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Strauss, Hannah, For the Good of Society. Public participation in the siting of
nuclear and hydro power projects in Finland
University of Oulu, Faculty of Education,  P.O. Box 2000, FI-90014 University of Oulu, Finland
Acta Univ. Oul. E 118, 2011
Oulu, Finland

Abstract
This thesis addresses the conceptual and institutional framework of current planning and
assessment processes for large-scale energy projects in Finland. In particular, recent proposals for
nuclear and hydro power projects are described and theoretically discussed in regard to the
procedural capacities that allow for public participation. It is argued that because of ill-defined
purposes of public participation and an institutional bias towards conflict-free siting processes,
opportunities for participation have little relevance in terms of the overall aim of rendering
decisions legitimate. Rather, participatory procedures exhibit a strong ritualistic character within
a legalistic atmosphere, thereby excluding political argument whenever citizens are encouraged to
engage. A normative account of the welfare society – expressed in Finland through the notion of
the overall good in energy decision making – advocates reflection on current practices against the
background of conceptualisation of political engagement in planning and decision making. 

 In addition, it is argued that despite efforts to strengthen local government and administration,
public institutions appear to refrain from engaging in the planning process. This vacant space is
filled by private institutions, though these lack a political mandate for their activities. Thus, this
thesis argues that instead of increasing the legitimacy of procedures and decisions, the opposite is
taking place through a weakening of public institutions and representative functions. 

 More generally, it is emphasised that the participatory imperative has to be considered a
paradigmatic shift that requires reflection. The thesis discusses the influence of academic scholars
on the formulation of a “participatory turn” that has produced an understanding of underlying
expectations towards participating citizens in planning and assessment processes. Based on a
review of theoretical outlines of reasonable and rational discourse, it is stated that these notions
neglect important motivational factors and reinforce the exclusion of citizen participation in
political struggle. 

Keywords: environmental impact assessment, Finland, hydro power, licensing
procedure, nuclear power, public participation





Strauss, Hannah, Yhteiskunnan parhaaksi: kansalaisosallistuminen ydinvoima- ja
vesivoimahankkeissa Suomessa. 
Oulun yliopisto, Kasvatustieteiden tiedekunta,  PL 2000, 90014 Oulun yliopisto
Acta Univ. Oul. E 118, 2011
Oulu

Tiivistelmä
Tämä väitöskirja käsittelee laajojen energiahankkeiden nykyisten suunnittelu- ja arviointiproses-
sien käsitteellistä ja institutionaalista rakennetta. Erityisesti kuvataan ja tarkastellaan teoreetti-
sesti viimeaikaisia ydin- ja vesivoimahanke-esityksiä suhteessa menettelytapojen kykyyn ottaa
huomioon kansalaisten vaikutusmahdollisuudet. Osoitetaan, että epämääräisten julkisen osallis-
tumisen tavoitteiden ja yksipuolisen sijoitusprosessien konfliktittomuutta suosivan institutionaa-
lisen suhtautumisen vuoksi osallistumistilaisuuksilla on vain vähän merkitystä päätösten legiti-
moinnin tavoitteen kannalta. Legalistisen ilmapiirin vallitessa osallistavat menettelytavat näyt-
täytyvät pikemminkin luonteeltaan ritualistisina, ja tähän liittyen poliittiset argumentit jätetään
huomiotta aina, kun kansalaisia rohkaistaan vaikuttamaan. Normatiivinen kuvaus hyvinvointiyh-
teiskunnasta – joka Suomessa ilmaistaan energiapäätöksenteossa yleisen hyvän käsityksen kaut-
ta – vaatii nykyisten käytäntöjen uudelleenarviointia suunnitteluun ja päätöksentekoon liittyvän
poliittisen sitoutumisen käsitteellistämisen taustaa vasten. 

Lisäksi osoitetaan, että huolimatta yrityksistä vahvistaa paikallista hallintoa, julkiset instituu-
tiot näyttävät olevan haluttomia sitoutumaan suunnitteluprosesseihin. Tämän vapaan tilan täyttä-
vät yksityiset instituutiot, vaikka niiden toiminnalta puuttuu poliittinen mandaatti. Siten tämä
väitöskirja esittää, että menettelytapojen ja päätösten legitimiteetin lisäämisen sijaan on julkis-
ten instituutioiden ja edustuksellisten tehtävien heikkenemisen kautta käymässä päinvastoin. 

Yleisemmällä tasolla painotetaan, että osallistava imperatiivi täytyy ymmärtää paradigmaatti-
seksi muutokseksi, joka vaatii pohdiskelua. Väitöskirja käsittelee akateemisten tutkijoiden vai-
kutusta ”osallistavan käänteen” formulointiin, joka on vaikuttanut käsityksiin suunnittelu- ja
arviointiprosesseihin osallistuvista kansalaisista. Järkevän ja rationaalisen diskurssin teoreettis-
ten yhteenvetojen uudelleen tarkastelun perusteella todetaan, että nämä käsitykset jättävät huo-
miotta tärkeitä motivaatioon liittyviä tekijöitä ja vahvistavat kansalaisten osallistumisen sulke-
mista poliittisen taistelun ulkopuolelle. 

Asiasanat: kansalaisten osallistuminen, sijoitusprosessi, Suomi, vesivoima, ydinvoima,
ympäristövaikutuksen arviointi
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1 Introduction 

In spring 2007, Pohjolan Voima Oy announced their commencement of an 

EIA for an artificial reservoir and power plant at Kollaja. Because the project 

would be against existing law, the purpose of the EIA has not been the as-

sessment of the project’s impacts on the environment but rather to serve as an 

advertising campaign for the abolishment of the Law for the Protection of 

Rapids, directed at politicians and decision makers. 

Statement on the EIA report for a Kollaja project by the Organisation for the 

Protection of the Ii River, 18 August 20091 

The environmental impact assessment (EIA) procedure that was conducted by the 

power company Pohjolan Voima in cooperation with a consultant followed legal 

guidelines, a parliamentary ombudsman later decided. Nevertheless, the legality 

of the process, and moreover its legitimacy, continued to be contested despite the 

power company’s efforts to include residents in the planning and assessment pro-

cess. Six local groups had refused to participate in the assessment procedure.  

What was at issue? Why did the procedure for the assessment of potential en-

vironmental impacts arouse such charged reactions? And what can be learned 

from the way people deal with and oppose this and other assessments of energy 

projects in Finland? 

This thesis investigates disputed energy project siting processes in Finland in 

regard to the questions why, for what purpose and to what effect the public is 

encouraged to engage. Legal provisions will be juxtaposed with their practical 

implementation. Furthermore, the underlying concepts in the context of an inter-

national participatory turn will be scrutinised in terms of their ability to increase 

legitimacy of democratic institutions and decisions. 

On the following pages the theoretical (1.1) and empirical (1.2) context of 

this thesis will be introduced, leading into a description of methodical choices and 

analytical approaches (1.3).  

                                                        
1 “Lausunto, Kollaja-hankkeen YVA – selostuksesta (18.8.2009) Pohjolan Voima Oy julkisti keväällä 
2007 aloittavansa Kollajan tekoaltaan ja voimalan YVA:n. Koska hanke on voimassaolevien lakien 
vastainen, yvan tarkoitus ei ole ollut hankkeen ympäristövaikutusten arviointi, vaan mainoskampanja 
koskiensuojelulain purkamiseksi poliitikoille ja päättäjille.” Iijoen suojeluyhdistys ry, 
http://www.iijoensuojeluyhdistys.net/kannanotot/kollajayvalausunto2009.htm [retrieved 8 December 
2010], my translation, H.S. 
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1.1 Thesis overview 

Energy politics are closely tied to aspects of national security. Therefore, a go-

vernment’s willingness to share information and moreover to share decision ma-

king power is highly limited. Nevertheless democratic governments have been 

forced to move away from technocratic decision making, since this practice has 

accounted for some of the greater threats to human society.2 While the nature and 

the magnitude of such threats may not have changed over the last century, a new 

conception of risk has influenced the perception of human–environment interacti-

on in terms of a “risk society” (Beck 1992). The difference from earlier times, for 

instance decision making in times of industrialisation, lies in the fact that nowa-

days makers societal decisions are held accountable in terms of their responsibili-

ty for causing environmental threats, arising for instance from nuclear technology 

and biotechnology (Abels & Bora 2004). 

Against this background, decisions by a handful of technocrats are no longer 

perceived to take into account adequately the variety of values and norms of a 

modern society. Calls for greater inclusion of civil society have prompted go-

vernments to offer opportunities for public participation in the assessment of 

technologies. In particular, the question of how to set limits for the application of 

biotechnology has led to the implementation of participatory assessment in wes-

tern democracies (Durant et al. 1999, Joss & Bellucci 2002).  

Further complexities have to be dealt with in regard to the availability of in-

formation. Decision making for the common good in the context of an ever-

developing understanding of the environment challenges representative govern-

ment structures and the notion of a sovereign people. In the absence of technolo-

gical certainty and a thorough understanding of environmental changes taking 

place at local, regional and global levels, informed choices are impossible for 

most people most of the time (Dietz & Stern 2008).  

Despite these limitations, the demand for more direct influence on govern-

mental decisions by citizens has assumed the status of a paradigm. It is not only 

the regulation of new technologies that has experienced a participatory turn, but 

more generally, planning and assessment procedures feature participatory ele-

ments. The by now fairly established systems of land use planning and environ-

mental impact assessment have opened up information policies in a great variety. 

