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The European Charter of Local Self-Govern-
ment, adopted by Finland in 1991, provides a 
general European model for systems of local 
self-government. Since all European Union 
Member States are members of the Council 
of Europe as well, the principles of the Euro-
pean Charter of Local Self-Government are, in 
practice, also recognised by the EU, although 
neither the Charter nor its principles are 
included in EU law. Based on these principles, 
each Member State must find its own way 
of striking a balance between regional and 
local democracy on the one hand, and the 
demands of economic efficiency on the other.   

Local government plays a very prominent 
role in the Nordic countries. This is largely 
explained by the fact that local authorities 
have a very wide scope of operation in these 
countries: they bear the main responsibility 
for welfare services and basic public techni-
cal services. The right to levy local income 
tax, almost exclusively limited to the Nordic 
countries, guarantees that local authorities 
have a strong economic basis. Nordic local 
authorities account for a larger proportion of 
public spending than local authorities in other 
European countries. In addition, they are rela-
tively large compared to their counterparts 
in Central and Southern Europe. In Finland, 
the local authorities’ scope of functions is 
exceptionally wide. They shoulder the main 
responsibility for the provision of social and 
healthcare services and education and cultural 
services as well as for ensuring the technical 
infrastructure. 

FINNISH LOCAL AUTHORITIES  
IN AN INTEGRATING EUROPE    

Finland has developed a unique system of 
regional government based on cooperation 
between local authorities. Finland’s mem-
bership of the European Union and the 
Union’s development impose new demands 
at the regional level, which Finnish regions 
too must be able to meet. The pressure of 
Europeanisation is already evident in that 
Finland has established regional councils as 
the basic units of regional government, and 
other administrative division must adapt to 
this. Regional councils have been given the 
responsibility for regional strategies and re-
gional land-use planning, and they also play a 
pivotal role in drafting and implementing the 
EU’s Structural Fund programmes. 

Fiscal austerity and increased responsibilities 
require that all local authorities seek ways 
to increase the efficiency of their opera-
tions. Improved efficiency is usually sought 
through larger municipalities or intermunicipal 
cooperation. Another much debated topic 
in Europe is the relationship between public 
administration and the market.

While a Member State may independently 
decide how to organise regional and local 
government, all Member States are obliged 
to ensure that local authorities are able to en-
force EU law efficiently. A substantial number 
of EU laws and programmes are implemented 
at regional and local levels. In countries such 
as Finland, where municipalities and cities 
have a wide scope of functions, EU legisla-
tion has a particularly great impact on local 
authorities. The special features of the Finnish 
local-government system determine our 
position on European policy. 
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Finnish municipalities and cities are increas-
ingly involved in international cooperation. 
Aside from the municipalities and cities’ own 
objectives, local internationalisation strate-
gies encompass the international cooperation 
goals of other actors, especially higher educa-
tion institutes and the business world. The 
main goal of international activities is to gain 
insight into the development of municipal 
sectors in other countries. This work is sup-
ported by several EU-funded projects.

Twinning has become more goal-oriented 
and it provides a good frame for thematic 
cooperation. Twinning projects often have 
participants from universities, polytechnics, 
chambers of commerce, and industry and 
trade. Cooperation is important for local au-
thorities in the Nordic countries because their 
competencies are very similar. Relations with 
the neighbouring regions play a prominent 
role; most of the local authorities in border 

regions build twinning links and engage in 
other forms of cross-border cooperation. 

Owing to the multiple impacts of globalisa-
tion and the reverberations of immigration, 
municipalities and cities increasingly engage 
in international activities and they constantly 
face new challenges in these activities. The 
provision of basic public services, good gov-
ernance and residents’ participation in local 
affairs are challenges faced by local authori-
ties the world over.

The international activities of municipalities 
and cities help Finland to maintain the coun-
try’s attractiveness as cooperation partner. 
Owing to tax competition, the mobility of 
businesses and employees, immigration and 
the value given to various social systems in 
EU decision-making, defending the Nordic 
model of society requires efforts.

INTERNATIONAL ACTIVITIES OF  
MUNICIPALITIES AND CITIES                                    
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Local and regional authorities  
in the Treaty on European  
Union 
The role of local and regional authorities 
is given much greater consideration in the 
Lisbon Treaty than in the treaties preceding 
it. The Lisbon Treaty provides that the Union 
should respect the national identities of the 
Member States, inherent in their fundamental 
structures, political and constitutional, inclu-
sive of regional and local self-government. 
Under the principle of subsidiarity, the Union 
does not take action, except in the areas 
which fall within its exclusive competence, 
unless the Member States fail to adequately 
achieve the objectives of planned action at 
national, regional or local level. The subsidi-
arity principle emphasises that all decisions 
should be taken as openly as possible and as 
closely as possible to the citizen. 

The Union has included territorial cohesion in 
its policy objectives. The role of the Com-
mittee of the Regions has been reinforced 
by granting it the right to file claims before 
the European Court of Justice if it believes 
that EU legislation infringes the subsidiarity 
principle in matters related to local authori-
ties or regions. From the perspective of local 
and regional authorities, a key reform is the 
obligation of the Commission to consult the 
associations representing local and regional 
governments in EU legislative drafting.

Challenges facing the  
European economy
There has been a fall in confidence in the 
Eurozone and in the survival of the single cur-
rency, the euro. Economic problems in Europe 
and worldwide have multiple effects on 
Finnish municipalities. The financial crisis has 

TRENDS IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF  
THE EUROPEAN UNION         
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caused a decrease in municipal tax income. 
At the same time, expenses are likely to 
increase with rising unemployment rates and 
residents’ deteriorating economic situation. 
Frozen bank lending and subsequent contrac-
tions in trade, the labour market downturn 
and business bankruptcies are especially 
damaging for local economy ‒ and for society 
in general.

Even though the EU’s measures to control 
economic and employment policy have 
been mostly political in nature, in practice 
they started to have an increasing influence 
on decision-making in Member States even 
before the financial crisis. As a result, control 
over municipal development policies, too, 
has shifted over the past few years from the 
national level to the European Union.

It is difficult to evaluate the long-term effects 
of the crisis, since experts have varying opin-
ions on its handling and the effectiveness of 
measures taken. The EU will probably tighten 

its regulation of the financial industry and 
public debt, which can impact on the debt 
management costs of local authorities. Meas-
ures such as common evaluations of Member 
States’ budgets and Eurobonds appear to 
be steps towards a tighter Union. This poses 
further challenges for the development of the 
Finnish municipal system and the protection 
of its interests in the future.

A competitive, innovative and  
socially equitable Europe 
Finland’s competitiveness in industry, trade 
and services is largely based on innovation. 
Regional and local actors have a key respon-
sibility for building innovative operating en-
vironments. The public sector plays a pivotal 
role in creating the conditions for companies’ 
growth and competitiveness. The role of the 
public sector in achieving the Union’s com-
petitiveness objectives should be analysed 
more closely.

A central issue in the current European politi-
cal debate concerns the question of how to 
reach the competitiveness objectives while 
also maintaining the high level of social pro-
tection characteristic of the European social 
model. Competition policy is an area of legis-
lation where the EU has had a substantial im-
pact on the operation of local authorities. The 
demands of competition are no longer solely 
restricted to the economic activities of local 
authorities; competition rules are increasingly 
extending to the provision of welfare services 
as well. From the perspective of local authori-
ties, one of the greatest changes in EU policy 
is that the Union has broadened the scope 
of its activities to include local public service 
sectors, i.e. social welfare, health care and 
education. 

