
This is an electronic reprint of the original article.
This reprint may differ from the original in pagination and typographic detail.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

This material is protected by copyright and other intellectual property rights, and duplication or sale of all or 
part of any of the repository collections is not permitted, except that material may be duplicated by you for 
your research use or educational purposes in electronic or print form. You must obtain permission for any 
other use. Electronic or print copies may not be offered, whether for sale or otherwise to anyone who is not 
an authorised user.

Hautamäki, Ranja
From Forest Towns to Nature-Based Solutions: In Search of Finnish Urban Nature.

Published in:
Green Visions: Greenspace Planning and Design for Nordic Cities

Published: 01/01/2021

Document Version
Peer reviewed version

Please cite the original version:
Hautamäki, R. (2021). From Forest Towns to Nature-Based Solutions: In Search of Finnish Urban Nature. In K.
Nilsson, R. Weber, & L. Rohrer (Eds.), Green Visions: Greenspace Planning and Design for Nordic Cities (pp.
64-85). Arvinius + Orfeus Publishing AB.



1

Hautamäki, R. 2021. From Forest Towns to Nature-Based Solutions: In Search of Finnish Urban Nature. In
Green Visions: Greenspace Planning and Design for Nordic Cities. Nilsson, K., Weber, R. & Rohrer, L.
(eds.). p. 64-85.

From forest towns to nature-based solutions: In search of Finnish urban nature

Ranja Hautamäki 2021

keywords: urban nature, Finland, urban planning

ABSTRACT The close relationship with nature and the democratic principles of the welfare state constitute
the foundation for planning of urban green in Finland. Forests, public waterfronts, and the wide provision of
recreation facilities characterize the Finnish planning history of urban green. While preserving these
established principles, new methods are also required in increasingly complex balance between nature and
the city. Urban densification has highlighted the importance to integrate green structure and urban
development more effectively and redefine the methods for planning and producing urban nature. The
management of urban nature is regarded as a multisectoral task which involves the participation of many
different actors. It requires measures at all levels from strategic green planning to innovative ways of
constructing new urban nature and collaborative methods of co-creation. Moreover, it is important to
preserve and maximize the benefits of urban green, and also reflect the fundamental meaning of urban nature
for the Finnish society. Urban nature is responding to multiple societal challenges by supporting health and
well-being, biodiversity, and climate change adaptation and mitigation. Urban nature is also about culture
and maintaining a continuous link with the history and the Finnish way of living.

Introduction

During the last decade, green areas have gained importance in urban planning in Finland. They are expected
to respond to challenges of climate change adaptation and biodiversity loss, as well as the promotion of
recreation and well-being. Low density and proximity to nature are traditionally recognised features of
Finnish cities. As a result of urban densification, however, it has been essential to integrate green structure
and urban development more effectively and redefine the methods for planning and producing urban nature.
Alongside preserving the nature within cities, such as the forests and shorelines, a new kind of urban nature
has emerged—green streets, stormwater parks, and green courtyards. Moreover, the operating culture has
changed, with new actors and multisectoral practices emerging alongside the traditional and hierarchical
planning system. New governance models affect not only planning culture but also economy and cost
allocation to greenspace management.

This chapter addresses the role of green areas and public spaces in Finland, focussing specifically on urban
nature, as an integral feature in the Finnish urban environment. Furthermore, it examines large cities in
particular, with Helsinki (population 648 000), Jyväskylä (population 142 000) and Tampere (population 238
000) as its primary examples1. The focus is on the urban planning level, which outlines the green planning
policies and the requirements for implementation of urban nature.

The material consists of studies on urban nature, recent reports, planning documents from the case cities, and
two interviews. My own experience as the leader of the landscape planning unit at the City of Tampere
(2004–2017) has also informed the study. This chapter is divided into four sections. The first section presents
the characteristics of Finnish urban nature, and the second one addresses the historical context of the urban

1 Population numbers as of 2019, according to Statistics Finland.
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greenspace in city planning. The third section describes the current planning issues with a focus on Helsinki
and Jyväskylä, and the final section outlines future orientations for urban nature planning.

2. Finnish urban nature

The close relationship with nature and the ways this intersects with the welfare state constitute the
foundation for planning. Finnish cities are less dense than many European cities and on average have
significantly more green areas. Around 30–40% of their surface area is composed of different kinds of green
spaces, with the majority of these being located on the outskirts of the city (Figure 1; SYKE, 2013).
Proximity to nature is rated as the second most important factor affecting residents’ satisfaction right after
location and transport connections (SYKE, 2017a). Although preference for urban living is increasingly
valued, green areas, nature, and shorelines are still highly favoured by residents according to a questionnaire
carried out by Helsinki City Museum (Helsingin kaupunginmuseo, 2015). For example, Central Park is
Helsinki’s most important and most popular outdoor recreation area, with an annual total of around two
million visits (Helsingin kaupunki, 2019a).

Figure 1. Green shorelines in Tampere. Aero-Kuva Oy / City of Tampere.