                                                        
2 Rachel Carson (1962) argued similarly in her influential account of widespread pollution of the 
environment and ultimately the human body with chemical substances caused by the attempt of the 
United States environmental administration to deal with pests. 
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A common problem of participatory processes, however, is their indeterminacy 

regarding the purposes of public input, i.e. their relevance for the political system 

(Abels 2007). Because they are well established but have no particular relevance 

beyond the alleviation of protest through information exchange, participatory 

procedures thus often resemble rituals which have no further meaning for the 

specific case or the final decision (Wynne 1982). Within the general aim of en-

hancing democracy, a number of expectations and hopes are nevertheless genera-

ted. Yet in the absence of clear definitions, any evaluation of whether a participa-

tory process has been successful naturally fails. Regarding the importance of 

large-scale energy projects for national security, we may assume that the relevan-

ce of public input for actual decision making is intentionally kept vague. 

These indeterminacies notwithstanding, public participation – in whatever 

process and for whatever purpose – is perceived as increasing the legitimacy of 

decisions and decision making institutions. Yet once established, participatory 

procedures do not receive much critical evaluation in terms of their ability to 

make decisions more legitimate or increase acceptance as long as civil protest is 

under control. This is also the case in Finland, where highly contested large-scale 

energy projects are sited following a participatory planning and assessment pro-

cedure.  

Hence, this thesis aims to approach the Finnish siting3 procedure for energy 

projects with the questions of how public participation is organised, which under-

lying concepts can be identified and what the implications of current practices are. 

In the light of social scientific research on the potentials and pitfalls of participa-

tory processes, this thesis provides insights on the Finnish context, which has 

received much praise by international audiences but little critical reflection.  

In a broader context, Finland can be taken as an example of a Nordic welfare 

society that is widely known for consensual decision making, and similar practi-

ces and associated problems can be identified in other Nordic countries. However, 

this comparative account requires further investigation. Considering the Finnish 

case, it will be argued that current public participation practices in siting procedu-

res have only limited impact on conflict resolution, that they are unlikely to make 

                                                        
3 Throughout the thesis, the term “siting process” should be understood as including the different 
processes that are required to decide on the location of an electricity-producing facility. While regula-
tion outlines the specific purposes of each process, the distinction between the different processes is in 
practice frequently transcended. As Elling (2008) remarks, “neither the planners nor the politicians 
were capable of distinguishing between a process of assessment of the environmental impact and a 
political process of decision-making”. Political processes take place within and while planning and 
assessment procedures, and vice versa. 



 14

decisions more democratic, as they restrain public input within a techno-scientific 

and legalistic framework, and that they weaken representative structures by allo-

wing responsibilities to shift to private institutions. This will be done by looking 

at the institutional arrangements that have developed over recent decades and by 

investigating the regulatory provisions that provide for direct citizen engagement. 

In this context, it will be argued that academic conceptualisations of citizen parti-

cipation have elicited a normative framework for participatory procedures, one 

which needs to be scrutinized in regard to its basic assumptions, and which fails 

in practice. 

The thesis is structured as follows. As an overview, the Finnish energy agen-

da, recent decisions to expand nuclear, hydro and wind power will briefly be con-

textualised in the next section of this introductory chapter (1.2), leading into an 

explanation of research decisions as well as a justification of methodical and met-

hodological choices for the aims of this research (1.3).  

The second chapter of this thesis sets off with a discussion of the “overall 

good of society”, the principle which guides nuclear power decision making. The 

importance of welfare traditions for decision making, expressed in the objective 

of the “overall good”, will be discussed against the background of a normative 

approach to public participation in the welfare state. Having identified the overall 

good as entailing a notion of political equality, and thus requiring the state to 

function as a facilitator of citizen engagement, this theoretical account will be 

contrasted with actual participatory practices in siting procedures for large-scale 

energy projects. The chapter will further discuss the role of involved actors (a 

discussion to be continued in Chapter 3) and describe the steps of the Finnish 

assessment and siting procedure for nuclear power facilities in greater depth, with 

contextual references to siting procedures of other forms of energy projects. With 

reference to Wynne’s (1982) analysis of the Windscale Inquiry in Britain, the 

siting procedure for nuclear facilities in Finland will be discussed as an example 

of a ritualised practice that facilitates technological choice and economic calcula-

tion by sidelining political struggle and conflict over strategic questions. It will be 

argued that public participation is constrained within a legal framework, or an 

“iron cage” of law (Bora 2010).  

Chapter 3 focuses on the roles and responsibilities of different institutional 

actors in the siting procedure. Against the background of transnational participa-

tory trends and discourses on the one hand, and considering the emergence and 

transformation of Finnish environmental administration on the other, attention 

will be drawn to an evolving division of labour in which the consultant assumes 
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vacant policy making competencies. To this date, the institutional arrangements 

that have allowed for the consultant to become indispensible in the siting process 

have largely been overlooked in accounts of participatory planning and assess-

ment processes. It will be pointed out that the activities of private companies in 

democratic decision making require further attention in the future. 

Chapter 4 takes up the thread of Chapter 3, enquiring how participatory 

schemes have developed in the context of an international exchange of assess-

ment practices. This chapter then facilitates reflection on the academic origins of 

participatory ideals, assuming that these have elicited or reinforced certain expec-

tations towards citizens participating in planning and assessment processes. Espe-

cially Rawls’ and Habermas’ accounts of reasonable or rational discourse will be 

examined, as they continue to influence the politics of participatory processes 

today. In addition, this chapter reviews studies that evaluate the practicability of 

public participation in siting procedures. These academic evaluations will be 

examined in regard to their implicit reproduction of participatory ideals, and an 

unchallenged reproduction of participatory ideals will be problematized.  

Whilst idealistic conceptualisations of citizen participation will be discussed 

in Chapter 4, actual practices will be looked at in the following. Continuing the 

line of arguments, Chapter 5 poses a question raised upon in Chapter 2, how can 

rational discourse evolve assuming that participatory siting processes are charac-

terised by highly ritualised communication and a legalistic agenda that aims to 

maintain efficiency? The case of an environmental impact assessment on a pro-

posed hydro power project in Northern Finland will be presented from the point 

of view of local opponents. Here, theoretical accounts of legalistic processes al-

low for the analysis of a specific example, thereby showing how conflicts over 

genuinely political questions are highly restrained within participatory processes. 

Moreover, this case shows that conflict is present but allowed no room within the 

default consensus-seeking siting procedure. In addition, the absence of an impar-

tial coordinator as well as a decision maker that can be held accountable has cau-

sed frustration among residents.  

Against this account of unsuccessful implementation of procedural law, addi-

tional analysis in Chapter 5 outlines the relevance of environmental protection 

legislation in a siting process. In this specific case study of the assessment of a 

reservoir proposal, the war rhetoric of the local opponents to the plan is closely 

connected to a conception of environmental conservation law as being a reliable 

social institution. Procedural law, in contrast to environmental protection law, is 

perceived to be detrimental to a fair democratic process. 
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In Chapter 6, the conclusions of the various chapters will be drawn together 

and themes for further research and action will be outlined. The notion of “in 

Finland we do things as we are told” will be discussed regarding the interpretation 

of procedural guidelines by public administration and consultant firms. It will be 

argued that perceptions of legitimate planning and assessment processes are 

strongly connected to an understanding of operating “according to the law”. Ad-

ministration and consultancy define themselves as executors of legal requirements. 

Accordingly, they present the interpretation of these requirements as unambiguo-

us and non-negotiable. Participatory schemes in siting processes, however, are 

largely based on international practices rather than the very text of the law, and 

the role of administration and consultancy in filling the remaining undetermined 

areas of procedural guidelines are substantial. Following this conclusion, it will 

be claimed that both the activity and the access to procedure making undermine 

democratic decision making processes in a welfare society, following the assump-

tion that citizens should engage in the making of the laws (and here, procedures) 

that govern them. Current observations support the belief that the trend is, howe-

ver, unbroken. As responsibilities shift and public funding is cut, private com-

panies increasingly assume a role of policy maker and governor. 

The reader will notice that the four main chapters (Chapter 2–5) of this thesis 

have different aims, and that different methods of presentation have been chosen 

to accommodate empirical data and theoretical analysis. These choices are justi-

fied by the data itself, as much as they reflect the methodological approach and 

theoretical perspective on the material. Regarding the structure of this thesis, the 

reader may be reminded that different schools of thought within social sciences 

favour different styles of presentation. Accordingly, the decision not to present the 

theoretical pillars of this work in a separate chapter following the introduction to 

this thesis, but to introduce theoretical accounts along the presentation of empiri-

cal data has been considered appropriate following the methodological principles 

of Grounded Theory (see 1.3.4).  

Therefore, the reader finds theoretical discussion interwoven with the presen-

tation of empirical data and analysis in Chapter 2 and 3. Chapter 4 and 5 then go 

into more specific detail with on the one hand normative expectations towards 

siting procedures, as these expectations have been raised and developed by aca-

demic scholars (4 – Ideals and limits of participatory procedures), and a case 

study of a community divided as a consequence of siting procedures (5 – Talking 

regulation – talking war). Hence, while the two former chapters (2 and 3) depict 

siting procedures in terms of their practices and practicability, the two latter focus 
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on the framework of societal ideals as they influence siting procedures (Chapter 

4), and the chapters also describe the fate of a Finnish community that finds itself 

at war rather than presented with the opportunity to openly engage in dialogue 

about a proposed project (Chapter 5). Hence, Chapter 5 depicts the reality of si-

ting procedures against the theoretical ideals reviewed in the preceding chapter. 

The stark stylistic contrast between the two chapters (Chapter 4 and 5) owes to 

the distant relationship of site-unspecific theoretical ideals and site-specific comp-

lexities that evolve in the form of local narrative. 