In Finland as well as in other Nordic coun-
tries, local and regional authorities play a key 
role in providing welfare services. European 
competitiveness rankings have shown that 
the Nordic countries have succeeded in im-
plementing structural reforms without having 
to give up their high-quality welfare services.
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Europe 2020 Strategy
In June 2010, the European Council decided 
on a new economic and employment strat-
egy, as a follow-up to what is known as the 
Lisbon strategy. The vision of the Europe 2020 
Strategy is smart, sustainable and inclusive 
growth. The goals of the strategy relate to 
employment, research and development 
investments, climate, education and poverty 
reduction. The strategy will be put into effect 
through special flagship initiatives. On the EU 
level, cohesion policy and its structural funds 
are becoming an important instrument in the 
implementation of the Europe 2020 Strategy.

The Member States set national targets for 
the implementation of the strategy. The Finn-
ish national programme outlines the country’s 
medium-term prospects in concordance with 
the stability programme. Finland has set the 
following goals: to raise the employment 
rate to 78%; to maintain R&D investments at 
4% of the GDP; to achieve the climate and 
energy targets agreed by the EU; to increase 

the number of higher education graduates to 
42%; to keep school dropout rates below 8%; 
and to reduce the number of people living 
in or at risk of poverty and social exclusion. 
Finland’s national targets exceed those set 
at EU level. The programme also examines 
the requirements for and obstacles to growth 
and employment. The goals are to ensure the 
long-term sustainability of public finances, 
reduce centralisation of the production struc-
ture, utilise labour potential to the full and to 
boost competition. 

In Finland in particular, local authorities play 
a crucial role in achieving the Europe 2020 
objectives, especially in areas such as local 
government and service restructuring, the 
innovative development of business environ-
ments and public services, building high-
speed broadband connections, raising the 
employment rate and keeping the standards 
of education on an internationally high level.

Multilevel governance
In all European Union Member States, local 
and regional authorities are an integral part of 
a country’s democratic structure and the level 
at which citizens encounter the Union and its 
legislation. From a citizen’s perspective, it is 
crucial that the Union functions rationally and 
effectively, and does not act on matters that 
should be dealt with on a national or local 
level.

One characteristic of good governance is 
that all levels of government participate in 
the preparation of legislation affecting them. 
Cooperation and mutual trust are require-
ments for success. The active participation of 
local and regional authorities in the prepara-
tory processes brings citizens much closer to 
the Union. The Committee of the Regions, in 
particular, promotes multilevel governance, 
i.e., the coordinated cooperation between 
the Union, its Member States and local and 
regional authorities in the drafting and imple-
mentation of EU policies.
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Key EU policy objectives of the Association of Finnish  
Local and Regional Authorities

The views of local and regional authorities are taken into account in  •
decision-making within the EU.

A prior assessment is made of the administrative and economic impacts  •
of EU legislation on the operation of local and regional authorities.

EU legislation is lessened and simplified.  •
The special features of the local authority based Nordic welfare model  •
– equality, universality and financing through taxation – are taken into 
account in the preparation of EU decisions.

Competitiveness objectives are set in a way that promotes social justice  •
and well-being. 

Local authorities are given a central role in the implementation of the  •
Europe 2020 Strategy. 

Multilevel governance is promoted based on the subsidiarity principle.   •
The role of the Committee of the Regions as a channel of influence for  •
local authorities and regions is strengthened.

Local authorities are given more opportunities to influence the prepara- •
tion of EU issues at the national level.

OBJECTIVES OF THE ASSOCIATION’S  
EU POLICY

The Association’s EU policy sets out to secure 
and improve the conditions for local govern-
ment in Finland by influencing EU policy-

making and by using to good advantage the 
opportunities for international cooperation 
offered by membership of the EU.  
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Cohesion policy
The EU’s cohesion policy delivers European 
added value to regional development, which 
is primarily implemented through financing 
from national funds. In the current program-
ming period for 2007–2013, the cohesion 
policy accounts for over a third of the whole 
EU budget. Structural Funds are the most im-
portant EU-level instrument for financing the 
objectives related to growth, competitiveness 
and employment within the European Union. 
During the current programming period, 

Finland will receive some 1.7 billion euros 
of Structural Fund resources. In addition, the 
EU programmes will incorporate around 2.01 
billion euros of national public funding, 25% 
of which, or over 500 million euros, will be 
derived from municipalities and cities. They 
have provided substantial funding especially 
for projects developing business environ-
ments and various services and for promoting 
tourism.

Cohesion policy will be a central means of 
promoting regionally balanced development 
throughout Europe also in the future. In Fin-
land, the EU’s Structural Funds have played an 
important role in structural economic change, 
and they have been used to improve com-
petitiveness, build competencies, increase 
employment and promote territorial coopera-
tion both at EU’s internal borders and with 
Russia. Decisions on the next Structural Fund 
programming period will be taken within a 
year. Cohesion policy will be pursued in all 
regions, and the funding will increasingly be 
tied to the objectives of the Europe 2020 
Strategy. Performance, simplification, condi-
tionality and promotion of investments are 
the key words for the future.  

Local authorities, to an increasing degree, 
will bear overall responsibility for the themes 
selected by national governments as priori-
ties for the European Social Funds (ESF). Such 
themes include vocational competence, 
management of employment, and people 
with low employability. Further, the increased 
emphasis on the local development perspec-
tive in the ESF and other activities integrates 
programme work more firmly than before 
into regional and local levels and closer to 
clients. The development of socially cohesive 
urban regions is one example of a priority 

THE ASSOCIATION’S VIEWS ON EU POLICIES 
 
Viable municipalities, cities and regions
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where activities funded by the ESF should 
play a pivotal role.

 
The cohesion policy must be continued 
in all regions, and the special circum-
stances of sparsely populated areas in 
the North must be taken into account in 
the allocation of funds. The most seri-
ous demographic challenge, the biased 
age structure, should also be considered 
as one determining factor in the alloca-
tion of Structural Funds. The programmes 
designed to implement the objectives of 
Structural Funds must – to the degree pos-
sible – be directly linked to regional strate-
gies. Regions should have the power to 
decide on the contents and implementa-
tion of structural programmes, whereas 
the responsibility for programme coordi-
nation should lie with regional councils. 
Structural Fund programmes must be 
regional and supported by several differ-
ent funds. The administration of Structural 
Funds programming should be simplified 
at both the EU and the national level. 
As a general rule, pressures to increase 
national co-financing should be targeted 
at central rather than local government. 
Should EU Structural Fund resources sub-
stantially decline from their current level, 
there will be pressure to increase national 
regional development activities. 

Urban policy
In many European countries, urbanisation 
began earlier than in Finland. In these coun-
tries, urban policy has focused on addressing 
the problems of cities and improving the 
living conditions of residents. Because of the 
URBAN Community Initiative, for a long time 
they were also the areas of emphasis of the 
EU’s urban policy. Along with residents’ im-
proved living conditions, the Nordic countries 
and particularly Finland have stressed the role 
of cities as engines of growth.

The EU’s urban policy has subsequently been 
renewed and is now seen as an instru-

ment of regional development. Accordingly, 
specific urban policy measures have been 
mainstreamed in the European Regional 
Development Fund programmes, in science 
and technology and innovation policy. From 
the Finnish point of view, recognition of the 
important role that cities play in growth is 
welcome, since social problems are not as 
prominent in Finnish cities are as is the case 
in many other European countries. At the 
Union level, however, this approach presents 
the risk that the scope of urban policy will 
become narrower and will no longer entail 
comprehensive development of cities, such 
as tackling social, environmental and traffic 
challenges with the help of partnerships be-
tween cities and the central government. This 
mainstreaming has also marked the end of 
the URBAN initiative, which strove to target 
the welfare problems of people living in cities 
and to improve socially and environmentally 
challenging urban areas. 

