zones for lo-
cally relevant matters. 

Drawing on previous research and theoretical concepts such 
as connective action, this article seeks to find out how local-
ity-based Facebook groups can influence transport planning 
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Figure 1. Warren, et. al., (2015, p. 165)’s theoretical model.

Relational trust is positively related with a greater use of the 
cost-effective, low-effort and direct possibilities provided by 
Facebook to engage with and disseminate material pertaining 
to civic issues, which in turn increases opportunities for users to 
extract resources and take part in civic activities, such as com-
plaining to authorities or signing a petition (Donath & Boyd, 
2004; Warren, Sulaiman & Jaafar., 2015). 

Relational trust was the most significant factor predicting 
civic action found by Warren, Sulaiman & Jaafar, as network 
members who did not feel like the time and effort required to 
participate was worth it for the civic activity in question were 
less likely contribute. Warren, Sulaiman & Jaafar’s finding is 
complemented by Park, Kee & Valenzuela, (2009), who dis-
covered in a study of Facebook’s group-function among US 
university students that social trust is significantly and pos-
itively associated with greater engagement in civic events in 
their communities. Valenzuela, Park & Kee, (2008) also found 
through regression analysis that use of Facebook groups had 
a statistically significant positive effect for self-reported offline 
civic and political participation. In addition, sharing a vision, 
collective goal and language among network members positive-
ly influences the level of content sharing (Chiu, Hsu & Wang, 
2006), relational trust and online behaviour required to gain the 
resources needed for civic action (Warren, Sulaiman & Jaafar, 

al., (2014) evaluate possibilities for transport stakeholder organ-
isations to provide customers with useful information via top-
down communication approaches and Gal-Tzur (2014b) and 
Grant-Muller, et. al., (2014) evaluate the possibility of using 
text-mining techniques to gather useful information for trans-
port authorities to improve service quality. Approaches assess-
ing the influence of publicly initiated efforts to participate in 
transport policy remain largely unstudied. This literature review 
thus focuses on the relationship between general social media 
use and civic engagement.

Facebook’s support for low-effort social interaction allows 
the platform to serve as an effective communication channel 
and networking opportunity for communities. Social network 
sites are known to produce social capital, as they allow users to 
maintain weak social ties and diffuse networks cost-effectively, 
and they facilitate bridging and bonding measures of social cap-
ital (Manadrano, Meenar & Steins, 2010). Warren, Sulaiman & 
Jaafar, (2015) studied Facebook-led civic engagement from a 
social capital perspective (see figure 1 for framework) and dis-
covered that the level of social interaction ties between Face-
book users associates positively with relational trust. This refers 
to confidence that members of a network may be willing to act 
and assist each other simply because they share a vision or goal 
and are part of the same collective (Leana & Van Buren, 1999). 

Social capital factors Online civic engagement 
behaviour
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of action within the network is fuelled through its self-motivat-
ing and self-validating nature as personalised expressions and 
action frames are recognised, adopted and repeated by others 
(Bennett & Segerberg, 2012). Bennett & Segerberg (2012, p. 
744) specifically highlight that these action frames and personal 
expressions must be: “inclusive of different personal reasons for 
contesting a situation that needs to be changed”, to allow for 
meaningful action on a sufficient scale. 

Connective action is categorised by Bennett & Segerberg in 
two types (see figure 2): The first, “self-organising connective 
networks”, usually organise without a central formal organisa-
tion but instead through digital technologies acting as critical 
organisational mediators. “Organisationally enabled networks” 
include some formal organisations which stimulate action for-
mation, but generally take a position in the background and 
favour techniques which enable public networks to form around 
its member’s personalised action frames.

There are several compatibilities between Warren, Sulaiman 
& Jaafar’s and Bennett & Segerberg’s theoretical concepts sur-
rounding digitally networked and Facebook-led action and civ-
ic engagement. A shared vision or goal identified as significant 
by Warren, Sulaiman & Jaafar and Chiu, Hsu & Wang could 

2015). Factors such as these strengthen Facebook’s ability to 
produce network capital, which positively influences the crea-
tion of influential online communities and the necessary capac-
ity to act on issues (Warren, Sulaiman & Jaafar, 2015). 
CONNECTIVE ACTION
The concept of connective action can further help understand 
how Facebook groups stimulate civil engagement. Unlike the 
more conventional concept of collective action, which refers 
to collective efforts by individuals to address issues through a 
subscription to a collective identity and shared action frames 
articulated by formal organisations, the concept of connective 
action is characterised by the role of digital social networks as 
central organisational elements acting as core organisations on 
their own without need for its members to substantially alter 
their personal identity or views. These online organisations al-
low networks to form and for action to be coordinated (Bennett 
& Segerberg, 2012).

In connective action networks, networking revolves around 
sharing content via personal expressions and co-producing 
content with others. Action is primarily stimulated through 
the self-motivated sharing of personalised action frames (i.e. 
individually identifying a problem and suggesting a solution), 
which are communicated within trusted social networks, such 

Figure 2. Connective Action Network Types. Adapted from Bennett 
& Segerberg, (2012, p. 756).
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ment were chosen, one in which attempts to act were successful, 
and one in which attempts were not. I justify the group’s role as 
a self-organising network (SON) and examine the narratives 
and discussion in relation to theory through deductive con-
tent analysis. Use of both inductive and deductive methods of 
content analysis can be considered an abductive approach, as I 
utilise theory to discuss and evaluate the processes occurring 
within the narratives I found (Graneheim, Lindgren & Lund-
man, 2017). 

Graneheim, Lindgren & Lundman highlight challenges 
associated with content analysis, such as how the researcher’s 
personal subjective interpretation of the data can influence the 
trustworthiness of the results. To mitigate this, quotes are giv-
en where appropriate to support claims made. Facebook was 
chosen as a data source due to its role as a low-cost, accessi-
ble, inclusive and widely-used platform for discussion. Indeed, 
Facebook is arguably a highly effective platform to reach a sig-
nificant number of people for almost no cost. However, this 
does not mean that Facebook captures the concerns and voice 
of all stakeholders. Those who for instance lack access to in-
ternet, do not have the necessary skills to use Facebook or are 
averse to such platforms for any reason are naturally excluded 
from the discussions which occur there.

Regarding ethical considerations of the research, Kosinski, 
et. al., (2015, p. 553) argue that use of publicly available Face-
book data can be used without consent assuming that the fol-
lowing criteria are met: 

• It is reasonable to assume that the content used for re-
search has knowingly been made public by the user 

arguably be derived from the process of network members 
adopting and co-producing ideas based on inclusive person-
al expressions of thoughts and action frames as illustrated by 
Bennett & Segerberg. Both concepts also underline the value 
of trust within the network as a factor reducing the threshold 
to act. Bennett & Segerberg discuss the causal relationship be-
tween underlying processes for action from a qualitative per-
spective, whereas Warren, Sulaiman & Jaafar frame their work 
around social capital and evaluate the value of trust, social ties 
and shared vision and language as influencers of action with a 
quantitative approach.

METHODOLOGY
This study aims to discover how locality-based Facebook groups 
can influence transport planning through the examination of 
a Haaga-based resident’s group as a case study. Data were 
collected by searching for posts with Finnish transport relat-
ed keywords to identify cases of civil engagement regarding 
transportation in Haaga. Posts emerging from the searches 
were considered, and material of relevance was organised into a 
spreadsheet. Use of the spreadsheet allowed the data to be cod-
ed, sorted and reduced according to themes and narratives (see 
figure 3 for process). Examples of codes include “community” 
“changes to routes” and “safety”. 

A total of 30 posts were categorised along with a summary 
of the discussion from hundreds of related comments. Through 
inductive qualitative content analysis (Graneheim, Lindgren & 
Lundman, 2017), I sought to find narratives and themes in the 
data. Two narratives relating to transport-related civil engage-

Figure 3. Research process.
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of public transport in the district (Tervo, 2015).
Once news of the plans appeared in a local newspaper, 

the first post regarding the change was submitted to the 
Facebook group:

“I noticed on the news that buses will be rerouted from 
Elielinaukio to Kamppi once the west metro opens. 
Not shocking, but not great either.”
The post’s comment thread soon became populated 

with opinions and speculations on how network members 
might be affected by the change, such as longer commute 
times, fear that congestion on Runeberginkatu will hinder 
bus reliability and worries of reduced accessibility to ser-
vices on Mannerheimintie. The level of agreement among 
group members that the changes would be negative is 
substantial, as only the occasional comment is in favour 
of the changes. Several comments exist calling on oth-
ers to send the transit operator HSL (Helsingin Seudun 
Liikenne) feedback, with links posted to the appropriate 
form. 

Already we see evidence of information dissemina-
tion leading to the early stages of a shared vision forming 
among group members: retaining some bus lines on the 
old route. The vision is articulated through personalised 
expressions of both opinions of the planned changes, de-
scriptions of how the change could lead to negative out-
comes and personalised action frames suggesting how to 
act such as use of the HSL feedback form. Majority con-
sensus among those involved in the discussion can also be 
viewed to strengthen relational trust between members, as 
it is possible to see other’s willingness to act and comple-
mentary opinions.

Two days after the initial post, another group member 
posts a question: 

“Would it be worthwhile to make an online petition so 
that e.g. bus 43 would depart and arrive to Elielin-
aukio? Having to transfer is not the same as getting to 
your destination with one bus”
Many commenters are in support of the petition, with 

the post itself receiving just under 100 likes, which argu-
ably validates the idea within the network and feeds the 
motivation to create it. Here we see evidence of grow-
ing relational trust between group members. By getting 

• data are anonymised in the research 
• there is no communication between the researcher and 

the sample
• information that can be traced to a single individual 

should not be included. 
My approach is informed by a modification of Kosinski, et. 

al.’s criteria, as although quotes are used to exemplify results, 
they have been translated from Finnish to English, paraphrased 
and anonymised to remove identifiability. The Economic and 
Social Research Council further state in their framework for 
research ethics that material in the public domain, such as in fo-
rums or other such spaces, do not require ethical review as long 
as research participants remain anonymised (ESRC, 2012).

RESULTS AND ANALYSIS
THE GROUP AS A SELFORGANISING NETWORK
According to Bennett & Segerberg’s connective action network 
types (see figure 2), the group for Haaga residents matches best 
with the criteria for the self-organising network. There is no 
formal organisation coordinating the group or its actions. Order 
is maintained by a few administrator members who enforce a 
limited set of rules mostly geared to keep discussion civil. As 
such, this lack of a formal organisation alone disqualifies it from 
the second connective action network type. 

Large-scale personal access is arguably present. Although 
one’s request to join must be verified, the mechanism is most 
likely a way to filter spam, as no strict criteria for group mem-
bership exists. The social media functions within the group are 
multi-layered, as it is possible to post text messages, links to 
news sources, websites and other social media platforms, com-
ment on discussion and connect privately with other members. 
CASE 1  A TALE OF TWO BUSES 
Changes to certain bus services in the capital city region were 
planned to follow the opening of the West Metro (Länsimet-
ro). Buses using the Kamppi transit hub were to be terminat-
ed, freeing up capacity in the warm indoor terminal. Planners 
decided that certain bus lines using the nearby congested out-
door Elielinaukio bus terminal should be rerouted to Kamppi 
instead, a move which would also alter which arterial roads bus 
services relied on by Haaga residents would use (Mannerhei-
mintie to Runeberginkatu). This change ignited a strong on-
line community backlash by members of the Haaga Facebook 
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as well as the lack of bus lanes increase commute times. This 
is known by anyone who currently uses the Kamppi-bound 
bus service 41…The bus stops on Mannerheimintie have 
serviced transit users, who in addition to commuters, in-
clude 0-100-year-old citizens. We argue that HSL’s adver-
tised model of customer-friendly transport planning is not 
achieved in this reform and it is unreasonable to force chil-
dren, the elderly and disabled customers to transfer when the 
trip could be completed with one bus.” 
(Excerpt from petition text, Addressit.com, 2015)
Several months later, the petition creator posted an update 

on the issue. The post contains a message from HSL detailing 
that not only has the demand in the petition has been met, but 
an additional bus service is to remain on the old route. The post 
received almost 200 likes. The collective appreciation and ac-
knowledgement of the group’s success at contributing to the re-
sistance in the post’s comment thread perhaps further built the 
relational trust and network capital of the group, and increased 
member’s confidence that similar issues requiring a collective 
effort can be achieved in the future, raising the potential energy 
of the group as a considerable participatory force.

“Yes! Wonderful! (bus emoji)”
“Thank you for sharing, this is a great achievement!”

CASE 2  ELIELSAARISEN TIE CONTROVERSY
Haaga’s road network consists of small low-capacity routes run-
ning throughout the district except for “Eliel-Saarisen tie”, a 
straight road cutting through the centre of Haaga connecting 
the west and east borders. A significant part of this road is only 
permitted for public transit and taxi vehicles to prevent high 
volumes of through-traffic across the neighbourhood, meaning 
that private motorists cannot make use of it (see figure 4). Per-
haps unsurprisingly, the arrangement has prompted some group 
members to demand the opening of the road to the public in 
hopes that this might ease driving through Haaga and improve 
traffic flow in the district. Despite this, no meaningful action 
has developed surrounding the issue within the group, and as 
such, the structure of discussion is markedly different from the 
previous case.

Prompts to stimulate discussion regarding allowing access 
to all vehicles have occurred a few times as personalised expres-
sions in the form of either independent posts or comments as 
part of other discussions. 

“City planners will discuss building in North-Haaga today. 

a sense that a considerable number of network members feel 
comfortable with creating and sending a petition as an action 
frame to address the issue, the group can feel more confident 
that creating the petition is worthwhile and that it would be 
signed by a meaningful number of people. We see from the dis-
cussion how the shared vision continues to form from identify-
ing the issue and its implications to finding a potential shared 
action frame. 

 “The services on Mannerheimintie are used by senior citi-
zens. Good luck running to Runeberginkatu at night time to 
catch a bus. The planners tell you to transfer, but that increas-
es waiting times at bus stops”.
“I’d sign it straight away, should a petition be created!”
On the same day, a post containing an official response to a 

personal query about the change by HSL is shared by a group 
member, along with justifications by transport planners for the 
changes. It is evident that the justifications, such as it allegedly 
being more user friendly that buses leave from a single central-
ised place, are not received well. A user sarcastically comments: 
“Yeah it sure would be unfathomable to offer alternative destination 
options”. The HSL response provided a framework upon which 
to base the rest of the discussion on and led to the sharing of 
varied but accessible personal expressions of how group mem-
bers considered the planner’s justifications to be misguided. This 
process allowed the shared vision between users to develop fur-
ther and was perhaps enhanced by the high level of consensus 
among group members that the justifications were poor. Based 
on Warren, Sulaiman & Jaafar’s theory, it is possible that as the 
shared vision continued to form, and as the level of relation-
al trust increased among group members, further engagement 
with the topic and potential energy for action more broadly 
within the network increased. 

The following day, the earlier suggested petition was created 
and shared to the group. It is arguable that the arguments in 
the text are co-produced, as points raised by members of the 
group in their personalised expressions of worry from previ-
ous comment threads are incorporated into a single coherent 
response-text demanding that one bus line remains on the 
Mannerheimintie-Elielinaukio route. At this point the shared 
vision has reached its most concrete and coherent form, and 
its co-produced nature makes it inclusive and easy to engage 
with. The petition received over 1000 signatures (Adressit.com, 
2015).

“Transferring and waiting, congestion on Runeberginkatu 
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traffic should be permitted on Eliel-Saarisen Tie!”
“There has been discussion that South-Haaga experiences a 
lot of through-traffic because Eliel-Saarisen Tie is restricted. 
Is this the reason and how could one influence this?” 
Despite the topic being frequently mentioned both inter-

nally and externally to the group (some mentions exist of the 
Pro-Haaga institution having engaged with the issue in the 
past), the primary reason for lack of meaningful action can be 
at least partially explained with the theories discussed earlier 
in the article. Specifically, the issue appears to lack a sufficient 
shared vision and relational trust among members (Warren, 

Figure 4. Map of the private-vehicle restriction zone on Eliel-Saarisen Tie.

Sulaiman & Jaafar, 2015), and the related discussion is ripe 
with disagreeable personal expressions of thoughts and action 
frames, reducing their inclusive nature required to drive con-
nective action (Bennett & Segerberg, 2012). 

The lack of shared vision is perhaps best illustrated in the 
results of a group poll posted in October 2017. A user asks re-
sponses to a question about “The classic Haaga traffic topic”, i.e. 
should the road be open to all traffic. Out of 284 responses, 141 
(50%) are in favour of keeping the restrictions, and 106 (37%) 
are against, showing that the engaged members of the group 
are fairly divided on the issue. 35 respondents responded that 
opening the road would increase congestion in Haaga, and 2 
responded that they violate the restriction anyway.
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Bennett & Segerberg’s concept of connective action. Overall, 
the findings are largely compatible with the existing theories, 
supporting their validity for assessing and understanding digi-
tally networked action on a collective scale. Evidence of shun-
ning formal organisations as mediators of action, a component 
of self-organising networks (Bennett & Segerberg, 2012) was 
however not found in either case, but this may be due to their 
irrelevance regarding the issues.

The findings further evidence that a novel form of digital-
ly initiated participation emerges from social media networks, 
one which exists independently from the wills of formal or-
ganisations, or in the case of this study, transport authorities. 
This study adds a qualitative bottom-up perspective to the so-
cial media and transport policy literature to go alongside work 
such as Gal-Tzur, et. al., (2014, 2014b) and Grant-Muller, et. al. 
More detailed analyses on a larger scale could perhaps be fea-
sible with text mining techniques recommended by the above 
three studies, alongside the content analysis methodology used 
in the present study.

The findings suggest that social capital and participatory 
power found in the Facebook group for Haaga residents is 
capable of contributing to transport planning, if a sufficient 
shared vision and relational trust (Warren, Sulaiman & Jaafar, 
2015) are achieved through the inclusive personal expressions 
of thoughts, emotions and action frames (Bennett & Segerberg, 
2012) by group members. It is perhaps reasonable to argue that 
this digitally networked participatory power is not limited to 
transport issues, but any issue garnering the sufficient emotion-
al loading required to stimulate discussion leading to action. 
Conroy, Feezell & Guerrero, (2012) further confirm in a study 
of political engagement among social media users that online 
groups can produce similar engagement results as traditional 
offline organisations have done for years in the past. We may 
see how this plays out soon, as HSL has begun planning new 
bus routes which will again potentially substantially change the 
current bus services in Haaga (HSL, 2018). A brief look at the 
discussion surrounding the issue in the group today appears to 
generate similar emotions as in case 1, and one group mem-
ber even comments on the issue with “Oh no not again”. Oth-
er locality-based groups with sufficient numbers and ability to 
achieve necessary momentum to achieve connective action are 
in a position to achieve similar outcomes as seen in this study, 
but it is worthwhile to remember that success is unlikely to be 
up to the group members alone, no matter how strong-willed 
they may be, as they seldom have the authority to make changes 
themselves.

Arguments in favour of the change are primarily specula-
tive and assumption-based. Unlike in the previous case, where 
it was directly possible to infer changes to one’s commute by 
observing the new routes buses would take, it is comparatively 
harder to assess the implications for the district’s traffic flows 
and driver behaviour if the road were opened. Some users have 
posted arguments such as “Opening the road would free up road 
capacity and even out traffic volumes” and “Having to drive around 
the district is not environmentally friendly”, while others present 
reasonable counter-arguments, for instance that overall traffic 
may increase due to driving becoming more attractive, and that 
private vehicles would reduce the reliability and usage of the 
rapid transit service using the tunnel, perhaps even leading to 
increased car use compounding the original problem. Regard-
less of whose argument is better, the point is that the group’s 
views remained divided, and a consensus was never achieved. 

“Having kept my eye on this issue for some time, I argue 
that through-traffic in South-Haaga would reduce by half 
if Eliel-Saarisen Tie would be open to all. Currently this 
expensive road has unbelievably low use!” (2017)
“Traffic isn’t that simple. New road connections always in-
crease traffic and their removal reduces it. Opening the road 
would not alleviate through-traffic in Haaga.” (2017)
The related discussion is much more debate-like than in the 

previous case, and the group fails to meet the requirements for 
connective action. Despite a substantial number of members in 
the group wishing that the road would be opened, there is an 
equally if not more substantial portion of members who wish 
for the opposite. Considering that the route in question is cur-
rently planned to be used by the upcoming Jokeri Light Rail, 
it is perhaps less likely that the issue will be meaningfully dis-
cussed in the future, unless strong opposition to the rail project 
itself emerges in the group. This case illustrates the no-guar-
antees nature of connective action networks. As Bennett & 
Segerberg (2012, p. 754) themselves state: “…there is nothing 
preordained about the results of digitally mediated networking 
processes. More often than not, they fail badly”.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
This study has observed how locality-based Facebook groups 
can influence transport planning by using discussion in Haa-
ga-based group as a case study. Two narratives were focused 
on and analysed based on Warren, Sulaiman & Jaafar’s the-
ory of social capital and Facebook-led civic engagement and 
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spective using the theoretical framework by Warren, Sulaiman 
& Jaafar was found to be useful. The level of social capital with-
in a social network, offline or online, is known to strongly affect 
the rate at which knowledge and information is shared between 
actors (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998; Chiu, Hsu & Wang, 2006). 
Use of both the above theory and the theory of connective ac-
tion allowed for a deeper analysis of the processes and compo-
nents relevant to stimulating and actualising connective action.

Further bottom-up research is recommended on the ability 
of social media groups to influence not only transport planning, 
but other policies and issues of relevance to social groups inde-
pendently of formal organisations. The findings presented per-
haps offer hope to those who consider themselves to be without 
a voice and ignored in decision-making, as the low-cost and 
effective communication offered by Facebook and other social 
media services offer opportunities for meaningful co-operative 
efforts to influence the world around them.
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PLACES OF MEMORY IN PLANNING

“Considering the question of demen-
tia friendliness and how to improve it, 
distinctiveness of a given environment 
can also be developed without changing 
the environment completely. For in-
stance, this could be done by the usage 
of street art. Here it is important to also 
understand that when creating distinc-
tiveness this way, it simultaneously cre-
ates a change. For people with dementia 
any change is most likely to be confus-
ing and should be avoided. Therefore, 
any change implemented must be in-
cremental and express the meaning or 
function of the place, as already men-
tioned by Mitchell and Burton (2006).”

Tuomas Tavi
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A CASE STUDY OF DEMENTIA FRIENDLINESS IN 
POHJOIS-HAAGA
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INTRODUCTION
People are greatly affected by the surrounding built environ-
ment they live in. Especially in urban areas, everyday activities 
quite often happen in the proximity of the home, and the older a 
person gets the smaller the range for everyday activities becomes 
(Ruonakoski, 2004, pp. 11). It can be argued, that the localness 
related to these places and their social realms, often creates 
meaning in people’s lives. It is also often stated that, people who 
have lived their lives in a certain environment, would also like to 
grow old in a familiar place (Neven, 2015, pp. 32). How the pro-
cess of individual aging eventually turns out, is always a unique 
case. Strong currents of demographic changes and policy actions 
influence the pool of possibilities that people eventually receive 
within their old age. In the context of city planning, the quest is 
usually to design a city suitable for the average individual. When 
planning takes the average individual as the starting point, many 
groups with special needs are easily abandoned in the process, 
often unintentionally. 

This article touches on the theme of urban and planning 
geography of aging, especially in the context of the assumedly 
increasing prevalence of dementia (Prince et al. 2016, pp. 11), 
which is a possible development direction in Haaga. How do 
people living with the early stages of dementia possibly position 
themselves in their local environment? Eventually, we move 
onto how this theme relates to the greater question of social 
sustainability. In Haaga, multiple historical layers of larger ur-
ban developments are present in a relative small area, well de-
picting the late Finnish urbanization developments that took 
off after the 1950s. This is a qualitative and multidisciplinary 
article that looks at how this development has affected the de-
mentia friendliness of these living environments in Haaga. 

RESEARCH QUESTION
This article studies the dementia friendliness of two different 
environments in the northern part of Haaga: Pohjois-Haaga II 
and the Teuvo Pakkalan tie -area. The scope is on the perspec-
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tive of elderly people whose lives are affected by the early stages 
of dementia. The objective is to spot elements in the built struc-
tures that are important for the question of dementia friend-
liness. Simultaneously, the aim is to try and understand how 
different principles that different eras in the history of city plan-
ning have affected developments, and how planning for people 
with dementia has been considered generally in the context of 
research in city planning.