In addition, the reader shall note that nuclear and hydro power cases have 

been chosen according to their political topicality, which will be described in 

further detail in the following section (1.2). As will be further explained below, 

this thesis does not feature a comparison of the cases, but depicts general prob-

lems of siting procedures as they occur across different forms of energy projects. 

To further validate the claims made in this thesis, additional research is required 

(see also Final Remarks, Chapter 6).  

1.2 The importance of nuclear and hydro power for the Finnish 
energy system 

This section provides an overview on recent energy choices in Finland in the 

context of previous decisions, but also in the context of contemporary public dis-

courses and international regulatory regimes. From an historical account it is then 

argued that the transformation of Finnish society is tightly connected to the rea-

lisation of large-scale energy projects.  

In the Finnish self-description, the country is referred to as one with few re-

sources (in reference to Michelsen & Särkikoski 2005, Kojo 2006), and at the 

same time high levels of energy consumption, despite its frequently praised ener-

gy efficiency. As such, the insulation of homes and the utilisation of residual heat 

in combined heat and power production plants in Finland is internationally re-

nowned. Because long winters require residential heating for about eight months 

of the year, and the level of household mechanisation is relatively high, including 

for instance electric heating and saunas, this high consumption is often explained 

with reference to individual consumers and households, yet heavy industry con-

sumes the bulk share of primary energy.4  

                                                        
4 For a more detailed overview, see Vehmas (2009) or Statistics Finland, “Energy consumption” 
http://www.stat.fi/meta/til/ekul_en.html [retrieved 8 November 2010]. 
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Industrial lobbies shape the Finnish energy landscape not only through con-

sumption but also through ownership of energy production companies. These 

power companies deliver electricity to their shareholders on cost basis, an arran-

gement which became known as the Mankala principle, according to the name of 

the company which introduced it (Vehmas 2009). To prevent the movement of 

production facilities to lower cost neighbouring countries, the conservative go-

vernment of Finland appears to be attentive to industrial demands for cheap elect-

ricity for the support of the energy-intensive metal, chemical and paper sectors. 

The Finnish energy discourse is dominated by the notions of national (fossil) 

resource scarcity on the one hand and the need to secure cheap electricity supplies 

for the promotion of economic growth and for the maintenance of current welfare 

standards on the other hand.  

In this context of resource scarcity, the nation has long debated how to solve 

problems arising from the dependency on imports of primary energy – namely 

coal, gas, oil, and uranium – and of electricity. For a considerable time now, the 

exploitation of renewable resources in the form of solar and wind energy have 

been considered as unfeasible and unprofitable, while hydro power production 

and the exploitation of the country’s vast biofuel resources continue to expand. 

Finland’s exploitation of biofuels is not undisputed, as timber growth rates are 

slow in the regions of Northern Finland (Pohjois-suomi, Oulu region) and Lap-

land. Internationally, Finland has been called upon to revise its peat production 

policy (International Energy Agency 2008), which, in the words of the Finnish 

Government, are to be considered a “slowly renewing biomass fuel” (Finland 

2008b), although it takes up to 5,000 years for a peat bog to regrow. Furthermore, 

the classification of peat as a renewable source allowed for its exemption from 

carbon taxes, and for the support of peat exploitation through feed-in tariffs. The 

drainage of bogs and mires for the expansion of settlement areas, forest harvest 

and not least for the exploitation of peat is almost complete today, Finnish nature 

conservationists complain. In this vast country with only 5.3 million inhabitants, 

few pristine areas remain, environmentalists argue.5 Their protection is difficult 

and frequently threatened by industrial advances, although the European Union 

emphasises the importance of preserving these sparsely populated areas for the 

good of the international community. 

                                                        
5 Interviews with members of Suomen luonnonsuojeluliitto, WWF Finland, Friends of the Earth Fin-
land and Greenpeace Finland. 
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Yet wind energy is advancing quickly now in Finland – too quick for the taste 

of some – overstraining the capacities of locals and authorities. A combination of 

the international upsurge of the wind power industry, and thus declining costs, 

climate change mitigation measures and European commitments to promote re-

newable resources has recently turned the Finnish coin towards wind power. As 

with any other form of energy resource exploitation, wind power generation is not 

undisputed, and the established image of the resource as being uneconomic in 

Finland prevails in public discourse. In addition, most suitable sites for wind po-

wer plants are often rejected by the local population on the grounds of landscape 

aesthetics, nature conservation or animal husbandry. The not-in-my-backyard 

(NIMBY) attitude is often mentioned in this context. However, the sheer number 

of applications for wind power projects published in the past few years6 should be 

considered as standing in stark contrast to the still dominant discourse that wind 

power exploitation is uneconomic in Finland. 

Historically, Finland has managed to transform its mostly agrarian society in-

to a technology exporter within a few decades – an achievement that shapes Fin-

nish polity and identity today. Myllyntaus (1991) describes the electrification and 

thus modernisation of Finland as “leapfrogging […] from archaic subsistence 

economy to hectic industrialisation”. An expanding pulp and paper industry, 

which proved to secure the Finnish economy against the crisis in the 1930s, entai-

led lasting changes in the livelihoods of Finnish peasants, even in the remotest 

areas (Lehtinen 1991). The transformation of Finnish society towards the end of 

the nineteenth century and in the first half of the twentieth century continued after 

World War II, when major rivers were dammed to provide electricity for a gro-

wing industry. In the 1970s, nuclear power plants were built in order to satisfy 

increasing energy demands. These plants were strongly supported by the Ministry 

of Trade and Industry and the forestry sector (ibid.) under the pretext of inc-

reasing competition between public and private power companies (Sunell 2004, 

Michelsen & Särkikoski 2005).  

In the era of universal unchallenged technological optimism and technocratic 

decision making, local impacts of resource exploitation were often neglected. 

Finland has been no exception in this respect. With the goal of stabilising the 

economy after World War II, extensive clear-cut felling replaced softer methods 

                                                        
6 In the region of Oulu alone, 1000 wind turbines have been applied for, which could amount to about 
2000 in the future (Yle 2010). Compared to the few dozens of wind turbines currently generating 
electricity in that area, the impact is estimated to be considerable, especially because most of the off-
shore parks would be located rather close to the shore, and thus cut into migratory bird routes. 



 20

of thinning and reforestation in Lapland, thereby affecting Sami reindeer herding 

(Lehtinen 1991). The irreversible destruction of local fisheries for the generation 

of hydro power did not appear to require special consideration, although the live-

lihood of entire communities was ultimately altered, and remains largely uncom-

pensated (Karjalainen & Järvikoski 2010). While fisheries can co-exist with large-

scale timber floating – although not without losses – the construction of hydro 

electric dams in a river’s mouth puts an almost irreversible end to fish migration.7 

More importantly, timber floating companies had to compensate local fishermen 

for their losses, and a fish farm had to be established along the Kemi River in 

Kaihua in the beginning of the 20th century in order to preserve the fish populati-

on. On the other hand, power companies had to take timber floating into account, 

and measures to allow for the continuity of timber industry were implemented. 

Krause (2010), however, argues that the fisheries had already been marginalised 

by the time the power companies dammed major rivers. 

However, the adverse impacts of hydro resource exploitation provoked civil 

resistance, and the nature conservation movement rose in opposition to industrial 

advances in the latter half of the 1970s (Järvikoski 1981, Rannikko 1996). Politi-

cal acknowledgement of the need to conserve the environment and to protect the 

livelihoods of local, including indigenous, communities followed only slowly.  

The focus of this thesis lies on the societal negotiation of production facilities 

for two forms of energy in Finland, namely nuclear and hydro power. Recent 

Finnish energy strategy declarations and decisions concur that an expansion of 

hydro and nuclear power, together with wind power (Finland 2008a), is the cho-

sen pathway towards an environment friendly energy system that is conceived of 

as furthering the overall good of society. One form of energy supports the other in 

the Finnish context; nuclear and hydro power projects are perceived to be inter-

twined.  

But while nuclear power companies can in theory choose the location for a 

plant from an unlimited number of sites, hydro power production is highly restric-

ted by the abundance of water in certain geophysical locations. Because of its low 

elevation, the Finnish hydro power potential is relatively small, when compared 

                                                        
7 Migratory fish, having fed in the open sea, seek to return to the river where they hatched for spawn-
ing. Every migratory fish population inhabiting a river features its own genetic pool. The loss of the 
genetic pool because of an interrupted route implies that it will be very difficult if not impossible to 
revive a fish population even when technical measures are undertaken to allow for migration, for 
instance fish ladders or trap and transport systems. In the case of the Ii River, to be considered in the 
second half of this thesis, the genetic pool of the local salmon population has been preserved over the 
last decades, and recent efforts target its reintroduction to the river. 
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for instance to Sweden and especially when compared to Norway, where almost 

one hundred percent of the consumed electricity is generated in dammed fjords. 

Hydro power from Sweden and Norway is also consumed in varying amounts in 

Finland through the Nordic electricity exchange market. The Nordic exchange 

enables Finland to rely on Norwegian and Swedish hydro power production, with 

restrictions only during years of low precipitation. In the discussion preceding the 

latest decisions on nuclear power in Finland, it was often debated whether power 

companies actually plan to produce more energy than is needed and whether that 

excess nuclear energy would be produced in order to be sold to other countries 

through the market. The Finnish government responded that “nuclear power will 

not be constructed in this country for the purposes of permanent export of electri-

city” (Finland 2008a), and that only domestic demand justifies domestic nuclear 

power production. Yet domestic demand is a highly contested concept, with for 

instance the Green party arguing that the recent economic recession with closures 

of electricity-consuming paper mills rendered any further nuclear power plants 

redundant. The Minister of Economic Affairs, Mauri Pekkarinen, argued a slightly 

different reasoning by justifying a Finnish nuclear expansion with Finland’s role 

in the Nordic electricity market (Matti Kojo, personal communication). Further-

more, the recent nuclear expansion was framed in the context of the regional de-

velopment of “poor northern communities”, as the national newspaper Helsingin 

Sanomat argued: 

Pekkarinen was persuaded to back Fennovoima by 2009 at the latest, when 

the company decided that the location of the new nuclear plant should be in a 

poor northern municipality – Simo or Pyhäjoki. 