 
The Association of Finnish Local and 
Regional Authorities supports the objec-
tive of taking the role and importance of 
cities better into account within the EU 
Structural Fund programmes. Urban policy 
should be viewed holistically so that it 
covers the development of cities both as 
innovative environments and as socially 
and environmentally cohesive urban ar-
eas. Well-functioning public transport and 
competitiveness should be emphasised. 
Well-functioning urban areas experience 
a natural revitalisation of industry and 
business, thanks to the vibrant urban 
culture. Joint funding from the European 
Regional Development Fund and the 
European Social Fund can promote these 
objectives. National governments and 
the EU must provide better conditions for 
cities to design and implement their own 
development strategies. The Association 
of Finnish Local and Regional Authorities 
supports the adoption of a comprehen-
sive urban development policy that takes 
account of the experiences of the URBAN 
programme.
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Rural development
It is in Finland’s interest to have economically 
viable and thriving countryside as, relatively 
speaking, Finland is and will remain one of 
the most rural countries in the European 
Union. Membership of the EU has meant 
many benefits to Finland’s rural areas, such 
as free movement and increasing interna-
tionalisation. The EU’s Regional development 
policy has boosted the least developed areas, 
particularly in the rural areas of Eastern and 
Northern Finland. 

The Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) ac-
counts for about 40% of the EU’s annual 
budget expenditure. Rural development is 
one aspect of the CAP, and thus an agricul-
tural policy measure. Reform of the Common 
Agricultural Policy is currently in progress, and 
the associated changes will have significant 
indirect effects on the Finnish countryside. 
The new CAP will be oriented towards more 
results-based funding, broader entities, 
greening of direct payments, risk manage-
ment and increased streamlining with other 
funds. Prioritising the environmental per-
spective and redressing the biased support 
system are at the core of the negotiations.

 
From the perspective of Finland’s rural 
areas, it is particularly challenging that 
80% of the EU’s present policy is still 
geared towards support for agriculture 
while measures aiming to achieve rural 
development – which Finland would need 
– are scarce. Rural development has many 
points of contact with cohesion policy, 
and these policies cannot be analysed 
independent of each other. The regional 
objectives of these policies should be 
coordinated even more strongly, espe-
cially at the Union level. Local and regional 
authorities should be more involved in 
the decision-making of these policy areas. 
Common Agricultural Policy measures 
should be developed in a way that would 
enable their application in implementing 
the EU’s Baltic Sea Strategy, which aims to 
protect the environment.      
   

Employment policy 
Across the EU, 23 million people, or 10% of 
the working-age population, are currently 
unemployed. Such large-scale unemployment 
has grave consequences for European growth 
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and social security systems. To address these 
problems, the Commission has launched a 
flagship initiative, known as An agenda for 
new skills and jobs, within the Europe 2020 
Strategy, the Commission’s intention being to 
help Member States achieve the EU employ-
ment rate target of 75% among women 
and men 20 to 64 years of age by 2020. A 
further objective is to reduce the number of 
people living in or at risk of poverty and social 
exclusion by 20 million throughout Europe by 
2020.  

The Commission has adopted country-specific 
recommendations to help Member States 
intensify their economic and social policies. 
Finland should continue fiscal consolidation 
and implement structural changes to achieve 
productivity gains and cost savings in public 
service provision. Active labour market meas-
ures should be targeted better at long-term 
unemployed and young people; moreover, 
the employability of older workers and their 
participation in lifelong learning should be 
improved. Finland should open up further the 
service sector by redesigning the regulatory 
framework in order to facilitate new entry 
into service sector markets, especially in the 
retail sector. 

 

The Association considers the Commis-
sion’s recommendations for a common 
programme to be a solid foundation for the 
implementation of employment policies and 
for the structural changes required in Mem-
ber States. The Association also welcomes 
the proposals of the Growth Survey and 
Joint Report on Employment, which address 
the key challenges to the functioning of the 
labour market, including the matching of 
supply and demand with regard to compe-
tence, managing structural change, quality 
of work, and incentives. Measures boosting 
the incentives of tax and benefit schemes, 
shifting the emphasis of taxation away 
from taxes on work and reducing unde-
clared work are also good policies that spur 
increased employment. Finland stresses 
support for pensions systems by prolonging 
working careers; this can be achieved by re-
ducing incapacity for work. The Association 
emphasises that working careers can also 
be prolonged by integrating persons with 
reduced working capacity and long absence 
from work into the labour market.

Labour market policy
Local and regional government represents a 
major employer in the European Union. Lo-
cal government and service structures are, 
however, very different from one country to 
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the next. In many EU Member States, local 
government sector negotiations as well 
as collective agreements and cooperation 
between employers and employees are not 
well developed. The European Commission 
supports the development of labour-market 
structures and social dialogue in Member 
States, and gives social partners at European 
level a key role in the promotion and regula-
tion of sustainable growth, employment and 
working life conditions. 

 
KT Local Government Employers, a Finnish 
interest organisation, consider it important 
that the EU promotes the development 
of labour-market structures in its Member 
States. KT represents the interests of Finn-
ish local government employers in the 
EU by ensuring that their needs are taken 
into account in the preparation of work 
regulations and employment policy. By 
cooperating with European local govern-
ment employers, KT contributes to the 
development of EU-level employer policy, 
good labour market relations and the 
adoption of best practices. KT highlights 
the importance of cooperation between 
Nordic local government employers in EU-
level interest representation. The general 
objective of KT’s interest representation is 
to ensure that working lives are improved 
through European-level measures in a 
way that makes municipal services more 
efficient. KT fulfils its social responsibility 
towards other Member States and shares 
the best practices of the Finnish local 
government sector relating to human 
resource management, equitable recruit-
ment, innovative working hours arrange-
ments and flexicurity. 

Immigration policy and  
the integration of immigrants
As stated in the Treaty on European Union, 
the Union shall develop a common immigra-
tion policy that aims to ensure the effective 
management of migration flows and the just 

treatment of third-country nationals resid-
ing lawfully on the territory of the Member 
States, as well as prevent illegal immigration 
and human trafficking. The EU encourages 
and supports Member States in their integra-
tion efforts; however, it does not harmonise 
integration legislation in the Member States. 
Member States have the right to determine 
the number of third-country nationals they 
allow to enter the country seeking employ-
ment.

The European Council approved the multian-
nual programme for the area of justice, free-
dom and security – the so-called Stockholm 
Programme – for the years 2010–2014. In the 
area of immigration, the goal is to promote 
the development of countries outside the 
EU, thus ensuring the availability of labour 
in the Member States. The EU aims to set 
up a Common European Asylum System by 
2012. In 2004, the EU approved the European 
framework for integration. The primary points 
of the framework – integration as a two-way 
process and upholding the rights and obli-
gations of immigrants – are included in the 
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Finnish Act for the Integration of Immigrants. 
Moreover, the European Commission has 
published three handbooks on integration 
and a European Agenda for the Integration of 
Third-Country Nationals. The EU has set up a 
fund for solidarity and migration flow man-
agement, which supports national integration 
efforts.

The EU’s immigration and asylum policy is 
relevant to local authorities in terms of the 
promotion of employment-related immigra-
tion, EU support for local integration initiatives 
and the exchange of best practices.

 
The Association of Finnish Local and 
Regional Authorities supports in principle 
the joint European measures to promote 
employment-related immigration. The 
evaluation of the need for third-country 
national work permits should be left to 
national consideration. The recruitment of 
foreign labour force should be employer-
led and based on a concrete need for 
labour. Recruitment should be ethical and 
open. The Association of Finnish Local 
and Regional Authorities stresses that 
integration issues should continue to be a 
matter of national competence. Possible 
future common indicators and evaluations 
should be based on existing monitoring 
systems. Finnish authorities have devel-
oped a monitoring system for integration 
and ethnic relations, as well as a so-called 
Immigration Barometer, which gath-
ers information about immigrants’ own 
experiences. These systems can provide a 
good foundation for the development of 
European integration monitoring systems. 