Forests have a special value within the Finnish urban culture, and concerns about decreasing biodiversity,
reduced well-being, and children’s lack of contact with nature has further boosted the importance of urban
forests. In Helsinki, the majority of the green infrastructure is natural, ecologically valuable, and species-rich
forest (Vierikko et al., 2014). The forest network has been addressed in a specific 2015 survey and a 2019
planning policy. Safeguarding the biodiversity of the forest network requires both the core areas of forest as
well as the wooded areas in the built environment, such as parks, gardens, and courtyards (Helsingin
kaupunki, 2019b). Forests are also important recreational areas, and studies indicate that the restorative
experiences are stronger in forests and shore areas than in parks or built urban environments (Schipperijn,
2010; Luonnonvarakeskus, n.d.). A key component for the restorative power of forests is their quietness: in
Helsinki, a resident survey identified the wide urban forests, such as the Central Park, as particularly quiet
areas (Helsingin ympäristökeskus, 2008). Internationally, there is growing interest in the restorative benefits
of forests, but in forest-rich Finland surprisingly little use has yet been made of forest therapy. However, in
the Health Forest project funded by the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry, Sipoo outpatient health care
found that immersive forest experiences prescribed by a doctor helped to decrease stress, depression, and
adult diabetes (Tyrväinen et al., 2017).

Forests play a substantial role for children and young people. In 2012–2013, the Finnish Association for
Nature Conservation carried out the School Forest project, which focused on forested locations close to
schools and day-care centres which would be suitable for teaching, education, and recreation (Sahi, 2014).
Although Finnish cities are generally close to nature, forests are scarce as local recreational areas,
particularly in the metropolitan area. In 2017, a report examined the distance of day-care centres from the
nearest forests and found that only half were located within a reasonable distance, under 300 metres from a
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forest (SYKE, 2017b). Forests constitute the foundation for recreation and biodiversity, but they also have a
special role in urban planning due to their aesthetic properties. They form an inseparable part of the Finnish
architecture, whether one is talking of forest towns, the iconic Forest Chapel of Heikki and Kaija Sirén—in
which the altarpiece is a view of a forest (Figure 2)—or the interior of Alvar Aalto’s Villa Mairea—in which
the freely grouped pillars reflect the surrounding forest landscape (Pallasmaa, 1987).

Figure 2. Otaniemi forest chapel. Archive of Aalto University.

Alongside forests, lakes and the sea are also essential components of Finnish urban nature. Abundant lakes
and clean waters and the shorelines are among the fundamental values of Finnish nature. This can be seen,
for example, in the popularity of swimming: a broad survey from 2011 found that 70% of Finnish people had
gone swimming or diving in natural waters that year (Sievänen and Neuvonen, 2011). Although Finnish
summer pastimes are traditionally connected with the summer cottage culture around the shorelines of lakes
and the sea, urban ways of enjoying the waters have also gained increasing popularity. Swimming and public
baths have a long urban tradition, and recently there has been a boom in public saunas, particularly in
Helsinki. The new public saunas differ from the former neighbourhood saunas in that they are located on the
shoreline and are architecturally noteworthy. Shorelines also feature other recreational amenities: in 2019,
city rowing boats were introduced in Helsinki, and the traditional rug-washing decks continue to be popular
both among residents and fascinated tourists, even though rug washing is nowadays done more on dry land.
Public and accessible shorelines are established principles of urban planning, cherished already in the early
20th century. In many growing cities in Finland, however, dense shoreline construction, excessively narrow
shore zones, and privatisation of shore areas are posing a threat to these principles. In addition to the
shorelines, nearby public islands are also important recreational areas. For example, Helsinki’s recreational
islands have a long history, and numerous islands have been opened for public use over the last five years. In
fact, maritime planning in Helsinki is among the most topical strategic development areas within the
recreational network.

Another characteristic of Finnish urban nature is the winter landscape and winter sports, particularly in more
northern cities where the climate is suitable for natural ice and ski tracks. Although the popularity of skiing
has decreased because of the warmer winters, a study from 2018 indicates that one out of three Finns still go
skiing in winter (Suomen Latu, 2018). Skiing tracks and ice-skating rinks are an essential part of a city's
sports and fitness services, and the City of Tampere, for example, maintains a ski track network of 120–130
km, with up-to-date track condition information available from the city’s ski track map web service or
through a mobile app. In Tampere, there are around 150 public outdoor ice-skating rinks and a popular tour
skating track on Lake Näsijärvi in addition to 16 winter ice slides for children (Tampereen kaupunki, 2018;
Tampereen kaupunki, n.d.). The warmer winters are weakening the level of engagement in traditional winter
sports, and more and more cities have invested in artificial ice rinks and snow tracks. Warmer winters are
also reflected in the disappearance of children’s traditional winter games, such as making snow lanterns and
snowmen—cultural traditions so rich that they have been put forward for inclusion on the UNESCO
Intangible Cultural Heritage List (Elävä Perintö, 2018).
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Urban planning has also taken account of this long period of snowless darkness. In many cities, such as
Jyväskylä, lighting has been adopted as one of the city’s key sources of appeal, and this can be seen in the
use of special lighting, energy-efficient smart lighting, and light events (Jyväskylän kaupunki, n.d.). In
addition, lighting strategies aim to reduce the amount of wasted lighting. In urban areas, darkness can also be
of value. The Ursa Astronomical Organisation, for example, gathers information about Finland’s darkest
places, which would be suitable for observing the stars (URSA, n.d.).