CONCEPTS AND LITERATURE REVIEW
DEMENTIA AND AGING POPULATION
The World Health Organization has defined dementia as “a 
syndrome in which there is deterioration in memory, thinking, 
behavior and the ability to perform everyday activities.” The 
syndrome is common, especially among elderly people. De-
mentia includes several symptoms which result from various 
diseases (WHO 2017). Dementia has an impact on the person’s 
ability to be independently active in daily life, both at home 
and in the surrounding environment. In the context of the built 
environment, accessibility, legibility and distinctiveness of the 
environment are key elements that should be considered when 
thinking about how people with dementia live in their lives in 
these developments (Brorsson et al., 2011 & Mitchell et al., 
2006, pp. 29-32). It is essential, since so far there is no cure 
for the condition, to also consider the problem through other 
perspectives than a strict medical approach. 

The global prevalence of dementia is increasing, and the 
prevalence of dementia is strongly connected to the size of 
elderly cohorts (ADI, 2015, pp. 68-69). On the Finnish scale, 
the latest population projections depict that the demograph-
ic development of the nation is moving towards a diminish-
ing younger population and an increasing elderly population 
(Official Statistics of Finland, 2018). One reason behind the 
growing elderly cohorts is the decreased mortality rate, which 
can also be seen in the steadily increased life expectancy figures 
(Official Statistics of Finland, 2010). This current trend reveals 
that extensive aging of the population is expected to continue 
to happen.

There are approximately over 190 000 people with dementia 
in Finland, but accurate statistical figures do not exist. There-
fore, there are no exact figures on the amount of people with 
dementia living independently at home either. Estimation from 
the year 2007 reveals that 60 % of people with dementia in Fin-
land were living at home, and two-thirds of those people were 

living alone (Sievänen et al., 2007, pp. 9). Studies from abroad 
give similar results about the proportion of people with demen-
tia living independently (Biglieri, 2017, pp. 265). These figures 
indicate the growing importance of exploring and examining 
the everyday built environment of these people.

It is estimated that by 2050 the amount of people with de-
mentia will continue to grow across Europe, with Finland being 
no exception. Concerning the case of Haaga, according to the 
latest regional projections, it is expected that the population of 
over 75-year-old people will increase by 25 000 persons by 2030 
(City of Helsinki, 2018, pp. 25). From this we can assume the 
same pattern to be found in Haaga.
IMPORTANCE OF PLACE AS A CONCEPT WITH DE
MENTIA
Much of the research done in the field of dementia has focused 
on the individual; how the condition of dementia progresses 
and how it is experienced by the person affected by it, as well as 
those close to them (McGovern, 2017, pp. 665, 677). McGov-
ern has studied the concept of place in relation to dementia. 
She believes that place, the supposedly familiar everyday envi-
ronment, should be examined more fully within research than 
what is has been so far. According to McGovern, usage of the 
everyday environment, as well as outside its formal forms, such 
as public transport and senior centers, can support the quality of 
life in old age. McGovern explores the importance of the social 
and geographic landscapes that exist in the everyday surround-
ings of people living with dementia. Her study involved couples, 
where only one was affected by the condition, while the other 
one was the carer, though the same logic can also be applied to 
people with dementia living on their own.

The built environment also has meanings outside its visible 
and obvious functions. It contains memories on several levels, 
from collective memory to personal memory, where specific 
places have meaning and history of their own for the subject 
(Kervanto Nevanlinna, 2013, pp. 275). What happens when 
recent memories start to vanish? Does the importance of still 
familiar places become even stronger? Philips et al. (2011) have 
looked at how elderly people feel about unfamiliar places (pp. 
95). According to them, unfamiliarity and placelessness are 
becoming more and more present in the contemporary world, 
with parallel copy-like environments all around the globe. For 
the elderly with cognitive impairments, the case is even more 
evident, when suddenly even familiar places may become unfa-
miliar. According to Philips, meaning attached to place could be 
“conveyed by the aesthetics and facilitated through accessibili-
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common or private, but enhanced. According to Philips et al. 
the key for this task is to avoid falling into placelessness. 
PLANNING FOR PEOPLE WITH DEMENTIA
Why is dementia and planning a question to consider togeth-
er? Trying to understand the stance of people with different 
conditions or disabilities is a thematic part of social sustaina-
bility. Even though increasing attention has been given to city 
planning in relation to aging, the requirements within the built 
environment for people with dementia has not been discussed 
enough (Biglieri, 2017, pp. 268). Here, again, it must be empha-
sized that the scope of this article is limited to people with early 
stage dementia.  

People with dementia can normally live their daily life in 
their home neighborhood, carrying out everyday activities, such 
as grocery shopping for instance (Duggan et al., 2008, pp. 194). 
To be able to go around and meet people in the local context are 
considered as important values for both people with, or without, 
dementia. Simultaneously, it has been noted that, as people get 
older, their physical “home range” gets gradually smaller (Dug-
gan et al., 2008, pp. 199). Therefore, the qualities of the very 
nearby environment of their home becomes more important as 
people age and their abilities to move around decline. 

Research has commonly shown that people living with de-
mentia get more easily lost in their daily environments (Shee-
han et al., 2006, pp. 276-277). A study by Sheehan, concluded 
that people with dementia use similar wayfinding methods than 
people without the condition. In other words, when planning 
common surroundings for people living with dementia, this can 
be done in the same fashion as for people without the syndrome. 
It is mutually beneficial for both categories of people.

The concept of aging-in-place has become more and more 
present in environmental gerontology and public policies (Ber-
nard & Rowles, 2013 pp. 8). As a pursued general agenda, aging-
in-place means that, as people get older, they should be able to 
stay within their home setting as long as possible. Philips (2013, 
pp. 219-220) has considered the question of creating meaning-
ful places and spaces in old age, and the role that urban planning 
can have in the task. According to her, place and meaning are 
created in a temporal setting; memories of places and spaces 
are important for locals as they are simultaneously “aging-in-
place”, temporally. How to achieve this through planning can be 
a demanding task. It has been studied that navigating in public 
spaces is different, and can be more demanding, for people with 

cognitively disabling disorders (Brorsson et al., 2011, pp. 296-
297). According to Brorsson et al., in this framework, accessi-
bility is a constantly changing experience of the relationship 
between the person and public space. The benefits that come 
along from being active outdoors, in the mild to moderate stag-
es of dementia, have also been discussed. Expectations are that 
active living is a positive factor in the lives of people with de-
mentia (Blackman et al., 2007). Accessibility and readability of 
the environment, in general, are elements which support this 
endeavor. For instance, the usage of clear guidance signs, instead 
of maps, has been noted as an important element in creating de-
mentia friendly environments (Blackman et al., 2007). Also, any 
changes to normality within the environment are considered as 
negative impacts for people with dementia.

Possibly the most thorough study that has been carried 
out in the field of planning for people with dementia, at the 
neighborhood level, has been conducted by Mitchell and Bur-
ton (2010). In their study, they came up with six main design 
principles for dementia-friendly neighborhoods:  familiarity, 
legibility, distinctiveness, accessibility, comfort and safety. 
According to Mitchell and Burton:
• Familiarity refers to how well people with dementia know 

their home neighborhood. 
• Legibility means how well people with dementia can un-

derstand their position and orientate themselves within 
the setting.

• Distinctiveness of the environment is used to capture peo-
ple’s attention (landmarks for instance) to help them ori-
entate themselves.

• Accessibility refers, especially, to areas without obstacles and 
entrances without physical or cognitive barriers.

• Comfort relates to the absence of physical and psychologi-
cal discomfort in the surroundings.

• Safety refers to the general feeling of safety in the envi-
ronment.

In the following parts of this article these principles are used 
to compare two differently built environments in North Haaga, 
Pohjois-Haaga II and the Teuvo Pakkalan tie- area, in terms of 
their dementia friendliness. 

METHOD
This article is a case study comparing Pohjois-Haaga II and the 
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Teuvo Pakkalan tie -area according to dementia-friendliness 
checklist criteria created by Mitchell and Burton.

The criteria for evaluating Haaga in this article has been de-
veloped from three different documents (Mitchell & Burton, 
2004, 2006 & 2010) that were produced from a three-year re-
search project conducted by the WISE (Wellbeing in Sustain-
able Environments) research unit at the Oxford Institute for 
Sustainable Development at Oxford Brookes University. The 
criteria suggested by Mitchell and Burton have been evaluated 
by Biglieri (2017) and proven to be valid in their context. The 
Finnish context of planning and built environment differs from 
the Anglo-Saxon, but for the scope of this article, the applied 
form of the criteria is considered applicable.  

From these three documents, 6 principles, including alto-
gether 64 different checklist conditions, have been chosen for 
describing dementia-friendliness in the neighborhoods used 
within the comparison. If the neighborhood fits a given check-
list criteria, it is scored 1 point. The observations of the study 
were done during two visits to the setting in November 2018. 
One of the visits was done in daylight, and another after dark 
to gain an understanding of the lightning conditions a well. The 
method of this study is limited and therefore any results cannot 
be broadly generalized.
The Case of Haaga (Describing the Setting of the Study) 
Both areas, Pohjois-Haaga II and the Teuvo Pakkalan tie –area, 
are examples of planning and building an entire residential area 
from the scratch. When compared with each other, the areas 
differ a lot in their visual appearance, but they have also several 
similar elements, like walkability and semi-private yards. The 
main differences come in the form of building layout and style, 
both elements given by the ideals and conditions of the times 
they were designed. Also, the geographic elements, like flatness 
and elevation changes, have had an impact on how the area is 
experienced, and seen, by residents. The entire neighborhood of 
northern Haaga has several nursing homes and other daytime 
services for elderly people. Local primary services are set within 
a 500-meter radius all around both neighborhoods, which fits 
the accessibility principle given in the criteria.  

A general element for the entirety of Pohjois-Haaga is prox-
imity to nearby nature areas. The setting of Haaga has been 
previously studied by daily walks with residents of the area by 
Kirsi Mäkinen. These “walking interviews” revealed that going 
around a neighborhood by foot is strongly connected to bodily 
remembering, knowing and creating personal meaning to the 
area (Asikainen & Mäkinen, 2013, pp. 129-162).

POHJOISHAAGA II
Pohjois-Haaga II (Figure 1) is a classic example of 1950s sub-
urban planning in Helsinki, where a lot of elements were ap-
plied from Otto-Iivari Meurmann’s 1940s planning principles 
in Asemakaavaoppi (Karlsson et al., 2012, pp. 20). The principles 
meant that efficient urban planning principles were turned up-
side-down. Instead of building parks in cities, the ideal was to 
inhabit people in a more parklike environment, where growth 
was controlled, and the general environment considered health-
ier. 

Pohjois-Haaga II is the result of a planning process start-
ed in 1949 (Karlsson et al., 2012, pp. 6). A great demand for 
housing had resulted in Helsinki, with the city acquiring land 
from Haaga in order to release these pressures. Pohjois-Haaga 
II was one of the three local detailed plans (Pohjois-Haaga I, II 
& III) created for north Haaga between 1949 and 1955. Each 
of these plans were a part of a larger series of developments 
in Helsinki. For instance, the same principles were broadly ap-
plied in the new suburban areas of Herttoniemi and Roihu-
vuori (Herranen et al., 1997, pp. 136). Therefore, similar built 
environments can nowadays be found in several locations in 
Helsinki. It has been mentioned, that from these three plans 
for Haaga, Pohjois-Haaga II represents best the principles of 
the 1950s planning and, generally, the mindset towards urban 
and suburban living that existed after the Second World War 
(Karlsson et al., 2012, pp. 26). The main planning principle of 
the time was to build neighborhood units or cells, separated 
from each other and from the main artery roads by forest isles 
or parks (Tarjanne, 2007, pp. 9). The layout of the streets were 
designed to follow the topography of the area. This is a distinc-
tive element for the 1950s planning and aligns with the princi-
ples of planning for people with dementia.
TEUVO PAKKALAN TIE AREA
Like Pohjois-Haaga II, the Teuvo Pakkalan tie -area (Fig 1) 
was also created relatively fast. The local detailed plan for the 
area was finished in 1970 and the whole area was ready by 1973 
(Tarjanne, 2007, pp. 14). Again, Pohjois-Haaga was developing 
in the larger framework of the entire of Helsinki. In the 1960s, 
the population was still increasing, and Helsinki city officials 
had initiated housing programs that required more efficient 
high-rises and land use. The new establishments were to be 
built in the proximity of already existing housing areas, so that 
new residents could use their existing services and the build-
ing process was able to be started fast (Herranen et al., 1997, 
pp. 172). The development was directed to stop the unwanted 
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Figure 1. Study area and different features presented on map.
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scattering of city structure (Herranen et al., 1997, pp. 185). Be-
cause of these shifts in the general city development discursion, 
Pohjois-Haaga II and the Teuvo Pakkalan tie -area differed 
greatly from each other, despite the proximity of the areas. A 
concrete way to compare the developments is to have a look at 
the coarse area efficiencies which are 0,45 (Pohjois-Haaga II) 
and 0,79 (Teuvo Pakkalan tie -area).

The outcome of the Teuvo Pakkalan tie -area was a unan-
imously built set of box-like high-rises, arranged in squares 
that resemble windmills in their formation. The prefabricated 
building technique used in the houses represent well the con-
structions principles of that era. Originally, carparking in the 
area was supposed be located on the sides of the area, so as 
not to disturb the body of the “windmill blocks” (Helsinki City 
Planning Bureau, 2006, pp. 4). Later, carparking was pointed 
to small pockets in street areas and this is still evident today, 
making car parking a dominant issue in the area.  

The “planning machine” of that time has been criticized for 
not being able to produce an environment which would have 
been better accepted by the public (Kervanto Nevanlinna, 2015, 
pp. 37 & Herranen et al., 1997, pp. 174). The building of the 
Teuvo Pakkalan tie -area had been a major change in the area, 
according to older residents who can remember the area before 
the development. The area and its planning principles have also 
been architecturally criticized for not creating interesting street 
views, an element contradictory to the principles of demen-
tia-friendliness (Helsingin kaupungin rakennusvirasto, 2007, 
pp. 232-233). 

OBSERVATIONS IN THE TEUVO 
PAKKALANTIE AREA
FAMILIARITY OF THE ENVIRONMENT
The area has remained relatively untouched since the 1970s. The 
three closest buildings to Eliel Saarisen tie were built in the 
2010s, with a new entrance road. This has not affected the inner 
parts of the area, only entering the area from Eliel Saarisen tie 
is different. Local distinctiveness is well maintained in the area. 
LEGIBILITY OF THE ENVIRONMENT
The area has only 3 streets for cars, all dead-ended. In the in-
ner parts of the area, a hierarchy of pathways, and separation of 
pavement from parking areas, is not always clear. 

The majority of the buildings are arranged so that they cre-

ate a clear form and rectangular yards between them. The yards 
can be accessed from narrow slots between the buildings which 
emphasize the semi-public nature of them. Streets are straight 
and relatively short. If the area had been larger, the orthogonal 
layout of the buildings could have resulted in longer street views 
and a less pleasing environment. Orthogonality in the layout 
and proximity of the buildings have had an impact on the con-
tinuity of views inside the area. At several spots in the area con-
tinuity is missing. The functions of the residential buildings can 
be easily understood in the Finnish context. However, entrances 
to buildings may not always be visible or understandable from a 
distance when looked at from a tight angle. 
DISTINCTIVENESS OF THE ENVIRONMENT
The area is very homogenous in its form and style. Pathways 
besides the yards areas are narrow and often well defined by 
bush fences. Inner yards in the area provide some distinctive 
garden features, like gazebos and playgrounds. Distinctiveness 
and variety of form in the area are created only by different 
heights and colors of the buildings. 
ACCESSIBILITY OF THE ENVIRONMENT
Only some housing blocks in the area have been separated by 
fences. Most of the green areas in the inner, semi-private yards 
are accessible without difficulty and their function are easily 
readable. The green spaces clearly belong to the dwellings next 
to them, though accessibility is  often not restricted by fences or 
signs. In general, walkability is good in the area. 
COMFORTABILITY OF THE ENVIRONMENT
The area is peaceful. During the two visits, no social disturbanc-
es were noticed. Within the area it is possible to choose differ-
ent paths since the housing blocks are compact, though often 
providing possibilities for passing through them. Proximity of 
nearby nature is evident.
SAFETY OF THE ENVIRONMENT
Pedestrian paths within the area are separated from car lanes 
and bikes on the streets. Traffic is not a major issue. Great pe-
destrian crossings do not exist within the area. Since a great 
part of the inner yard areas are dedicated to car parking, the 
general open space of the area is not entirely free from motor-
ized traffic.

Lighting in the evening time is good in street areas and 
parking lots, but for the inner yards this was not the case. Also, 
relatively densely built, high-rise apartments create large shad-
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Figure 3. Broad junction and street view in Pohjois-Haaga II.
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ows in the environment, which is undesired by the criteria.

OBSERVATIONS IN POHJOISHAAGA II
FAMILIARITY OF THE ENVIRONMENT
Changes in the Haaga II -area since the 1950s have been min-
imal and have involved only some aesthetic elements in the 
buildings. Infill development of two residential buildings has 
occurred in the southern corner of the area. This has not affected 
the area in general. As the volume of cars has increased since the 
1950s, some of the yard areas have been transformed into park-
ing lots. The local distinctiveness of the place has persevered well. 
The area has some clear landmarks of its own: Thalianaukio, the 
elementary-school, the church, the old electricity transformers 
and the famous glacial erratic next to Näyttelijäntie. 
LEGIBILITY OF THE ENVIRONMENT
The street network is a loose irregular grid with long, gently 
bending streets coming together at the end. Interesting conti-
nuities in the street views exist. Some of the long street sections, 
with similar looking housing and relatively few junctions, can 
be challenging for orientation.

Street hierarchy is visible. Local collector streets and resi-
dential streets are distinguished from each other by their width. 
The next level in the hierarchy are the walk paths. The area pro-
vides alternative routes for walking, which makes it possible to 
avoid the busier collector street of Näyttelijäntie, for instance. 
DISTINCTIVENESS OF THE ENVIRONMENT
The architectural style of the area is homogenous and follows 
a clear theme of 3-4 story residential buildings with red gable 
roofs and plastered facades. The functions of the buildings are 
easy to recognize, for instance entrances to places and buildings. 
The sizes and shapes of the buildings vary, and irregularity in 
the layout and their positioning in the existing topography cre-
ates variance in the scenery. The openness and park-like feeling 
that is achieved in-between buildings is a result of the lack of 
fences or low walls between the houses and lots. The distinctive-
ness of the place is also created by the variety of different trees 
and bushes in the yards and along the streets. 
ACCESSIBILITY OF THE ENVIRONMENT
All the buildings and entrances are not freely accessible, when 
judged against contemporary standards. In addition to these 
semi-private yards, public pathways also exist in the area, creat-

Figure 2. Narrow street in Teuvo Pakkalan tie -area.
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When the dementia friendliness of both developments were 
evaluated with the 64 different checklist criteria elements, the 
results were that Pohjois-Haaga II performed better (Table 1.) 
As the evaluation was based only on one personal interpreta-
tion, the results cannot be considered as statistically significant, 
though the analysis provides insight for a discussion about 
dementia friendliness of the different building principles that 
these two areas represent. 

As a summary of the results, a few notions can be made. The 
main differences between the housing areas are related to dis-
tinctiveness and legibility of the environment. Arguably one of 
these fundamental differences occurs because of the layouts of 
the street systems. The gently bending streets of Pohjois-Haaga 
II are a more desired element when planning an easily legi-
ble environment, when compared to the orthogonal, somewhat 
fixed and narrow, grid in the Teuvo Pakkalan tie -area. Distinc-
tiveness in architectural forms and styles are also more varied in 
Pohjois-Haaga II. Many T-junctions are used in the area, as a 
dementia friendly element. Prefabricated building blocks used 
in the Teuvo Pakkalan tie -area create a dense monotonous en-
vironment, but walkability is good. 

The Teuvo Pakkalan tie -area is a more compact environ-
ment which can help orientation compared to some distant 

ing alternative and walkable routes with benches which connect 
the grid better. The pavements in the residential streets are rel-
atively narrow. Pohjois-Haaga II was built following the topog-
raphy and this can be noticed in the area with clear reliefs in the 
yards and streets. The area is not flat. 
COMFORTABILITY OF THE ENVIRONMENT
The general feeling within the place is peaceful and welcom-
ing. Pohjois-Haaga II can be described as an idyllic and well 
reserved 1950s environment. Since the area is not mixed-use, 
the street clutter is minimal and confined to Thalianaukio. The 
area is park-like in its appearance, housing blocks are not al-
ways separated by fences, but by continuous green yards areas 
between them. 
SAFETY OF THE ENVIRONMENT
The area is well lit in the evening time, and the same goes for 
walk paths in the surrounding forest area. The dominance of 
parked cars on the streets can also be considered as a factor in-
creasing safety on the pavement by blocking it from the street. 
Some gravel walkways between the lots are missing lighting. 
Näyttelijäntie is a dominant and wide collector road, which can 
be challenging to cross by foot. Lights and sound cues are put 
in place at some points. 

   
  Dementia Friendliness Score*   

Principle Teuvo Pakkalan tie -area Pohjois-Haaga II Maximum score 
Familiar environment 6 7 7 
Legible environment 12 16 20 
Distinctive environment 2 6 8 
Accessible environment 5 5 7 
Comfortable environment 6 5 10 
Safe environment 8 10 12 
Total 39 49 64 
 % 0,61  0,76 1,00 

* The score and criteria are applied from dementia friendliness checklist criteria created by WISE 
research unit at the Oxford Institute for Sustainable Development at Oxford Brookes University 

(Mitchell & Burton 2004, 2006 & 2010) 
 

 Table 1. Score for dementia friendliness of the studied developments.



270

C
h
a
p
t
e
r
 3

 
parts of Pohjois-Haaga II, where it can be more difficult to 
orientate oneself in relation to the whole of the area. People in 
neither of the areas are likely to be distracted by sudden heavy 
noises. Since there are no great roads in the Teuvo Pakkalan 
tie -area, traffic is a minor issue, except for the dominance of 
parked cars. Due to the cultural-historically recognized status 
of Pohjois-Haaga II, it can be assumed that any greater changes 
of physical structures in Haaga are more likely to happen in the 
Teuvo Pakkalan tie -area. Safety and comfortability are good in 
both settings. 

DISCUSSION
What can eventually be said in terms of this small study? The 
focus was on discerning how the current built environment in 
Haaga is seen from the perspective of people with early stage 
dementia, and how different planning principles of different eras 
have affected that development. Even though Pohjois-Haaga II 
received a better score in the comparison, it would be too strong 
to claim that people within the early stages of dementia are 
clearly better off there. The development of the Teuvo Pakkalan 
tie -area is also almost already 50 years old, and therefore it is 
relevant to say that it must hold meaning and place attachment 
to a significant amount of people. Feelings of attachment, and 
knowing a place, are subjective experiences. People who have 
lived a long time in the area, and consider it as suitable for ag-
ing-in-place, are completely correct in this matter. Therefore, 
instead of addressing the fact that the Teuvo Pakkalan tie -area 
is worse for a people with dementia than the more picturesque 
setting of Pohjois-Haaga II, this article has instead tried to ad-
dress some of the planning principles or techniques that have 
affected the outcome, in both positive and negative ways. In the 
end, planning has the greatest impact on the built structures 
where people live their daily lives, and therefore the underlying 
principles of planning (current or past) should be made visi-
ble. This idea is also in line with the ideologies of participatory 
planning.

Considering the question of dementia friendliness and how 
to improve it, distinctiveness of a given environment can also be 
developed without changing the environment completely. For 
instance, this could be done by the usage of street art. Here, it 
is important to also understand that when creating distinctive-
ness this way, it simultaneously creates change. For people with 
dementia, any change is more than likely to be confusing and 
should be avoided. Therefore, any change implemented must 
to be incremental and express the meaning or function of the 

place, as already mentioned by Mitchell and Burton (2006). 
Following these notions, it can be concluded that the princi-

ples and guidelines created for dementia friendly environment 
work best when applied to new developments yet to come. 
Especially when considering the expected trends of an aging 
population and the simultaneously occurring urbanization de-
velopment, city planning professionals should consider all the 
different groups with differences and how they are affected by 
planning. Once a development has been built, and people have 
started to create place-based meanings to the surrounding en-
vironment, it is difficult to redirect these personal meanings, 
especially in old age. Therefore, for further study, an interesting 
question to ask could be, how can planning be done so that it 
helps people to better create attachment and meaning to place? 
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“Finland has mostly had a rather 
institution oriented strategy in con-
fronting population aging (e.g. Vä-
likangas 2009, p. 59). But for both 
from human and economic viewpoint 
it would be recommendable to enter-
tain possibilities of increasing living at 
home in the late stage of the lifespan 
(e.g. Sixsmith & Sixsmith 2008). In 
this deliberation learning from expe-
riences in different neighbourhoods is 
important.”