Information society
The Digital Agenda for Europe is one of the 
seven flagship initiatives of the Europe 2020 
Strategy, and it is a pivotal factor in reaching 
the goals of the strategy. One priority of the 
strategy is sustainable growth, which at a 
practical level means that economic growth 
in Europe should not be built on increasing 

the production of consumer goods. Digital 
economy presents the greatest potential 
for creating sustainable growth. Commodi-
ties and services that can be produced and 
offered digitally can create growth with the 
least burden on natural resources. The Digital 
Agenda includes seven goals to promote a 
digital single market, improve ICT standard-
setting and interoperability, enhance trust and 
security and increase access to fast internet. 
Other main development targets are research 
and innovation, digital literacy, e-skills, e-in-
clusion and unleashing the potential of ICT to 
benefit society. The most important areas for 
local and regional authorities are the digital 
market as an engine of sustainable growth 
on the one hand, and developing e-govern-
ment to curb expenditure on the other hand. 
Both of these require high-speed broadband 
connections that are widely available.

 
The EU should actively abolish legislative 
barriers hindering the development of the 
Single Market. It should promote cross-
border electronic commerce by simplify-
ing electronic identification and payments. 
Representatives of local and regional 
authorities should be able to participate 
actively in extensive cooperation to 
improve the interoperability of European 
public services and boost public service 
production, particularly within the ISA 
Programme (Interoperability solutions for 
European public administrations). Support 
mechanisms for broadband connections 
should focus primarily on areas where 
markets are not functioning well; typically 
these are remote and sparsely populated 
areas. Fibre networks should be con-
structed according to the so-called Open 
Access model, in which the owner of the 
network (for example, a district coopera-
tive) allows all interested operators to 
offer their services to the end consumer. 
The PSI Directive (Directive on the re-use 
of public sector information) should be 
revised in a way that encourages Member 
States to be more transparent and open 
in their data policy.
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Local authorities, basic public services 
and citizens’ well-being

Preparation for demographic 
changes 
Increased life expectancy is among the 
greatest achievements of European societies. 
However, it poses significant challenges to 
the economies and social security systems 
of Member States. Demographic changes are 
taking place throughout the European Union, 
and this is seen as one of the most serious 
challenges facing the EU. The proportion of 
the elderly population is growing rapidly 
while the number of young and working-age 
people is declining appreciably in all EU coun-
tries. Finland’s old-age dependency ratio (the 
ratio of people over 65 to people aged 15-
64) is, at present, typical compared against 
that for other EU countries. By the year 2020, 
however, the increase in the dependency 
ratio will be the greatest in Finland.

The long-term objectives relating to demo-
graphic change in the EU are the follow-
ing: 1) Promoting demographic renewal in 
Europe: better living conditions for families; 2) 
Promoting employment in Europe: more jobs 
and longer working lives of better quality; 3) 
A more productive and competitive Europe; 
4) Receiving and integrating immigrants 
in Europe; 5) Sustainable public finances in 
Europe: guaranteeing adequate social security 
and equality between the generations. The 
EU has set up an innovation partnership on 
active and healthy ageing with the aim of 
boosting EU competitiveness, responding to 
social challenges and promoting healthy and 
active ageing among Europeans. The goal of 
this pilot partnership is to achieve a two-year 
increase in the average healthy lifespan by 
2020.
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Finland is among the first EU Member 
States to be greatly affected by ageing 
of the population. In Finland, the number 
of working-age people is beginning to 
decrease now that the baby boomer gen-
eration is reaching retirement age. The 
challenges related to ageing of the popu-
lation are particularly serious in terms of 
the sustainability of public finances and 
the labour market. Finland has responded 
to the challenge by improving the work-
ing conditions of aging employees and 
by creating pension policy incentives to 
extend careers. The Association of Finnish 
Local and Regional Authorities stresses 
that the local and central governments 
should continue their cooperation with 
a view to ensuring the sustainability of 
service financing.  

Social policy 
The social policy objectives defined in the 
Treaty on European Union are the promotion 
of employment, improved living and working 
conditions, proper social protection, dialogue 
between management and labour, the devel-
opment of human resources and the combat-
ing of exclusion. The European laws do not 
affect the right of Member States to define 
the fundamental principles of their social se-
curity systems and must not significantly af-
fect the financial equilibrium of such systems. 
Besides labour market issues that are central 
to social policy, a social policy based on the 
Nordic welfare model offers a much wider 
range of forms of assistance for residents.

EU social policy emphasises the combating of 
poverty and social exclusion, and adequate 
social protection. The goal is to achieve a 
reduction of at least 20 million people in the 
number of the poor and the socially excluded 
by 2020. The EU also aims to promote inno-
vation in social policy through pilot projects, 
the goal being to improve the quality of so-
cial services of general interest in all Member 
States. The social services of general interest 
encompass social security, employment and 

training services, social housing, child care, 
long-term care services and social assistance 
services. The EU encourages Member States 
to cooperate in the development and mod-
ernisation of social services.  

The EU provisions on the coordination of 
social security schemes have existed for the 
past 50 years. The new legislative package 
has been in force since 1 May 2010. The 
principle rule is that a person is subject to 
the legislation of the Member State in which 
he or she resides, is employed or is self-
employed.  

 
If the EU aims at extending the concept of 
social policy, the proposals for coordinat-
ing the social policies pursued by Member 
States must be assessed with regard to 
whether they can lead to a limitation of 
national decision-making powers on pub-
lic services. Finland considers it important 
to ensure that the features specific to the 
Nordic model of a welfare state are taken 
into account when evaluating the impacts 
of EU regulations. The central means of 
poverty reduction are raising the employ-
ment rate, improving basic public services 
and promoting workers’ capacity to work. 
Enhancing the quality of social services 
is a common challenge, and it is impor-
tant to take account of the differences in 
the social service systems between the 
Member States. The national practices 
for financing the provision of services of 
general interest must be safeguarded. 

Healthcare services
The European Union cooperates with Mem-
ber States to improve public health, prevent 
physical and mental illness and diseases, and 
obviate sources of danger to physical and 
mental health. However, the overall responsi-
bility for the organisation and implementation 
of health and medical care lies with Member 
States. 

The second Health Programme (2009-2013) 
aims at improving citizens’ health security 
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and reducing health inequalities. The Com-
mission has also set a goal to promote coop-
eration on electronic health services between 
Member States. Following the Health in all 
policies principle, the health impacts of the 
most important proposals should be as-
sessed. In 2012, the Commission will publish 
an action plan on healthcare personnel and a 
joint action project supporting it. The objec-
tive is to assist Member States in ensuring 
the right set of skills for healthcare personnel 
and improving the retention and recruitment 
of healthcare professionals. The EU has put 
forward a set of initiatives to address patient 
safety issues, including measures to prevent 
and control healthcare associated infections.

The directive on the application of patients’ 
rights in cross-border healthcare adopted in 
spring 2011 gives patients more rights to 
seek healthcare abroad and to be reimbursed 
up to the level they would have received in 
their home country. However, Member States 
retain the right to determine which treatment 
costs are covered, and they have the right to 
ask the patient to procure advance authori-
sation before seeking treatment in another 
Member State.  