Having a nuclear plant in the north of the country would be a significant re-

gional stimulus, which would be very close to the heart of the Centre Party. In 

addition, there were competitive factors that spoke on behalf of Fennovoima. 

(Helsingin Sanomat 2010d) 

Considering the national energy mix, Finland relies on domestic nuclear power 

production to provide for the base load of electricity demand, while hydro power, 

together with fossil and biomass fuel-fired plants, is used to satisfy peak demands. 

Nuclear power (and coal-fired) plants are most efficient when producing the same 

amount of electricity throughout the year, except for times of maintenance and 

refuelling. Because these large plants provide high, constant amounts of electrici-

ty, they are used as the base load, i.e. as the means to satisfy the minimum of 
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electricity demand, while fluctuations in demand are met by smaller, more res-

ponsive electricity producing facilities, such as hydro power plants, but also bio-

mass (wood and peat), gas- and oil-fired plants. Comparing the electricity output 

of a nuclear power plant and, for instance, a hydro power plant, one should ima-

gine a constant production line for the former and a heavily oscillating line for the 

latter.  

In addition, hydro power plants are not only responsive, but they can serve as 

a storage facility for energy. This is a feature that makes hydro power a unique 

source of energy. During hours of low electricity demand and price, for instance 

at night, water is often pumped back to the reservoir (where facilities have been 

installed) to allow for the utilisation of hydro power at a later point in time. Con-

sidering the energy balance sheet, this practice of course has a negative result – 

albeit this method is not practiced in Finland. Nevertheless, Finnish reservoirs 

function as storage, and dams temporarily close off the river’s flow completely. 

The utilisation of rivers for the generation of electricity faces more than 

geophysical restrictions as further exploitation is disputed in Finnish society, with 

environmental NGOs calling for a moratorium on the construction of new hydro 

power dams and reservoirs.8 Hydro power companies have adapted to these reser-

vations against hydro power generation and recently started to reframe the electri-

city demand discourse as one of environmental and flood protection which neces-

sitates further construction (Krause 2010). In addition, to date unutilised river 

sites are often protected and their exploitation faces legal obstacles. With unflin-

ching technological optimism, however, Finnish hydro power companies have 

suggested ways to avert adverse impacts or even to improve the conditions of 

protected sites. 

This understanding of natural conditions and the possibilities of human inter-

vention is reflected in the Finnish language, in which the construction of dams or 

other alterations of a river’s flow translates as “building the river”, rakentaa joen. 

Damming thus transforms a “natural” or “free river” into a “built river”, which 

carries connotations of a fundamental incompatibility with conservationist agenda. 

In its latest plan for an artificial reservoir at Kollaja, the respective power compa-

ny argues in its English press release that the riverbed, which features rapids re-

gistered under the Law for the Protection of Rapids (Koskiensuojelulaki 1987/35), 

will remain untouched.  

                                                        
8 Interview with a member of WWF Finland. 
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According to the new plan, no rapids will be built [i.e. amended] in Kollaja. 

The reservoir and the power plant will be situated several kilometres away 

from the river channel in unpopulated areas where there are no valuable natu-

ral sites. 

(Pohjolan Voima Oy 2009) 

The company admits, however, that these “valuable” rapids will be affected by 

changes in the amount of water to be released into the particular stretch of the 

river. Eventually, legislative amendments would be required for the implementa-

tion of the reservoir plan (see also Chapter 5). In general, this discourse about 

“building the river” or “building rapids” is an important notion in the energy dis-

course, not only signifying managerial optimism regarding local livelihoods 

alongside rivers, but also giving evidence of a technological optimism when phy-

sical frontiers are met. An optimistic understanding of what is technologically 

feasible is shared by many. This might – to some extent – also explain the relati-

vely unopposed siting of the final repository for spent nuclear fuel in the munici-

pality of Eurajoki.  

In the late 1990s, two Europe-wide polls indicated that Finland is the country 

with the lowest risk perception in regard to biotechnology when compared to 

similarly developed countries. Rusanen (2002) explains this attitude towards 

technology as “a kind of optimism, a sort of pragmatism” that Finnish people 

developed under harsh and adverse climatic, geographical and historical condi-

tions. The author (ibid.) praises the Finns’ readiness to adopt foreign technology 

and calls technological enthusiasm a progressive aspect of Finnish culture. Tech-

nological solutions entail social solutions. An interviewed member of an envi-

ronmental NGO concurred:  

Environmental activist: 

Finnish people think, ‘Oh, we have to find some sort of technical answer.’ For 

example, ‘Oh, this new nuclear power plant will solve all our problems.’ 

In the Finnish energy discourse, a reliance on nuclear power involves a reliance 

on hydro power. Since the latest decisions to expand nuclear power, opponents of 

additional hydro power have been preparing for further struggle. A cartoonist has 

depicted the connection between an expansion of nuclear power in Finland and its 

effect on the once-buried plans to build reservoirs at Kollaja and Vuotos.  
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Fig. 1. Cartoon by Seppo Leinonen Voimayhtiöiden juoksupojat herättelevät henkiin 

tekoallashankkeita – Errand boys of the power industry call plans for artificial reser-

voirs back to life. Copyright Seppo Leinonen, www.seppo.net, printed with permission. 

At first glance, and in comparison with the problems other governments frequent-

ly face in siting processes, the history of Finnish nuclear power appears to be a 

singular success story. However, Kojo (2006) describes the delicate political ma-

noeuvring which enabled civil use of nuclear power in Finland in the first place. 

Finland appears to be the flagship of the nuclear power industry, albeit with per-

sisting problems during the construction of its fifth plant.9 With one of the world’s 

highest capacity loads and a good record in terms of nuclear safety, Finland’s 

power companies and regulating authorities provide evidence of their technologi-

cal know-how. As the first democratic country to successfully site a final reposito-

ry for spent fuel, Finland was held in international esteem. The Finnish govern-

ment further approved of plans for a sixth and seventh nuclear power plant only 

recently. In the absence of any internationally audible political quarrel and local 

                                                        
9 The New York Times recommended US President Barack Obama “to consider the cautionary tale of 
this new-generation nuclear reactor site” at Olkiluoto (Kanter 2009). 
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opposition – not to suggest that there is no protest, but rather that protesters rarely 

reach international audiences – Finnish siting and operation practices are admired 

elsewhere and therefore will be examined in closer detail in this study. 

While this thesis focuses on the negotiation of large-scale energy projects in a 

national context, the boundaries of an energy system, including its financial, legal, 

ideological, physical and technical aspects, are not easily demarcated. The Fin-

nish energy system, if considered in terms of geographical borders, relies on the 

import of oil, coal and gas equivalent to almost fifty percent of its primary resour-

ces. In addition, around 14 percent of all electricity consumed in Finland is im-

ported (Finland 2008c). Despite the fact that uranium has to be imported similarly 

to other non-renewable resources (with the exception of peat), an expansion of 

nuclear power is billed as a means for the nation to become independent of exter-

nal resources and net electricity imports, the latter being a concern as the bulk 

share is imported from Russia – a powerful neighbour with an ambivalent rela-

tionship with Finland (see Häkli 1999 for the formation of Finnish identity under 

Swedish and Russian rule). Yet Finland is part of the Nordic electricity exchange 

network, and consequently part of the connection between the Nordic countries 

and central Europe, and ultimately also Russia, with its large exports of oil and 

gas to central Europe. 

The borders of a national energy system, if one should conceive of them as 

such, are permeable in both directions. Depending on demand and environmental 

circumstances such as droughts or political quarrels, work force, goods, and elect-

ricity flow in both directions. Finnish companies procure uranium from Canada 

and Australia, while the technology and building parts for assembling power 

plants are delivered from all over the world. The guest workers who are currently 

building Finland’s fifth nuclear power plant have been recruited from 28 different 

countries, but mainly from Poland, and the plant is being built under the super-

vision of Portuguese foremen who in turn are employed by a French-German 

building consortium.10 To prevent foreign workers entering the Finnish social 

security system, and thus to prevent the introduction of Finnish salaries, eligibility 

to receive welfare services and so on, most blue collar workers only stay for short 

periods of time.11 Are they part of the Finnish energy system? Further, the fifth 

nuclear power plant is to be delivered on the basis of a turn-key contract, and a 

                                                        
10 The German partner of the consortium, Siemens, left the consortium in 2009 and sold its shares to 
the French partner Areva ('Siemens to give up... Helsingin Sanomat, 27 January 2009'). 
11 Borgerson (2008), Chapin et al. (2006), Napoleon (2007). 
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fixed price has been agreed between the Finnish client and the French constructor. 

Since the costs have doubled, the French company will suffer heavy economic 

losses, probably to be compensated elsewhere. Is the loss of capital of an interna-

tional company to be considered part of the Finnish energy system?  