In the Nordic context, another important characteristic of urban nature would be the accessibility of public
services. According to the principles of the welfare state, the green services and recreational amenities
provided by municipalities with public funds are provided free to users, and efforts are made to offer all city
residents equal access to them. The intersection of the welfare state and the close relationship with nature
lays the foundation for urban nature services and amenities. The range of services is wide, stretching from
recreational forests and skiing tracks to rug-washing locations, dog parks, and frisbee golf courses. For
example, a unique service is the park lunch programme offered by the City of Helsinki—a free weekday
lunch for children provided in over 50 playgrounds, which traces its roots back to the war years and food
shortages at the start of the 1940s (Figure 3). Many cities have developed their green services—such as
playgrounds and sports areas—and made them more effective by carrying out surveys and specific
development programmes for recreation areas. The shortage of funding and the relative tightening of the
maintenance budgets in particular have heightened the importance of developing the service network as a
whole. In addition to the coverage and diversity of the services, the aim is also efficiency, for example by
thinning out a service network that has become too dense. Budget tightening can be seen in another area as
well: cities have obtained new partners in their provision of services and amenities, such as local parks being
cared for by residents or parallel recreational amenities being provided by private operators. Partnerships
bring new opportunities, but they can also raise questions regarding the openness and free provision of
services and amenities for all.

Figure 3. Park lunch offered to children in Helsinki. Terttu Nukari / Helsinki City Museum.

3. The historical context of urban nature planning

The key turning points of the post-war urban residential planning can be roughly described through different
city types: the garden city, the forest town, the compact city, and the ecological city. Through these we can
observe the changing attitudes towards urban nature, the meanings that have been ascribed to it, and the
means through which the ideal urban nature was produced. The post-war period of rapid reconstruction and
development of new residential areas was part of the national modernist project during which agriculture-
intensive Finland modernised and began to industrialise (Hirvensalo, 2006). Urban areas grew and changed
rapidly. The change was sped up by the construction of suburbs based on concepts of late functionalism,
which became the dominant planning paradigm in Finland for several decades. The most well-known
example of this is Tapiola’s garden city, which was designed in the mid-forties and influenced by the English
garden city movement of Ebenezer Howard, the “new towns”, and the German Siedlungen residential areas
(Hurme, 1991). Tapiola combined the two central principles for a garden city—a modernist open block
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structure and proximity to nature—both of which were absent in narrow and dark stone blocks in city centres
and in monotonous detached-home districts.

Playing an important role in the development of Tapiola were the garden and landscape architects, who were
responsible for green areas and who, for the first time, were working alongside the urban planners and
engineers on a broad scale. The guiding principle for landscape architecture was to respect the currently
existing nature and to carefully interpret the landscape (Ruokonen, 2016). Rocky areas unsuitable for
construction were left in their natural state. Tapiola’s large parks were constructed on former meadows and
fields. The most well-known of these is Leimuniitty, designed in 1959, where the distinctive form and
colourful ornamental vegetation created a strong contrast to the surrounding landscape. Alongside natural
forests and large parks, a third zone was created in the residential areas, which featured rich and small-scale
gardens. (Hautamäki and Donner, 2019a).

Tapiola was, in many ways, a unique project which reshaped the ideas of urban planning, even though no
other similar garden city was ever produced in Finland. Tapiola’s legacy and the principles of the garden city
lived on, however, in the forest town, an urban model which was regarded as particularly Finnish in nature
(Hirvensalo, 2006). Although the idea of the forest town grew out of the garden city and implemented many
of its ideals, the relationship with nature was nevertheless a different one. In contrast to the planned and
sculpted nature of the emblematic Tapiola project, the forest town emphasised nature in its natural state.
Proximity to nature, and to forests in particular, had a large symbolic significance during Finland’s
urbanisation and migration from the countryside to the cities. In the forest town, nature supported well-being
and moral values and also served as an aesthetic ideal. The location of buildings gave careful consideration
to the landscape, the topography, and the vegetation (Hautamäki and Donner, 2019b). The forest town’s
relationship with nature and the landscape can be seen particularly clearly in Pihlajamäki (Helsinki), a prime
example of Finnish modernism (Figure 5). Pihlajamäki was planned in the early 1960s to be constructed on a
forested hilltop 10 kilometres from the centre of Helsinki. The sculptured and uniform white architecture
created a striking contrast with the rocks and pine woods. The winding rows of apartment blocks flowed with
the terrain, and between them were broad forested courtyards which blended into the surrounding nature
(Salastie, 2003).

Figure 4. Tapiola garden city. Atte Matilainen / Museum of Finnish Architecture.