 
While the EU’s competence in public 
healthcare has closely defined limits, the 
Union’s influence on national health poli-
cies and healthcare has increased steadily 
in recent years. Member States need 
more comparable data in order to meet 
the challenges posed by new technolo-
gies and demographic trends. In the de-
velopment of a common healthcare policy 
for the EU, it is important to take into 
account the fact that increasing numbers 
of health professionals work in another 
Member State. When the directive on the 
application of patients’ rights in cross-bor-
der healthcare is implemented at national 
level, it is important to define carefully 
which healthcare services are covered and 
how the costs are divided between the 
central and local governments on the one 
hand, and the patient on the other. 

Gender equality
Equality between men and women is one 
of the fundamental principles of Community 
law. The European Union’s objectives on gen-
der equality are to ensure equal opportunities 
and equal treatment for men and women, 
and to combat any form of discrimination 
that takes place on the grounds of gender. 
The EU has adopted a two-pronged approach 
to this issue, combining specific measures 
with gender mainstreaming.

The EU’s objectives concerning gender equal-
ity are presented in the Strategy for Equality 
between Women and Men 2010-2015. The 
Strategy’s primary goals are the economic 
independence of women, equal pay, equal-
ity in decision-making, dignity, integrity and 
an end to gender-based violence and gender 
equality in external actions. The Strategy 
also highlights the fact that women are at a 
greater risk for poverty than men. The aim 
is to promote equality both as part of the 
Europe 2020 flagship initiatives and in current 
and next generation programmes.

The EU’s equality directives are incorporated 
into the Finnish Act on equality between 
men and women. Some parts of the law are 
more comprehensive than the EU legislation, 
as it encompasses a quota provision and the 
obligation for employers to practise gender 
equality planning. Equality between women 
and men is also included in many special 
enactments concerning municipal services. 
In their role as democratic decision-makers, 
service-providers and employers, local au-
thorities can promote gender equality and 
prevent gender-based violence. The active 
promotion of equality in municipalities and 
cities boosts vitality and sustainable develop-
ment. 
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The Association of Finnish Local and 
Regional Authorities aims to influence the 
national equality policy and legislation 
in order to incorporate EU directives into 
national legislation. The Association also 
supports local authorities in their efforts 
to promote equality and obtain develop-
ment resources to this end. Together with 
the CEMR (The Council of European Mu-
nicipalities and Regions) and its member 
organisations, the Association of Finnish 
Local and Regional Authorities engages in 
a European dialogue on gender equality at 
the local level, disseminates best practices 
and seeks to influence the EU’s equal-
ity policy. The Association supports The 
European Charter for Equality of Women 
and Men in Local Life, drafted under the 
coordination of the CEMR, and encour-
ages local authorities to implement the 
commitments set out in the Charter at 
both the political and the practical level. 
Moreover, gender equality is a cross-
cutting theme in the Finnish-African Local 
Government Cooperation Programme, 
which is coordinated by the Association.

Non-discrimination
The EU’s strategy for non-discrimination and 
equal opportunities sets out both to improve 
legislative protection against discrimination 
and to actively promote non-discrimination 
and equal opportunities especially in educa-
tion, employment and services. This can be 
achieved by adopting a cross-cutting ap-
proach to non-discrimination and equality, 
by raising public awareness and by taking 
positive action. In addition to a general non-
discrimination strategy, the EU has several 
specific strategies in place which relate to 
disability issues, social and economic integra-
tion of the Roma population and to other, 
similar issues. PROGRESS 2007–2013, the 
European Union’s employment and social 
solidarity programme, is the instrument used 
to finance the strategy. A programme with 
similar content has also been planned for the 

next funding period. Human rights are a core 
policy area in the EU’s external relations.  

The EU directives on non-discrimination and 
discrimination in the field of employment and 
occupation are, for the most part, incorporat-
ed in the Finnish Non-Discrimination Act. The 
act provides that nobody may be discrimi-
nated against on the basis of age, ethnic or 
national origin, nationality, language, religion, 
belief, opinion, health, disability, sexual orien-
tation or other personal characteristics. 

Local authorities take account of non-dis-
crimination in their role as service-providers 
and employers. Non-discrimination is also an 
intrinsic element of many special enactments 
relating to municipal services. The current 
Non-Discrimination Act provides that local 
authorities shall have a general duty and a 
special duty to foster ethnic equality. Local 
authorities also implement most of the EU’s 
special strategies. The Finnish Ministry of the 
Interior has issued recommendations to local 
authorities, urging them to draw up equality 
plans in a way that covers the grounds for 
discrimination extensively.  

 
The Association of Finnish Local and Re-
gional Authorities seeks to influence the 
national legislation and programmes so as 
to ensure a balance between local author-
ities’ general duty to promote non-dis-
crimination and their special duties related 
to services. The Association highlights the 
importance of the dissemination of best 
practices at the EU level and of sufficient 
resources for better promotion and imple-
mentation of non-discrimination. Multiple 
discrimination and addressing the issue of 
disadvantage are included in the European 
Charter for Equality of Women and Men in 
Local Life, which the Association recom-
mends to local authorities and regional 
councils. 
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Education policy
The EU contributes to the development of 
quality education by encouraging cooperation 
between Member States and, if necessary, by 
supporting and supplementing their action. 
The Union seeks to develop the European 
dimension in education through teaching of 
the languages of the Member States, mobility 
of students and teachers and cooperation be-
tween educational establishments. Responsi-
bility for the content of teaching and educa-
tional systems rests with Member States.

The strategic objectives of European coopera-
tion in education are: promotion of lifelong 
learning and mobility; improvement of the 
quality and efficiency of education and train-
ing; strengthening of equity, social cohesion 
and active citizenship; and cultivation of 
creativity, innovation and entrepreneurship. 
These objectives support the EU’s strategy 
for growth and jobs. Two of the flagship 
initiatives of the Europe 2020 Strategy have 

particular relevance for education. The Youth 
on the Move project encourages young 
people to make use of the education and 
training available and thereby to boost their 
employment opportunities. The number of 
young school dropouts must be reduced. The 
Agenda for new skills and jobs highlights 
skills development and the fostering of em-
ployment. Attainment of these goals requires 
that the authorities, education providers and 
employers cooperate closely and form part-
nerships nationally as well as at regional and 
local levels. 

As part of the Europe 2020 Strategy, the EU 
has adopted a set of quantitative benchmarks 
in the education sector. The proportion of 
dropouts from education and training be-
tween 18 and 24 years of age should be cut 
to under 10% by 2010. The Finnish national 
target is not more than 8%. The EU target 
for higher education is that at least 40% of 
30–34 year-olds complete third-level educa-
tion. The Finnish national target is at least 

A competent Europe



21

42%. The EU has also adopted a benchmark 
stating that at least 95% of children between 
4 years old and the age for starting compul-
sory primary education should participate in 
early childhood education, day-care centres 
included. With 98% of 6-year-olds participat-
ing in early childhood education, Finland has 
already reached this benchmark. 

 
The Association of Finnish Local and Re-
gional Authorities welcomes the bench-
marks and will further their achievement, 
but points out that the resources of local 
authorities should be borne in mind. 
Competitiveness rankings and good learn-
ing results have proved the excellence 
of the Nordic model of a strong local 
government in the provision of educa-
tion. The Association seeks to influence 
the EU’s education and training policy so 
as to ensure that the opinions of local and 
regional authorities are taken into account 
in decision-making affecting the regional 
and local levels of Member States. More 
emphasis must be placed on the views of 
local authorities regarding EU education 
policy from early childhood education to 
higher education.  