The flow of fuel, electricity, technology, building parts, work force, monetary 

capital, knowledge and political opportunity requires global networks. A Finnish 

“nuclear renaissance” (Vehmas 2009, cf. Blowers 2010) is thus only possible 

within these realms, while the political discourse about becoming independent of 

fuel and electricity imports aims to justify nuclear and hydro power decisions 

with reference to national boundaries. Furthermore, the final repository for spent 

nuclear fuel was negotiated on terms that prohibit the export and import of nu-

clear waste. Spent nuclear fuel and other radioactively contaminated material 

should not cross the borders of the Finnish state in either direction. Ongoing 

uranium exploration in Finland is being similarly justified, despite the fact that 

most exploration companies are foreign. The construction of additional nuclear 

power plants was accepted on the premise that they would not be built for the 

“permanent export” of electricity, again justifying a political decision with refe-

rence to national borders. More fundamentally, the country’s nuclear legislation 

emphasises the need to further the “overall good” of Finnish society (Nuclear 

Energy Act 990/1987), i.e. prosperity within geographical boundaries. 

In terms of its perceived responsibilities as part of the global (energy) system, 

Finland has committed itself to reduce CO2 emissions with the help of nuclear, 

hydro and wind power given that these energy projects are socially acceptable in 

the national context (Finland 2008a). Social acceptance has thus still to be ac-

hieved on the way to a Finnish “low-carbon society”. While representative de-

mocracy has been strong since Finland achieved political independence, and trust 

in authorities and decision makers is comparably high, a “participatory turn” has 

nevertheless been observed in Finnish planning and assessment procedures, ai-

ming to render procedures transparent, inclusive, and, hence, legitimate decisions.  

1.3 Methods and methodology 

Having arrived in Finland only a couple of weeks before I embarked on this re-

search project, my understanding of Finnish culture, politics and language has 

developed very much over the course of this PhD project, and the learning pro-

cess has not ended with the writing of the thesis. I sought frequent exchange with 

other researchers in order to compensate for these limitations. Together with Kaa-
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rina Tervo-Kankare I organised a regular seminar on “human–environment rela-

tions in the North” at the Thule Institute, hosting students and researchers wor-

king on related themes. Various talks I gave at Finnish universities and conferen-

ces provided me with the opportunity to discuss my data and its interpretation. 

More generally, I considered being at a Finnish university as being “in the field”. 

Since my thesis reflects on national energy discourses and conceptualisations of 

public participation – not least as a consequence of academic debate – discussing 

these themes with my colleagues constituted an important part of the research.  

Being a foreigner who is not able to converse in any of the domestic langu-

ages certainly has its downsides and has restricted the scope of my interpretations. 

Yet in the context of my research interest, I was able to turn this into an advantage, 

at least to some degree. A generally high English literacy among Finns accommo-

dated this undertaking. Moreover, my stumbling over many concepts that may 

appear natural to a native speaker allowed me to challenge widely unquestioned 

notions. Thus the statement, “this is how we do things in Finland” – a frequently 

produced explanation for all kinds of issues – is scrutinised in the final discussion 

of this work. I believe if I had lived in Finland for a longer time, I would not have 

questioned this common phrase to the extent I have done in this thesis.  

Under these circumstances and with the above mentioned aim to challenge 

some of these basic concepts, I conducted an extensive literature review, collected 

a variety of official material, attended hearings and demonstrations, scanned 

newspapers and conducted thirty interviews. The collection period stretches over 

three years, from September 2007 to September 2010. Although from the start of 

the project my focus has been on participatory practices in energy siting procedu-

res, my aim was to conduct the study in an explorative way. The choice of speci-

fic empirical cases was made according to the themes of the current public debate. 

Being in Oulu in Northern Finland influenced these research decisions, as being 

based in the “urban and populated south” of Finland would certainly have brought 

about a different research agenda. In that context it must further be pointed out 

that a focus on nuclear and hydro power cases creates a picture that is devoid of 

the contestations in the debates on biofuels, i.e. peat and timber exploitation. Ad-

ditionally, had my research begun later, a stronger focus on wind power would 

probably have emerged, as public discussions and assessments of this electricity 

source became salient during the latter phase of the research period. In any case, 

this research does not claim to make conclusions about all of the various energy 

projects which are being planned in Finland (see the concluding chapter for sug-

gestions on further research).  
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My visit to Canada during the course of my research has played an important 

role in developing an understanding of environmental policies and participatory 

procedures. While I refrain from describing Canadian cases in greater detail in 

this thesis, it has to be considered a crucial part of the research, and I have been 

able to present some of the results in Strauss (2010). On the one hand, being away 

from the Finnish context after having completed much of the empirical work has 

given me the necessary distance from my own project material, and thus facilita-

ted the final stages of the research. Moreover, what I learned and experienced in 

the province of Alberta has changed my perspective and enriched my understan-

ding of the complexities involved in environmental planning and decision making. 

I discovered many similarities between Canadian and Finnish energy policies, but 

also important differences. A critical issue, for instance in the exploitation of the 

oil sands in Alberta, is the issue of domestic demand and the production of fuel 

for markets in the United States. Finnish politicians emphasised the objective of 

producing nuclear energy for domestic uses, as they feared their electorate would 

oppose the burden of environmental risk for the purpose of foreign electricity 

consumption. Some of the important differences are the always present yet un-

resolved negotiations with indigenous communities about land-use rights in Ca-

nada. In comparison with the Canadian context, Finnish energy projects are sel-

dom discussed in terms of their impact on indigenous peoples, i.e. the Sami.  

1.3.1 Scope, aims and limits of the study 

Currently debated cases of nuclear and hydro power project siting in Finland have 

been chosen to serve as the empirical focus of this study. This decision is justified 

by the Finnish government’s political decision to support these very means of 

energy production. Admittedly, this would have required the inclusion of wind 

power in this study. Due to limited capacities in terms of time and scope, this was 

not feasible. However, during the research process, it became clear that wind 

power siting processes may actually raise more local opposition than the siting of 

nuclear power plants. Future sociological research in Finland will have to include 

this form of renewable energy in more detail. 

The choice of a few specific nuclear and hydro power siting processes does 

not allow the extrapolation of all other cases currently being conducted in Finland 

or elsewhere, but it does build a foundation for further research and debate. Thus, 

the essential aim of this study is to identify fundamental problems in contempora-

ry democratic planning and decision making and to encourage debate on their 
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implications for the legitimacy and acceptance of decisions. However selective 

the choice of cases may appear – albeit justified selection – it is possible to gene-

ralise from these cases, not least because the interviewees had participated in 

many other siting processes and were well aware of the difficult dimensions these 

social institutions entail.  

This thesis has been submitted to the Faculty of Education, under which the 

unit of sociology is organised at the University of Oulu. Both the Faculty of Edu-

cation and the unit of sociology, under the guidance of Professor Timo Järvikoski, 

have a high reputation for being hubs of expertise in Northern Finland. Thanks to 

this administrative structure at the University of Oulu, I had the chance to reflect 

on issues of environmental sociology against the background of educational para-

digms. Although educational sciences influenced the direction of my research, the 

results related to educational sciences – presented in essays and oral presentations 

during seminars at the University of Oulu – are not presented in this work. Gene-

rally, to make this study relevant for the field of education would require further 

research. However, an important issue to be investigated in the context of the 

present, chosen thematic focus is, for instance, the education of environmental 

personnel in public administration. 

This research project has been conducted as part of a larger research underta-

king that focuses on “Human–environment relations in the North”, funded by the 

Finnish Academy’s Finnish Distinguished Professor programme. Under the gui-

dance of Professor Mark Nuttall at the Thule Institute, University of Oulu, my 

research took place in a thriving environment of scholars investigating human–

environment relations from a variety of viewpoints. 

Hence, the focus of this study is not primarily on an educational topic, but the 

aim is to contribute to the fields of environmental sociology as well as the so-

ciology of social and public policy, and administration. In particular, this work is 

relevant to the growing field of studies in public participation. Across the globe, 

public participation, citizen involvement, consultation processes and democratic 

literacy are being discussed in the interdisciplinary context of law, sociology, 

political sciences, management, engineering and natural sciences. Accordingly, 

the review on this field is not exhaustive, but aims to shed light on the main 

threads of discussion relevant to the field.12  

                                                        
12 The reader will notice that the study of “public participation” employs its own terminology, which 
may be confusing at points, as terms are not always defined and/or used interchangeably. In addition, 
the social scientific study of this subject has to deal with the fact that terms are used in everyday 
language as well as in public administration; hence, the same terms can mean quite different things. 
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More specifically, the aim is to reflect on the normative accounts that power-

fully shape our understanding of and expectations towards local people’s democ-

ratic agency when a large-scale energy project is to be sited in their backyards – 

and in the following, to juxtapose these normative ideals with the complex reality 

of planning and decision-making processes. In particular, it will be argued that 

“more direct involvement” does not automatically equate to “more democracy”, 

as is often proposed by academic scholars, but that the opposite may be the case.  

In this regard, this study seeks to encourage social scientists to engage with 

normative ideals of public participation more carefully. This thesis aspires to 

progress the academic field by reflecting on scientific paradigms as being the 

cause of some of the problems local people are faced with in siting procedures.  

Beyond addressing only scientific audiences, this work strives to create grea-

ter societal awareness of the values inherent to “traditional” forms of representa-

tive democracy as well as aims to encourage the strengthening of these forms 

instead of ever searching for new post-modern institutions which may not promo-

te the fundamental principle of democracy, i.e. sovereignty of the people.  

Without being able to provide solutions to the societal problems raised here, 

it should be emphasised that thorough description and analysis is key to any furt-

her discussion. By striving for a better description of those institutions that have 

emerged since the “participatory turn” (see Chapter 3 and 4), this thesis engages 

“conceptual politics” (Luhmann 1990). As conceptual politics scrutinises concep-

tualisations of public participation beyond their normative claims and overly ent-

husiastic evaluation by practitioners, it engages in the politics of reversing these 

claims and interpretations. This is necessary because the respective institutions – 

regulatory, administrative and private bodies which facilitate public participation 

in technology assessment – strive for their own survival and refrain from any self-

criticism that could reveal inconsistencies. According to Wynne, participatory 

assessment processes such as the Windscale Inquiry are far from facilitating ra-

tional technology assessment because the “responsible institutions are busy hiding 

their own agendas” (Wynne 1982).  