Urban planning ideals took a complete turn in the 1970s. Industrialisation and the rationalisation
requirements for construction led to increased production efficiency in order to respond to the growing
housing shortage. The expansive forest town was replaced with the compact city and a grid structure, which
better met the efficiency requirements. The increased density of the compact city also aimed for a new kind
of urban culture and well-functioning services, which were seen to be lacking in the forest town (Hirvensalo,
2006). The slogan “the compact city is a contact city”, expressed the aspirations of urban planning to create
community and spaces for encounters. The compact city concept also impacted green areas and nature in
residential areas. Critics remarked that the forest city’s nature emphasised individuality and weakened social



6

interaction (Mikkola, 1972). The compact city’s relationship with nature was, in many ways, the opposite of
that of the forest town. The already existing nature was replaced with constructed urban greenery where
function was more important than aesthetic properties. Untouched nature was seen as something that does
not belong to the city (Laisaari, 1964). A well-known example of this period is Itä-Pasila (Helsinki), which
formed a uniform grid in which cars and pedestrians were divided onto separate levels. Because of this
covered structure, the urban green had to be completely reconstructed. Small but lush parks and small-scale
recreational spaces introduced softer elements amid the massive concrete structures (Figure 6). Although Itä-
Pasila and many of the other concrete suburbs have received a lot of criticism, the compact city also
produced well-functioning solutions in which the scale of construction remained decent, and a natural
environment was preserved within the grid structure (Iisakkila 2000; Hautamäki and Donner, 2019b).

Figure 5. Pihlajamäki forest town. SKY-FOTO Möller / Helsinki City Museum.

Figure 6. Itä-Pasila compact city. Suomen Ilmakuva Oy / Helsinki City Museum.

Just as the compact city replaced the forest town, so the 1980s also challenged the planning paradigms of the
previous decade. Instead of the universal grid structure and monotonous prefabricated construction of the
1970s, the emphasis was on uniqueness, recognition of the landscape characteristics, and distinctive
architecture. The objective was a cohesive urban plan, varying in details and small-scale residential areas
which gave special attention to the courtyards (Pakkala, n.d.). Landscape architecture was more emphasised
in urban planning, and in the 1990s this became even more important when the ecological movement once
again changed the direction of urban planning. The planning and construction of large suburbs in natural
environments was coming to an end, and urban development was shifting toward a priority on infill
construction, improvement, and modernisation of suburbs (Pakkala, n.d.). Ecologically sustainable planning
and building technology received a lot of attention, for example in Viikki (Helsinki), an emblem of the
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ecological city (Figure 7). Viikki was also a pioneering example of landscape architecture, piloting the use of
environmental impact assessment, citizen participation, urban gardening, and stormwater management—all
of  which are solutions that, nowadays, belong to everyday urban planning (Hakaste et al., 2004).

In the 2000s, urban planning has continued the tradition of the ecological city but mixed with urbanistic
ideals of the compact city, responding to low carbon objectives. The difference is clear when one compares
the spacious and verdant Viikki with newly built residential areas such as Jätkäsaari and Kalasatama, which
are both former harbour areas in Helsinki (Figure 8). The urban structure is dense, the courtyards are small,
and the green areas are compact. The planning paradigm of urban green spaces and the discourse about urban
nature have changed as questions of proximity to nature have been replaced by global environmental
objectives and social aspirations of attractive public spaces (Hautamäki and Donner, 2019b). Alongside
compact city thinking, however, there is also another approach with an emphasis on green infrastructure. For
example, urban ecology is recognised at city-scale and many new districts, such as Kuninkaantammi
(Helsinki) promote nature-based solutions and green residential courtyards. Therefore, the 2010s do not fit
neatly under one heading; instead, they feature several different approaches whose legacy cannot yet be
assessed as a whole.

Figure 7. Viikki ecological city. City Survey Services.

Figure 8. Jätkäsaari compact city. Julius Konttinen / City of Helsinki.

4. Current questions in urban nature planning

Helsinki, along with many other rapidly growing cities, balances between the aims of creating a densely
built-up network city and that of preserving green space (Hannikainen, 2019). The question of urban nature
and urban densification has clearly become a political and polarised issue. The most extreme positions in this
discussion are represented, on the one hand, by urbanists supporting strong urban densification and, on the
other hand, by associations for nature conservation and groups supporting a lower-density, greener city.
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Helsinki’s City Plan 2016 was a crucial turning point in this discussion as the plan presented significant
densification, including construction of green areas. The case that received most attention was the proposed
construction on the edge of Central Park, which set the ideals of the new urban city and the spacious green
city on a collision course (Hautamäki, 2019). This gave rise to a citizen movement seeking to protect Central
Park, and a petition opposing the construction was signed by over 13 000 Helsinki residents (adressit.com,
n.d.). Many local residents felt that proximity to nature and low density, which have long been core values of
Finnish cities, were now under threat. The opposition led to a court case in which the Supreme
Administrative Court overturned the plans for construction in Central Park (Korkein Hallinto-oikeus, 2018).
This case is an interesting example of the struggle to redefine the role of urban nature and of the new, more
active role of stakeholders in the urban planning process.