Research and innovation policy
In order to boost international competitive-
ness, Finland and its regions must strengthen 
research and education in institutes of higher 
education in order to meet international 
standards. The provision of higher education 
attracts business, offices and investments 
to cities. Multidisciplinary universities and 
polytechnics cultivate dynamic and creative 
environments. The EU’s research funding and 
innovation policies are very important for 
urban and regional development. A common 
principle in science policy is that a research 
unit can only function effectively and in-
novatively when it has reached critical mass, 
that is to say, a sufficient size, and EU funding 
should only be targeted at such units. When 
interpreted too mechanically, however, this 
model can be harmful overall. Even a small 

discipline, when part of a multidisciplinary 
research institute or university, can boost 
innovation throughout the whole campus, 
city or region – even if this discipline is not 
at top level internationally at that particular 
point in time. Inspection of urban economics 
shows that the inclusion of many disciplines 
has a high value for university campuses and 
research units. 

The EU’s research funding and innovation 
policy flagships (technology platforms) 
represent top-down thinking. In the last few 
years, the right balance between a top-down 
competitive programme funding and core 
funding given directly to higher education 
and research institutes has sparked constant 
debate. Core funding secures the precondi-
tions for research arising from the research 
units’ own initiative. It tends both to have 
fewer risks and to generate innovation more 
efficiently than large projects coordinated 
from the top.

 
Education and research are key elements 
in boosting competitiveness, growth and 
well-being, and in enhancing business 
environments. The possibilities for Finn-
ish innovation policy, higher education 
and research institutes to make use of 
EU research funding must be increased. 
Better consideration must be given to the 
effects of research and innovation policy 
on regions and urban economy. The crite-
rion of critical mass, which often comes 
up in EU research funding and innovation 
policies, should not be implemented in 
practice too mechanically. The Association 
of Finnish Local and Regional Authorities 
is of the opinion that the EU should focus 
on increasing core funding instead of the 
competitive programme funding which 
favours large units. In this way, institutes 
of higher education and research units 
themselves, within the framework of their 
autonomy, could weigh the significance of 
their research initiatives and parts in rela-
tion to the whole.
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Cultural policy
Culture is a fundamental part of Europe’s 
integration, contributing to the establishment 
and viability of the European Social Model. In 
the European Union’s official papers, culture is 
regarded as an instrument of favourable de-
velopment: culture builds identities, increases 
tolerance and creativity, is a tool for the 
development of regions and urban areas, and 
promotes employment. There are no uniform 
objectives for EU cultural policy; instead, the 
EU emphasises that cultural policy reflects the 
objectives and strategies of Member States. 
While the EU does not seek to harmonise the 
cultural legislation of its Member States, har-
monisation may, nevertheless, take place to 
some degree. For example, the joint activities 
of various expert networks make it neces-
sary to have agreements, practices, statistics 
and indicators that are introduced in different 
countries and harmonise working cultures 
throughout the EU.

Culture is, to an increasing degree, considered 
part of the EU’s general strategies. Cultural 
and creative fields have been brought to the 
fore as one means of achieving the goals 
of the Europe 2020 Strategy. The Union’s 
cultural activities have been implemented 

primarily through cultural programmes. These 
programmes have supported cooperation 
projects in many countries and they encom-
pass all forms of art and cultural heritage 
with the exception of cinema and television, 
which are supported through a separate 
programme. Cultural programmes enable 
municipalities and cities to participate in 
European cooperation projects. A consider-
able part of the financial support allocated to 
various cultural projects comes from the EU’s 
Structural Funds.

 
The Association of Finnish Local and Re-
gional Authorities is in favour of the broad 
interpretation and use of the concept ‘cul-
ture’ in EU policies. The emphasis should 
be on improving welfare, strengthening 
local identity and supporting creative sec-
tors in line with the principles of sustain-
able development. Regional cooperation, 
local cultural activities and networking 
should be enhanced. A wider spectrum of 
cultural actors, for instance from the edu-
cation sector, the third sector and busi-
nesses, should be involved. It is important 
that cultural projects are supported from 
EU Structural Funds.
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European digital library  
Europeana 
The EU’s digital library Europeana is a com-
mon multilingual portal for national digital li-
braries. It strives to make all Europe’s cultural 
resources and scientific records accessible 
online to everyone. It contains digitised mate-
rial from European museums, libraries, ar-
chives and multimedia collections. The actual 
content of the service is located in national 
digital libraries. The material from Finnish li-
braries, archives and museums is transmitted 
to Europeana via the Finnish national digital 
library, which operates under the Ministry 
of Education and Culture. Finnish published 
cultural heritage is fairly young in comparison 
to many European countries that have long 
cultural histories, and it is therefore not freely 
transferable to an open web publication with-
out special agreements and possible fees.

 
Europe’s Digital Library Europeana is an 
important project from the perspective of 
municipal library services. A balanced de-
velopment of Europeana’s contents faces 
many challenges. The collection should 
be geographically representative and in-
clude material in all European languages. 
Various materials, such as books, photo-
graphs, audio-visual material and museum 
artefacts, should be equally represented. 
Another decisive requirement for building 
Europeana is a sustainable model for long-
term financing and administration. 

Youth and sports policy
The EU promotes youth exchanges and ex-
change programmes for social pedagogues, 
and encourages young people to participate 
in European democracy. The EU also contrib-
utes to sports promotion in Europe. However, 
the primary responsibility for youth and 
sports affairs still rests with Member States.

The EU’s youth programmes have operated 
for over 20 years, and they have provided 
continuity to international relations in the 

Finnish youth field. The objective of the EU’s 
current programme, Youth in Action 2007–
2013, is to promote young people’s active 
citizenship and facilitate European coopera-
tion in the youth field. The Youth on the Move 
initiative, which is part of the Europe 2020 
Strategy, aims to help young people acquire 
the knowledge, skills and experience that 
they need to get their first job.

Previously, the Union focused mostly on top-
level sports. By 2009, however, the Com-
mission already supported 18 sports pilot 
projects, with themes such as health-enhanc-
ing physical activity, education and training in 
sport, sport for people with disabilities and 
gender equality in sport. As the new budget 
period starts in 2014, the aim is to establish a 
specific EU programme for sports.

 
Increasingly active participation in the EU 
youth programmes is in the interests of 
Finnish young people, youth workers and 
municipalities. With the introduction of 
the Youth on the Move initiative of the 
Europe 2020 Strategy, youth affairs have 
gained more importance. This initiative 
is now the political and strategic frame-
work for youth affairs. Cooperation and 
thorough coordination are needed to 
determine which measures are necessary 
at the EU level and in Member States. 
The Lisbon Treaty provides a good basis 
for a broad consideration of the special 
characteristics of physical exercise and 
sports, such as the social and educational 
functions of sport.
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The purpose of Single Market regulation is to 
ensure and promote the free movement of 
people, goods, services and capital. As a gen-
eral rule, administrative organisation at local, 
regional or national level is not subject to 
Single Market regulation. Nevertheless, Finn-
ish local authorities use the potential of the 
market in carrying out many of their duties or 
are able to influence the market through their 
actions. Local authorities purchase services, 
provide services and are actors in the field 
of economic policy. In these roles, they must 
take account of the Single Market and com-
petition law regulations.

 
The Association of Finnish Local and Re-
gional Authorities recognises the impor-
tance of a well-functioning Single Market. 
A market that works well is also to the 
benefit of municipalities and cities. Ten-
sion and conflicts build up easily between 
the Nordic system based on an extensive 
public service provision and strong local 
authorities, on the one hand, and Single 
Market and competition law regulations, 
on the other. The real impact of these 
conflicts on local government has not 
been considered sufficiently in the Single 
Market and competition policies or in case 
law. 

Public procurement
Public procurement has great economic sig-
nificance nationally and in the EU. The value 
of public procurement in the EU countries is 
estimated at about 17% of the combined 
GDP of the Member States. Public procure-
ment is regulated by procurement direc-
tives which entered into force in 2004. The 
principal rule is tendering. The procurement 
directives form a framework for regulation 
which is completed by provisions concerning 
specific sectors or product groups.