CHALLENGES IN AN AGING CITY: 
THE CASE OF AGE-FRIENDLY 
HAAGA
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fore in public discussions during recent years.
According to the City of Helsinki Urban Facts Center (Hel-

singin kaupungin Tietokeskus), Haaga has one of the largest 
shares of the population over 64 years olds among all districts of 
Helsinki, with 19% of inhabitants. The percentage is above the 
average level in Helsinki, which is 15,8%. (City of Helsinki Ur-
ban Facts 2014, p. 15.) Families with children were the prima-
ry focus group of urban planning during the post-war decades 
(Saarikangas 2002, p. 448). But how well are city districts, such 
as Haaga, prepared for a rapidly aging population? Does the 
city of Helsinki provide adequate requisites for the elderly pop-
ulation in response to their well-being in Haaga? How do the 
built environments and local services sustain senior residents 
in their daily routines? What kind of expectations do senior 
citizens in Haaga have towards their environment, and what do 
they value in it? In order to shed some light on these questions, 
I have conducted a series of interviews in Haaga. My research 
question is, can Haaga be regarded as an age-friendly environ-
ment? I am going to commence by explaining the concepts of 

INTRODUCTION
Urbanization and population aging are among the most power-
ful megatrends of the 21st century. The global population aged 
60 years or over was 962 million in 2017. The amount has more 
than doubled since 1980, where there were 382 million senior 
citizens globally. The number of older people is estimated to 
reach nearly 2.1 billion by 2050. According to projections, by 
the year 2050, virtually every country in the world will experi-
ence a significant increase in the size of their population aged 
60 years or over. And by that time, the number of people aged 
80 years or over is expected to increase more than threefold 
(United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs 
2017, pp. 1-5). Simultaenously, the world is becoming increas-
ingly urbanized. Europe is one of the most urbanized regions 
of the world, with 74% of populations living in cities in 2018 
(United Nations 2018). These trajectories are shaping govern-
mental policy agendas in a dramatic, and multifaceted way, with 
them presenting a considerable challenge for many urban areas 
as well. The concept of an “age-friendly city” has come to the 
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through such things as transportation, local services, safety, and 
accessible housing and neighborhoods. An age-friendly envi-
ronment provides access to social support and the possibilities 
of senior citizens taking part in meaningful activities (Park & 
Lee 2017, p. 694). Promoting different kinds of activities can be 
regarded as a key feature of age-friendliness. An age-friendly 
city is meant to encourage active ageing by enhancing opportu-
nities for health, participation and security, in order to increase 
quality of life as people grow older (WHO 2007, p. 1). Atten-
tion has also been paid towards functional qualities, such as, 
residential density, walkability, street connectivity, access to des-
tinations, land use mix, pedestrian-friendly features and clean-
liness (Kano et al 2017, p. 1207). It is important to take into 
account that aging occurs in a community. In an age-friendly 
environment, senior citizens get to define what the suitable 
amount of social contacts are. Older adults should also be able 
to determine themselves whether they would prefer being a part 
of a community of older adults or people of all ages (Välikangas 
2009, p. 75). 

A coordinate concept for an age-friendly city is Aging-in-
Place. Aging-in-Place is a process that focuses on creating pos-
sibilities for older people to reside at their home, in a familiar 
environment, for as long as possible. The objective is to support 
older people’s independent living at home with special services 
so that relocation to a new apartment or neighbourhood would 
not be necessary, even in the case of a moderately deteriorating 
condition (Välikangas 2009, p. 8). The key issue is to design an 
environment that enables active and independent living. The 
basic philosophy of Aging in Place is that helping older people 
to prolong their living at home, undeniably, has positive effects 
on well-being, independence, social participation and healthy 
aging (Sixsmith & Sixsmith 2008, pp. 219-220). 

DATA
The research data consists of interviews with retired people in 
Haaga, all of them non-institutionalized individuals. The in-
terviews were conducted as unstructured informal interviews. 
In order to address the research question, it was important to 
find out how the interviewees think, and how do they view 
their environment. Therefore, it was essential to keep the re-
spondents, and their own interpretations, in the foreground. 
The interviews were carried out in late November and early 
December 2018, and the total amount of participants were 
six. Four people shared their insights in a single, non-directive 
group discussion, moderated by the author of this article. The 

an age-friendly city and age-friendly designing. Then I will go 
on to present the interview data that I have gathered. In con-
clusion, I will compare my findings to the theoretical literature 
and analyze whether Haaga can be regarded as an age-friendly 
neighborhood. 

THE CONCEPT OF AN AGEFRIENDLY 
CITY
Aging populations present some considerable policy challenges, 
but also a wide range of opportunities. Senior citizens can be a 
tremendous resource for their communities, as well as nation-
al economies. But in order to utilize the full potential of older 
people, it is essential to recognize and tackle some of the phys-
ical and social consequences posed by aging. Individuals with 
restricted competences are especially vulnerable to environ-
mental constraints (Park & Lee 2017, p. 694). Studies indicate 
that older adults – even those who are living alone and without 
means – can experience higher satisfaction in their late-life, 
provided that they get adequate support from their physical 
and social environment. For example, empirical research among 
elderly people in South Korea has shown that environmen-
tal characteristics were clearly connected with life satisfaction 
(Park & Lee 2017, p. 698). 

In 2007, The World Health Organization (WHO) published 
a report called Global Age-Friendly Cities: A Guide. The purpose 
of the project was to help cities and communities on their path 
for a major demographic transformation, and to encourage cities 
to become more supportive towards senior citizens in their daily 
lives. In its recommendations, the guide leans on comprehensive 
qualitative research data that was collected from 33 cities across 
the globe. Senior citizens, their caregivers and service providers 
in different sectors (public, third, and private), were asked to 
describe the characteristics of an age-friendly environment, as 
well as some of the hindrances that older people have to face in 
their everyday lives. The report included not only suggestions 
for improvement, but also some concrete metrics, a checklist for 
the cities to evaluate whether an environment can be regarded 
as age-friendly or not.  A growing body of empirical research 
has also examined different charasteristics of age-friendly envi-
ronments in order to supplement the WHO’s guide (e.g. Park 
& Lee 2017). 

Age-Friendly city, or age-friendly environment, is a multidi-
mensional concept, but in essence it is a physical, social and ser-
vice infrastructure, that supports daily activities of older adults, 
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the other hand, smooth public transport manages to compen-
sate for this deficiency by securing accessibility to these services. 
Four interviewees out of six mentioned, also, neighbourhood 
routes as a helpful supplement to different modes of transport. 
Low-floor minibuses provide easy access to destinations like the 
health center, libraries, and the local retirement home, which 
serves as an important arena for social interaction. 

For two interviewees, private motoring was a regularly used 
transport alternative. Both of them (male aged 73 and female 
aged 66) owned a summer home in the countryside, and they 
considered a private car as a practical arrangement. But within 
Haaga, they usually get around by walking, since grocery shops 
and other crucial daily services are conveniently located nearby. 
For them, owning a private car is a matter of ease more than an 
actual necessity. 

”Since anyway I have to get both car and bike from the same 
garage I might as well take the car.” 
Male, 73 years

OUTDOOR ACTIVITIES AND PHYSICAL EXERCISE
The park-like surroundings were mentioned repeatedly as 
one of the best features of Haaga. The subject was brought up 
during every interview. However, it is not merely a matter of               
aesthetics. An appealing environment is important for psycho-
logical wellbeing, but it also invites the residents to step outside 
and take strolls, so there are concrete effects on the health of 
local people. Physical exercise can slow down the progress of          
several age-related illnesses, for example, by preventing obesi-
ty and cardiovascular diseases. Regular excercise has also been 
shown to improve muscle strength, coordination, and balance, 
which helps to reduce the risk of falls. Excercise also improves 
oxygen uptake and even enhances psychological wellbeing 
(Heikkinen 2008, pp. 340-341). Thus, encouraging the elder-
ly to excercise has several positive effects on both psychologi-
cal as well as somatic wellness. The following extract provides 
an example on how the environment can be intertwined with 
physical activity. 

 ”Near the dog park there is an allotment garden, where you 
previously could lease a patch of land from the city, but now-
adays the Allotment Cultivator Association has leased it and 
there are patches of land sized are and half an are. (…) I 
myself have a lot of half an are. The lots have been organized 
in a way, that there are footpaths, sand roads in between, 
where you can go either with a walker, or some are being 

remaining two interviews were one-on-one conversations. The 
sample is not representative, but it does illuminates whether 
features of an age-friendly environment could be detected in 
Haaga. In the following section, I will go through some of the 
most commonly occurring themes that are relevant in judging 
whether Haaga can be considered an age-friendly environment 
– in other words, whether it has the physical, social, and service 
infrastructure that enables activity. All quotations are translated 
from Finnish by the author.
TRANSPORTATION 
Mobility can be considered a self-evident factor in an active old 
age. Without an adequately supporting environment, home can 
virtually become a prison, leading to an inevitable decline in 
health and functional capacity (e.g. Sixsmith & Sixsmith 2008, 
p. 222). Transportation systems are a vital part of that support-
ive infrastructure.

In the course of the interviews, the ability to move swiftly 
and smoothly from one place to another was named repeatedly 
as one of Haaga’s greatest assets. Public transportation is impor-
tant for a number of reasons. It provides easy access to services, 
both within Haaga, as well as in downtown Helsinki. All the 
interviewees visited central Helsinki at least once a week. With 
several local bus and rail lines at their disposal, it is possible to 
reach the center of Helsinki within ten or fifteen minutes. 

”It’s just like dropping in at your neighbour!” 
Female, 66 years
In the group discussion, it turned out that four participants 

(all female, from 76 to 84 years old) have several potential des-
tinations in Helsinki’s southern and central major districts. A 
user-friendly public transport system provides effortless access 
to downtown Helsinki and with it a welcomed change in their 
everyday life. A direct bus route to Hakaniemi enables easy vis-
its to Hakaniemi market square, and one of the interviewees 
goes on a weekly basis to Kamppi for some hydrobics, while at 
the same time paying a visit to a specific grocery store that does 
not exist in Haaga.  During the group discussion, one of the 
participants (female, 79 years old) mentioned that she regularly 
takes the train to Central Station and then walks to a club in 
downtown Helsinki to enjoy some live jazz music. 

Public transport not only enables participation within Hel-
sinki’s cultural scene, but it is also an easy way to get around 
within Haaga and its neighbouring subdivisions. There arose 
some criticisms, particularly in the group discussion, about the 
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lectures and trips. Some philanthropic organizations, like the 
local Red Cross and Lions Club, are also represented in the area. 
For example, the local Lions Club has built a grill gazebo and 
even a small henhouse to please the seniors spending time in 
Riistavuori service center. All the people that were interviewed 
have been long-term inhabitants of Haaga and they seem to 
have gained an abundance of social contacts among locals. 

”When you have already lived here for so long, you get to 
know all kinds of people from your home street. Just last Fri-
day it took me half an hour to get home from a nearby bus 
stop simply because I happened to encounter so many casual 
acquaintances.”
Female, 79 years

PROBLEMS
In general, the interviewees were satisfied with their residential 
area. The only actual problems that emerged in the discussions 
were the occasional lack of snowplowing during wintertime. 
This applies, in particular, to the side streets of Haaga. The ab-
sence of specialized shops awoke some minor dissatisfaction. 
Daily services were considered adequate, but most of the spe-
cialized services have been relocated to either the shopping cen-
tre Kaari or to downtown Helsinki. 

The question of insecurity was usually not brought up spon-
taneously, but when asked about, one first-hand experience was 
mentioned:  

“Once I had my handbag stolen, snatched right behind my 
back. I got rattled and yelled at the thief ‘there’s no point in 
taking an empty bag’ and he threw the purse to the ground   
– with my wallet inside it!”
Female, 84 years

In the group discussion, participants had a consensus that the 
local atmosphere feels safe. Some observations of youth gangs 
hanging about used to occur earlier, but all the interviewees felt 
that the area had, if possible, quietened down even more since 
then. 

“I’m mainly concerned about the slippery streets. The amount 
of immigrants has increased quite a lot, but usually they are 
spending time among themselves without causing any trou-
ble.”
Female, 79 years
“By no means does it [insecurity] characterize the area, al-

pushed in a wheelchair, people nordic walk or jog there, and 
look around, and just pass by the area, for example to the 
Rhododendron Park.” 
Female, 79 years
Haaga is characterized by its close proximity to Central 

Park. Central Park, and other park-like surroundings, serve not 
only recreational purposes, but some of the interviewees felt 
that the park also provided convenient connections to other 
parts of the city. 

 “I go to Pirkkola quite a lot, since I happen live nearby, a 
path leads there directly from my home yard. There is a nice 
walking trail of about 4km to 5km that I tend to go round. 
And from there you can also cut through to Kaari.”
Female, 80 years
AV: “How about the bike routes?” 
Interviewee: “Along the streets we most often ride towards 
Munkkiniemi, and to Seurasaari one might go, and to Hi-
etaniemi cemetery as well. And when heading northwards 
there are gravel roads and cycle paths quite a bit. (…)  You 
could take all sorts of routes, if only you were into biking. As 
well as by heading to Central Park you can get all the way to 
Laakso and towards downtown.”
Male, 73 years
Besides nature-like surroundings and outdoor activities, 

the Haaga region provides facilities for indoor exercise as well. 
Some of the interviewees use Pirkkola swimming hall on a reg-
ular basis for aquajogging sessions. In the Riistavuori service 
center there is also a gym, which is free of charge for pensioners. 
Riistavuori is accessible through neighbourhood routes, so the 
gym presents an example of a truly low-thershold a service. 

SOCIAL ACTIVITY 
The question of age-friendly environments is not only limitted 
to the physical environment - the social aspect is equally impor-
tant. There is research evidence indicating that frequent social 
contacts are related to positive mental health, while the lack of 
social networks is associated with a decline in mental health in 
later life (Forsman 2012, p. 17). Association activity in Haaga 
appears to be relatively lively. Several local charity organizations 
were mentioned during the interviews, and most of the inter-
viewees have been involved with them in one way or another. 
Many of the associations organize different activities, such as 
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Haaga contains many of the core features of an age-friendly 
environment, almost in a prototypical manner. According to the 
data acquired, the transportation system, housing, neighbor-
hood safety, and access to social services, are of commendable 
quality. On one hand, Haaga has a unique location concerning 
almost every conceivable mode of transportation, and is not far 
from the center of Helsinki. But on the other hand, Haaga is 
covered by green spaces that seem to be a fundamental compo-
nent in the daily lives of Haaga residents. The urban parks and 
other green places not only enhance psychological well-being, 
but they also provide routes for walking and other physical ac-
tivities. 

One notable, and unique, feature in Haaga is the presence 
of a wide range of different institutions in the area, particularly 
nursing-homes. Although none of the interviewees were in a 
need of institutional care, institutions in the area can provide a 
forum for social interaction, as well as concrete support in daily 
activities. For example, Hopeatie service house offers education 
and access to computers for senior citizens. It is also possible 
to buy inexpensive take-away meals from the canteen, which 
can occasionally spare people from the effort of cooking. This 
provides excellent backing for Aging-in-Place in Haaga. 

The only significant problems that emerged in the conversa-
tions had to do with winter maintenance. However, occasional 
troubles with lack of snow plowing are somewhat unavoidable, 
because the busiest streets in central areas are always plowed 
first.  The other considerable problem was concerned with the 
lack of elevators. On the other hand, even a most ambitious na-
tional campaign would not necessarily be an easy, nor affordable, 
solution in cases where the actual problem lies within the con-
structional features of the buildings, such as narrow stairways. 

Finland has mostly had a rather institution oriented strat-
egy in confronting population aging (see Välikangas 2009, p. 
59). But from both a human and economic viewpoint, it is 
recomendable to entertain the possibility of increasing liv-
ing at home in the later stages of the lifespan (see Sixsmith 
& Sixsmith 2008). When considering this, it is important to 
learn from experiences in different neighbourhoods. Natural-
ly, in Haaga’s case, the question of generalizability arises, since 
from a socioeconomic point of view, it is a relatively well-off, 
and homogeneous, area. In other words, when residents share 
similar enough lifestyles, they do not feel compelled to move 
away from each other, as some research regarding the so called 
white flight or social flight has showed (Vilkama, Vaattovaara, 

most certainly this is a lot safer than many similar districts in 
Helsinki. The fuss has always been so big if somebody has felt 
intimidated by something. And the stories tend to circulate 
a long time. I recall for instance an incident from the 80s or 
90s, when some girl was raped in the forest between Vih-
dintie and South Haaga, and people have been talking about 
it for twenty or thirty years.” 
Female, 66 years

One of the interviewees suspected that the stories may have 
been so long-lived due to the fact that residents of Haaga are 
so accustomed to feeling secure, that they lack tolerance when 
confronted by something unusual and bad. 

One considerable shortcoming, from the senior perspective, 
is the lack of elevators in residential buildings. Elevators are a 
necessity for those unable to take the stairs, but a considera-
ble portion of the low-rise housing stock in Haaga was built 
without an elevator. However, installment projects would be 
rather expensive, and the cost-benefit ratio for building an ele-
vator, especially into a low-rise building, is not particularly good 
(Rönkä 2003, pp. 582-584). According to the interviewees, most 
of the stairways in Haaga are so narrow, that there simply is not 
enough space for an elevator.   

AV: “Have you heard any widespred discussion about people 
considering moving out of the neighborhood?”
Interviewee: “To my amazement no. Apparently people are 
so attached here, like, this is my home! I for one bought my 
second apartment in Haaga according to the criteria that it 
shoud have an elevator. I wasn’t even fifty back then, but I 
thought that I should be able to live there for the rest of my 
life.”
 Female, 66 years

Paradoxically, one of the interviewees regarded problems with 
family living as more significant. The person has been living in 
South-Haaga since 1969 and has experience on family living 
as well. 

“There are too few large apartments. (…) Young couples move 
to the area, they start considering some addition to the family 
and wonder where to next. I had to move only about 100 me-
ters [in Haaga], but many search for a bigger apartment, but 
in vain, and they end up moving out. The remaining seniors 
are fine with the one- and two-room flats.”
Male, 73 years
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& Dhalmann 2103, p. 486). Even the presence of social and 
philantropic institutions, does not provide sufficient help if 
social cohesion is lacking. However, it is important to retain 
an open-minded approach. Obviously, we cannot do anything 
about the aging population. But through planning that supports 
active aging, we can do a lot to make the aging process better for 
both individuals as well as communities. 
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“There is a multitude of participa-
tory methods, surveys and mappings 
available in Helsinki. However, not 
many of them have citizen data pro-
duction as the starting point. Open 
data development trends might ena-
ble for planning visions to be consid-
ered from altering perspectives. New 
tools, which enable people to create 
interactive plan-related visions and 
visions boards might be the next step 
that allows actors to also understand 
the nature of visions through hands-
on experience.”

Anna Ahlgren
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URBAN PLANNING VISUALISATIONS 
OF FUTURE HELSINKI   DISCOURSES 
ON BOULEVARDISATION VISIONS 
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futurescapes (see Lovett 2005, pp. 249–250). In visions, that de-
scribe what (planning of ) Helsinki aims, wants and aspires to 
be. But how are the visual narratives interpreted by viewers? Do 
planners meet citizens with the visuals? Or do the visuals begin 
to tell a story of their own, further dividing those who are creat-
ing them, planning, making decisions on/over planning, partici-
pating and those spectating from a distance?

In this article, I examine master planning visions visualis-
ations and the media debate they foster in a critical light. Ques-
tioning, whether the visuals are indeed tools of “dimensioning” 
as the city of Helsinki suggests (e.g. Lapintie 2017), or whether 
research and media debate would propose alternative modes for 
their use. My research takes part in the visual planning discours-
es related to technological developments, visual culture shifts 
and participatory planning paradigms. Planning visualisations, 
focusing on vision renderings, and the related (traditional and 
new) media debates are the main data source. The more defined 
research question I’m contemplating in this paper is what discus-
sions follow Haaga-related master planning visions in the media? 

INTRODUCTION
Architectural and urban planning visualisation has gone 
through an immense evolution in the past decades as computer 
aided design (CAD) has taken over. It has an abundance of op-
portunities, but as it is continuously evolving, pitfalls of the past, 
present and future have become visible. The strong orientation 
towards an unknown future in planning holds many uncertain-
ties within. Visualisations can act as mediators of plans, vision 
representers and small windows to future landscapes. However, 
their representational power and illustrative nature is not evi-
dent to all viewing them. Quite the contrary, especially CAD 
vision renderings requires a certain amount of visual literacy to 
translate the content, multiple visual effects used and the actual 
relationship between written and visual “plans” and “designs”.

New plans and boulevardisation visions suggest new Haa-
ga emerging. Transurban in-betweenness is not only present in 
the physical surroundings of the neighbourhood, nor our capi-
tal region in the larger context, but also in their planned visual 
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currently under way, carries on working with the same subject 
matter, expanding the timeframe. The intent for this paper, in 
particular, is to continue researching visual representations in 
planning communication context, focusing on the Haaga area. 

FUTURES RENDERED?
Helsinki’s new Master Plan (Helsingin kaupunkisuunnitteluvi-
rasto 2016/2018) and boulevardisation visions have very much 
to do with Haaga. And, as The City of Helsinki Head of Strate-
gic Planning Unit Richard Manninen (2018) expressed as part 
of our lecture series, visualisations for Hämeenlinnanväylä (see 
Picture 1 and 2.) (and Tuusulanväylä) have received a strong cri-
tique that has been covered in the media widely. The debate and 
critique have focused especially on the images produced (as well 
as modes of plan representation), not primarily on the more 
extensive content of the actual plans. Questions of whether to 
execute the boulevards or not seems to have culminated in many 
discussions linked to a few single illustrations. This has resulted 
in the debate of regional large-scale urban planning decisions 
becoming “debates over balconies”, as they are commonly re-
ferred to. Meaning that the focal point of (master) planning 
moves from macro to micro, from urban systems to irrelevant 
details portrayed in images. This shift in discourse is what the 

In the following chapters I will describe the wider back-
ground of my research, describe the data and methods briefly 
and analyse my findings. As a conclusion I will discuss possible 
next steps for planning visualisations and suggest possible de-
sired scenarios based on my research. My work is a part of new 
visual geography, but within the USP program it attempts to 
take steps towards new visual urban planning.

BACKGROUND
The starting point and academic framework for this article is 
the previous research I conducted for my Planning Geography 
Bachelor’s thesis, where I analysed 187 planning visualisations 
(mostly CAD perspective renderings and photo adaptations, 
n=187, see Picture 3.) presented in Helsinki Planning Reviews 
during years 2005–2017 (Ahlgren 2018).  I found there to be 
certain common narratives used in visions, discovered the peak 
years of such images used and touched briefly on the back-
ground of media debates in relation to the topic. As media de-
bates raised my original interests, I explore those here, although 
not going too deeply into the context and role of media as a 
platform, medium, facilitator, engager and debater of planning 
communication. Terminology and definitions used in this arti-
cle can be found elaborated in the thesis. My Master’s thesis, 

Image 1. Hämeenlinnanväylä boulevardisation vision visual-
isation 2050. Not to be found in Planning Reviews, but in 

the city of Helsinki Master plan discussed and various other 
contexts. (3D Render/KSV).