Green areas are under pressure - on one hand they are threatened by urban densification and on the other
hand they are expected to respond to challenges of climate change and mitigate extreme climate phenomena,
particularly stormwater and increasingly powerful heatwaves. The stormwater legislation of the Land Use
and Building Act was updated in 2014, and this has made stormwater management a part of normal planning
processes and highlighted the role of pervious surfaces. Many Finnish cities have set the long-term goal of
becoming carbon neutral (SYKE, 2018) by focussing especially on forests as carbon sinks. Decreasing
biodiversity also presents new planning questions for urban nature: preventing invasive alien species,
safeguarding the diversity of urban nature, and protecting endangered habitat types. For example, it has been
estimated that in Helsinki the total number of plant species starts to decrease once permeable surfaces
account for less than 50% of the total land area and original habitats account for less than 30% (Heikkonen,
2018). The adoption of sustainable urban planning, which includes landscape planning, has been recognised
as a cross-cutting goal that requires strategic commitments, new planning methods, and multisectoral
cooperation.

4.1. Strategic planning of urban nature

Urban nature has become a strategic issue which is connected to the city’s growth, vitality, and
sustainability. Strategic green area planning lays an important foundation for the comprehensive
development of urban green areas and for safeguarding recreational, landscape, and nature values. Green
infrastructure is often examined as part of the comprehensive city plan, but many cities have also drawn up
strategic development programmes and plans for the green network. In Helsinki, the strategic planning
concerns especially the green fingers and the so-called blue palm—the islands and the maritime
environments. Green fingers have a long history dating back to the early 20th century but, in the past decade,
they have increased in importance: a strategy in 2013 and 2016 outlined the development of the green
network and supported the integration of nature and urban structure (Jaakkola et al., 2016; Jaakkola, personal
communication, 29 October 2019). Parks have been recognised as key to a city’s appeal, with a good
example being Kotka’s reputation as a city of parks where investments in parks have boosted the image of
the whole city. Green infrastructure, green networks, and ecosystem services speak of new planning methods
and the movement towards a holistic approach. Although these new concepts are partially founded on the
ecological city model of the 1990s, they nevertheless provide new approaches and solutions. The most recent
approach addresses nature-based solutions which seek to tackle a number of different societal challenges
simultaneously: decreasing biodiversity, adaptation to climate change, and improvement of health and well-
being (Paloniemi et al., 2019). This concept emphasises both the interdependency of the phenomena
involved and the importance of multisectoral cooperation.
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Figure 9. Green ring of Jyväskylä. Suomen City-Opas.

Jyväskylä’s Green Ring is a good example of strategic planning of urban nature and of consistent
implementation of the strategy (Figure 9). The green ring surrounds the city centre and includes green areas
valued for their landscape and cultural history, significant natural sites, and a diverse range of sports and
fitness services. The circular shape of the park increases its accessibility, bringing the recreational
opportunities of green areas close to all city residents. The idea for the Green Ring was originally introduced
in the city’s Green Policy (2012), which laid down the principles for green area planning and programming
of green services (Jyväskylän kaupunki, 2017). The city council’s approval of the green policy has had a
significant impact on the implementation of the Green Ring and other projects as well. The status of the
Green Ring was strengthened by the comprehensive plan (2014) which designated it as a site for the
development of recreational and green areas. This strong strategic support has promoted the project’s
implementation, and in 2017, the vision and action plan for the Green Ring was approved. The development
of the park has been advanced in a concrete way by the city’s decision to allocate specific funding to the
project. The action plan has also impacted operating practices: objectives relating to flexibility and
experimental activities have supported art projects and brought together the park’s different actors. Thus, the
Green Ring has enabled a long-term dialogue between different actors and the engagement of residents and
stakeholder groups. As a result of the lengthy planning and continuous dialogue, the park has been developed
into a restorative, active, and vibrant entity (Hautamäki, Ariluoma and Kehvola, 2019; Vallinkoski, personal
communication 1.11.2019).

A specific Finnish instrument of strategic planning is the national urban park, which was included in the
Land Use and Building Act of 2000 and modelled after Stockholm’s national urban park, established in
1995. In contrast to Sweden, where the national urban park remained as a single project, Finland set out to
construct a network of national urban parks, which currently extends through nine cities. The first national
urban park was established in Hämeenlinna in 2001, and the most recent was opened in Kuopio in 2017.
Moreover, several cities are planning a national urban park, including Helsinki and Tampere. Kotka’s
national urban park received an honourable mention in the European Council’s landscape project
competition for 2019, at the same time giving recognition to the Finnish model of national urban parks
(Valtioneuvosto, 2019). The model has several interesting aspects. First, it combines cultural heritage values
and nature values into a whole and extends from the city centre to natural areas in the peri-urban rural
setting. Second, the national urban park is a strategic tool that can direct urban planning in a comprehensive
and future-oriented manner. Third, it is fundamentally based on cooperation across administrative boundaries
and the commitment of diverse stakeholders to a common goal. While in Hämeenlinna (and many other
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cities) the concept has been successful, opinions about national urban parks are more divided among
planners and policy makers in large cities like Helsinki and Tampere. Here, decisions makers struggle with
high densification pressures and find the national urban park instrument far too binding. However, even if
the instrument is binding and steers other city plans and decision-making, the national urban park status does
not prevent the development of areas within the park, provided that the changes are in line with the
objectives set for the park (Hautamäki et al. 2019; Ympäristöministeriö, n.d.).