                                                                                                                                    
To further complicate the understanding of terms, “public participation” terminology often entails 
normative connotations in academic as well as policy contexts. In this thesis, the quagmire of names 
and meanings cannot completely be avoided. But rather than ignoring the difficulty of “talking about 
the same thing”, it should be considered a first insight into the problem of communicating what public 
participation is, and what purposes it serves from different points of view. 
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1.3.2 Literature review 

An extensive literature review has been conducted for this project regarding the 

Finnish context as well as the circumpolar North. In particular, case studies from 

the Scandinavian countries and Canada have been a valuable source for compari-

son. Thematically, the review for this thesis included publications related to ener-

gy policy, planning and decision making, participatory practices and theories, 

political styles, environmental movement organisations, administrative institu-

tions and the role of environmental administration and consultants. The literature 

was continuously reviewed throughout the process of empirical data collection 

and analysis.  

My initial aim to reflect on Finnish conceptualisations of participatory proce-

dures was backed by the screening of Finnish publications on related topics, 

which were often influenced by the idea that any “more” participation would 

automatically enhance democratic decision-making, usually without going into 

further detail regarding what the implications could be, but rather with a strong 

expectation towards rational and reasonable argument. Furthermore, I discovered 

that little attention had been devoted to the notion of the overall good of society, 

though it has so central a role in (nuclear) energy decision making. In that sense, 

Finnish literature on energy and siting procedures has not only informed my re-

search, but also constitutes a part of my empirical material, and I discuss some of 

the publications by Finnish authors in the context of current discourses.  

Following the insight that academic publications are part of the participatory 

discourse, I started to look into the sources of the often vaguely expressed ideals 

about how and in what role the public should participate, and how input, once 

produced, should be dealt with. I assumed that these expectations are often gui-

ding evaluations but usually remain implicit in the context of practical application 

as well as in the context of academic scrutiny of participatory processes. Conside-

ring these circumstances, a theoretical discussion of the “lofty goals” of public 

participation (Chapter 4) constitutes the aim to bring some of the roots of the 

current debates back to the fore. The aim is not to provide a comprehensive over-

view of the discussion – which would be beyond the limits of this thesis – but 

rather to indicate what kind of expectations towards public participation prevail in 

current discourses. Hence, this rather theoretical chapter should not be conceived 

of as the theoretical framework for this thesis (introduced in Chapter 2), but as an 

analysis of the theoretical claims that continue to influence the conceptualisation 
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of participatory procedures. Academic literature, in this case, constitutes empirical 

data. 

This review of literature is not exhaustive, as is the case in any kind of scien-

tific research, and I have made specific choices concerning what to consider rele-

vant to my focus and interest. There may be other interpretations of what constitu-

tes a relevant theme or author in this context with which I do not necessarily disa-

gree. Rather, the specific choices are meant to provide examples.  

Considering the total amount of literature reviewed for this study, it should be 

noted that the language barrier did not allow me to include publications in Finnish 

or Swedish. However, much contemporary Finnish research is published in Eng-

lish journals, which of course excludes access to earlier publications and much of 

the grey literature. In particular, the history of Finnish nuclear power is a very 

well researched theme in Finland, and accordingly extensive is the number of 

publications in English and Finnish (for references to publications in Finnish and 

English see Kojo 2006, Kojo & Litmanen 2009). 

1.3.3 Official publications and newspapers  

My interest lies in the regulatory framework for the siting of large-scale energy 

projects and its implementation by practitioners, thus requiring the examination of 

official publications, including Finnish policy papers, legislation, administrative 

guidelines and reports, websites of the environmental and economic administrati-

on, depending, however, on their availability in English. In my interviews I used 

the non-availability of many documents in English as a justification to let inter-

viewees describe the procedural set ups and institutional arrangements. Also, in 

cases when a document was available in English, I often benefitted from the in-

terview settings by professing my eagerness to find out what the rather distant 

wording of the administrative guidelines meant in a specific, applied context.  

But in the very beginning, the availability of publications in English was 

another reason why I started to focus on nuclear power projects. Due to the size of 

nuclear power projects and their potential impact on foreign countries, many of 

the publications such as environmental impact assessment programmes and re-

ports are available in a variety of languages. Finland’s administrative connection 

to the European Union further necessitates the availability of legislative material 

in one of the union’s official languages. Also, opponents increasingly seek an 

international audience, and environmental NGOs publish reports, or at least sum-

maries of reports, as well as press releases in English, which are subsequently 
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available online. Furthermore, a range of policy papers and government publica-

tions targets foreign companies. For instance, the guidelines for mining operations 

created by the then-Ministry for Trade and Industry aim to introduce foreign ma-

nagers to such sensitive issues as Sami reindeer herding in Northern Finland 

(Finland 2007). 

While I was mostly dependent on publications in English, I considered the 

choice of what is actually translated as indicative for my research question, which 

situates the Finnish debates within international contexts. During my observation 

of the discussions in the English edition of the online news services of YLE (Fin-

nish Public Broadcasting Corporation) and Helsingin Sanomat (major national 

newspaper) as well as Suomen Tietotoimisto (Finnish news service), I often com-

pared the headlines of the English editions with the Finnish editions, which are 

naturally much more extensive. It was interesting to note the differences in the 

placement of news items in the two editions as well as the choices concerning 

which news item should be translated for an international audience.  

In addition, the newspapers Lapin Kansa (for the region of Lapland) and Ka-

leva (for the region of Oulu) were skimmed for articles on themes related to ener-

gy policy and projects as well as climate change. With the help of Hannu I Heik-

kinen, an anthropologist at the University of Oulu, I was able to acquire an un-

derstanding of what is discussed in those articles. The residents of the Oulu and 

Lapland regions face many challenges because of increasing activities of power 

companies, thus the review of these regional newspapers provided useful insights 

as to how these are dealt with.  

In total, 260 online and 215 print newspaper articles have been collected bet-

ween September 2007 and December 2010. The selected articles refer to energy 

projects, their impacts on the natural and social environment, as well as the gene-

ral themes of climate change and mitigation. The selection of articles has not been 

exhaustive. The total of articles is not listed here, since they have not been ana-

lysed systematically. Rather, the problematization of energy production in the 

public media, and the responses they triggered in both newspapers, have been 

considered as an information window on current lines of conflict. The tendencies 

of newspaper articles to argue pro or contra energy projects were frequently men-

tioned in interviews with local people, who were very concerned about the balan-

ce of views about energy projects and the placement of articles with differing 

opinions in the respective newspaper issue (e.g. the case of a third page article 

arguing pro and a more or less “hidden” letter to the editor arguing against a pro-

ject among a list of other, unrelated letters).  
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Regarding the main research question of this thesis (how do citizens in Fin-

land participate in the siting of large-scale energy projects, and to what end?) 

newspapers can be considered an important tool for local people’s participation in 

planning and decision making. In particular, it should be noted that regional 

newspapers in Finland are somewhat trusted social institutions. At the same time, 

this tool is rather exclusive as it depends on the ability of a single person to write 

up to the newspaper standards – which entails their understanding of stylistic 

elements in the Finnish language. Thus, many of my interviewees discussed their 

successful or unsuccessful attempts to publish a letter to the editor in one of the 

newspapers. And although newspapers seem to enjoy a high level of trust, many 

interviewed opponents believed that newspapers harbour a strong bias towards 

industrial interests. 

A number of newspaper articles are cited in the following chapters as they 

provide background information to political questions, and their references are to 

be found among other references at the end of this thesis. A more comprehensive 

study on the role of newspapers as a participatory tool did not appear to be feasi-

ble within the scope of this research project. 

1.3.4 Interviews 

At the heart of the data pool are thirty interviews and many more ad hoc conver-

sations with Finnish environmentalists, politicians, managers, officials, scientists 

and affected residents. Two persons were interviewed twice. All of these inter-

views and conversations had a focus on environmental and energy issues. The 

interviews often included a field site visit and conversations with related persons. 

Depending on the expectations of the interviewee, tentative interview questions 

were sent in advance. The interview style also varied depending on the intervie-

wed person and the theme of the interview. Except for three interviews, during 

which I took notes, all have been recorded and subsequently transcribed by me. 

The length of interviews varied between half an hour and three hours. As men-

tioned above, the language barrier hindered me from conducting interviews in 

either of the country’s official languages, Finnish and Swedish.  

I started off by contacting members of environmental NGOs and politicians 

with a decided focus on environmental and energy questions. As my research 

questions acquired more concrete dimensions, I began to contact politicians, civil 

servants, local activists, managers of power companies and consultant firms, all of 

whom were usually willing to give an interview and in addition referred me to 
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other persons they knew to be experts in the field of interest. In many contexts, I 

was advised to interview someone from the opposing viewpoint; in some cases I 

was advised not to do so, since there would have been nothing I could have lear-

ned by interviewing them. My colleagues at the Thule Institute also referred me to 

some of their acquaintances whom they met in the context of their own research 

projects or whom they privately knew. Generally, my aim was to interview per-

sons who had played some kind of role in the planning and assessment procedures, 

either from the view of a facilitator, participant, or general observer. Beyond this 

institutional connection, my aim was to interview “experts” in environmental 

protection and energy matters, especially in the regional context. “Experts” I con-

sidered those who possess rich knowledge on a specific matter, which in turn is 

not expressly tied to any kind of formal education or status, although these often 

coincide.  