The European Commission has begun the 
process of drafting new public procurement 
directives and concurrent preparation of a 
separate Concessions Directive. Concessions 
do not fall within the scope of the current 
procurement directives. There is an increase 
in EU regulation that obligates contracting 
entities to procure certain types of products, 
particularly in the field of energy efficiency. 
However, this new regulation does not usu-
ally affect procurement procedures as such, 
but rather prescribes what public authorities 
should procure.

 
The Association of Finnish Local and 
Regional Authorities is of the opinion 
that the scope of the regulation based 
on procurement directives should not be 
extended further. The Association has 
reservations concerning new regulation, 
and it has paid particular attention to how 
procurement legislation relates to coop-
eration between local authorities. How-
ever, the Association has supported some 
amendments that facilitate certain routine 
procurement procedures. It suggests that 
procurement directives and concessions 
should be regarded as one entity.

State aid
Over the past decade, state aid has been at 
the centre of the Commission’s competition 
policy. In principle, the Treaty on European 
Union takes a negative stand towards sup-
porting economic activity. Yet, exceptions 
enabling limited support for various reasons 
have been made in many sectors. Moreover, 
Member States can obtain approval for spe-
cial support programmes.  

State aid is defined as all forms of aid granted 
to enterprises by Member States, local au-

Local authorities and the European  
Single Market
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thorities and other similar public bodies. Thus, 
all aid granted to enterprises by local authori-
ties is interpreted as state aid as referred to 
in EU competition law. 

In recent years, efforts have been made to 
improve the legal protection of competing 
undertakings in cases where an enterprise 
has been granted illegal state aid. Especially 
the role of national courts has been highlight-
ed. Although initiatives concerning state aid 
have been less of a priority in the economic 
recession, state aid will probably be high on 
the Commission’s agenda also in the future. 
There are no concrete projects in process 
except for a review of regulations on services 
of general interest. 

In Finland, opposition to state aid legislation 
has become more frequently cited as grounds 
for an appeal against a decision taken by a 
local authority. State aid legislation also limits 
the options of local authorities in market 
competition.   

 
The interpretation of state aid legislation 
must allow for local authorities to perform 
tasks falling within the scope of their re-
sponsibility at their own discretion unless 
this clearly has a distorting effect on the 
market. 

Services of general interest
Services of general interest (SGI) and Services 
of general economic interest (SGEI) are serv-
ices that have a special status in competition 
policy and legislation. ‘Services of general 
interest’ is a superordinate concept which 
covers both economic and non-economic 
services. Non-economic services of general 
interest include services such as the judicial 
system, law enforcement, primary educa-
tion and statutory social security. Economic 
services are subject to EU competition rules. 
However, the competition rules are not ap-
plicable to non-economic services.
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In practice, services of general economic 
interest in particular are important in terms of 
the Single Market and competition policies. 
SGEIs are commercial services with a general 
interest nature, and thus public authorities 
have imposed a special public service obliga-
tion on SGEI providers.

Member States have a wide margin of discre-
tion in defining a given service as an SGEI. 
The Commission can intervene if it considers 
that a Member State has made a manifest 
error when defining the service as an SGEI. 
Public service obligations and compensations 
should comply with the Commission’s SGEI 
Decision and SGEI Framework. The regulation 
is closely connected to state aid, since the 
regulation predominantly applies to public 
service compensation. The Commission plans 
to examine the need to revise the Decision 
and the Framework.

The Association of Finnish Local and 
Regional Authorities has reservations 
concerning the proposal of defining SGEIs 
at the EU level. The concept of services 
of general economic interest is not well 
known in Finland, and it does not fully 
correspond to the Finnish notion of what 
constitutes general interest. The Associa-
tion has proposed a national review on 
local authorities’ possibilities to define 
services as SGEIs and to impose public 
service obligations on service-providers.
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Climate change and sustainable  
development

Climate and energy policy
The Europe 2020 package and the Union’s 
internal greenhouse gas emissions trading 
are the cornerstones of the European climate 
policy. Through the package, Member States 
commit themselves to reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions by at least 20%, improve 
energy efficiency and increase the share of 
energy consumption provided by renewable 
resources. Moreover, the share of renew-
able energy replacing petrol and diesel in 
transport should be raised to at least 10%. 
The revenues generated from the auctioning 
of emissions allowances should be used to 
fund large-scale energy and climate projects, 
such as carbon capture and investments in 
renewable energy source processing. The EU’s 
Energy 2020 Strategy focuses on improving 
energy efficiency, building a pan-European 
integrated energy market, ensuring the secu-
rity of energy procurement and production, 
and developing energy technology. In the 
Communication ‘Renewable Energy: Progress-
ing towards the 2020 target’ the Commis-
sion encourages Member States and the EU 
to make more long-term investments in the 
funding of renewable energy.

In March 2011, the Commission published its 
Action Plan for Energy Efficiency and a Road-
map for transforming the European Union 
into a low carbon economy by 2050. In June 
2011, it published a proposal for an energy 
efficiency directive. Reaching the targets by 
the year 2020 looks difficult. The plan does 
not set out binding country-specific energy 
efficiency targets in percentages. Rather, it 
focuses strongly on the public sector.

The Action Plan and proposal for a direc-
tive on energy efficiency would obligate 
public authorities to become pioneers 
with regard to energy efficiency in build-
ings. The Commission proposes that, each 
year, 3% of the public sector building 
stock should be refurbished to reach the 
highest energy efficiency class. Energy 
refurbishments are often cost-efficient 
only if they are carried out in connection 
with restorations. This would imply annual 
costs of over one billion euros for local 
economy, which is unrealistic in Finland. 
The Commission should present this 
target as a guideline. The Association of 
Finnish Local and Regional Authorities pro-
motes equal treatment of local authori-
ties and the private sector, and the use 
of cost-efficient measures. It also calls for 
realism when setting targets and impos-
ing possible new obligations.
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The environment
The principle of sustainable development, 
a high standard of environmental protec-
tion, and improvement of the quality of 
the environment are the European Union’s 
declared environmental objectives. The 
means for attaining them include directives 
and regulations on the quality of the environ-
ment, emissions, lines of action and products, 
together with action programmes for envi-
ronmental protection and various financing 
programmes.

Directives on environmental protection, which 
number approximately 200, include provi-
sions on water protection, control of air pol-
lution, chemicals, nature conservation, noise 
control and waste management. An impor-
tant document that lays down the Union’s 
environmental policy is the Sixth Environment 
Action Programme of the European Commu-
nity 2002–2012, which is currently being eval-
uated. Revised in 2006, the European Union 
Strategy for Sustainable Development aims 
at integrating the objectives of the economy, 
the environment and social sustainability in 
the following policy areas: climate and en-
ergy; transport, consumption and production; 
natural resources; public health; social cohe-
sion; and global reduction of poverty. The EU 
has also shown interest in the quality of the 
urban environment and in biological diversity. 
In recent years, the aim of EU environmental 
policy has been to streamline regulation and 
improve implementation. 

The efforts towards lighter environmental 
regulation have led to fewer provisions and a 
slower pace of drafting. Sustainable develop-
ment priorities are more visible in the EU than 
before. This can be explained by the interna-
tional climate and energy policies, but it also 
reflects attempts to combat unemployment 
and the slowing economy through what is 
known as green growth, competitive and 
materials-efficient production, and sustain-
able consumption.        