Hämeenlinna’s national urban park is a good example of long-term urban development and the strategic
importance of the green infrastructure. The park is 740 hectares in size and consists of the Vanajavesi
shoreline, parks around Lake Aulangonjärvi, the built cultural environments, and recreational and nature
conservation areas (Figure 10) (Hämeenlinnan kaupunki, 2002). When the park was being established,
funding agreements were made that have safeguarded the implementation of its set objectives. The national
urban park status and the funding allocated for it have promoted the preservation of the natural and cultural
environment and boosted the area's appeal and local tourist industry. Hämeenlinna’s image as a nature-rich
city with unique landscapes has been strengthened through the creation of the park, and it has also raised
property values around the edges of the park. In terms of health and well-being, a key benefit has been the
pedestrian and bicycle network development, which has increased the opportunities for outdoor activities and
spending time in nature. The route around Vanajavesi has become very popular and is currently used by over
200 000 people every year. (Hautamäki et al., 2019; Lappalainen, personal communication 31.1.2019)

Figure 10. National urban park in Hämeenlinna. City of Hämeenlinna.

4.2. Constructing new urban nature

Strategic planning and policy instruments constitute the foundation of urban nature planning but also
innovative implementation is needed. The traditional juxtaposition of untouched nature and constructed
parks is breaking down, and new urban nature models that blend the constructed and the wild are gathering
strength. One of the finest examples of built urban nature is the Vuosaarenhuippu (Vuosaari Landfill Hill) in
Helsinki, a former landfill site and wasteland on the edge of the harbour (Figure 11). The landscaping
process, which has continued over many years, has succeeded in creating new biotopes inspired by nature.
The slopes are patterned with natural and traditional biotopes: meadows, heather and juniper heaths,
grasslands, pastures, rockeries, tree groves, and even small wetlands. The open landscape and diverse
vegetation attract many kinds of birds, mammals, and insects to the area. Vuosaarenhuippu has become a
popular hiking destination and one of Finland's most unusual natural sites, which has also received
international recognition. The splendid views from the summit of the hill—rising up to 60 metres—attract
visitors throughout the seasons, relieving recreational pressure from the nearby nature preservation areas.
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Due to its biodiversity, the hill is well-suited for schools’ environmental education. Bordered by a Natura
2000 preservation area, it is the largest coherent open space in the metropolitan area (Mannerla-Magnusson,
2010).

Figure 11.  Vuosaarenhuippu. Hanna Tajakka.

The special features of the project have been its biotope-based planning and process-orientated landscaping.
This landscaping was carried out in an unusual manner by making use of selected loads of salvaged surface
soil, carefully planning the biotopes’ substrates, and transferring to the area vegetation displaced by
construction work. Each biotope was designed by a soil specialist. Soil profiles, fine grading, and rock
placement were designed mostly on site. Salvaged surface soil and vegetation were manually transplanted to
each custom-prepared location. The process was timed carefully: direct transplanting without intermediate
storage was essential in order to preserve the natural flora, microbes, and “seed bank” contained in the soil.
Planting was complemented with indigenous plant species from local nurseries. The landscaping of the area
began in 2001 and lasted for nearly two decades. The development work has also been supported by different
plans, such as the park plan produced in 2004 and the management plan prepared in 2019 (Mannerla-
Magnusson, 2010; Lambe, Pimenoff and Ylikotila, 2019).

Figure 12. Planted stormwater channel in Kangas. Jarmo Toikkanen / City of Jyväskylä.
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New urban nature is simultaneously addressing various societal challenges from biodiversity loss to health
and well-being and climate change mitigation. A good example of these nature-based solutions within a
dense urban structure is the stormwater channel in Kangas, Jyväskylä (Figure 12). The Kangas (fabric)
factory operations ended in 2009, after which began the planning of the new residential area. In 2017, the
first residents moved in, and in 2018, the stormwater channel was completed (Jyväskylän Kangas, n.d.). The
project is one of Jyväskylä’s key projects and part of the broader restoration of the water bodies within the
Tourujoki’s catchment area, which has received funding also from the Waterways Restoration Programme of
the Ministry of the Environment. The stormwaters of the Kangas district are directed into a new channel in
which they are purified before discharging into the Tourujoki (river) and from there into Jyväsjärvi (lake).
The project also involves cultural history: the system was constructed in the old channel of the area’s former
paper factory. The Kangas channel was structurally changed so that flow rate was reduced by using stream-
bed moulds and structures, channel-bed dams, and natural, planted vegetation. The vegetation and the
biochar mixed into the base structure bind the nutrients and harmful substances within the stormwater. The
Kangas stormwater channel is also an important part of the urban green and increases biodiversity and the
area’s attractiveness Planted along the 100-metre length of the channel are a total of 3 500 seedlings of
wetland plants, grasses, and shrubs, which help to purify the stormwaters and bring extra greenery and
interest to this centrally located urban space (Jyväskylän kaupunki, 2018; Viherympäristöliitto, n.d.).