Image 2. Hämeenlinnanväylä boulevardisation vision, as 
presented in the 2014 Planning Review, as well as various 

other contexts, such as the city of Helsinki Master plan (3D 
Render/KSV).
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Image 3. Proportional image expressing the dataset (visualisations, n=187) of previous research and 
discovery of declining use of specific visualisation typology studied (Ahlgren 2018). Annual examination 
with ratio of representation 0.75 (three out of four of all visualisations used in re-search/to be found in 

Planning Reviews is presented). 
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Bosselman (1991, p. 101) states, that everyone who intends to 
use visualizations as a part of decision-making processes, must 
ensure the accessibility of visual contents and open materials 
for unbiased reviews. It is also crucial when and how planning 
documents are available to the public ( Jauhiainen & Niemen-
maa 2006). Visual perceptual skills (visual literacy) from view-
ers are needed, as Oksman, Ylikauppila & Väätänen (2014, pp. 
30–32) emphasize. The researchers describe how an unpractised 
reader can be completely overwhelmed when faced with visions. 
They argue, how visualizations can result in confusion when re-
garding the entire planning process, hinder visual understand-
ing and disconnect city-wide projects from each other. 

Kimmo Lapintie (2017) explains these kinds of results with 
the epistemology of Finnish design: Strong design-orientation 
means, that plans are “drawn up” early on in the planning pro-
cess creating urban design mindscapes. Zoning documents and 
vision illustrations might not always even meet, meaning that 
the content of the plan is not visible in the visuals. Or plans 
might change while visualisations remain the same (Lapintie 
2017). This might be due to the diversification of planning re-
lated professions and the emergence of a strong visual culture, 
where separate visual experts (not trained as planners) produce 
the imageries. There appears to be a certain degree of oxymo-
ron in The concept of “planning visualisation” when regarding 
master planning can, to a certain degree, be seen as a oxymoron. 
How is one to portray something evolving, strategic and not yet 
planned nor actualized – especially in detail as it is attempted 
to do? 

There is also controversy regarding participatory planning. 
Illustrations are requested by participants of planning, as they 
are seen as facilitating the imagination of future plans. And yet, 
they can become part of normative top-down planning process-
es, which give very little room for genuine interaction between 
actors involved, nor imagination for that matter. In this stage 
of communication, illustrations revert to mere manipulation, 
“therapy” or informing at best, as presented in the Sherry Arn-
stein’s (1969) Ladder of Citizen participation. Oksman, Ylikau-
ppila and Väätänen (2014, pp. 29–30) emphasize that elected 
representatives, municipal decision-makers and inhabitants 
especially prefer alternative plans, presented early in the plan-
ning process. Alternatives give room for what could be. Visually 
elaborate designs and illustrations on the other hand give the 
impression that the plan is already set in stone on a detailed 
level – even when presented on a strategic and master plan lev-
el. Hence, planning visualisations can cause counter-reactions 
as the researchers describe, as they are witnessed in the media 

dataset used in this article aims to examine.
On one hand these cases are perhaps merely a matter of 

failed planning communication. On the other hand, they un-
cover deeper issues concerning conflicts between the future 
city and its current citizens, larger thematics related to visuals 
of planning, questions concerning visual planning literacy and 
of municipal decision-making processes relying on  visualis-
ations as the basis of their knowledge. The quality of visualis-
ations/modellings/vision illustrations, their perceived “realism” 
and relation to concepts of participatory planning have ap-
peared to have been in the focus of media coverage and dis-
courses concerning planning visualities (Ahlgren 2018). For 
Helsinki, Haaga and the city boulevards, this is a very current 
topic as the Supreme Administrative Court (2018) rejected four 
(out of seven) of the main boulevards planned, including the 
Hämeenlinnanväylä. 

The larger context of this research focuses on three (3) signif-
icant and contemporary phenomena affecting urban planning, 
design and zoning for the past two to three decades: The inten-
sification of visual culture, emergence of  legislative based par-
ticipatory planning  and the  technical (r)evolution  making 
computer aided design (CAD), simulations and various types 
of visualisation modes possible (e.g. Kwartler & Longo 2008). 

The field of research on these matters is emerging. In the 
turn of the 21st century, many of the academic and professional 
revelations focused purely on the technological hype rejecting 
any possible drawbacks (see Hall 1993, Uddin 1999). Since 
then, various contributions have surfaced. Today, consensus on 
the (design) visualisation field suggests that visual models and 
illustrations ease and enable planning processes. It is more ef-
fortless for people to get a grasp of the unknown, unfinished, 
abstract and future concepts with the help of visualisations. 
One important aspect of current urban planning visualisation 
is to facilitate the understanding of city visions between all par-
ticipants (planners, officials, habitants, elected representatives, 
organisations, companies etc.). Visual computer simulation/
computer aided design incorporated with GIS, (environmental) 
impact analysis and prediction tools has been argued to have 
emerged as one of the most important tools in ensuring public 
participation (Kwartler & Longo 2008, p. 7).

However, as many researchers and professionals (see 
Al-Kodmany 1999 & 2002, Downes & Lange 2015, Lange 
2011, Sheppard 2005, Whyte 2002, Whyte & Nikolić 2018) 
present, using design visualisations in planning processes (to 
enable participation) is complex and hardly objective. Peter 
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9htonen 1994, pp. 52–53, Bosselman 1999, p. 63). For the current 

Helsinki region, transnationalism, idea migration and neoliberal 
marketing seems to touch planning issues. Helsinki metropol-
itan municipalities present themselves within set roles, as they 
aim to improve their urban attractiveness (Vanolo 2008). Soft-
ware and methods used for architectural visualisations might be 
in part creating new global aesthetics (Manovich 2013, p. 179), 
or kitsch-like realism (Kingery-Page & Hahn 2012) found in 
landscape architecture’s visual evolution. 

There are opposing arguments as well, focusing mainly on 
the opportunities of new digital tools, that enable new ways 
of creating imageries without producing significant change in 
content (see Howells & Negreiros 2012). However, my work is 
based on the premises, that technological advances have irrev-
ocably changed the nature, content and aesthetics of planning 
visualisations. At the same time, my work does not aim to value 
3D to 2D planning illustrations or CAD-visuals as a meth-
od, compared to alternatives. Nor to value planning decisions 
themselves. It does aim to research discourses evoked and the 
weight given to visions in media debates.

The emerged emphasis on visual culture sets pressures on 
both image producers and interpreters. Kymäläinen (2007) 
presents how there is a growing need for critical visual literacy. 
According to her, adopting a critical stance towards imageries is 
necessary as images can seldomly claim to represent realities or 
factuals. As manipulation is mundane, images should be regard-
ed as multi-faceted texts or stories instead of representations of 
reality. Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen (2006) present 
a model of visual literacy comparable to map literacy (see Wood 
1992, p. 710). Their model divides the old and new understand-
ings of visuals. In the new paradigm, visuals are themselves seen 
as entities – also modifying and creating reality. 

A new gaze has been introduced, familiar to post-Gränö new 
visual geography (see e.g. Tani 1997, Crang 2003 and Kymäläi-
nen 2007). My premise is this critical and seeking perspective, 
which I find crucial in the planning context. This is important 
to note, as media debate concerning planning visualisations has 
not seemed to move beyond old gazes. It is rather focused on 
the juxtaposition of professionals and citizens, describing the 
feud on realism. Critical visual methodology challenges this set-
up, describing how important understanding of visual weights, 
power relations, self-reflexiveness and social image production 
contexts are (Rose 2016, p. 22–23). Images are not mere imag-
es, visualisations not counterparts of physical environments. As 
planning visualisations never correspond to physical “realities”, 
my research also touches upon the impossible ideals of eutopic 

platforms.
Researchers, such as Stephen Sheppard (2000, pp. 184–186), 

have raised the need to create some kind of ethical guidelines 
concerning land use visualisation professionals, or crystal ball 
gazers, as Sheppard calls. He has taken an earlier stance on 
computer aided design  (CAD) and defined six (6) principles, 
that can facilitate communication between image producers 
and recipients (participants/viewers) (Sheppard 2005, p. 85, p. 
87). Those are interestingness (without extra effort to dazzle 
the recipient), visual clarity, precision (according to the dataset 
with an attempt to have a close resemblance with the target), 
representativeness, accessibility (to the public by official chan-
nels) and conformity to the law. Sheppard’s principles and more 
detailed codes of conduct are rather fitting for evaluating illus-
trative visual data in planning, although hesitance and consid-
eration is needed.

ON VISUAL RESEARCH IN PLANNING 
CONTEXT
Visuality is a key concept in the western postmodern context, 
as Gillian Rose (2016) argues. The complex oculocentric visual 
culture creates representations – given and formed meanings. 
Visuality concerning planning can be seen as a part of how vi-
sions are being built: what we see, what we are allowed to see, 
what we want to focused on, how we interpret and act upon 
what is seen, and at the same time what is left in the dark (Fos-
ter 1988, p. ix). Sometimes the things we cannot see are more 
important, then the ones we do. The sense of sight has natu-
rally been central in interpreting the world. However, the shift 
in visual culture during the 21st century has brought up strong 
needs for critical views regarding the visualities of western so-
cieties (Kymäläinen 2007, Pohjola 2003, Rose 2016). In geog-
raphy, this has meant extensive revisitings in the core visualities 
of the broad discipline.

One aspect in need of critical examination, is the emphasis 
on marketing-oriented content and public-private interface of 
planning imageries. This is an apparent concern in media de-
bates regarding renderings created partly for marketing purpos-
es (as for planning competitions, sales catalogues and portfoli-
os) and later distributed as “official” city imageries (like in the 
annual Planning Reviews informing citizens of current major 
urban developments). From early on in the tradition of plan-
ning visualisations, seeking citizen approval and using visions as 
marketing-tools for large-scale audiences was discovered (Le-



286

C
h
a
p
t
e
r
 3

 visualisations are used as the starting point for exploring visual 
discourses related to the Haaga area master planning and boule-
vardisation, as they are the ones noted by the city of Helsinki 
as causing active conversation and were the one’s that mostly 
surfaced during the search, as well as the most relevant in rela-
tion to Haaga visualisation of the new master plan. They are also 
present in the social media contents analysed. As a background 
I am using the 15 (traditional online) media sources used in 
my thesis (see Ahlgren 2018, pp. 24–30). Articles and contents 
are gathered within a timeframe of 2014–2018, relevant to the 
master planning process. All data sources used in these works 
are available by request from the author.

The method used for processing media subject matters was 
content analysis described by Jouni Tuomi and Anneli Sarajärvi 
(2018). Method qualifications have also been presented by Rose 
(2016, pp. 85, 89–96). Discourses explored in the research are 
defined according to The Helsinki Term Bank for the Arts and 
Sciences (Tieteen termipankki 2018) and Rose (2016).

MEDIA ANALYSIS 
Looking at the traditional media content, several threads of 
discussion emerge. First and foremost, headlining seems to rise 
as something guiding the discourse tones. The most aggressive 
ones ask whether visualisations (and hence planners) aim to de-
lude, influence and scam viewers. Helsingin Sanomat and Yleisra-
dio appear to follow and lead these kinds of rhetorics in many 
news articles leading to social media confrontations. Visualis-
ations are described as weird, magical, idealistic, unrealistic, and 
caramelized utopias. Sunny weather as a visualisation default is 
mentioned often, and words are used to paint similar art pieces 
as the visualisations are seen to portray. In Helsingin Sanomat 
descriptions of this regarding Picture 2. are used: 

“The setting sun evokes trees covered by sheer snow veils into 
a magical glory” (Malmberg 2017). 
“Reality” is pinned against illustrations, and in the past few 

years switch-images have been used quite extensively to overlay 
“reality” with “utopia” or “utopia” with “end result”. Marketing 
is often raised as one of the key issues why visualisations are 
seen problematic. Images are referred to as selling the plans to 
citizens. Visualisations are referred to as marketing tools and 
visions are described as beauty competitions (where restrictions 
and budgets are not yet considered). Usually when this rhetoric 
occurs, another discourse emerges. It focuses on educating the 
viewers how visualisations should be understood (see Arnstein’s 
1969 ladder: “therapy”). For these argumentations’ architects, 

cities (see Kallio & Bäcklund 2008). Photos and renderings are 
in this frame ontologically different, and visualisations can never 
be in that sense “realistic”. Future landscapes are not perceived 
in reality, merely in created and constructed representations. 
Visualisations can have close resemblance to physical environ-
ments, but they can also contain many disconnected elements, 
effects and atmospheres (Ahlgren 2018, p. 61–67).

As early as at the turn of the century Kheir Al-Kodmany 
(1999 & 2002) showed in his research that there needs to be 
comprehension on the multiplicity of visualisation modes, and 
effective ways of targeting suitable methods to particular pro-
cesses. According to him, GIS and sketch-like visualisations 
are most usable for brainstorming and identification of prob-
lems. However, computer imaging with photo-manipulation 
appeared to be most useful for refining solutions for previ-
ously-defined “ready-made” designs. This is important to un-
derstand, as I have not (yet) found there to be apparent for-
mulas on how planning visualisations are chosen for Planning 
Reviews. Strategic and detailed planning levels might appear 
parallel to an unprofessional reader and viewer. Visions are in 
this sense highly important, when figuring out what it is that 
we aspire to accomplish with planning. And, if there actually are 
ways to move to other directions from superficial participation 
processes. These directions might include reinforcing open data 
production and participation, or perhaps finding new ways to 
conceive planning professionalism, visual communication and 
the entire planning process as a system.

In the next sections I will connect frameworks discussed to 
the dataset(s), media analysis and results found.

DATA AND METHODS 
The datasets used in this research include traditional and new 
media sources. The social media content used in media analysis 
is gathered from three sources: City of Helsinki Urban Envi-
ronment Division’s (Kaupunkiympäristö) Twitter-account (@
HelsinkiKymp), Haagan ilmoitustaulu (Haaga noticeboard) 
Facebook-group and Keskuspuiston puolesta (Supporting Cen-
tral Park) Facebook-group. They were arrived at following the 
new media paths of focus visuals (Picture 1 & 2) and keyword 
searches.

Traditional media sources include articles from 7 different 
newspapers (online versions). In the light of this research I am 
focusing on the 20 most relevant articles, which include either 
one of the two (2) visualisations (see Picture 1 and 2.) or both, 
and some comments and/or discussion around them. These two 
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9outlines/sketches. However, in general, illustrations are seen as 

something very plausible in nature. Some of the headlines ask 
directly Is this Helsinki 2050? One can also interpret the need 
and quest for more “realistic” visions to express a want of plan-
ning visualisations moving away from the “artistic” viewpoint. 
City of Helsinki planning appears to struggle to find a frame 
for visualisations, as it at the same time insists they are only for 
dimensioning purposes, and yet some of the images have had text 
added stating that “visualisation is the vision of an artist, end re-
sult may differ”. Communication related to visuals seems overall 
scattered and weakly argued.

The Urban Environment Division has recently taken a 
somewhat lighter viewpoint to its own communication in Twit-
ter by attempting to joke on summery visualisations. It raises 
complaints and asks Is this good then? with an unrelated greyish 
vision. However, as seen in official participatory reports, com-
munication does not appear to host argumentation or construc-
tive and continuous dialogue. 

As minor – yet important – points both traditional and new 
media raise the questions for whom are the visualisations made 
for. In news articles and social media discussions they are dis-
cussed by commentators to be marketed towards upper- and 
middle-class young, healthy, non-disabled, stylish citizens, who 
enjoy their life by drinking superexpensive supercoffees in summa-
ry Helsinki. The semiotic and symbolic contents of visions are 
rather striking. They are also one of the main critiques raised by 
both professionals and those (of the public) who are engaged. 
Details, that might have been added rather casually by the ones 
visualising, raise complex questions among viewers. They are 
seen to create urbanity, that does not include, but rather ex-
cludes.  However, it must be said, that the relationship of media, 
planning and the public is hardly as simple as this.  For the con-
text of Haaga, these questions are also important as discussed in 
other articles in this publication. 

For the media conversationalists (of various backgrounds), 
visuals discussed seemed to portray rather few resemblance/
connections between the actual (perceived) history, people, 
urban form and nature of the neighbourhoods. Meaning, that 
those viewing would not have known how to situate the visions 
geographically, nor separate them from other boulevardisation 
visions. In this regard, visions could be seen as portraying cer-
tain types of global urban ideals, as discussed previously. How-
ever, one can also argue, that it can be the nature of visions to 
be transformative, obscure and future-oriented. And, since re-
search indicates master planning visions should not be highly 
detailed (as they are though in this research context), perhaps 

planners and professors of the field are quoted by journalists. 
Professionals attempt to argue why visualisations are usually 

illustrated in the best possible light. They urge viewers to sepa-
rate different categories of visualisations and planning processes 
from each other. Sometimes the journalists also join this effort 
and create tables to indicate how planning information should 
be understood. Rebuttals from architects’ question whether an-
yone would actually think that visualisations and outcomes of 
plans would identically meet. On the other hand, one article 
points how ATL (Union of Architectural Offices) has urged 
its members to avoid advertorial-like image production. Vis-
ualisations are also presented as democratic, enabling partici-
pation for those not able to read zoning maps and other offi-
cial documents. For elected representatives they are described 
as the starting point of planning decision making, as there are 
“thousands of pages of materials to go through weekly”. The city 
planning board chairman pondered whether these visuals have 
more importance than considered.

Content of the written (and other ways elaborated) plans 
is seldomly discussed in relation to the visualisations in the 
articles used for this analysis. In traditional and social media 
debates concerning the Hämeenlinnanväylä boulevardisation, 
the most often raised questions of visuals in comparison to the 
master plan were: (1) the inconsistency seen in traffic amounts 
portrayed, (2) the physical environment aspects of noise and 
pollution not present in the robotic future visions  and (3) the 
preservation of Central Park. For the latter the water feature 
presented in Picture 1. was mentioned. There were ponderings 
if the Haaganpuro and its trout stock were going to be trans-
formed into an urban canal.

In the Central Park support group (Keskuspuiston puolesta) 
strong emphasis was given to the new mode of visualising and 
providing information in the master plan. The 100 x 100 me-
ter pixelgrid was debated profusely. Altering pixel visualisations 
were made by participants themselves, with multiple (mis-)
understandings of the plan being discussed. These visuals were 
then countered by others resulting in rather confusing and mas-
sive information exchange. Outside agencies and professionals 
seemed to gain media coverage by joining the visual debates 
with their own versions of the plan. The pixel discourse is one 
that could be explored separately later, but it will not be dis-
cussed here.

In some traditional media sources one can see how render-
ing visualisations attempt to portray themselves as explorative 
by describing the image in caption as visions, imaginings and 
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9tions do not create constructive communication, and interac-

tion between actors can thus be hindered. This was found to be 
sound for the media analysis conducted. In light of my research 
this comes down to questions dealing with visual literacy and 
information valuation in participation. Planning process levels, 
as well as the visual content levels, are unclear for viewers. The 
1363 content categorisation findings in my thesis concerning 
perspective (view levels), visuality (“special effects”), colour 
schemes, as well as semiotic objects and elements support this 
view. Picture 5 combines my overall findings with the media 
analysis conducted here to connect both researches. 

In my thesis I also found that Helsinki had already begun 
to restrict the amount of vision visualisations (see Picture 3.) in-
cluded in the annual Planning Reviews. A clear shift happened 
after the year 2012. The hype of new technology and visual fu-
ture narratives seemed to be highest for the year 2007, when 
twenty-six (26) vision visualisations were presented. In com-
parison, in 2018, there were only three (3). However, my me-
dia analysis showed, that in the era of new media, this decline 
might not carry much weight. Traditional and social media are 
intertwined as they distribute and debate visualisations with in-
tense and rapid reactions. In this media cultural shift, Planning 
Reviews, though legally mandated, might come to a crossroads 
in future years. As Manninen (2018) stated, it was merely one 
of these images studied that spread throughout media causing 
an overload of criticism towards city planning office (commu-
nication). 

FUTURESCAPES FOR FUTURESCAPES?
Planning needs communication. Especially communication as a 
dialogical process that takes into consideration differences and 
experiences. One that – in the proliferation of media and in-
formation – sees, hears and listens actively, as Penny Gurnstein 
(2010, pp. 209–211) argues. 

This raises important questions: what is the use value and 
purpose of visualisations (vision renderings) in municipal mas-
ter planning context? If the visualisations do not serve their 
more ethical and comprehensive goals, what steps should be 
taken to ensure it? Or, should certain types of visualisations 
perhaps be reserved for the detailed planning level and specific 
pre-determined purposes?

There is a need for a new frame for new urban planning 
visuals, which might also inspire urban planning to regard its 
normative processes in a more explorative light. In my frame, 

content also should not be relatable to physical and emotional 
environments. However, this is where the visualisations stum-
ble in front of a seemingly impossible task. Dimensioning, re-
latability, accuracy, clarity and representativeness, as Sheppard 
(2000, 2005) argues, do not seem to meet the output of vis-
ualisations in the master planning context. So, what to do with 
them? What is the future for futurescapes?

RESULTS AND CONCLUSIONS
I found three major lines in the multitude of discourses, which 
presented themselves as battles over 
(1) actors and interests: who’s information and expertise is val-
ued and whose city is Helsinki? 
(2) visual information: pixelation and vision visualisations
(3) politics or ideologies: inner conflicts between parties, urban-
ity and trans-urbanism: where is Helsinki going?
72% of media sources had a mostly critical stance in their con-
tent production, 17% showed some neutrality presenting var-
ying viewpoints and 11% seemed to have a positive attitude 
towards the vision visualisations as part of their argumentation 
(see Picture 4). Vision visualisations were criticized extensively 
and in a sarcastic manner for their absurdness and advertori-
al nature. As Lapintie (2017) states, visualisations are used to 
present a certain type of urban life, culture and atmosphere. 
Single futuristic vehicles portrayed on a currently high traffic 
access road (Picture 1.) do not argument the transportation shift 
and premises of master plan by any means. Lapintie (2017) also 
regards the reasoning of visions as primarily dimensioning tools 
unconvincing, as visualisations in question entail highly intri-
cate details. 

I also found that the most controversial visualisations were 
actively used in the traditional media articles disputing the city 
boulevards and discussing judicial matters. On one hand visuals 
were used to accentuate the point of overall boulevardisation 
and master plan critique. On another, visualisations were not 
discussed or explained, nor connected to the text, but they in a 
way were used to emphasize the perceived impossibility and ir-
rationality of the master plan. In many other ways, connections 
between master plan text and visual content were not made. 
One can question, whether this was because visualisations were 
seen ultimately detached from “reality”, or whether it indicates 
the “balcony discussion” -effect presented earlier. 

Case studies and research discussed in this article indicates, 
that on the master planning level detailed rendering visualiza-
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There is a multitude of participatory methods, surveys and 

mappings available in Helsinki. However, not many of them 
have citizen data production as the starting point. Open data 
development trends might enable for planning visions to be 
considered from altering perspectives. New tools, which ena-
ble people to create interactive plan-related visions and visions 
boards might be the next step (4) that allows actors to also un-
derstand the nature of visions through hands-on experience. 
For the media debates this could mean, that a rush of visions 
presented by individuals, networks of people and media agents 
would enter the planning field. Added value might be thus 
measured more on the basis of broadening the concept of vi-
sions themselves, not so much on their content value. 

Apart from the vision production rethinking itself, the city 
of Helsinki requires a direction in planning communication, 
which takes into consideration the visual culture and new media 
shifts emphasizing single images and headline-cultures. 
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ogy is solving parts of them as we speak. As for participation, 
there is still an enormous gap for this path to become a main-
stream part of planning. 
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“My concept aims to preserve im-
portant habitat patches and connec-
tions between green areas as well as 
to offer possibilities for recreational 
activities and connect the area better 
to other recreational green areas with 
new pathways. I have identified three 
main green areas which I find to be 
most crucial for the area. ”
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al. 2015). National and regional planning, as well as national 
commitments and legislation, play a crucial role in conserving 
ecological connectivity and ecosystems in urban and rural areas 
(Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity, 2014).

The city of Helsinki (2016) predicts that the number of in-
habitants in the Helsinki Regional Area will grow by 600 000 
by the year 2050. This will require densifying the city struc-
ture within the whole area and, especially, in the central regions 
of Helsinki (Helsingin kaupunki 2016). The city of Helsinki 
is aiming for a denser city structure and to increase housing 
stock by 6000 new apartments annually. In addition, Helsinki 
has been developing city boulevards – a concept with the new 
regional plan that affects a number of areas in the Helsinki re-
gion, including Haaga. The new regional plan aims to densify 
the city structure, creating more centers and promoting public 
transport, walking and cycling (City of Helsinki 2016). This de-
velopment affects, especially, the green areas of Haaga, since one 
of the city boulevards is being constructed alongside Vihdintie. 
These areas are currently described as being part of the “green 

INTRODUCTION
The United Nations (2018) estimates that in 2050, 68% of 
world’s population will be living in cities. The movement from 
rural areas to urban areas is increasing steadily and it is most 
evident in developing countries. The level of urbanization is 
higher in developed countries and, in Europe, it is roughly 74 % 
(United Nations, 2018).