 
The EU has a major impact on the way 
local authorities carry out their responsi-
bilities related to environmental protec-
tion. The directives lay down much of the 
content of the national environmental 
legislation and thereby govern the opera-
tion of local authorities. EU regulation has 
shifted the emphasis of Finland’s environ-
mental policy from objectives concerning 
total emissions to environmental qual-
ity standards (quality of air, noise level, 
quality of water) and technical standards 
(specific emissions, noise emission values, 
chemical composition). Some of the 
most important goals of the Association 
of Finnish Local and Regional Authorities 
in terms of EU environmental policy are 
increased opportunities for local authori-
ties to contribute to national and supra-
national legislative drafting and deeper 
integration of environmental aspects in 
regional development programmes and 
projects. The special circumstances of 
Finnish municipalities and regions must be 
taken into account in the drafting of en-
vironmental regulations. Matters related 
to the urban environment should remain 
within national competence. 

Waste management
The objective of EU waste management 
policy is to promote sustainable use of natural 
resources and to prevent and limit the detri-
mental effects of waste on the environment 
and human health. In line with the founding 
principles of the EU, the aim is to achieve a 
high level of environmental protection with-
out disturbing the functioning of the Single 
Market. 

The goal of the EU Waste Framework Direc-
tive is prevention of waste production and 
the recovery of waste by means of reuse and 
recycling. The directive includes a five-step 
waste management hierarchy as a prior-
ity order: waste prevention; preparation for 
reuse; recycling; other recovery; and disposal. 
Member States must promote material re-
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cycling of waste and must take measures to 
achieve the target of recycling 50% of paper, 
metal, plastic and glass waste and 70% of 
construction and demolition waste by 2020. 
The EU Landfill Directive aims at reducing the 
greenhouse gas emissions of landfills and 
other adverse effects of landfilling on the 
environment and to human health, and pro-
moting recycling and reuse of biodegradable 
waste. The Waste Incineration Directive sets 
out to prevent or to limit negative effects 
on the environment and the resulting risks 
to human health from the incineration and 
co-incineration of waste. Based on the EU di-
rectives incorporating provisions on producer 
responsibility, in the case of many products 
the waste management obligation has, under 
national law, been assigned to producers and 
importers.

In Finland, the EU directive on waste will be 
transposed by the revised Waste Act. In the 
new Waste Act, most of the responsibilities 
of local authorities associated with mu-
nicipal solid waste management will remain 
unchanged. The responsibility for and costs 
of the management of consumer packag-
ing waste and recycling will, in principle, 
be shifted to the packaging industry. Local 
authorities organise supplementary separate 
collection of packaging waste in properties 
and area collection points.  

 
It is important that, consistent with EC 
law, municipal solid waste management is 
organised as a service of general interest 
to which a local authority has exclusive or 
special right. In this way, it will be possible 
to assure services and reduce environ-
mental and health hazards at all times, in 
all circumstances and in all regions. The 
EU’s binding targets for waste recycling 
must be realistic and must allow sufficient 
flexibility for national implementation. 
Reporting to the EU should not cause an 
unreasonable amount of additional work. 
As a general rule, biodegradable waste 
should be banned from landfills, but it 
should be possible to apply flexibility to 
the national ban in remote regions, on the 
grounds of local conditions. The recycling 
targets for biowaste should be set by 
national governments, taking into account 
the country’s specific characteristics, such 
as the properties of biowaste, housing 
structure, population density, transport 
distances, climate and soil.  
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Transport policy
The European Union’s transport policy derives 
from the White Book “The Roadmap to a 
Single European Transport Area – Towards 
a competitive and resource efficient trans-
port system”, adopted by the Commission in 
spring 2011. EU transport policy sets out to 
improve the competitiveness of the Union by 
improving mobility while ensuring the sus-
tainability of transport. The aim is to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions by 60% from 1990 
levels by 2050.

It is important for Finnish municipalities and 
regions that the trans-European transport 
network is developed in a way that takes 
account of Nordic connections. Finland must 
play an active role in ensuring that both the 
‘Nordic Triangle’ and the Bothnia Corridor, 
which goes around the Gulf of Bothnia, are 
included in the definition of the network. In 
the case of urban transport, the proposed 
means include urban transport plans and 
audits. In Finland, urban regions have a long 
history of designing transport system plans. 
They can be further developed to better pro-
mote sustainable urban transport. While the 
contents of the plans should not be regulated 
in too much detail at European level, it is im-
portant to develop and disseminate common 
practices and models.

The EU has identified a need to restructure 
transport charges and taxes in order to sup-
port sustainable development and other 
targets. The effects of the different alterna-
tives on municipal finances must be taken 
into account in the process.  

 
Most of the EU transport objectives are 
acceptable to Finland. However, not all 
methods are applicable in a country with 
a sparse population and long trans-
port distances. For this reason, the EU’s 
transport policy should recognise regional 
differences within the Union, such as 
geography, long distances, climate, and 
the different structures of the transport 
market. In developing a transport network 
and improving mobility, attention should 
be paid not only to emission targets but 
also to preparation for climate change and 
minimisation of the risks to the envi-
ronment. The White Book on Transport 
lays down many objectives for EU-wide 
common standards, rules and guidelines.  
Most of them merit support. In the course 
of preparing these, the opinions of Finn-
ish municipalities and regions should be 
considered. Overly strict regulation should 
be avoided.
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In Finland, local authorities have a broad re-
sponsibility for the provision of basic services 
to citizens. Local authorities have strong self-
government based on local democracy and 
decision making, and the right to levy taxes. 

Every four years, residents elect a local 
council in free and democratic elections. The 
council is responsible for the operations and 
finances of the local authority.

There are 336 municipalities in Finland 
(2011). Finnish local and joint authorities em-
ploy over 430,000 persons, which is approxi-
mately 20 per cent of Finland’s workforce. 
The annual expenditure of local authorities is 
40 billion euros in 2011.

High-quality welfare services 
to all residents
In Finland, local authorities are responsible for 
providing welfare services to their residents. 
Studies show that residents value municipal 
services and like to use them.

Local authorities

are responsible for the provision of pri- •
mary care, specialist care and dental care,  
provide child day-care, welfare for the  •
aged and the disabled, and a wide range 
of other social services,  
run the country’s comprehensive and  •
upper secondary schools, vocational insti-
tutes and polytechnics,   
provide adult education, art classes,  •
cultural and recreational services, and run 
libraries,  
are responsible for water and energy sup- •
ply, waste management, street and road 
maintenance and environmental protec-
tion,  
develop and support public transport,   •
seek to promote commerce and employ- •
ment in their area,  

LOCAL AUTHORITIES IN FINLAND

supervise land use and construction in  •
their area, and  
promote a healthy living environment. •

The operating environment of local govern-
ment is in transition and municipal finances 
face great challenges. The average age of 
Finns is rising, and there will be a growing de-
mand for caring services among the elderly.

The Association of Finnish Local 
and Regional Authorities 
The Association of Finnish Local and Regional 
Authorities (AFLRA) is a forward-looking in-
terest and development organization for local 
authorities. Together with its companies the 
association provides support to local authori-
ties in their restructuring efforts and change 
implementation.

AFRLA looks after the interests of the lo-
cal authorities, helps them improve their 
operations and provides high-quality expert 
services. The focus is on restructuring local 
government service provision, striking a 
balance between obligations and financ-
ing, promoting economic development and 
employment, and improving democracy and 
opportunities of local residents to participate 
and contribute.

The services of AFLRA and its group of com-
panies span all areas of municipal operation: 
social welfare and healthcare services; educa-
tion and culture; community, infrastructure 
and the environment; regional and industrial 
development; municipal finance; legal affairs; 
local government development and research; 
communications; and international affairs. KT 
Local Government Employers, the employer 
organisation in the local government sector 
and a labour market confederation, is also 
part of ALFRA.
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