Figure 13. Newly constructed green courtyards of Kuninkaantammi. Mari Ariluoma.

The implementation of strategic goals and materializing the city level decisions in the neighbourhood level
requires consistent planning and efficient instruments. An illustrative example is the grönytefaktor (green
area factor tool), a sustainability metric which quantifies green efficiency by referring to the quantity of
green and blue structure in each plot of land (e.g., trees, bushes, green roofs, and stormwater structures) in
relation to the plot’s total surface area. The concept was first developed in Berlin in the 1990s. Since then it
has been applied in other countries as well, including the US and Sweden, where the Bo01 Malmö housing
exhibition (2001) served as an important example to many cities in different countries—including Finland,
where the concept was first tested in 2014. Currently, the tool is in use in five Finnish cities—Helsinki,
Vantaa, Turku, Jyväskylä, and Tampere—and many other cities are interested in piloting the idea
(Hautamäki et al., 2019).

There are several interesting aspects to the green factor. First, it quantifies the green elements and expresses
the green efficiency in numerical form, which makes it possible to effectively connect the objectives to, for
example, local detailed plan requirements and plot concession conditions. Second, the green area factor is
one of the very few tools to guide the construction of green structures in private plots of land. The planning
of gardens and courtyards in Finland has, for a long time, been granted relatively little consideration, as
many cities do not require courtyard plans to be attached to construction permit applications, nor do they set
any specific quality requirements for them. Third, green factor has the capacity to tackle many challenges
and promote ecological, social, and aesthetic values within the courtyard environment. This can be seen in
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the district of Kuninkaatammi, Helsinki—the first residential area in Finland where the green area factor has
been applied on a broad scale (Figure 13). The construction of the housing area for a total of 5 500 residents
began in 2013 and is estimated to reach completion in 2025. The area makes use of climate-wise solutions
such as energy-efficient construction, green roofs, and stormwater structures. The introduction of the green
area factor has helped towards the attainment of the quality objectives for the courtyards and has given rise
to a diverse courtyard landscape which features cultivation boxes, rain gardens, and the use of forest
vegetation (Hautamäki at al., 2019; Ilmastonkestävän kaupungin suunnitteluopas, n.d).

4.3. Co-creating urban nature

Figure 14. Inhabitants mapping the characteristic nature areas in Helsinki. City of Helsinki, Mapita Oy.

Urban nature has not only been produced by top-down practices; bottom-up approaches and co-creation have
also been crucial. During the last 20 years, a significant change in planning has occurred, which involves
participation and the communicative turn in planning. In the Land Use and Building Act of 2000, the concept
of the stakeholder was defined in law for the first time, as was the stakeholders’ right to participate in the
preparation of land use plans that affect them, to receive information about the basis and planning options,
and to express their opinion (Figure 14). Participatory planning has brought decision-making closer to
residents, increased the flow of communication, and also made social media an important forum for
discussion. At the same time, there is a continuing need to strengthen the interaction and seek new ways to
engage people. Advanced digital methods and GIS applications support interaction and data collection in a
more efficient way. Active citizenship and empowerment have challenged traditional planning culture and
enhanced co-creation and co-production of knowledge. For example, Helsinki introduced in 2018 a wide-
ranging participatory budgeting model which allocated €4,4 million for the implementation of ideas
proposed by city residents. Anyone can make a proposal, regardless of their age or place of residence. After
the first stage, the ideas are elaborated together with the city and the residents, and then they are finally voted
on. It is interesting that the majority of the proposals relate to public outdoor spaces. For example, in the
citywide voting which was completed in autumn 2019, the winners included proposals to plant more trees in
Helsinki, add more benches and bins, turn grassy areas into flower meadows, and support cycling (Helsingin
kaupunki, 2019c; OmaStadi, n.d.)

Figure 15. View from Vallisaari platform. Maria Jaakkola / City of Helsinki.