At the same time, the world’s biodiversity is decreasing. 
According to Global Biodiversity Outlook 4 (2014), the sta-
tus of biodiversity will continue to decline, and the pressure on 
biodiversity will continue to increase until at least 2020. Al-
though society has taken action in the forms of national plans 
and commitments, this has not been enough to stop the loss of 
biodiversity. There might be time lags between taking positive 
actions, and the positive outcomes, or the responses have been 
insufficient relative to pressure (Secretariat of the Convention 
on Biological Diversity, 2014). Although urbanization is not the 
biggest cause of biodiversity loss, it still is a threat (Benide et 
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fingers” of Helsinki’s green network.   

Finland is following the trend of urbanization and even if we 
have a rather good state of biodiversity in Helsinki area meas-
ured by the City Biodiversity Index (CBI) that does not mean 
that there is no room for improvement (Helsingin kaupunki, 
2018).  Urbanization creates pressure towards urban green areas 
that should be dealt with carefully through planning, as well as, 
management of the green areas. Municipalities should take into 
account green networks as a whole and put effort into keeping it 
viable for the future. I will be examining biodiversity and green 
areas in the urban context of Haaga. Especially, with the in-
creasing building pressure produced by the growing number of 
inhabitants in Helsinki, and improvements to city’s infrastruc-
ture after the realization of the new regional plan. 
PLACE OF URBAN NATURE IN CITY STRUCTURE 
The Land Use and Building Act, and the Nature Conservation 
Act, sets the framework for the conservation of biodiversity and 
healthy environments in the cities of Finland (The Land Use 
and Building Act 1999/132 § 5).  The Land Use and Building 
Act aims to create a safe, comfortable and healthy living envi-
ronment, taking into account social functionality and the needs 
of various demographic groups , as well as ecological and eco-
nomic aspects (The Ministry of the Environment 2013/2016).  
Along with the legislation and regional plans, municipalities 
and cities can set their own goals regarding ecological, social 
and economic sustainability.

The City of Helsinki has stated that when valuing and creat-
ing new green and recreational areas, the functionality, accessi-
bility, appearance, cultural landscapes and the diversity of land-
scapes, as well as ecological, economic and social sustainability, 
are taken into account. Currently 40% of the area of Helsinki is 
green or recreational spaces, and of this area, 20% is forest (City 
of Helsinki 2013). Helsinki has also stated, that one of the goals 
of the new regional plan is to create a so called “green network 
city” (viherverkostokaupunki), where green areas, sea and recre-
ational areas are easily accessible and linked together (City of 
Helsinki, 2013). 

Helsinki has created a green network which is based on large 
green areas that run through the city (City of Helsinki 2013). 
These areas are called green fingers, and there are five of them 
in Helsinki. These green fingers are the backbone of the green 
infrastructure of Helsinki, providing large green areas and con-
nections between them. These areas also have significant eco-
logical value, in addition to recreational values. 

SURVIVAL OF URBAN NATURE AND BIODIVERSITY IN 
CITIES  
Biodiversity in cities cannot be restricted only to urban parks. 
It is a collection of built green areas, wastelands, urban forests, 
gardens, private yards and, so on (Niemelä et al., 2011). Biodi-
versity and the well-being of ecosystems are tightly connected. 
The richness of species, large number of ecosystems, healthy 
populations and genetic diversity, usually improve the chances 
of survival of species and ecosystems (ibid).

One of the major factors in urban species richness, and the 
positive effect on biodiversity on cities, is patch size (Benide 
et al., 2015, 589; Niemelä et al., 2011; Raunio et al., 2013, 96).  
Larger areas are usually more resistant to edge effect and can 
sustain larger numbers of species and larger populations (Raun-
io et al., 2013, pp. 96-97).  Smaller patches have smaller popu-
lations in general, and this increases the risk of that population 
disappearing (Raunio et al., 2013, pp. 96-97).  On the other 
hand, smaller patches can support biodiversity when looking 
at the amount of species and habitats patches in larger scale 
(Wheater, 1999). 

Another major factor is connectivity. Habitat patches that 
are connected by green corridors are more likely to survive and 
thrive than patches that are not connected (Benide et al., 2015; 
Raunio et al., 2013, 96). These corridors help the dispersal of 
plants and animals and can provide a link between different 
populations, which prevents isolation. A study by Benide, Veith 
and Hochkirch (2015) suggests, that corridors can have much 
more effect on urban species richness than stepping-stone habi-
tats. They note that stepping-stone habitats usually decrease the 
distance between patches, but do not provide an actual corridor 
(Benide et al. 2015, p. 588). 

Benide, Veith and Hochkirch (2015) found that, apart from 
water cover and management intensity, biotic factors caused 
all the other significant effects of species richness. These biot-
ic factors in the study include, “herbaceous, shrub, tree or total 
vegetation density, cover or structure, as well as the proportion 
of green spaces in the surrounding area” (Benide et al. 2015, p. 
589). This suggests that vegetation factors could be utilized in 
areas where extending green spaces is not an option, when con-
serving species richness. (Benide et al., 2015, p. 589) Especially, 
birds and insects benefit from heterogenic vegetation structure. 
DESIGN AND TARGET AREA 
I have chosen my design area to be a forest that borders Vih-
dintie, the railway and Kaupintie. This area was chosen because 
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Figure 1. Green fingers of Helsinki. Green fingers form a basis for the green 
network in Helsinki. 
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it is part of the western green finger and it is also affected by the 
new regional plan. This area is designated for dense building, 
but the regional plan demands that there must be a green cor-
ridor running through the area, that connects the other existing 
green areas: Mätäjoki valley and a forest on the other side of 
the railway (City of Helsinki, 2016). Currently, the area is un-
derused and is not designated a proper function. It is considered 
a leftover part of land that is used for recreational purposes and 
the area is not named. My design solution focuses on creating 
a functional green corridor between existing green areas, with 
mapping and preserving existing nature values. I will be also 
taking into account social sustainability and the changing dy-
namics in the area after the vast amount of new housing and 
changes in public transport.
OVERVIEW OF THE TARGET AREA
The vegetation types of the area mainly consist of different types 
of forest, open areas with dry meadow features and juniper trees 
(Juniperus communis), areas that consist of exposed bedrock or 
are considered wasteland or scrub land. The main tree species in 
the area depends on the nutrient levels of the soil and manage-
ment intensity. The forest areas are dominated by spruces (Picea 
abies), pines (Pinus sylvestris) or birches (Betula pendula or Betula 
pubescens) (City of Helsinki, 2009).  Areas under the power lines 
are kept open which has enabled suitable vegetation, such as 
juniper trees (Juniperus communis) and different types of grasses 
(Poaceae), to flourish.  There is a 2 hectare area of spruce dom-
inated forest that has some old-growth forest features, such as 
layered vegetation structure, decomposing wood and old trees 
(City of Helsinki, 2009). There are no areas that are considered 
to have significant nature or landscape values in the target area. 
However, Mätäjoki that runs through Haaga, is considered to 
be ecologically valuable. In the target area, there are defense 
structures, such as trenches. These structures are from World 
War I and they are located near the North-Haaga station (City 
of Helsinki, 2009). 
CONCEPT  
My concept aims to preserve important habitat patches and 
connections between green areas, as well as to offer possibilities 
for recreational activities, and connect the area better to other 
recreational green areas with new pathways. I have identified 
three main green areas which I find to be most crucial for the 
area. These areas have diverse habitats and vegetation, and sup-
port biodiversity in the area. They also have a diverse landscape 
and will add aesthetic value, in addition to ecological values.  
These three areas form a basis for the green corridor that runs 

through the target area connecting nature as well as humans. 
First, is an open area under the power lines in the northwest 

corner of the target area. This area is kept open due to pow-
er lines and this creates opportunities for species to thrive that 
would not be able to in a forest environment. The area has some 
features and species typical to dry meadows (City of Helsinki 
2009). In addition, the area links the Mätäjoki area with the 
Aino Achtés Park, since both have patches of open habitats and 
scrub land.  Meadows and dry meadows require management 
and suffer from eutrophication and natural succession (Raunio 
et al. 2013, p. 72).  This area could be improved by introducing 
more species specialized for dry meadows, such as heartsease 
(Viola tricolor) or harebell (Campanula rotundifolia) (Soini 2009, 
p. 230).

The second area is a spruce dominated forest in the northeast 
part of the target area which has old-growth forest features. I 
have also included into the design a smaller forest patch with 
exposed bedrock in the southern parts of the target area. Since 
forests are sensitive to wear, pathways should be designed care-
fully, as well as managing the creation of spontaneous paths 
(Hamberg 2009, p. 23). In order to preserve unaffected under-
story vegetation between paths, effects of trampling should be 
managed. For example, the distances between paths should be 
more than 20 meters and the users should be directed to use 
main pathways and not to use shortcuts or unofficial routes 
(Hamberg et al., 2010; Hamberg, 2009, p. 23).  As well as tram-
pling, edge effects affect the urban forest. It is suggested that 
the forests should be kept in a compact circular shape and the 
size of the patch should be at least 3 hectares to leave some 
unaffected vegetation in the forest (Hamberg et al., 2010; Ham-
berg, 2009, p. 23). This relies on an assumption that the edge 
effect penetrates 50 m into the patch, as suggested by Hamberg 
(2009). 

The third part is a built urban park. This ties together the 
preserved green areas and completes the corridor. Part of the 
built green area could function as an extension of the older for-
est, mentioned previously, in order to prevent edge effect. The 
urban park part also offers possibilities for leisure and recrea-
tional activities by providing inhabitants with different func-
tionalities, such as playgrounds, fields and other possibilities for 
activities. I suggest placing these within the more built area of 
the green corridor, since these functions can increase the wear 
and pressure on natural green areas. In the middle parts of the 
green corridor, I suggest a hub of functions, which includes 
commercial services and some recreational functions, such as 
a playground. This brings the locals together, creates a livelier 
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Figure 2. Target area and boulevardization. Vihdintie will be densely built. The new regional plan 
also points places for green corridors. 



298

C
h
a
p
t
e
r
 3

 

Legend

Older forest with old-growth forest 
feature
Forest

Build urban park 

Private yard

Meadow 

Defence structures from WWI

Exposed bedrock or scrub land

Area with significant nature values

Public space of the target area

Entire target area

Hub of functions

M
ät

äj
ok

i 

Vihdintie

N

1:4000

Figure 2. Master plan.



299
U
S
P
 2

0
1
9hel.fi/static/hkr/julkaisut/vas/phaaga_lassila.pdf > [Accessed 5 De-

cember 2018]
City of Helsinki. 2016. Helsingin yleiskaava – Kaupunkikaava – Hel-

singin uusi yleiskaava. [pdf ] City of Helsinki: Urban Environment 
Division. Available at: <https://www.hel.fi/hel2/ksv/julkaisut/
yos_2016-3.pdf> [Accessed 5 December 2018]

City of Helsinki. 2007. Haagan aluesuunnitelma 2007-2016. [pdf ] City 
of Helsinki: Urban Environment Division. Available at: < https://
www.hel.fi/static/hkr/julkaisut/haagansuunnitelma1.pdf> [Accessed 
5 December 2018]

Hamberg, L., 2009. The effects of habitat edges and trampling intensity on 
vegetation in urban forests. University of Helsinki, Faculty of Biologi-
cal and Environmental Sciences. Doctoral thesis. 

Hamberg, L., Tarvainen, O. and Malmivaara-Lämsä, M., 2010. Kau-
pungistuminen vaikuttaa

metsäkasvillisuuteen ja maaperään. Metsätieteen aikakauskirja, 3/2010, 
pp. 303-308

Luonnonsuojelulaki 1996/1096. Issued in Helsinki, 20 december 1996. 
Available at: <https://www.finlex.fi/fi/laki/ajantasa/1996/19961096> 
[Accessed 5 December 2018]

Maankäyttö- ja rakennuslaki 1999/132. Issued in Helsinki 5 Feb-
ruary 1999. Available at: <https://www.finlex.fi/fi/laki/ajanta-
sa/1999/19990132> [Accessed 5 December 2018]

Niemelä, J., Furman, E., Halkka, A., Hallanaro, E-L. and Sorvari, S., 
2011. Ihminen ja ympäristö. Helsinki: Gaudeamus. 

Raunio, A., Anttila, S., Kokko, A., and Mäkelä K., 2013. Luontotyyppi-
suojelun nykytilanne ja kehittämistarpeet – lakisääteiset turvaamiskei-
not. Helsinki. Ministry of the Environment.

Secretariat of the convention on biological diversity, 2014. Global biodi-
versity outlook 4: CBD, Convention on Biological Diversity. Montreal: 
Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity.

Soini, T., 2009.  Viherrakentajan käsikirja. Helsinki: Viherympäristöli-
itto.

United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Popu-
lation Division (2018). World Urbanization Prospects: The 2018 Re-
vision. Available at: < https://population.un.org/wup/Publications/
Files/WUP2018-KeyFacts.pdf f> [Accessed 5 December 2018]

Wheater, C. Phillip., 1999. Urban habitats. London: Routledge.

atmosphere and links together green areas, recreational ac-
tivities, as well as commercial and other services. In addition, 
I also suggest an under- or overpass that would connect the 
Mätäjoki area and the target area effortlessly, creating an 
easily accessible recreational route. The green corridor also 
enables easy access to public transport, by providing routes 
to North-Haaga train station and Vihdintie. Here, at Vih-
dintie, there will be a significant hub for public transport, 
since there will be an extension of tramlines going along 
Vihdintie and Kaupintie to the North-Haaga train station. 

FUTURE PROSPECTS
The greatest threats to the area are the increasing wear in the 
forest and meadow, as well as the decreasing size of habitat 
patches in the target area. Also, urban green areas are usually 
managed intensely, because people think that unmanaged 
areas are a result of lack of care or interest in the area, even if 
the amount of care is intentional for creating a more natural 
environment (Thompson & Sorvig, 2008; Nassaeur, 1991).  
The increased amount of inhabitants could mean a demand 
for more built, and managed, green areas.

In addition to ecological values, green areas are impor-
tant for recreational purposes and leisure. This means that 
the aim of the green area, for example, preserving and sup-
porting biodiversity, should be combined with the needs of 
the inhabitants and users. Urban green areas should connect 
humans, as well as nature. 

With my concept I am to consider both nature and the 
users of the area. My concept is focused on green area plan-
ning, but the importance of management should not be for-
gotten. Especially, with natural green areas, management is 
part of the planning process (Soini 2009, 225). To answer 
the needs of urban nature, and the needs of inhabitants, the 
city structure and green network should be planned and 
managed carefully. 
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HOW BUILDING EFFICIENCY AND 
SETTINGS IN HOUSING STOCK AFFECT 
THE POPULATION   CASE VIHDINTIE

“Buffers around an area are con-
suming more land area than with 
common sense it is easy to realize due 
to the geometric principle, that size of 
an area isn’t growing linearly with the 
distance of its radius, but exponential-
ly with the square of that distance. The 
principle works also on the city-level 
scale, where growing the radius of an 
area e.g. from one kilometre to seven is 
multiplying the area nearly fifty times 
(Unwin 1912, pp.12-13; Vaattovaara 
& Joutsiniemi 2016, pp.35-36).”
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Lauri Ovaska

In this article, a deeper review of comprehensive population 
forecasting is not the goal, but it is rather to discuss the po-
tential effects that different settings in building efficiency, the 
share of dwelling types and sizes, might have on the popula-
tion in a land area of a certain size. Three models, with vary-
ing settings in relation to these variables, are presented in this 
article for the Vihdintie boulevard area. The method is based 
on a rather simple spreadsheet using basic multiplication and 
division calculation formulas, but if input data is realistic, the 
results can help to evaluate the effects of different choices made 
concerning the housing stock. Input data used in calculations 
are based on real land area size and key figures from the newly 
built housing stock in Helsinki, and alternative models relate 
to the recent discussion on small apartments, presented in the 
next paragraph.
THE NEWLY BUILT HOUSING STOCK IN HELSINKI 
AND VANTAA
There has been recently an ongoing lively debate on the build-

INTRODUCTION
Citizens of the city are the core of the city: most public services 
are produced for citizens and citizens are also the source of most 
of the income the city administration receives through taxes and 
service fees. This is why making estimations, despite considera-
ble uncertainty, on future population figures is essential in jus-
tify decisions that can affect the future, for instance, through 
land-use planning and long-term investments (City of Helsinki 
2017a, p.7). Understanding population dynamics, to make re-
liable forecasts on future population levels is, thus, important, 
but it is a demanding and complex task where it is necessary to 
consider many demographic, economic and political process-
es, on the local to the global scale. The relation between urban 
planning and forecasting the future works two-ways. Planning 
affects the future, and at the same time, planning attempts to 
respond to the predicted future by providing enough space for 
housing, business and services, and to arrange the transporta-
tion system in a sustainable manner. 
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taa (+10 p.p.), but also the average size of one room apartments 
is smaller:
STUDY AREA: VIHDINTIE BOULEVARD
The study area of this article is the Vihdintie road-area locat-
ed in the western side of the Haaga district. The area is inter-
esting because it is an essential part of the Helsinki city plan 
2050 (City of Helsinki, 2018b), which proposed ‘boulevardi-
zation’ to seven entry roads to the city, Vihdintie being one of 
them. Boulevardization means the transformation of motor-
way-like roads into inner city-like streets which have densely 
built mixed-use buildings. City boulevards have gained a great 
amount of attention in public discussion, both for and against, 
and the proposal has been appealed to the Administrative 
Court by the local residents and state authorities. Conflicts have 
been concerned with  the cutoffs of the nearby city forests and 
to the changes in the traffic conditions of the entry roads. The 
highest juridical instance in the field of urban planning, the Su-
preme Administrative Court, opposed the proposal 8.11.2018 
of building four out of seven proposed city boulevards on the 
8.11.2018 (Supreme Administrative Court, 2018). The decision 
is significant, since the boulevards are one of the main solutions 
for the growth of the city provided by the plan. Vihdintie is 
one of the four boulevards not repealed, and the more detailed 
planning of it has already begun in the Helsinki city planning 
department (City of Helsinki, 2018c).
Vihdintie Boulevard is part of a larger entity, “Vihdintie-Huo-
palahdentie boulevard city”, which is defined in the planning 
principle document as “the street line starting in the south from 
Munkkiniemi square, including Huopalahdentie, the rounda-
bout of Haaga and the part of Vihdintie street from the round-
about to the Kaupintie intersection in the north”. The trans-
portation system in the boulevard city will be strongly based 
on public transportation, especially, the Vihdintie light rail, 
that will, together with Jokeri light rail, connect all the existing 
railway stations nearby (Pohjois-Haaga, Pitäjänmäki, Valimo, 
Huopalahti) and provide a transverse connection to the east and 
west of the area. The nature of Vihdintie as an entry road will 
change considerably, due to the transformation to a main road 
of a neighborhood, and the speed limits for the road traffic will 
be reduced to inner city level (40-50 km/h). (City of Helsinki, 
2018c.) 
In the calculations of this article, only the northern part of the 
boulevard city, starting from Vanha Viertotie intersection in the 
south of the roundabout to Kaupintie is considered. The land 
area of the study area is 818979 m², which was formed by dig-

ing amounts and sizes of one room apartments, and how should 
(or shouldn’t) the production be regulated (Helsingin Sano-
mat 5.10.2018). The discussion of apartment sizes and types is 
closely related, in different aspects, to sustainable urban devel-
opment: economic, social and environmental. The developer’s 
interest might be to maximize the profit of every square meter 
of land area by building a high number of small apartments to 
rent, but it will not necessarily profit the occupant if the price 
per square meter is considered. Lower living space per person 
can be defended by ecological arguments, but it can lead to so-
cially unsustainable situations, by packing people into unneces-
sarily low living spaces that could affect life quality. Building too 
many of one type of apartments in general, whether it is defined 
by room numbers or ownership, can lead to an unbalanced resi-
dent structure of a neighborhood and social segregation.

Especially, the City of Vantaa has gained attention with the 
so-called mini-apartments (15.5 m²) built in Martinlaakso, but 
also with other development sites where the share of one room 
apartments have reached over 40%, and the total share of one 
and two room apartments are close to 80%. This has also been 
a concern for the City of Vantaa, and it has started to limit 
the share of one-room apartments to a maximum of 30% in 
new houses by land use contracts with development companies 
(Helsingin Uutiset 17.9.2018). In table 1, it is possibly to see 
the share and size of apartments by room number of newly built 
housing stock in Helsinki and Vantaa. It can be observed that 
the share of one room apartments is remarkably higher in Van-

Table 1. Based on: City of Helsinki 2018a; City 
of Vantaa 2018.
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Figure 1. Vihdintie-Huopalahdentie boulevard city is the area inside of yellow and red polygons. Red polygon 
highlights the Vihdintie boulevard, which is the study-area of this article. Orange and blue lines are the planned 

light-rail connections. (Modified, original: City of Helsinki, 2018c)
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In the city plan, the boulevards are marked with C2, which 

is defined as mixed-use, inner-city type of areas. In the descrip-
tion of C2 marking it is said, that “areas next to city boulevards 
must have block efficiency mainly over 1.8” (City of Helsinki, 
2018b). In a brochure of the city plan, the city is using Kallio, 
Ruoholahti and Töölö as examples of dense neighborhoods, 
where the block efficiency exceeds 1.8 (City of Helsinki 2017b, 
p.2). Because there is no available information on the area of 
the future blocks in the Vihdintie boulevard, in the calculations 
of this article, I have used area efficiencies from Töölö and Kal-
lio-Hakaniemi neighborhoods, where the block efficiencies are 
close to 1.8, and as an alternative with a lower efficiency ratio, 
I have used Arabianranta. Area efficiencies are presented in the 
upper part of figure 2, while in the lower part these efficiencies 
have been formed into smaller areas within the neighborhoods 
of the upper part, to demonstrate the block efficiencies. All ra-
tios have been formed by summing the total floor area of the 
buildings from building registry data (HSY, 2013) within the 
defined area and dividing it with the size of the area.

Since the boulevards will be mixed-use environments, an 
assumption of 70% is used for the share of housing use of the 
total floor area. Computational amounts of the total floor areas 
and housing floor areas for Vihdintie boulevard area, with dif-
ferent area efficiency ratios, are presented in table 2. Compar-
ing the floor areas with different efficiency ratios makes it clear 
how much the possible floor area varies depending on how the 
neighborhood is built:  

itizing the area from the planning principle document using 
QGIS 3.4.-software. The boulevard city, and the study area (red 
polygon), is presented in figure 1. From the aerial picture, it is 
easy to observe that most of the eastern side of the planned Vi-
hdintie boulevard is now wooded. This has, as expected, raised 
opposition among locals and others, who are concerned about 
the nearby city-forests in Helsinki (City of Helsinki 2018d).

INPUT VALUES
EFFICIENCY RATIOS AND THE FLOOR AREAS
An efficiency ratio is a commonly used area-based measure in-
dicating density of floor area in a certain area, which can be 
calculated e.g. for blocks, plots or areas. Area efficiency (E-a) 
considers also parks, roads and other non-housed areas within 
the area, which therefore lowers the efficiency ratio. An effi-
ciency ratio, or any other density measure, can easily be mis-
leading, either intentionally or unintentionally, if the used area 
borders are not natural phenomena, such as administrative bor-
ders often are (Vaattovaara & Joutsiniemi, 2016, p.34.). This is 
important to keep in mind when describing or comparing any 
densities, whether they are calculated for a specific area within 
a plan or when making comparisons between districts or cities. 
An efficiency ratio itself, does not take a stand on whether the 
total floor area should be evenly distributed to the land area or 
whether it should be piled in a few blocks of skyscrapers.

Table 2. Land area and floor areas calculated with different area 
efficiency ratios.
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Figure 2. Reference efficiencies in Helsinki.



306

C
h
a
p
t
e
r
 3

 

Table 3. Housing stock setups used in calculations for 
Vihdinte boulevard: Model A, B & C.