In the case of interviewing local opponents, I was crucially aware of my own 

presence in a conflict-laden setting. I suspect that because my research interest 

focused on the problems associated with participatory procedures it further inc-

reased my focus on the difficulties experienced by locals when attempting to 

influence the decision making that affects their livelihoods. These conversations 

were very intimate and stand in stark contrast to some of the other interviews, 

especially those with individuals who are more experienced in interview situ-

ations, and could thus be considered profiling experts. Many of the persons I in-

terviewed in the last three years expressed their understanding that procedures 

need to be improved.  

Some of the interviews were conducted at the interviewees’ offices, two at 

their homes, many took place in restaurants or cafés, one at my colleague’s office 

and some at a specific site, for instance at the site of the proposed Kollaja reser-

voir or the construction site of Olkiluoto 3, Finland’s fifth nuclear power plant. 

While an interview setting in a “neutral” context allows for a more concise con-

versation, a visit at a “development” site regularly provided cues for communica-

tion that would not have occurred in an unrelated setting. For instance, the mana-

gers who showed me around the nuclear power plant construction site expressed 

disappointment that there were no fishing boats to be seen off the operating power 

plant’s discharge channel, as this would have provided me with some physical 

evidence that there is no contamination of the water, and that the environmental 

impact, i.e. an increase in water temperature, furthers leisure activities by engen-

dering a thriving fish population. 



 36

Being at an interviewee’s home or office meant that often material was sear-

ched for during the interview, such as reports, newspaper articles, websites, com-

puter documents and so on. In these cases, interviews often developed into con-

versations about various matters which would probably not have been covered 

had the interviews been conducted in a café.  

Interview questions varied from interview to interview, but the following ge-

neral questions were posed in all of them. 

– How can citizens participate in the planning/assessment process for project X? 

Which kinds of methods have been chosen? 

– Who decided on the participatory scheme? And who conducted participatory 

events? 

– How appropriate are the chosen methods and their implementation in your 

opinion? 

– What purpose do you think they serve? 

– Who is involved in the planning/assessment/decision making process? How 

are the various roles and tasks justified? 

– How have you engaged in the siting process? How would you like to engage 

in the future?  

These questions were adopted according to the specific expertise of the inter-

viewed person and served as a starting point for the conversations developed to 

accommodate the interviewee’s own ideas about what is important in a participa-

tory siting process.  

All recorded interviews and hand-written interview notes were transcribed 

and transformed into text files so that they could be processed. With the help of a 

coding programme (Atlas.ti), the large amount of text was sorted to better serve 

the analysis of specific questions. The method of inductive coding was used, i.e. 

codes were derived from the text of an interview/newspaper article/legislative 

text/published item, and then applied to other texts. This procedure is suitable for 

the epistemological ambitions of grounded theory (see below), where hypotheses 

are derived from the data instead of using a deductive method in which a text is 

approached with certain hypotheses. In general, it was not my attempt to produce 

any kind of quantitative results; however, the programme output gives an initial 

impression of the significance of themes.  

In the future, the results of this study are to be complemented by a more 

quantitative scientific undertaking that tests the claims made here, for instance via 

a telephone or questionnaire survey. Focus group discussions and scenario 
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workshops would be an adequate means for allowing citizens deliberate on their 

participation in a siting process. In addition, the history of siting procedures in 

Finland could receive more attention in future studies, and thus validate the 

claims about shifting responsibilities (Chapter 3). 

1.3.5 Data analysis and presentation 

My approach to collecting data under a very broad working title – “How are nort-

hern energy systems negotiated, and what role do citizens play in this context? – 

has resulted in a wide inventory of interviews, policy papers, legal texts, websites, 

a variety of reports by industry, administration and environmental NGOs, news-

paper articles and notes on different events such as public hearings and demon-

strations, conversations with fellow scientists and an extensive literature review. 

Throughout the process of data collection, I refined my research question by en-

gaging in data analysis, which was then followed by another round of data collec-

tion and so on. 

This method of inductive qualitative research was first raised to wider popu-

larity by Glaser and Strauss in the 1960s under the heading “grounded theory” 

(Böhm 2000). As one kind of content analysis, it allows for the interpretation of 

diverse data by screening text (or other material) for the occurrence of key words, 

at the same time recognising authorship and target audience as crucial variables. 

This is done in cycles in which the collection of data is followed by its interpreta-

tion followed again by additional collection of data and so forth.  

While this integrative method has often been claimed to lack rigour, Strauss 

and Glaser (2009) argue that their proposed method has closed a significant gap 

in the qualitative analysis of empirical data pools which are large and diverse and 

are produced alongside analysis, and thus in this combination, hardly accessible 

with previously suggested methods. A high degree of validity is reached through 

codes, and in the following, hypotheses are generated from the data itself. As a 

method of empirical research, grounded theory recognises and formalises, the 

authors argue (ibid.), the generation of hypotheses in its natural process, i.e. re-

search questions are generated by sighting a first set of data, after which addi-

tional data is collected and so forth (Charmaz 2003). It is also suggested that the 

results of earlier cycles should be reconsidered under the impression of later ana-

lyses, thus acknowledging that a researcher’s understanding develops with a pro-

ject’s progress over time. Instead of hiding earlier interpretations, these are to be 

read in the light of new insights, and conceptual analysis is developed in the cour-
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se of the repeated collection-analysis cycle. The validity of the method can be 

assessed by the reader to the degree that the empirical data is quoted, as is done 

extensively in chapters 3 and 5 in this thesis. Furthermore, a high degree of re-

liability is reached by this form of presentation: the reader can review my sugges-

ted interpretation of a text against his or her own understanding of the same text. 

This methodology, collecting and analysing data in cycles and recognising the 

development of my interpretations as an ongoing process, has proven sustainable 

in the context of my research project on participatory planning for and decision 

making on energy projects in Finland. In particular, this methodology prevented 

me from initially inventing hypotheses that had no relation to the data in what was 

then to me an unfamiliar cultural context. Over time, my explorative yet not arbit-

rary approach assumed a more definite shape as I selected certain material such as 

legislative texts and administrative guidelines for further analysis. Examining 

how administrative conceptualisations and guidelines are applied in particular 

siting contexts, these texts then regularly became the focal points of expert inter-

views, thus contrasting my interpretation with that of the practitioners. 

The product of my research project, this thesis, focuses on many of the gaps 

in my understanding of the “Finnish way of doing things”. Instead of avoiding the 

aspects that were not immediately comprehensible, I took these further and pre-

sent my current understanding in the text at hand. This implies that the interpreta-

tion of data is ongoing and requires further examination.  

The way data are presented in this thesis takes into account the fact that a 

number of different interpretations of specific data are possible. It is thus a me-

thod of generating rigorous interpretations by providing the reader with the very 

text the interpretation is based on. Of course, interview excerpts are removed 

from their contexts, which accordingly implies that my interpretations can only be 

validated to a limited degree.  

Transcription symbols in interview text should be read according to the fol-

lowing key: 

 

((laughing)) description 

(word) uncertain transcription 

(        )  inaudible utterance 

(3) pause in seconds 

WHY emphasis 

[project] information added by me, H.S. 

[ point of overlap 
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] point at which an utterance terminates another utterance 

 

HS Hannah Strauss 

P1 Person 1 

P2 Person 2 (in case more than one person takes part in the 

conversation) 

TK Timo P Karjalainen 
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2 For the good of society 

New Kollaja in line with the overall good of society 

(Press release by the company proposing a reservoir at Kollaja, Pohjolan 

Voima Oy 2009) 

TVO considers its project of constructing more nuclear power as part of the 

required new electricity production capacity to be in line with the overall 

good of society.  

(Teollisuuden Voima Oyj 2008a) 

Since nuclear power has been used for civil purposes, it has been claimed to be 

supportive of economic growth and social stability through the availability of 

cheap electricity. Before unease about nuclear power grew, the civil use of nuclear 

technology was associated with progress and political power. This image has 

suffered especially because of nuclear arms proliferation during the Cold War, 

and afterwards, and because of the accidents at Three Mile Island and Chernobyl. 

Nuclear power in its accident-free performance is widely understood as a demon-

stration of a nation’s mastery to safely handle a highly risky technology. Finnish 

nuclear power companies praise the good safety records of their operations and 

point out that they have the world’s best capacity utilisation due to constant up-

grading. For many, the risk appears acceptable in the Finnish context, where trust 

in technology and in humans’ ability to handle risky technologies is great. 

In the context of a recent nuclear renaissance across Europe and North Ame-

rica (Blowers 2010), nuclear power has been promoted for various reasons. Also, 

in Finland, where a phase-out of nuclear power production has never been taken 

into serious consideration, the aims of climate change mitigation, energy security 

and economic stability have proven to be strong arguments in the national dis-

course. In terms of economic stability, nuclear power is believed to be a fairly 

stable commodity which protects the Finnish energy system against fluctuations 

on the primary energy market – changes in the price of uranium affect the cost of 

electricity to a relatively small degree – and the supports nation’s independency of 

political conflict, as long as the exploitation of uranium takes place in a stable 

political environment.  

The political relationship with Russia has continuously influenced Finland’s 

nuclear power policy and therefore energy policy in general. The first two reac-

tors, build in Loviisa, are of Russian origin, while the third and fourth, in Olki-
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luoto, were delivered by Swedish companies. Moreover, the delivery of the se-

cond pair of reactors was negotiable on the basis that the first two reactors were 

built in cooperation with the Soviet Union (Kojo 2006).  