As a result of the communicative turn, the municipality is no longer the only actor involved in urban nature
planning and management but, instead, the provider of a platform for many different actors. Many cities
already have extensive experience of adopted parks, green areas cared for by local residents and
environmental companions, volunteer-based peer instructors, and nature guides. An illustrative example of
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collaborative operating models and partnerships is Väliaikainen Hiedanranta (Temporary Hiedanranta) in
Tampere. In this experiment, initiated in 2015, a previously closed factory area and significant future urban
development area was opened for use by city residents, businesses, and communities. Co-creation, events,
and temporary uses have created a lively urban culture and also brought the area into the public
consciousness. Cooperation with the private sector has also been strengthened; a good example is the
development project of Vallisaari, an island in Helsinki (Figure 15). The island was opened to the public in
2016 after its long-time use for military by the Finnish Defence Forces. It is a historic, fortified island
located 20 minutes by boat from the city centre and managed by the state-owned Metsähallitus (an enterprise
providing environmental services). A special feature of the development project has been the multisectoral
cooperation between tourism operators, water transport companies, and different kinds of partner
organisations. The local authority itself has focused on strategic coordination and facilitating the activities of
others. After the opening of Vallisaari, regular boat transport began, and soon a café opened. Currently the
island receives around 100 000 visitors per year, and the partnering businesses operating on the island are
responsible for café services and harbour operations, and they also provide tours and cruises. Preparations
are currently being made for the large-scale Helsinki Biennial art event in 2020.

As a foundation for the development of the island, a land use plan was drawn up in 2015 and turned out to be
a valuable tool in shaping a common vision and engaging a wide range of actors. The focus areas set for the
future were recreation, sustainable nature tourism, and the preservation of nature and cultural values. At the
same time, however, there was a need for funding of the maintenance and development of the island
(Heinänen, 2019). In the land use planning, this has required new operating models and careful integration of
recreation and tourist activities within the valuable fortress landscape. The development work takes into
consideration the unique nature on the island: habitat types listed in the European Commission’s Habitats
Directive and numerous threatened or nearly threatened species. The island is also a nationally significant
cultural environment which is within the buffer zone of the Suomenlinna UNESCO World Heritage site. The
development aim is to eventually establish an extensive natural and cultural heritage conservation area on the
island. The sensitive environment has also been taken into consideration through preventing erosion and
guiding visitors along marked routes and constructing a viewing platform at the most popular viewpoint
which serves to protect the ramparts from further erosion (Jansson and Raatikainen, 2008; WSP et al., 2015).

5. Future orientations

Planning of urban nature seeks to respond, on the one hand, to global challenges and, on the other, to the
local, specific questions relating to each city, its growth, and the safeguarding of its values. Ambitious aims
for carbon neutrality by 2035 highlight the importance of climate smart urban planning and green
infrastructure as carbon sinks. Simultaneously, the tension between urban densification and the preservation
of green areas is rising. The right balance between these two aims is an ongoing—and perhaps never-
ending—debate and challenge for professionals. Concerns about well-being and health and about decreasing
biodiversity will remain on the urban planning agenda for a long time into the future. How is new urban
nature produced, what kind of methods promote biodiversity, and how can well-being and physical activity
be effectively supported while responding to urban growth? Who can participate in producing urban nature?
What kind of role does the city itself have in providing nature? These remain essential questions within
planning and related fields.

This review has found that in many Finnish cities there is a determination to tackle these questions, and
already a wide range of methods are at their disposal: integrated and holistic planning approaches, cross-
disciplinary constructions of urban nature, and new kinds of operating models and co-creation. Urban nature
is regarded as a multi-sectoral task which involves the participation of many different actors and requires
measures to be taken at all levels of planning. However, although planning always aims at the best possible
solutions, the decisions are often a question of values and of politics—of what kind of urban nature is
desired? In the current compact city thinking stimulated by various green solutions, it is extremely important
to critically examine urban green space—how it is conceptualized and produced, and what kind of benefits
and for whom does it provide? It is crucial to preserve and maximize the benefits of urban green space and
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also reflect the fundamental meaning of urban nature for the Finnish society. Urban nature is responding to
multiple societal challenges by supporting health and well-being, biodiversity, and climate change adaptation
and mitigation. It is also about culture and maintaining a continuous link with the history and the Finnish—
as well as Nordic—way of living.

Despite the seemingly promising development, there is still a lot to do in Finland. Firstly, the knowledge
base and methods for planning are undergoing rapid change through the use of GIS, 3D modelling, and other
rapidly advancing digital methods. This will have a significant change on planning which cannot yet be fully
foreseen. Secondly, there is a need for bold solutions and a culture of experimentation; although
comprehensive and long-term planning is necessary, it is also possible to try out promising models through
lighter, smaller-scale experiments. Finally, there is a growing need for best practices, successful projects, and
more research data. We need more evidence on the benefits of urban nature in relation to health, biodiversity,
and carbon sequestration. In addition, more data-driven cost analysis is required for nature-based solutions in
order to support decision-making and strengthen the status of green areas. Furthermore, nationwide
regulation and information guidance is needed to support the mainstreaming of good solutions, as this has
been lacking in Finland in relation to green areas. The Land Use and Building Act and the land use and
spatial planning system are currently being reformed, and the status of urban nature in these changes is no
small matter.

Urban planning solutions aim far into the future and are mostly based on uncertain forecasts, as changes in
society and the natural environment are sometimes rapid and unpredictable. While looking ahead, it is also
important to look back, remember the traditions of Finnish urban nature. Urban nature should be seen as an
asset that brings together not only different administrative spheres but also generations and traditions. When
we take care of urban nature, it also takes care of us.
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