Table 4. Comparison table of models A, B, C 
in Vihdintie boulevard.
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the building efficiency is closest to what the city plan is pursuing 
(1.8 block efficiency), Model A results in 15 244 housing units 
and 27 256 inhabitants, which is equal to a population density 
of over 33 280 per km². To put the result in scale, the high-
est population density in Helsinki is in the Alppiharju district, 
with about 13 000 per km² (City of Helsinki, 2018e, p.85), and 
in Manhattan, where the population density is about 28 000 
per km² (US Census Bureau 2018). More realistic results are 
achieved by using the lowest reference area efficiency from Ara-
bianranta (E-a 0.75), which is a relatively new neighborhood, 
built in the beginning of last decade. Even with the lowest effi-
ciency ratio, the population results are high, 13 538 inhabitants, 
which also exceed the population density of Alppiharju. These 
numbers of inhabitants are clearly not realistic, which indicates 
that, at least, the assumptions used in calculating the average 
number of inhabitants per apartment type are set too high.

After the Supreme Administrative Courts decision to re-
peal part of the boulevards in the city plan, there has been 
discussions on how much building potential, in terms of in-
habitants and jobs, did the city “lose”. Pentti Murole, an active 
debater and emeritus professor on traffic planning, did recently 
comment on the subject in his blog-post, using the Vihdintie 
boulevard as an example. Murole argued that reaching a block 
efficiency of 1.8 is not realistic, and according to him, using effi-
ciency ratios of 0.5-0.7 area could offer space for 8 000-10 000 
inhabitants or jobs (Murole, 2018), which is closer to the results 
of the calculations presented above when using the efficiency of 
Arabianranta.

Even though the results are too high to be plausible, the land 
area of Vihdintie boulevard is factually large, holding a huge 
potential and it will eventually inhabit a high number of people 
and business. Comparison of the different efficiency ratios from 
existing neighborhoods in Helsinki shows very clearly, that 
the way in which neighborhoods are built has a great impact 
on the potential number of apartments and inhabitants of the 
area. The building efficiency of Kallio-Hakaniemi or Etu-Töölö, 
compared to Arabianranta, is approximately two times more ef-
ficient, meaning that, in theory, by building the area in a similar 
way to Kallio-Hakaniemi or Etu-Töölö, it would result in dou-
ble the number of apartments and inhabitants.
COMPARISON OF THE MODELS
In relation to the discussion on the small apartments, it is inter-
esting to compare the difference in the  results on the alternative 
Models B and C to Model A, which aims to imitate the housing 

THE SHARE AND SIZE OF APARTMENTS AND THE 
NUMBER OF RESIDENTS
In order to estimate the possible amounts of housing units and 
inhabitants in the study area, three different models on share 
and size of apartments were compiled, based on the newly built 
housing stock data of Helsinki (table 1) and on reflecting the 
recent discussion on small apartments. All three models have 
apartment types of 1-4 rooms and they use the same assump-
tion on the average number of residents per apartment type: 
1 in one-room apartment, 1.5 in two-room apartment, 2.5 in 
three- and four-room apartments. Since the boulevard area will 
consist mainly of high-rise buildings, and the share of more 
than four-room apartments in high-rises built in Helsinki in 
the years 2017-2018 was only 1.6% (City of Helsinki, 2018a), 
the share of these apartments has been redistributed to apart-
ments with three- and four-rooms in the models. Models A, B 
and C are presented in table 3. The key characteristics of the 
models are:

•  Model A aims to be similar to currently built housing in 
Helsinki. 
•  Model B emphasizes the share of one room apartments 
(+7 p.p.) and two room apartments (+3.3 p.p.) but uses the 
same size of apartments as Model A. 
•  Model C emphasizes the share of one and two room 
apartments, such as Model B, but the size of all apartments 
is decreased by 10%. 

RESULTS
Calculations were conducted with Microsoft Excel, using the 
data presented in tables 2 and 3. The amount of each type of 
apartment was calculated by distributing the housing floor ar-
eas (table 2) to follow the share and size of apartments in the 
three different models (table 3). Population estimates were cal-
culated by multiplying the amount of each type of apartments 
with the assumptions of the average number of residents in each 
type of apartment (table 2). For the comparison, the three most 
relevant numbers to the subject of this study, total number of 
apartments, number of one-room apartments and population, 
are presented in table 4.
APARTMENTS AND POPULATION
Using the assumptions described earlier it results in very high 
numbers both in the apartments and, especially, in population. 
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it is important to build numeric models, calculate and simulate 
effects of choices made in urban planning, but just as important 
is to understand the multi-dimensional social phenomena be-
hind the numbers.

Housing is a question that is relevant to everybody, most 
people have an apartment and are paying a great share of 
monthly income for it. Buying an apartment is often the big-
gest investment made by a private person in his or her lifetime, 
while many are paying monthly rent to professional housing 
investors. The housing industry producing new apartments is 
also a major economic actor in the society, and its business is 
heavily dependent on the policies public authorities make and 
implement in the planning and building permission processes. 
Businesses must be profitable to their owners, while the poli-
cymakers must be concerned with the economy, among other 
aspects, and might use housing as an instrument, for instance, 
for social and environmental policy by guiding the development 
of housing stock. 

Different models presented in the calculations would proba-
bly satisfy one stakeholder group more than another. A growing 
city might want to ensure that it can provide enough housing 
for all newcomers, and, especially, for families that are growing 
new generations of taxpaying citizens, at a price they can afford. 
A housing investor might want to maximize the number of 
housing units to maximize transactions on rents or, when sold, 
by emphasizing the share of small apartments. The city might 
not want this, because it would decrease the number of larger 
apartments suitable for families. 

Building efficiency is not immediately related to the hous-
ing stock settings, but it does, however, determine how much 
floor area there is to be distributed with the different apartment 
types. Densifying urban areas, in which building efficiency is 
closely related, is very commonly set as a target in modern ur-
ban planning as a way to prevent uncontrolled urban sprawl, 
which, for instance, increases emissions of traffic and the costs 
of infrastructure. Even though the advantages of the agglomer-
ation of people, companies and buildings in cities can accelerate 
positive interaction are undeniable,  after some level of density, 
the negative externalities of it can outweigh the positive aspects. 
In the early 20th century, when cities were often unhealthy liv-
ing environments, a goal in planning was often, especially, in 
the garden cities rather the inverse - to decrease the density 
(Unwin 1912; Vaattovaara & Joutsniemi 2016). Based on the 
study of this article it is not possible to discuss what would be 
dense enough for the Vihdintie boulevard. Despite this, the cal-
culations demonstrate that even quite moderate efficiency ratios 

stock built in Helsinki in last few years. Since it is clear that the 
results, in absolute numbers, are very much overestimated and 
should be interpreted as rough indicative estimates, comparison 
of the models is more reasonable to do by using percentages 
presented in the bottom row of table 4 (Increase to Model A).

Model B, which differs from A by emphasizing the amount 
of one and two room apartments, seems to have no remarkable 
effect on the total population (+0.05%). When looking at the 
difference in the total amount of apartments, the result on the 
total number of apartments will rise by 8%. The difference is 
more dramatic if we look at the number of one room apart-
ments, where the increase is 41%, compared to Model A. Model 
C, which differs from Model A by emphasizing the amount of 
one and two room apartments, much like Model B, decreases 
the size of all types of apartments, seems to have a remarkable 
effect on the total population by increasing it by 11%. When 
looking at the difference in the total amount of apartments, the 
increase to A is 20%. Just like in Model B, the most dramatic 
difference to Model A is in the increase in the number of one 
room apartments by 57%.

As a conclusion to the differences in results on different 
models, it seems that emphasizing the share of small apart-
ments does not have a significant effect on the number of the 
total population. The change is rather qualitative: if it is assumed 
that no families or couples are living in one room apartments, 
it means that the share of single adults will rise in the neigh-
borhood, which will have effects on the nature of the neighbor-
hood and, for instance, its local service demand. If the goal is to 
gain the amount of total population by adjusting the housing 
stock, decreasing the sizes of apartments, thus reducing the liv-
ing space per person, seems to be the most effective, though it 
might not be the most socially sustainable way of doing it.
DISCUSSION
Even though the results do not provide an accurate view of the 
future in the Vihdintie boulevard, they are based mostly on real 
data and realistic assumptions, thus the results should be seen 
as a move in the right direction. It is obvious that the calcula-
tion formulas, input data and assumptions, should be refined 
if the level of accuracy needs to be improved. These kinds of 
calculations can be an easy and interesting way to review plans, 
while also being possible to do outside of the official planning 
departments, since there is usually plenty of key figures availa-
ble in the public planning documents and from other open data 
sources. This article has  focused mainly on the numbers related 
to building efficiency, land area and housing stock. Of course, 
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itants, when the land area it is multiplied with is large enough. 
It is obvious that the available land area is always limited, and 

it is not sustainable to consider all non-built green areas within 
the city as possible building sites. Wide and uniform non-built 
areas that are not green within the existing urban structure are 
rare, but despite this, in the Helsinki Metropolitan Area, ap-
proximately only under 5% of the total land area is covered with 
buildings. This means that land use is highly fragmented, which 
is also lowering area efficiencies. One reason for fragmentation, 
is the buffer zones around plots and blocks. The need for buffers 
should be evaluated critically case by case, but it must be noted 
that some of these are serving some necessary function, such 
as storm-water management. Buffers zones around an area are 
consuming more land area, though with common sense, it is 
easy to realize, due to the geometric principle that the size of 
an area is not growing linearly with the distance of its radius, 
but exponentially with the square of that distance. The principle 
works also on the city-level scale, where growing the radius of 
an area, for instance, from one kilometer to seven kilometers is 
multiplying the area nearly fifty times. (Unwin 1912, pp.12-13; 
Vaattovaara & Joutsiniemi 2016, pp.35-36). At the city level, 
this gives hope that there is a lot of suitable locations for build-
ings to be developed, and in a more detailed level, this encour-
ages us to pay attention to the geometric details of, for instance, 
plots, blocks and streets, in order to gain building efficiency and 
minimize land waste through fragmentation. 
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STUDY OF INFILL 
OPPORTUNITIES IN NORTH-HAAGA

“Even though Haaga lacks a bit of 
character it still is a very good place to 
live and seems to be in harmony with 
itself. Not everyone is willing to live in 
the hassle of city centre. It has a great 
location and maybe it would be good 
to fill it a bit more. No reason to waste 
space in such a great location. There is 
a lot of potential for infill for sure. Es-
pecially those locations that were pin-
pointed in this brief study, and those 
that are taken in consideration, and 
that have implementations underway 
by the City of Helsinki.”

Tommi Henriksson
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FOREWORD
I used to live in Haaga, close by to the Rhododendron Park, 
during the period of 2005-2010. I saw how the middle parts of 
the area changed during that time. After that period, I would go 
through Haaga by bus. Before this, I lived for a while in Hakun-
inmaa, and during that chapter of my life, I used to change bus 
at the North-Haaga mall when I was commuting to various 
locations. Therefore, I have a rather clear impression of Haaga 
in various instances. However, to be honest, it might have been 
an impression full of bias. During this study, I clarified my view 
with the current situation of Haaga, and I did visit North Haa-
ga a few times and decided to concentrate on the North. I did 
do a background study, checked the statistics, went there for 
fieldwork and combined it with all the experience and knowl-
edge I have gathered during my life, especially, during the last 
years, and this course.

MY SCOPE
My perspective stems from Real Estate Economics. My task 
was to find possible infill sites in North-Haaga. However, I was 
not purely thinking economics first. I acknowledge that there 
are two Haagas, south and north. And there is a clear difference 
between those. South being a rather wealthy and peaceful place 
to live. Moreover, it is nearer to Central Helsinki and public 
transportation options are almost optimal. The northern parts 
of Haaga are further away from public transportation and are 
more “planned”. There is a rather ugly looking mall that is not 
that wealthy either; however, neither is it poor. There are a few 
social housing buildings, and so forth.
Southern people say they live in South-Haaga, whereas people 
from the north say they live in Haaga. That is what counts the 
most.
Or maybe I am full of bias.
However, I would like to try and bring these two Haagas closer 
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Figure 1. Recognized infill locations in the start. 

Figure 2. Possible sites after site visits.
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ing within the North parts, market priced especially. It would 
not solve anything if we put more social housing there. May-
be we should put more social housing to the south, however, I 
did this study concerning on North-Haaga’s Infill possibilities. 
Maybe we should stop social housing and just give tenant-based 
subsidies for people who are in real need. There would not be us 
and them. Just us. It would be a lot better system and a whole 
lot of studies support this. However, I will not go deeper into 
this here.

It is good to acknowledge that gentrification is lurking be-
hind every development project. Thus, if it is not considered 
in the planning, we probably will end up being gentrifiers. 
We could not gentrify South-Haaga since it is already a mid-
dle-class neighbourhood. Therefore, a gentrifier would focus on 
the north. There is still something to gentrify there. And I am 
not talking about gentrification as something good, something 
worth pursuing. Let us try to keep this in mind, the original in-
habitants, local heritage and the nature of the area (Moskowitz, 
2017). After all, we need infill. Helsinki keeps on growing and 
Haaga has a grand location. I would call it a transportation hub.
PS. I loved to live in Haaga. But to be honest I mainly slept there 
or stayed indoors in my home, it was a great location for me; it was 
in the center of my life triangle. I lived my life somewhere else. But 
my heart has always been where my home has been. And Haaga felt 
like home.

PRESENT REALITY, SITE VISITS 
I started to study the map of Haaga through mainly aerial im-
ages. I did not want to check already the decided upon plans at 
all. I wanted to start from a clean sheet. By using aerial images 
it was good to check for possible infill locations.
After I identified 5 possible infill sites I started my fieldwork.

During the site visits I got a better understanding of the 
public realm of North-Haaga. I saw a lot of youngsters, pen-
sioners and adults. Everyone seemed to be in a happy place, 
the area felt cozy. I was flying a drone; thus the people were 
interested and came to me and we had chats. There were also 
children playing in the green pockets in the middle of the hous-
ing area. They were having fun. The skyline was 3-4 stories high, 
besides those towers on top.

After my visits (3 in total) I thought I would not change 
a thing. I loved the skyline of Haaga and would not want to 

break it with “skyscrapers”. In infill area B (picture 1) there 
were trenches left over from the World Wars, so it was clear 
one could not build there. C indicates the mall; I had plans to 
relocate it to where the trenches were. Why is the mall where it 
is? Most social services are by the train station. The mall has a 
rather bad reputation, could we just move it to a better location, 
and start over? Why is it there? Does it have to be there in the 
future? Even though it is a conserved building.

Letter D indicates this green pocket in the middle of the 
buildings that would easily accommodate two apartment build-
ings. Furthermore, the buildings were low-rise and over 50 years 
of age, so it would be good to consider if it would be possible 
to give the housing companies allowance to build more. They 
could decide it by themselves. The demand for housing is sky 
high in Helsinki, so this would ease it a bit. Adjacent to this 
area, is maybe the best infill site, an old gravel field that no one 
uses. At least not so many, that there would be a need to save 
it. It is roughly 1,2 hectares. The City has built a new sports 
ground in the Middle of Haaga, just a stone’s throw away.

On the other side of the common garden, which is by the 
Rhododendron Park, there is some low-rise industrial/office 
buildings (E). It would be good to re-consider the future of 
those plots. The ongoing plans in Haaga at the moment include 
increasing the amount of housing plots in the northern parts 
and rezoning the ISKU warehouse to housing. These plans are 
not conflicted with the proposals of my study.

THE STUDY
METHODS USED
I undertook GIS analysis in the very beginning with QGIS. I 
had real estate and building information, and the aerial image in 
the background. I generated a model where the buildings would 
be marked with different colors by their age. I made a layer from 
the real estate registry where I could see who owns the land, 
the City, or a private entity. And the borders of the real estates.  

The financial analysis was conducted through a general 
model I generated, a Toolset I have developed in my profes-
sional capacity. So, I used a lot of knowledge I already had. 
However, some new searches were necessary, like the market 
price of building right square meters in Haaga. I found the price 
from the papers of City of Helsinki that were public. They had 
ordered an area property evaluation in 2015 from a third party 
assessor, thus it is a legitimate one (Municipality Law § 130). 
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Figure 3. GIS analysis.
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3 000 000 €  – 1 350 000 €  =1 650 000 € .
1 650 000 €  – 233 100 €  = 1 416 900
We need to take into consideration the demolition costs as well, 
which are roughly 120 000 €  per building.
•  Finally ‘real cost’ of the new building is 1 416 900 €  + 120 000 
€  = 1 536 900 €
In this example, the average size of the apartment is 50 sqm. 
New building is 1 666 sqm, and roughly 33 apartments. Cost 
of the new contemporary 50 sqm end demolishing option, in 
comparison to aged building with upcoming renovation and 
maintenance costs, apartment is 1 536 900 €  / 33 = 46 500 € . 

However, the square meters that are counted in building 
right square meters includes other facilities as well, not just the 
apartments. Hallways, bicycles and other storage rooms etc. 
Nonetheless the maintenance and renovation costs will not all 
come when building turns 50 years, those are lodged during the 
years. However, the costly operations are around the 50th birth-
day. If rezoning would increase the housing square meterage  by 
2 357 sqm, and the City would not cut the value increase, the 
new building would be ‘free’ (minus demolishing costs, etc.).  
Zoning of the undeveloped land = in our context, this refers to 
land that does not have buildings on it, e.g. forest, recreation 
area, gravel pitch. Draft calculations are made with efficiency 
e=0.8. Reason for the nowadays, rather, small efficiency is that 
it includes everything, not only the structures that are counted 
to the building right (e=). Areas need civic infrastructure, like 
roads and other maintenance utilities, and parking lots. I have 
not made any precise plans, just rough drafts, recognizing the 
possibilities. Haaga is surrounded by public parks and recrea-
tion possibilities already, thus, housing plots would already have 
the adequate free space.

If the site A (picture 1) would be developed:
~15 000 m² area, with e=0.8 = 12 000 sqm x 700 € /sqm (Catel-
la,2015)
= 8 400 000 €

Before rezoning, the land has close to no value (market 
price), so the value increase would be more than 8 million. The 
City as a landowner gets all of that. However, there is a tremen-
dous bill to be paid when constructing the civic infrastructure, 
including schools, daycare, nursing, parks and other recreation 
areas, health and social services, and community halls. And the 

The general land value according to this assessment made in 
2015 is 700 € /sqm in NorthHaaga.

Moreover, I have asked from the leading lawyer of the As-
sociation of Finnish Local and Regional Authorities how long 
a valuation can be considered valid for. The answer I received 
was that the validity lasts for 3 years in general, if there are no 
major altering matters during that time. I propose three differ-
ent scenarios within the infill strategy. Demolishing, build on 
undeveloped land, or to build extra floors to existing buildings.

CALCULATIONS
Building and renovation costs differ from case to case, there-
fore the numbers used are generalizations. However, based on 
the studies from RAKLI (2016), Olli Turunen & Joonas Orava 
(2016) and Marko Kaarto (2015), and conversations with sev-
eral developers, I came up with the below figures.

•  construction cost 3 000,00 € /sqm
•  renovation costs during 50y 1 350,00 € /sqm1000
•  1000 sqm value=700 000,00 €  (1000sqm x 700 € /sqm)
•  new building value=3 000 000,00 €
•  1000sqm x renovation cost expense=1 650 000,00 €

=1 650 000,00 €
55,00 % of the cost of building a new building minus renova-
tion costs.

•  Example where we add extra floors: building has 3 stories 
already and 1 000 sqm. + 2 stories and we have 1 666 sqm. 
Rough land value increase = + 666 sqm x 700 € /sqm = 466 
200 €

However, we assume that the City takes half of the added value 
increase.

•  466 200 / 2 = 233 100 €

With 233 100 € , a Housing Company can, for example, cover 
maintenance and renovation costs in the future, or improve the 
real estate in other ways.
 Example where old building is demolished, and the plot is re-
zoned:
The value of the land increases by rezoning the land by (+666 
sqm) 466 200 €  and, as above, the City takes half of the in-
creased value = 233 100 €
There are major renovation and maintenance costs coming in 
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production costs of all the services occupants need (Culling-
worth et al. 2015). It is not just profit. The City of Helsinki has 
already paid a lot when they have developed the Middle-Haaga 
area. Thus, it is a reasonable act to build more housing in the 
area after all the euros spent in upgrading the infrastructure of 
the area. 
The value increase of the gravel field in area D would be as set 
below, if rezoned for housing with the area efficiency of 0.8.

•   Area ~ 1,2 ha
e=0,8 for whole area including infrastructure etc.
= 9 600 sqm x 700 € /sqm = 6 720 000 €

Civic infra is already present.
Furthermore, the added value for the triangular shaped area in 
the middle of the suburban area (D) would be as follows;

•  Area ~0,55 ha
e=1,0 as it is a bit denser plot.
= 5 500 sqm x 700 € /sqm = 3 850 000 €

CAR PARKING
After the new residents had arrived, there would be the need for 
new parking plots as well. Nowadays, streets are already packed 
with cars in Haaga. Extra space and on-the-street parking are 
commonly used. The City of Helsinki is developing the public 
transportation system at a quick pace, and Haaga has great pub-
lic transportation already. Underlined spot in the future trans-
portation plans. The new light rail starts soon, buses will exist 
in the future, even if they may be electric. The train serves a lot 
of people, and a new extra rail track to Turku might be a real-
ity soon and this would make trains services more frequently. 
However, they are already here, aerial transportation units, aerial 
taxis. The future of transportation is unclear.

When traffic and transportation play a significant part in the 
future, it would be just foolish to skip it in this study.

As there is not a lot of certainties in the future of transporta-
tion, I would not force cars underground. It is a costly maneuver. 
What if we do not need that much parking space after 50 years? 
At the moment, one cannot even live underground, as it is disal-
lowed by regulations. It costs a lot to put cars underground, and 
it can be seen in the prices of the apartments. How would we 
use the space in the future?

What if we are flown by drones in the future? Technology 
is already here. Parking would be on the roofs. Parking lots, or 
at least big number of those, would be released to use in other 
ways. It would free a lot of ground space for other uses. (https://
www.airbus.com/innovation/Urban-air-mobility-the-sky-is-
yours.html, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HQeqQF-
Wu17k, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0iaRed439q8 )

In my proposal, cars would be parked in a parking facility 
building in the back of one block. As driving an automobile 
would not be encouraged, people would use more public trans-
portation. Constructions to accommodate cars just facilitates 
more traffic, as it has been proven many times before (Ståh-
le, 2016). It is also true that we need cars and it is maybe the 
most probable future scenario where we drive less as individu-
als. Still the population increases exponentially, and this pushes 
the amount of traffic inevitably higher. Moreover, services are 
further removed from the people all the time, such as when 
healthcare and social services, and even the food markets, are re-
located to larger units.  Furthermore, people who have children 
have different kinds of needs, as well as the elderly, invalids and 
so forth. There is a lot of different examples of why we need to 
move more in the future. There will still be only 24 hours a day.

A drone model was made of one particular area adjacent to 
Rohodorendon Park, using Phantom 4 Pro drone and profes-
sional software that uses photogrammetry to create a 3D model 
from the images and point clouds. The model is formed of 1 
000 georeferenced aerial images taken from 50m above ground 
level. With the 3D model and the already recognized infill loca-
tions, I was able to locate the infill buildings to the model with 
Autodesk Infraworks 360 and check how the infill would affect 
the skyline, aesthetics and the built environment of the neigh-
bourhood, too check how infill fits with the neighbourhood.
Video of the model can be seen here:
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ysJCocPZE9r_VoUoU-
na6-KBkhVrAajra/view?usp=sharing
(set quality to 1080p)

CONCLUSION
Even though Haaga lacks a bit of character, it is still a very 
good place to live and seems to be in harmony with itself. Not 
everyone is willing to live in the hassle of the city-centre. It has 
a great location and maybe it would be good to fill it a bit more. 
No reason to waste space in such a great location. There is a 
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pinpointed in this brief study, and those that are taken in con-
sideration, and that are part of implementations underway by 
the City of Helsinki.
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“Our results indicate that shorter 
distance to banks, clinics and bus stop 
might increase the value of apart-
ment. On the other hand, shorter 
distance to kindergarten, restaurant, 
train station, pharmacy and library 
might decrease the value. The causal-
ity could be though in other ways too. 
Amenities could be locating them-
selves in places where the price of the 
apartments is relatively low or high 
and thus affecting the result. ”

WHAT DO APARTMENT PRICES SAY?

Babak Firoozi Fooladi & Mika Korhonen
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Studying the relationship between these characteristics and 
apartment prices can give us some insights into the price im-
pact of each characteristic. To model the price of heterogene-
ous goods we need statistical methods, like hedonic regression, 
to find out the most meaningful characteristics for apartment 
prices. We ended up constructing one hedonic regression price 
estimation model with the first dataset and Pearson correlation 
calculations with the second dataset. The datasets are described 
in section two. In section three we describe our methods, in 
section four we represent the results and conclusions, and the 
limitations are discussed in section five. 

DATA
There are two datasets used in this study. The first one is down-
loaded from the “Asuntojen hintatiedot” -internet service on 
the 7th November 2018 and it contains 160 housing transac-
tions from the past 12 months, only Haaga. This dataset has, in 
addition to the price of transaction, details about apartment’s 

INTRODUCTION
In this study we try to identify the most important factors for 
apartment price in multi-story buildings in the Haaga area by 
using hedonic regression modelling.  Also, we try to find out 
how different amenities, and their distance to apartments, affect 
a price estimate. With our study we try to contribute informa-
tion about how different housing characteristics are valued in a 
narrow, neighborhood-scale housing market.

When considering dwellings as goods, we understand them 
as heterogeneous goods, as one dwelling differs from another, 
usually, in many ways. Homogeneous attributes, like the size 
of the dwelling, might be totally the same with two different 
dwelling, but still the price might be, and usually is, totally dif-
ferent. The difference is usually explained by physical and lo-
cation-based characteristics. Apartment buildings can be very 
different by their shape, look or technology and, they are always 
in unique locations. Each of these characteristics have an im-
pact on price. 
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Figure 1a. Locations of the samples.
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Figure 1b . Visual example of distance analysis (OD matrix).
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RESULTS AND CONCLUSIONS
RESULTS OF THE APARTMENT CHARACTERISTICS 
ANALYSIS
Using regression modelling for physical and location-based 
characteristics of the apartments, our model (function below) 
ended up including three variables which were size of apart-
ment (square meter), condition of apartment (good or else) and 
location (North- or South-Haaga). 

According to our findings, the size of apartment has the 
most significant impact on price, which is expected. But the 
most interesting finding is the considerably large price differ-
ence between North- and South-Haaga. Based on our findings, 
the southern part, as a location, gives apartments an extra value 
of over 36,000 euros. This finding clearly indicates the differ-
ence between North and South-Haaga. The reasons for this 
difference require further studies; however, other articles in this 
publication present us with possible explanations. Indicatively, 
some historical parameters contributing to the difference be-
tween North- and South-Haaga are presented in the article by 
Tuomas Harju. 
RESULTS OF THE AMENITY DISTANCE ANALYSIS
The analysis of the distances gave us some insights (figure 2). 
Our findings indicate there is a relation between price and the 
distance to different kinds of amenities. The degree of impacts 
and reasons are unknown, and not broadly discussed in this ar-
ticle, but it will raise questions for further studies. 

Our results indicate that shorter distances to banks, clin-
ics and bus stops might increase the value of apartments. On 
the other hand, shorter distance to kindergarten, restaurant, 
train station, pharmacy and library might decrease the value. 
The causality could be thought in other ways too. Amenities 
could be located in places where the price of the apartments is 
relatively low or high and thus affecting the result. Also, some 
business-related patterns behind locations of amenities would 
most probably have an effect on our results. These business-re-
lated patterns should be studied before making any conclusions 
about actual reasons behind the results. 

characteristics (size, room number, age, floor number, condition 
etc.). 

The second dataset is provided by oikotie.fi web service for 
dwelling transactions in Haaga during 2009 and 2010, and it 
contains more than 866 observations. This transaction price 
data has housing attributes, such as room number and sauna, 
but more importantly, it includes the exact coordinates of each 
observation. 

For the second dataset, we calculated amenity distances to 
each apartment by using network analysis (see figure 1a and 
1b). The method we used was the OD matrix. This method cal-
culates the distance of each origin and destination based on the 
road network. The criteria we set for the analysis was to find 
the closest amenities of the kind to each of the buildings we 
had the pricing data.  For each of amenities we could find in 
OpenStreetMap dataset, we ran the model. Then we export-
ed the data to a spreadsheet and then merged them with the 
housing price dataset. There are eighteen variables included in 
our analysis.

METHODS
The method used for the first dataset was Ordinary Least 
Squares -regression (OLS) in which the aim is to find a func-
tion with coefficients that minimizes the squared residuals 
(Meier, Brudney, & Bohte, 2011). With OLS -regression we 
will try to find a function that describes as many of the obser-
vations in the data as possible in an acceptable way. In practice, 
we analyze which characteristics have stronger impact on price 
than others. We will use Best Linear Unbiased Estimate -con-
ditions to accept or reject our models.  

With the second dataset we constructed a matrix about the 
correlation between different variables by using Pearson corre-
lation calculation, which is also the first indicative step in the 
OLS -process. This provides us with information, yet relatively 
imprecise and only indicative, on how different variables cor-
relate with each other and, most importantly, with the studied 
depended variable, which in this case is price. The results tells us 
if each correlation is statistically significant and the magnitudes 
of correlations.

𝑃𝑃 = 56416.52 + 2906.53	 × 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 + 36806.40 × 𝑑𝑑south + 
 

15751.56	 × 𝑑𝑑cood	condition	+	37438.10 × 𝑑𝑑more	than	three	rooms + 𝜀𝜀 
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tions or repair debt of buildings.
When it comes to our study on price impact of amenity dis-

tances, as said in the methods section, it provides only indica-
tive, uncertain results and contributes only by raising questions. 
Firstly, will our results be valid in deeper studies or would they 
be rejected? Secondly, what are the reasons behind these effects 
on prices?

REFERENCES
Meier, K., Brudney, J., & Bohte, J. 2011. Applied statistics for public 

and nonprofit administration 221. Successful Project Management.

LIMITATIONS
Our price estimate function includes location-based attributes 
which limits the use in the wider context. Also, with other var-
iables, it is important to understand that the meaning of dif-
ferent attributes can vary considerably between different areas 
and cultures. 

The dataset for price estimate modelling was rather small, 
but because of the small the geographic area, we could not get 
bigger without ending up with long-term data. That would 
make analysis more difficult, as time-related dynamics in eco-
nomics, like inflation or market fluctuation, might have an ef-
fect on how comparable observations would be together. Also, 
the dataset was limited by variables, as there was no information 
about plot (freehold or leasehold), exact addresses of transac-

Figure 2. Correlations bubble chart.

Kindergarten
Bus Stop

Library

Pharmacy

Closer the BetterFarther the Better

Restaurant

BankTrain Station

Clinic



Ur
ba

n 
St

ud
ie

s 
an

d 
Pl

an
ni

ng
 /

20
19

 U
rb

an
 S

tu
di

es
 a

nd
 P

la
nn

in
g/

20
19

 U
rb

an
 S

tu
di

es
 a

nd
 P

la
nn

in
g 

/2
01

9 
Ur

ba
n 

St
ud

ie
s 

an
d 

Pl
an

ni
ng

/2
01

9 
Ur

ba
n 

St
ud

ie
s 

an
d 

Pl
an

nu
ng

 /
20

19



325
U
S
P
 2

0
1
9

/ 

AFTERWORD 



326

ng
/2

01
9 

Ur
ba

n 
St

ud
ie

s 
an

d 
Pl

an
ni

ng
 /

20
19

 U
rb

an
 S

tu
di

es
 a

nd

THE SPIRIT OF CITIES, THE 
SOUL OF FINNISH TOWNS  TODAY 
AND HISTORICALLY

 Laura Kolbe

“The spirit of Finnish cities? Im-
mediately after the end of World War 
II, a book on Nordic values was pub-
lished. Nordisk samhörighet - en real-
itet (1946) constructed a new image 
to the Nordic countries, damaged by 
the World War II. The work appeared 
at a time when the old world had col-
lapsed, and a new one was emerging. 
The outcome of the World War con-
tributed to the search for an ideolog-
ical basis for convergence. Common 
roots in the Nordic countries were 
represented by nature and the natural 
landscape, as well as forests as a source 
of industry and industrial know-how.”FI
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THE CITY AND THE RETURN OF 
POLITICS
The city has turn out to be more and more a modern political 
stage. The contemporary politics takes place in cities and have 
an urban character. It might concern a parade, a samba carnival, 
the Orange  Revolution (Ukraine) or Yellow Revolution (Fran-
ce), a protest march of nationalists or neo-Nazis; all is related 
to street life. In this kind of performances, urban culture is st-
rong and signals expectations of a better future. In recent years, 
the city has also become a “landscape of the evil”, with terrorist 
activities, attacks and war scenes. The evil has most often an 
urban face.  Al in all, the role of the countryside today is to be a 
passive bystander. The return of history can be seen in the cities. 
Old towns are being restored, and historic buildings are being 
renovated. At the same time, the most modernist dreams are 
fulfilled in cities. In cities, everything seems to be undergoing 
change - the rhythm of living, architecture and planning, the 
forms of commuting and commerce, the ways in which social 
encounters, even the pedestrian streets and the shop windows 

When the Berlin Wall broke down and the Soviet Union col-
lapsed, a boom in urban culture and politics commenced, once 
again. The importance of urban space and place began to be 
emphasized in the writing of European history. As the German 
historian Karl Schlögel says in his book Marjampole oder Eu-
ropas Wiederkehr aus dem Geist der Städte (2005), the die Wieder-
kehr des Raumes began to challenge the historical picture of the 
past. The political changes at the end of the Cold War became 
visible in the urban space and, as always, questions of the past 
arise from the need to explain what was happening in present 
situation. Thirty years ago, during and after 1989, demonstra-
tions, crowds, street events, political symbols and colors, flags 
and a certain style became the hallmarks of urban life in many 
Central and East European countries, trying to cope with com-
munist past in a new situation. Many cities are experiencing a 
revival of ’bourgeois’, capitalist and ‘nationalist’ citizen-driven 
policies. A trip to Warsaw, Vilnius, Riga, Kiev, Prague, Moscow 
or Bucharest opens one’s eyes to the enormous changes affec-
ting urban planning and architecture, as well as urban culture.
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There is a strong historical continuity: today cities provide an 
individual experience more suited to our time than sticky, back-
yards and nationalist national identities. Cities are an inclined, 
global surface where modern man can reflect both his high-pro-
file individual self-image and his sense of urban culture. Bell 
and de-Shalit call this feeling as civicism, which could be inter-
preted as a sense of urbanism. In essence, there is a fundamen-
tal sense of the distinctiveness of one’s own hometown, which 
produces an emotional attachment to the city and its values.

Not surprisingly, the most popular travel slogan of our time 
is “I love New York”. It adorns the fronts of hundreds of thou-
sands of t-shirts, mugs, posters and postcards. Cities around the 
world copy the phrase and sell their own city with the same love 
and affection. You can scoff at this, but at the same time, you 
have to admit: the sentence has irresistible suction, and a genu-
ine, sincere touch. People really love their cities and are attached 
to the layers, stories and stories urban life represent.

The interpretation of Bell and de-Shalitt takes us to the si-
lent knowledge of the urban world. Or at least something ab-
stract must be uncovered. “Spirit” is a combination of a city’s 
ethos and soul. The above-mentioned New York is (as we sense) 
an individualistic and cosmopolitan melting pot, and at the 
same time strongly communal melting pot. A sample vast given 
at 9/11 as the entire city rose vigorously to counter terrorism 
and quickly engage in rescue operations. New Yorkers share the 
feeling that their city is different from other American cities. 
This feeling is not far from superiority, pride and arrogance. 
These features are often associated with metropolitan life or the 
capital. Not surprisingly, in other US cities, self-portraiture is 
being constructed by representing themselves as ’not New York’.

In the footsteps of Bell and de-Shalit, it is easy to say: urban-
ization is not only a megatrend of our time, it is also profound-
ly changing the way we define the relationship between place, 
space and identity. In cities, global openness is combined with 
a sense of pride for the local specialty and the original com-
munity feeling it produces. This is “the spirit”, which is equal 
to soul, faith or habit and essence of urban life. But the word 
also translates into a quality of mind, a source of energy, and an 
enthusiasm, vitality, courage, and self-esteem.

How can we study the spirit or essence of a single city as it 
is abstract in character? It all starts with the story, the history 
of the city. Once it’s created, a good story is transferred to sym-
bols, paintings, poems, novels, movies and TV series as well as 
to travel guides and advertisements. The city’s history takes a 
central place in the mayor’s speeches, council vision papers, and 

are flourishing. The spirit of urbanism, urbanité, is strong.
The new keyword in urban research and urban history is trans-
nationalism. It is generally defined as transnational processes 
and relationships in which non-state actors play a central role. 
Cities are ideally suited as transnational actors, to dismantle na-
tion-state domination, and to break down the narrow “nation-
al” perspective of historical research. The challenge with urban 
research is that it is still easier to write the history of your own 
city than to do comparative research on cities of the same size. 
In Nordic counties, for example, dozens of histories of Copen-
hagen, Stockholm, Oslo and Helsinki have been produced, but 
there are just few comparative works that reflect on what unites 
or separates the Nordic capitals. Scandinavian cities are still 
seen in their national context, as part of a local, regional or state 
framework. London is English and Paris is French. Amsterdam 
and the Netherlands are connected. Berlin is for many identical 
with Germany. Capital cities are to be interpreted in their state 
and national background.

THE SPIRIT OF CITIES AND URBAN 
INDIVIDUALISM
Today more than half of the world population lives in cities. 
Huge change has taken place in 200 years as in 1800 less than 
3 % of population was urban.  Not surprisingly the city has be-
come an important area of research and theories arguing for 
the general advantages of urban life are important and many. 
Anyhow, no theory exists on what makes cities special and dif-
ferent from each other, the individual citizens feeling of their 
city being unique Why do people believe their city is unique? 
In a fascinating book, The Spirit of Cities - Why the Identity of a 
City Matters in a Global Age (2011) the authors Daniel A. Bell 
and Anver de-Shalit open discussion on the “non-visible” as-
pects of city life. They are cosmopolitan scholars, columnists 
and true globalists. Bell lives in China; de-Shalit is a political 
philosopher at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. The writers 
are interested in the history of emotions and feelings directed 
toward cities. As they describe, there is very little comparative 
research on what makes individual cities special. Why and how 
do people become attached to the identity provided by their 
particular city? The authors set out to diagnose the pride of the 
city and to make comparisons and emotional analyzes of why 
“my own city” is perceived as unique and special.

Their starting point is an Aristotelian sense of community - 
to be social and cultural human being in one’s own community. 
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Cities inspire not just ideas, but also stories and sentiments, 
which in turn inspire ideas. Many cities invest time, money and 
thought in protecting their unique ethos and spirit. For an ur-
ban historian it is possible to research on how the elements of 
“spirit” have been created, by using the archive material, city 
hall protocols and papers, other urban documents, maps, news-
papers, advertisements and branding material etc.  Every city is 
at the same time local and transnational, transmitting universal 
aspects of urban life into local surroundings. Four set of areas are 
common for most urban (western) areas: Sense of community / 
Sense of responsibility / Sense of civic spirit (civicism) / Sense 
of openness and encounters. When doing research on some of 
them – or all – one can one can get closer in understanding, how 
the formation of “spirit” has occurred in the town/city. 

I SENSE OF COMMUNITY
• churches
• guilds
• town halls
• clubs
• societies 
• neighborhoods, quarters, communities
• political, social and cultural movements
o manifestations, processions, parades
o carnivals
o celebrations

II SENSE OF RESPONSIBILITY
• laws, ordinances, bylaws 
• urban rules and regulations
• city hall, politics and governance
• local bouncers
• social and health institutions (private, public)

III SENSE OF CIVIC SPIRIT CIVICISM
• great men/women in planning, administration, civic life 

political images and media reproductions. It becomes central 
element in understanding how urban planning and architecture 
are (and have been) shaped. It is essential component in urban 
monuments and street names, in people’s way of being and fac-
ing each other, individually and collectively.

CITY LIFE: LEARNING BY WALKING
The ethos of different cities is best met by walking or being a 
flâneur. The German sociologist Walter Benjamin (1898-1940) 
created a method for urban strolling even though the phenom-
enon itself is older. A flâneur, an enthusiastic city observer, was 
drawn to the European imagery as cities began to industrial-
ize and grow, that is, by the early 20th century at the latest. 
Benjamin’s long and lingering walks in his revamped Parisian 
city opened his eyes to see how capitalism and modern con-
sumerism were combined with a new kind of urban lifestyle. 
Benjamin examined intensely the urban life: the urban contem-
plation touched many layers of the human mind and helped us 
observe and understand modern social and cultural phenomena 
in a new, here-and-now way.

Being urban and sensing the spirit of cities builds a broader 
solidarity between global cities universal urbanism, thus reject-
ing nationalist fervor. Cities compete with each other, but rarely 
fight against each other. Many cities, especially capital cities, 
have their own foreign policy; they can diplomatically operate 
faster and more agile with other similar cities, or alliances such 
as the UN and the EU. It is more and more obvious, that a 
modern citizen does not need a nation state, but his own home, 
street and block are sufficient as identity construction frame.

As Bell and de-Shalit interpret, states find it increasingly 
difficult to provide a sense of uniqueness. Cities have taken the 
role as identity shaper and individual and collective level. In the 
19th century nation became the main source of political identity 
and site for collective self-determination and traditions. State 
and nation were responsible for inventing the traditions, accord-
ing the British historians Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, 
in their book The Invention of Tradition (1983). But looking to 
“traditions” in Bell’s and de-Shalit’s eyes, it is the city’s physical 
infrastructure, ethos and essence, spirt, which makes an impact 
on the human dynamics and relationships.  A city’s ethos can be 
defined as a set of values and outlooks.  A general rule is to get 
an idea this spirit: “When in Rome, do as the Romas do”, the 
scholars indicate and according to them it is possible to feel at 
home in many cities. 
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(= Castrum). In the coat of arms of Rauma, the golden cross di-
vides the shield into four fields, each with a small r letter. Coats 
of arms are still important urban symbols and they deliver the 
idea and spirit of the city through the ages.

The process of Reformation and the strengthening of central 
government in the 16th century made cities the core of a new 
culture of central government. During the reign of Gustav Vasa, 
commerce was concentrated in the cities. The aim was to reduce 
the influence of German network of merchant cities, Hanseatic 
League. Urban and military policies merged. Trade, defense and 
government centers were created in new areas such as the North 
Sea coast, Uusimaa region and inland lake areas. The royal city 
policies were arbitrary: cities were established and dismantled, 
some were emptied and others reinforced. The early stages of 
Helsinki (Helsingfors), which rose to the mouth of the Vantaa 
River in 1550, illustrate the conflict between dream and reality. 
Helsinki was established as a competitor to the prosperous Tal-
linn, the center of East-West and inland trade at the Baltic Sea 
and Gulf of Finland. The result was modest. The competitive 
position lost its significance when Tallinn surrendered to Swe-
den in 1561, and Helsinki’s role diminished.

The founding phase is important, as always in urban history. 
Still, although no “old town” exists in Helsinki, in the history 
of the city the importance of the year 1550 is emphasized. The 
waves depicted in the coat of arms of the city in 1640 indicated 
to its location and the boat referred to its colonial history and to 
fishing, shipping and trade. At the 400th anniversary of Helsin-
ki in 1950, a memorial was unveiled close to the Vantaa River 
with a relief of Gustav I Vaasa. 

THE SWEDISH POWER AND WOODEN 
TOWNS
After the Thirty Years’ War, Sweden became a European su-
perpower. The strategic position of this Northern kingdom was 
emphasized and urban policy intensified. In the 16th and 17th 
centuries 50 new towns were established in Sweden, some 20 
of them in the eastern part of the country. Counts and barons 
had the right to set up a town in their land. In Finland, the 
real urban development phase started during the reign of Count 
Per Brahe in the middle of 17th century. The number of cities 
increased to 28. The new type of emblem sealed by the king 
was first received by Uusikaupunki (1617). The cities received 
the seal in connection with the letter of founding or privilege. 
Relevant symbols of this time are many, such as castle, tower, 

with the moral, political and legal au-thority to enact trans-
formative plans to realize common goals and common pub-
lic goal
• Every city has a long term rivalry with another city of 
town, often in the same country or re-gion 
• city’s identity / ethos may be threatened by outside forces 
• residents have a strong motivation to keep their identity
o state may threaten
o national policies versus urban policies
o regional interests too strong
• urban branding usually underlines the specific features

IV SENSE OF OPENNESS AND ENCOUNTERS
• multiculturalism
• tolerance
• liberalism
• commerce, trade, communication

FINLAND: A COUNTRY WITH MODEST 
URBAN HISTORY?
What is the spirit of Finnish cities? Can we learn anything from 
history? To be honest, the city has only recently become part of 
the national identity, a symbol of the Finns and Finnish way 
of living. Many urban images are embodied in waterways. The 
oldest urban layer is located by the Baltic Sea or the Gulf of 
Finland. The river, the ocean waterfront areas, the bays, shores 
and coastlines have, to a varying degree, figured prominently in 
the historical development of the cities. What is, then, the spirit 
and idea of   Finnish urban culture, historically and today?  In 
the Middle Ages, a German-type urban establishment spread 
to Sweden and its eastern parts, being Finland. Only five ci-
ties, Naantali, Rauma, Porvoo, Turku and Vyborg, can date back 
to this time. Turku and Vyborg with their historical buildin-
gs, Naantali churches, Porvoo and Rauma with their wooden 
towns were later considered to belong to the Finnish national 
landscape. The oldest city coat of arms evolved during the 14th 
and 15th centuries from medieval seals and was based on a let-
ter theme. The VG (Vallis Gratiae = valley of grace) in the coat 
of arms of Naantali refers to the monastery where the town 
originated. C symbol of Porvoo is possibly related to the castle 
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URBAN ASPIRATIONS
The founding of Russian St. Petersburg in 1703 and the 
strengthening of tsarist Russia added a military dimension to 
urban development at the Baltic Sea. When Vyborg was lost 
to Russia in 1721, two new frontier towns, Hamina (1723) and 
Loviisa (1745), were established. Since then, the many stag-
es of military training and officer culture have been linked to 
Hamina’s old cadet school (1821-1903) and to the reserve of-
ficer school that has continued its tradition during the republic. 
Kuopio (1775), Hämeenlinna (1775) and Heinola (1776) rep-
resent the administrative town of Gustav III, being the seats of 
the governor’s administration and residence. Urbanization also 
affected the hinterland. Tampere, transformed into a town in 
1779, became a major industrialized center, as evidenced in the 
new coat of arms, showing symbols of industry and commerce 
(a hammer) and a caduceus (the symbol of Mercury).

Many cities are named after the ruler or the count (Vaasa, 
Kristinestad, Raahe,  Loviisa and Fredrikshamn or Hamina). 
The cities also cherish the memory of their great men and wom-
en. Kokkola is the hometown of Anders Chydenius, a parlia-
mentarian in the 18th century. Pietarsaari is the hometown of 
the national poet J. L. Runeberg and writer Z. Topelius. There 
are statues of Per Brahe in Raahe and statues of the poet Fran-
zen in Oulu. Hämeenlinna is the birthplace of Fredrik and Uno 
Cygnaeus, Jean Sibelius, Larin-Kyösti and Paavo Cajander. 
Kuopio became the city of statesman Snellman and female 
writer Minna Canth.

The female writer Maila Talvio was the first to speak about 
Helsinki as the Daughter of the Baltic Sea in her literary tril-
ogy of the 1920s. In her historical novels, Talvio described the 
life of Helsinki in the 18th century. Helsinki, and the Suomen-
linna Castle rising from its front in 1748, experienced a rapid 
transition from royal rule to imperial rule in 1808-09, when 
Sweden handed over to Russia all provinces on the Finnish side. 
Emperor Alexander I promoted Helsinki to the capital of the 
Grand Duchy of Finland in 1812, and the classicist expression 
of the new city was born out of the emperor’s will. J. A. Ehren-
ström chaired the Reconstruction Committee. This widely trav-
eled man and a former favorite of Gustav III received all the 
support of the new administration. The design was handled to 
Berlin-based architect Carl Ludwig Engel from Tallinn and St. 
Petersburg. Emperor Alexander followed the completion of the 
town plan himself. His successor (from 1825) Emperor Nich-
olas I personally devoted himself to the design of the capital’s 

salmon fishing, and forest or tar barrels. They started to provide 
historical identities.

New cities were established in places where the old har-
bors, sailing of trade stops, trade or church and defense sites 
had existed. Oulu (1605) and Tornio (1621) were established 
at the mouth of the river, next to the old market places. The 
castle (Oulu) and the parish (Tornio) became towns. Vaasa 
(originally Mustasaari stadh) was founded in 1606 on the side 
of the Mustasaari market and Korsholm Castle. The name was 
changed to Vaasa in the Privilege Book of the 1611 Vasa family. 
The seal was marked with the emblem of the Vasa, the sheaf. 
Kokkola was founded in 1620 by the deep Gulf of Kokkola and 
Pietarsaari replaced the old shopping center in 1652. The town 
of Hamina superseded the Vehkalahti market in 1653.

Trade was centralized in the cities. Swedish cities were di-
vided into staple and country cities in line with mercantile eco-
nomic policies. The full staple guaranteed the right of free trade 
directly; in Finland only Turku, Helsinki and Vyborg had this 
right.  In Stockholm the state supervised all trade and collected 
the necessary fees. Stockholm was the center of the urban net-
work. The 17th century formed the basic urban features or the 
spirit of the Finnish city - top-down control, geometric grid 
plan and regular street grid, rectangular or square blocks, large 
central square and public street space and all-in-all buildings 
made of wood. 

The wooden town still dominates our views when talking 
about the Finnish small town. It gives a strong spirit of (po-
sitive) urban tradition, as the choice of city of Rauma to the 
UNESCO World Heritage List in 1983 showed. Then it was 
referred to be the best example of the “Nordic wooden town 
tradition”, as. Still, the trading cities of the Ostrobothnia are the 
basis of Finnish urban culture. The sources of wealth, such as tar, 
fishing, shipping, shipbuilding and marine equipment, continue 
to be portrayed in the histories of these cities of that region. 
Urbanization transformed people into members of the new ur-
ban middle class and bourgeoisie and created the conditions 
for the development of the early spirit of the city. Surnames 
became more common in cities and the bourgeoisie adopted 
other European cultural influences. 17th century wooden towns 
were cultural centers and school districts. The school culture 
then continued in urban high schools, whose development is 
intrinsically linked to Finnish cultural and elite history of the 
19th and 20th centuries.
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the problems and shortcomings of cities. New phenomena in 
urban life included crime, prostitution, violence, political move-
ment, strikes, gangs and hooliganism. They shaped a basis for 
modern urban fear. At the same time, the national self-image 
was strengthened with national-agrarian elements. The peas-
ant-state connection, the rural ideal, the forest symbolism and 
the Kalevala-mythology strengthened their position.

When Finland got her independence in 1917; there were 41 
cities, three of which were lost in the Continuation War (1944-
1945). Between 1960 and 1977, 28 new cities were introduced. 
Migration to Helsinki and other urban centers went on steadi-
ly. After the war, urban and municipal planning was developed 
into a new era, where both urban and regional planning could 
be seen a whole and suburbs could develop.  In the 1950s and 
1960s,  new city-dwellers were housed primarily in suburbs, 
the planning and construction of which changed the old rural 
landscapes around Finnish cities thoroughly. From a European 
perspective, urban areas received an exceptionally spacious and 
scattered urban structure. A disintegrated block structure and 
closeness to nature became prevalent in suburban planning. The 
idea of “organic decentralisation” was applied much in the spirit 
of Eliel Saarinen’s and Bertel Jung’s Pro Helsingfors plan. 

The 1977 legislative reform made it easier to set up cities 
and many rural villages, towns and settlements took the status 
of a city.  Statistically, the biggest growth phase of cities took 
place after 1945. Even in 1900, only about 7.5% of Finns lived 
in cities. Today, hundred years later, the number is reversed. The 
gravity of growth centers continues to drain the countryside, 
small towns and villages. The typical Finnish cityscape is located 
at the meeting point of the forest and the city, in the suburbs 
and in the suburbs.

CONCLUSIONS
The spirit of Finnish cities? Immediately after the end of World 
War II, a book on Nordic values was published. Nordisk sam-
hörighet - en realitet (1946) constructed a new image to the 
Nordic countries, damaged by the World War II. The work ap-
peared at a time when the old world had collapsed, and a new 
one was emerging. The outcome of the World War contributed 
to the search for an ideological basis for convergence. Common 
roots in the Nordic countries were represented by nature and 
the natural landscape, as well as forests as a source of industry 
and industrial know-how. The Nordic values   were about justice, 
freedom of conscience and respect for law and order. 

prestigious buildings.
The fourth phase of urban development in the 19th centu-

ry created a forest industry and factory city. Although factories 
were built in existing cities, the forest industry was anti-urban 
in its spirit. The forest, pulp, paper and wood processing indus-
tries, sawmills, wood sanders, etc., rose to where there was no 
raw material and transportation facilities, which came later. 
Economic activity was visible at the mouth of the Kymijoki and 
Keminjoki rivers (Kemi and Kotka). The railway created a new 
type of junction city, like Riihimäki, Haapamäki and Hyvinkää.

The technological modernism brought by industry, port 
and rail transport was reflected in some new cities. Mariehamn 
(1861), Kemi (1869), Hanko (1874), Kotka (1878) and Lah-
ti (1905) received the charter for their city rights in the “old 
way”, that is, by the merciful proclamation of the Emperor. The 
maritime and trading city of Mariehamn was named after the 
Emperor Alexander II’s wife, Maria Aleksandrovna. Lahti was 
developed at the junction of the Helsinki-St Petersburg railway 
line and Hanko became the only winter port in Finland. The 
first icebreaker Murtaja was placed there in 1890. Kemi lived 
on ‘green gold’, the wood processing industry, and Kotka was 
the site of steam saws and later paper and pulp mills. It became 
Finland’s largest export port.

FINNISH CITIES: THE SPIRIT?
In Finland, the historical roots and the spirit of cities are in-
terwoven.  In a large, sparsely inhabited and peripheral country 
like Finland, the central government has been active founder 
of towns and cities. Many historic cities are established by the 
crown for military, administrative, trade or educational reason. 
Public control exercised by a professional bureaucracy is well 
established and has been at least since the 17th century. The am-
bitions and investments of the central power have labelled the 
development of the capital city Helsinki pronouncedly. Hel-
sinki is not an old bourgeois trade town. It came about as the 
result of political projects. The change in town planning policy 
that occurred around the year 1900 should be seen in the light 
of change in the relationship between the state and the citi-
zens. It implied a gradual effort to transfer planning from the 
central power to the local level, from the civil servants to the 
citizens. In this sense, also, Finnish towns form interesting cases 
to study the formation of modernism(-s) and transnationalism. 
As elsewhere, industry, railways and ports became symbols of 
modern urban life and spirit. Rapid social change highlighted 
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and assembly, as well as popular movements and political or-
ganization, were raised as the ideological pillars of Nordic 
culture. Only one story was missing: the perspective on urban 
development and the understanding of the urban importance in 
the Nordic countries was thin. Yet cities and urbanization have 
been present in Nordic and Finnish history. There have been 
differences between urbanization and the tradition of urban 
research, but some roots are clearly the same: the sense of com-
munity, the sense of responsibility and the sense of civil spir-
it are based on legal understanding of urban life. Much more 
needs to be researched, especially by using comparative aspect, 
to show how the Nordic way of urbanism was created. 
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THE QUESTION OF FINNISH PUBLIC 
SPACE   AN ESSAY 

Michail Galanakis

“From the start, the Master’s Pro-
gramme of Urban Studies and Plan-
ning (USP) has had an appreciation 
of contextualization. Universal ideals, 
general truths, international schol-
arship as well as national biases and 
regionalism(s) were to be challenged, 
poked and probed. Therefore, when 
at least two of our students expressed 
their confusion in the face of Finnish 
public space, I admit, I rejoiced.”
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anymore be understood by drawing a strict line between 
private home and public city. These distinctions have be-
come complicated and call for a more nuanced analysis. 
(Ylipulli et al., 2014: 157)
ICT renders the public and/or private domains omnipres-

ent, which are similar to what Kaartinen (2002) has called “me-
ta-space”. Still, in Ylipulli’s study the young adults interviewed 
hinted at “subtle” uses of ICT that are appropriate for public 
space (Ylipulli et al., 2014: 155). “Subtle” here refers to quiet or 
unobstructive uses. Remarkably, elderly participants in the same 
study expressed similar views. In other words, while in our cities 
“physical and virtual layers overlapped” (ibid.), the “human con-
ditions” (Arendt,1998) of private vs. public persist. Is it possible 
that this persistence stems from the blurring of these very con-
ditions? Edenius and Rämö (2011) explain how the use of ICT 
and smartphones alters our perception of moving in the city:

In times when mobility is embraced, new forms of pla-
cial interconnectedness are still needed. For the urban 

Public space is a term encompassing a plurality of meanings, 
depending on the angle one chooses to see it from. More often 
than not public space signifies free general access for everybody. 
Engel (2006: 162) includes under the umbrella term of public 
space “open spaces and buildings with free entry”. This under-
standing of public space builds upon the dichotomy between 
public vs. private spaces. The former being freely accessible to 
everyone and the latter only to those of us “entitled to all the 
privileges that come with ownership” (Mengestu, 2014: 236). 
This dichotomy and its consequences constitute a “grand nar-
rative” (Whyte, 1980) that pervades our lives in overt and cov-
ert ways. The dichotomy between public and private has been 
blurred (Arendt, 1998; Habermass, 2000; Kaartinen, 2002), 
however the dichotomous understanding persists. In a study on 
the effects of ICT on urban public space in the northern Finn-
ish city of Oulu we read:

[...] young adults claimed for example that “the walls 
of the home are invisible” because of the ICT; thus, the 
distinction between the home and outer world cannot 
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sities [private vs. public], and devising intermediate spaces of 
climatic and experiential transition” (Pressman, 1996: 526). This 
“grammar of the North” especially for the winter provides stim-
ulating visual environments, improves human climatic comfort 
by studying micro-climates and providing protection (e.g. un-
derground passages, colonnades, canopies, arcades, glazed roofs, 
etc.), pedestrianizes zones, makes sure that there are recreation-
al spaces for all for each season, and establishes optimal transit 
to reduce walking (Pressman, 1996: 523-525).

Forward twenty odd years, and climate change, as well as 
health benefits from soft mobility, set quite a different agenda 
for winter cities. Giles-Corti et al. (2009) demonstrate how es-
sential it is for healthy older children and adolescents to walk 
and cycle. Subramanian and Jana (2018) demonstrate the same 
for elderly people. The fact that we have for decades prior-
itized vehicle mobility, especially in harsh climatic conditions, 
has led to a situation where winter is seen as the enemy of soft 
mobility (walking and cycling). In most cases this is perfectly 
understandable; anyone who has to walk during harsh winter 
conditions even for a few minutes or has to wait outdoors for 
a bus will attest to the feeling that the city and weather be-
come our worst enemies. This is not very different from what 
dwellers in southern climates attest regarding hot summers (see 
Nikolopoulou and Lykoudis, 2007). Chapman et al. (2018) in-
dicate that as the climate changes, rain and wind will become 
the prominent deterrents of soft mobility and will need special 
consideration in the built environment of the North. 

Lighting increases exponentially in importance, when due 
to reflection less snow signifies less ambient light in winter. As 
a dweller in the North, snow, sleet, and arctic winds are suffi-
cient reasons to stay indoors; however, winter darkness makes 
life tough in- and outdoors. A “grammar of the North” cannot 
forgo climate change, local contexts, and health benefits. The 
latter may prove particularly decisive considering the severity 
of many accidents due to walking on slippery ice, or the sheer 
physical and mental benefits of physical activities such as sports 
and soft mobility all year round, but especially during the winter 
months, when melancholy and even depression get a foothold. 
In the developed global North, which Finland is a part of, we 
are used to the omnipresence of the welfare state as the pro-
vider of security. It is well known that the state monopoly on 
alcoholic beverages has for years been attempting to counteract 
the predisposition of Northern dwellers to drink somewhat ex-
cessively. Similar provisional precautions may come into place 
regarding soft mobility and other physical activities promoting 
good health. While smooth and fast vehicle-mobility is con-

flaneurs it is the café with WiFi access; for adolescents it 
is the social network website; and for the iterant profes-
sional worker it is the smartphone that becomes a nodal 
place. 
(Edenius & Rämö, 2011: 48)
A few years ago while using public means of transport in 

Helsinki, I judged fellow commuters harshly who, instead of 
looking at each other and the cityscape, were absorbed by their 
phones. Until I got my first Iphone and I became one of them, 
constantly connected and somewhat absent, perpetually sur-
prised at how fast the bus, tram or train ride was. Finland has 
a very high usage of Internet at 89% of the population and in-
creasing (Official Statistics Finland, 2018) and surely this has an 
impact on the way public space is experienced. Johanna Ylipulli 
and her colleagues (2014: 156-158) present recommendations 
about the ways ICT may be better integrated into public spaces 
in the city.

[...] we argue that the effect of public place on technol-
ogy is reciprocal; technology can also have an effect on 
public space, and change its socio-spatial structures. The 
social norms are constantly negotiated as new devices, 
applications or services enter the public places. 
(Ylipulli et al., 2014: 158)
Talking about Finnish cities it makes particular sense to see 

ICT as a resource to tap-into, in order to devise “location-based 
[...] solutions or experiences for people living amidst snow and 
the darkness of the winter” (ibid). Darkness and the winter have 
a profound effect on what happens in public spaces in Finland, 
more so than we often conceptualize. In Finland harsh winter 
conditions climatic conditions are seen as a necessary evil bet-
ter not to analyse at length if possible. The famous Finnish sisu 
(guts, stamina, or iron-will) has been crafted through peoples’ 
remarkable endurance in such conditions. It makes sense then 
that Pressman (1996) discussed the “winter cities movement” 
and the practical ways life can be improved during these dark, 
freezing, windy, and ice-clad months. Pressman argued that 
universal (i.e. modernist) ideals created “a steady-state, thermal-
ly neutral environment (constant temperature and humidity re-
gardless of natural conditions) where ‘indoors’ and ‘outdoors’ are 
no longer connected or related” (Pressman, 1996: 522). Accord-
ing to him, the dichotomy between public and private space is 
counterintuitive in designing for “harsh circumstances” and he 
proposes a “grammar of the North” that will “create an architec-
ture of ‘in-between’ mediating between these opposing propen-
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that it is doubtful it will ever take place. Even if:
[...] planners can qualify their planning by reflecting 
more on the way they arrange participatory governance 
processes and how they implicitly favour some citizens 
over others. In so doing, public authorities and participa-
tory planning processes have a greater chance of achiev-
ing inclusive processes for affected stakeholders.
 (Agger, 2012: 42)     

Other decision makers (including elected politicians, non-elect-
ed public officers, and corporate capital) will have to abide by 
Eckenwiler’s (2018: 564-565) “relational solidaristic recog-
nition” that advocates for our understanding of each other as 
radically relational embedded ecological subjects, mutually con-
stitutive of each other and our spaces. This is not an easy task 
but it is a noble one, and according to Eckenwiler an ethical 
one as well. 

What do ethics have to do with urban development, 
place-making, and public space-making? If we consider public 
space (for the sake of the argument here) as a public resource 
with variations in its qualities, and to which different people 
have different degrees of access, then we may understand how 
redistributing this resource may affect us and especially those 
with less access to it. Accessibility here encompasses overcom-
ing physical as well as symbolic/mental/emotional barriers. Ste-
ven Flusty’s (1994) notion of “prickly spaces” has demonstrated 
how public spaces can be physically made hostile towards cer-
tain groups of users (e.g. the homeless). I too have demonstrated 
the many ways the design and management of public space con-
tributes to the discrimination against people from ethnocultur-
al backgrounds and the Other (Galanakis, 2008). Later, in my 
research I looked into public spaces for inclusion (Galanakis, 
2013; 2016a). What I have realized so far is that just as exclu-
sion requires some form of overt or covert, and conscious or 
subconscious, intentionality, the same applies to inclusion. Since 
many exclusions are unjust but still take place, what stops us 
from adopting more just inclusive attitudes? 

It may be, as we have discussed with my colleague Maria-
na Salgado (Salgado and Galanakis, 2014), that participatory 
planning in Finland (and elsewhere) is unfortunately still seen 
as a form of benevolent gesture that lacks substance. Similarly, 
inclusion is seen as a charitable act, especially since we seem 
unable to institutionalize it. 

[...] it is not simply to give them [urban actors] a voice, 

stantly developing, soft-mobility will also gain in importance. 
This in conjunction with harsh winter conditions will certainly 
make a difference in the planning and architectural “grammar 
of the North”. If, however, we think that it is desirable that we, 
the people, take responsibility and decide what is “good” for us, 
then shouldn’t we be involved in forging that grammar? 

The planning office of the City of Helsinki has been the 
main actor in what concerns urban development. It is not the 
only actor, however. The 4P model (Public-Private-People Part-
nership) that Majamaa et al. (2008) argue for, inserts end-users 
in the power balance of developing public services. Public space 
can be conceptualized as a public service or a resource; there-
fore, the 4P model is relevant to this discussion, especially as 
long as legal and administrative frameworks support it. So far, 
the 3rd P (People) in the model has been understandably and 
largely absent. In a welfare state where people could rest assured 
that public affairs were handled efficiently and where the public 
good was served, there was no need for the 3rd P to be actively 
involved except for during elections. However, in Finland too 
we experience the rise of civil society (Salamon & Sokolowski, 
2003; Wallin and Horelli, 2010). People self-organize in the 
pursuit of what matters to them. Public space activism (Hou, 
2011) has quite a few successful examples in Finland and Hel-
sinki (for example the Ravintolapäiva or Restaurant day, and 
the Siivoyspäiva or Cleaning day). This seeming shift in power 
over place-making (including design and management) has en-
joyed some endorsement from public authorities. The cultural 
“buzz” (Silver & Nichols-Clark, 2013) that various public space 
actions have created, also demonstrates how public space has 
been increasingly employed as lively “city’s scenes” (ibid.) in 
the stock market of location advantages. Expressive culture has 
been conceptualized as the antidote to lengthy over-regulation 
and bureaucracy and more and more people abide by it, dwellers 
in Finland included, as increasingly people become members of 
culture-related organizations (ibid.: 6). 

In the almost 20 years I have lived in Helsinki, I have expe-
rienced the boom of expressive culture and its places. Progres-
sively, recreation – applying the wider sense of the term – has 
become the main function of public space. Cultural and spa-
tial planning have never been so overtly intertwined, it seems. 
While culture has been “legitimized” as an important factor in 
urban planning, the 3rd P is still struggling to assert some le-
gitimacy. While the 3P model (Public-Private-Partnership) of 
urban development has not been end-user friendly (Majamaa 
e a., 2008: 1), in order for it to succeed, the 4P model requires 
such a radical redistribution of resources – especially from the 
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space can be.
The above account is inconclusive in that I briefly pres-

ent only a few aspects of public space in order to open up the    
problematics of Finnish public space. From the start, the Mas-
ter’s Programme of Urban Studies and Planning (USP) has had 
an appreciation of contextualization. Universal ideals, general 
truths, international scholarship as well as national biases and 
regionalism(s) were to be challenged, poked and probed. There-
fore, when at least two of our students expressed their confusion 
in the face of Finnish public space, I admit, I rejoiced. Nandara 
Mendes and Eglė Pilipavičiūtė coming from two different con-
tinents puzzled over public space in Finland, in Helsinki and in 
Haaga in particular. Their contributions foreground the need 
to conceive public space design within harsh winters as well as 
within existing communities and promote social infrastructures. 
In the same vein Mathew Page argues for streets and squares, 
culture and recreation, shops and services, in effect places 
wherein, as Sandercock and Attili (2009) have demonstrated, 
“strangers become neighbours”. The socio-spatial infrastructure 
was also at the core of the articles by, in no particular order, 
Kamilla Kreice, Sirpa Ojanssu, Jiayi Dong, Chaowen Yao, Tuo-
mas Harju, and Liang Yen-Chi. By socio-spatial infrastructure 
I mean places whose design requires or calls upon people’s ac-
tions and interactions, or according to Eckenwiler (2018), calls 
for their embeddedness as ecological subjects in recognition of 
their interdependencies. 

Kreice analyses the social dynamics of the two Haaga pub-
lic libraries in relation to staff and patrons. Doing so she re-
veals the two-way effects between organizational culture and 
ethnocultural milieu. Ojansuu delves into a re-imagining of a 
1959 shopping mall as a multifunctional space for commerce as 
well as community building. Harju in his article highlights the 
distinctiveness of Pohjois (North) vs. Etelä (South) Haaga and 
argues for the importance of existing public spaces – such as the 
Rhododendron Park – in bringing communities together. Dong 
redesigns the Huopalahti train station in the older Etelä Haaga 
area as a multifunctional public space, not just another trans-
portation hub. In doing so he provides galleries protecting peo-
ple from harsh winters as well as places for informal encounters, 
public exhibitions, and commerce. Yao looks at pedestrian paths 
and circulation, allotment gardens and dog parks, tree density 
and topography, and more, in order to redesign an existing in-
distinct green area he identifies as potentially “central” and calls 
it a “community centre”. At the eastern edge of Haaga lies the 
main lung of Helsinki, Central Park (Keskuspuisto in Finnish). 
Therein lies a small cemetery where people from all over Hel-

but to enable them to take responsibility and action for 
their places, by their own contributions, in bottom-up 
grassroots processes. 
(Caneparo and Bonavero, 2016: 205) 

Caneparo and Bonavero discuss self-organization not inclu-
sion, or participatory planning; however, they bring their mod-
el of “Incubators of Public Spaces” to the fore, showcasing that:

By catalyzing citizens’ willingness to ‘do their bit’ for im-
proving spaces within a certain community, it provides 
the means to grow and care for places. 
(ibid.: 207)     

Catalyzing people’s hands-on approach to public space may 
seem as if the public authorities and official planning are side-
lined. I have demonstrated that it is a well-known secret that 
top-down planning cannot provide the services required by an 
increasingly diversifying population with various needs and 
aspirations (Galanakis, 2013), while at the same time in order 
for public space activism to flourish the support of public au-
thorities is required (Galanakis, 2016b). Does then the 1st P in 
Majamaa’s 4P model become a mere coordinator? If the 1st P 
withdraws, is transparency dangerously diluted for socio-spa-
tial justice to even stand a chance? Local activism, community 
building and civic engagement require intentional and perpet-
ual nurturing, and even then they are not guaranteed (Mahon 
et al., 2009). Therefore, I would argue that the 4th P in the 4P 
model is the key element in that it sets the ground for a partner-
ship to emerge and evolve wherein the 1st P could really make 
a difference with the organizational, administrative, legal, and 
distributive resources it has been bestowed. 

The lack of this intentionality on the side of a large chunk of 
public authorities is evident in the urban development currently 
taking place in the Helsinki metropolitan area. Densification 
has become a buzzword, representing a form of urbanity to take 
over the suburbs. In many aspects densification may prove ad-
vantageous; however, for the nature-loving Finns, densification 
will also make urban green scarcer. In this context, concerned 
people and scholars in Scandinavia point to the increasing val-
ue of green spaces that were previously unthinkable as public, 
namely Christian and multifaith cemeteries (Evensen, Nor-
dh and Skaar, 2017; Nordh and Evensen, 2018). In the face 
of densification, public spaces with or without strict scripts or 
programmes, may become more valuable. Maybe then it will 
become evident what people appreciate in or as public spaces. 
And maybe then we will be able to realize what Finnish public 
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sinki may bury their pets. Although strictly speaking outside 
Haaga, this is the site Yen-Chi chose to intervene by designing 
a pet cemetery as a gradient public space, and framing activities 
so that they don’t clash. 

A few more students discuss issues ranging from class strug-
gles, mobility, land values, to cultural politics all pertinent to 
public spaces. Since their focus was not on public spaces I won’t 
go into them. Two, however, that address public space in rela-
tion to mental health tap into a question that will increasingly 
occupy decision makers: how can cities be designed and man-
aged in ways that contribute to both our physical and mental 
health? The relationship between city space and physical health 
has been acknowledged (WHO, 2016), while the impact of 
cities on people with cognitively disabling disorders as well as 
people with depression and schizophrenia are less discussed, 
possibly because they fall within uncharted waters. This makes 
Tuomas Tavi’s and Asta Hiippala’s articles all the more valiant. 
Our nascent programme enters its 3rd year and, based on the 
brilliance of the cohort of 2018, I am confident that it will train 
scholars and professionals who will have a positive impact on 
public spaces around the world.    
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