Although Finland would have preferred not to use Russian technology, it was 

not able to avert Russian influence at the time. Finnish engineers, however, 

emphasised that whereas the technological parts were delivered by Russian com-

panies, construction and maintenance, and later upgrading relied on Finnish en-

gineering skills. Juxtaposing the Finnish nuclear history with the French case 

(Hecht 1998), we can argue that nuclear power played an equally important role 

in the struggle to define Finnishness. Finnish nuclear power is framed as safe and 

socially responsible (Halme & Takala 2003) and thus as an achievement that 

stands out in international comparison. It has further been a means to gain inde-

pendence and a neutral position within the Eastern and Western political blocks 

(cf. Dawson 1996 on the role of nuclear power in post-socialist countries). Follo-

wing a successful siting process, nuclear power plants are regularly conceived of 

as  

Environmental activist: 

[…] a national project, a national pride.  

High-level radioactive waste and spent fuel were exported to Russia until 1996. In 

1994 Finland decided to ban the import and export of nuclear waste, as it was 

morally unjustifiable to continue this operation; a long-term solution for reproces-

sing or storage had to be found. The option of reprocessing was appraised to be 

uneconomic, and a site for a final repository was sought (Kojo 2006). The princi-

ple of the good of society, as subsequently inscribed in the Nuclear Energy Act, 

stipulated that the responsibility for nuclear waste should not be dumped on anot-

her country. More practically, it was an issue of establishing political frontiers. 

Analogous to the siting of the final repository for spent fuel, the increasing inter-

national interest in uranium exploitation in Finland is being justified by similar 

arguments, i.e. that it is morally and ethically unjust to utilise resources that have 

been exploited abroad, because the local population has to suffer from detrimental 

impacts caused by mining activities. “‘If we’ve decided to expand the use of nu-

clear energy here,’ says the country’s Minister of Trade and Industry Mauri Pek-

karinen, by way of explanation, then Finland should extract the fuel from its own 

soil.” (Nimtz-Köster 29 May 2007May 29 2007) 
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Additionally, gaining independence of what presently are still high amounts 

of electricity imports from Russia is a continuously important issue in Finnish 

energy politics. Although good relations have been established with the powerful 

neighbour and former ruler, relationship remains a tenuous one.13 

In addition to concerns about the availability of cheap electricity and geopoli-

tical security, the public discourse has very much focused on the mitigation of 

climate change (Berg 2009). Nuclear power is perceived as supporting the reduc-

tion of CO2 emissions because it produces comparably few amounts of greenhou-

se gases, mainly resulting from the fabrication and transportation of fuel and buil-

ding material, and during the construction of the nuclear facility. The Finnish 

energy and climate strategy states that  

[i]n constructing our own capacity, priority will be given to plants that do not 

emit greenhouse gases, […] and financially profitable and environmentally 

acceptable hydro and wind power plants. Furthermore, we will prepare for 

constructing additional nuclear power. 

(Long-term Climate and Energy Strategy, Government Report to Parliament 6 

November 2008) 

This chapter will discuss the premises and procedures of nuclear power decision 

making in Finland. Connections to the siting of hydro power plants will be drawn 

where applicable. However, the discussion will focus on nuclear power, where the 

notion of the overall good has been inscribed in the legal text. Firstly, the debate 

about the overall good will be examined in respect to its (normative) implications 

for the political negotiation of energy resource use in a welfare society. These 

implications will be contrasted with practices of public participation in siting 

procedures. Secondly, it will be argued that despite its potentially open-ended 

approach, negotiations are curtailed by long-term commitments, economic and 

scientific rationality as well as a legalistic culture that excludes political discourse. 

Here, I will lean on Wynne’s (1982) analysis of the Windscale Inquiry, and I will 

argue that the efforts in Finland to include citizens in planning and decision ma-

king on nuclear power are similarly constrained and thus undermine democra-

tisation efforts. These two lines of arguments, concerning, on the one hand, nor-

                                                        
13 In recent years, the timber trade between Russia and Finland, and especially the Russian threat to 
introduce tariffs on timber export, has been a sensitive issue in foreign policy on both sides. During 
the timber dispute but also following Russian negotiations with the Ukraine about the price of gas, old 
fears about Russian methods regained significance, implicating that the electricity supply from Russia 
could suddenly be shut down. 
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mative implications of the overall good and, on the other hand, the prevalence of 

techno-scientific normativity within the “iron cage” of law (Bora 2010) in siting 

procedures will be developed in further detail and with detailed reference to empi-

rical material in the course of this thesis. 

2.1 Nuclear power for the overall good of society 

In good welfarist tradition, the Finnish government “shall, in reaching its decisi-

on-in-principle, consider the issue [of building a nuclear facility] from the pers-

pective of the overall good of society” (Nuclear Energy Act, 990/1987, ch. 4, sec. 

14). The international Nuclear Energy Agency commends this notion as a “noble 

evaluation to bestow, [as it] leaves little room for partisanship” (Nuclear Energy 

Agency 2005). The agency praises the notion of the good of society as an impar-

tial collective goal. The act situates the decision-in-principle within the Nordic 

welfare tradition, therefore requiring justification of a nuclear decision in terms of 

political equality and economic benefit for society. As political equality is assu-

med to be realised by giving every citizen the right to participate – and Finland is 

a role model here, having introduced female suffrage as early as 1906 – the focus 

subsequently lies on the realisation of economic benefit for the individual and 

society as a whole. In the preparation of decisions on nuclear power applications, 

the overall good of society is therefore interpreted mostly in economic terms. 

Company manager: 

The very, very big part of that decision[-in-principle] is economical. 

The focus on economic aspects of the overall good of society is reflected in the 

academic literature. According to the labour-market paradigm, economic structu-

res are of greatest importance in a welfare society, and different scholars have 

advanced the claim theoretically (Esping-Andersen 1990). The welfare state is 

often discussed in terms of its role as a redistributor of goods (Sihvo & Uusitalo 

1995, Kuhnle 2000, Sipilä et al. 2009). Tax-generated benefits are distributed 

among the population in order to protect individuals from exploitation on the 

capitalist labour market, and at the same time to relieve families of the burden of 

providing for their members. In addition, the state organises the provision of edu-

cation and health care for all free of charge in order to avert political inequality 

that derives from social status. However, a wider consideration of welfare princi-
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ples is deemed necessary in the context of this study in which opportunities for 

public participation are under scrutiny.  

From a normative perspective, Olson (2006) outlines how the equality of citi-

zens is to be achieved in a welfare state. Drawing on Habermas’ account of deli-

berative democracy, Olson proposes mechanisms for a reflexive democratic state 

in which citizens should not only be given the formal right to participate. Furt-

hermore, the welfare state must ensure that citizens are able and capable of parti-

cipating in the governance of society. This requires first and foremost economic 

security for the individual, and Olson supports claims of material equality as the 

presupposition for citizens to engage in democratic decision making. But because 

the welfare state is based on the democratic values of popular sovereignty, politi-

cal inclusion as well as equal opportunity, Olson argues for a conception of the 

welfare state in which the focus lies on encouraging agency in addition to a redist-

ribution of goods (ibid.). To achieve legitimacy, citizens of a reflexive democratic 

welfare state must engage in the making of laws and policies that create oppor-

tunities for citizens’ participation in decision making.  

The claim for equal opportunity in the governance of society derives its justi-

fication from the historic emergence of the welfare state. The Nordic welfare state 

in particular has its origin in the political organisation of farmers and workers. In 

Finland, the influence of the Agrarian Party (today, Centre Party) has been con-

tinuously strong since its invocation (Kettunen 2001). Olson’s normative claim to 

consider welfare in cultural and political rather than purely economic terms seems 

justified in the case of Finland, where economic necessities have traditionally 

dominated social policy making, as Kettunen (2001) argues. Thus, in the follo-

wing, it will be argued that while a participatory turn in planning and decision 

making has taken place in Finland similar to elsewhere in Europe and North Ame-

rica in the 1990s, this turn has rarely been related to the principles of governance 

of the welfare state. While procedures have been adopted to respond to demands 

for direct citizen involvement, a critical review of conceptual implications is often 

lacking. As the concepts of public participation remain vague beyond the call for 

“democratisation”, the purpose and effectiveness of participatory procedures can-

not be easily determined (Pölönen et al. 2010). In the light of these methodical 

difficulties, Olson’s (2006) account of the welfare state encourages a discussion 

of procedural changes against the background of their normative ideals in which 

the role of citizens is conceived of differently.  
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2.2 Rituals of legal procedures 

As a legal text, the Nuclear Energy Act regulates individual decisions. Within the 

legalistic atmosphere nuclear power is dealt with, the process of decision making 

is thereby deprived of its political and historical context (Wynne 1982, cf. Bora 

2010). The decision appears as a matter of free rein, as if the approval or dismis-

sal of a nuclear power plant application was unrelated to government commit-

ments and energy pathways. To support this notion, members of the Finnish go-

vernment and parliament have repeatedly been encouraged to consider their vote 

in a decision-in-principle as an “issue of conscience” (Säynässalo 2009) rather 

than as an issue of party opinions and government course.14 

Observers of siting procedures have argued that the opposite is the case, i.e. 

when nuclear power and government are closely intertwined, as they usually have 

been given the military beginnings of nuclear power (Radkau 1981), further 

commitment seems inevitable, and Säynässalo (2009) concludes that this is also 

the case in Finland. More specifically, she argues that the negative decision on an 

application for a nuclear power plant in 1993 did not put an end to the “legal-

administrative alliance between the nuclear industry and the state” (ibid.: 146), as 

the positive decisions on plants in 2002 and 2010 showed. In addition to political 

commitment, Lampinen (2009) emphasises the involvement of the Finnish state 

in nuclear power production through ownership of power companies. He further 

points out that until recently, state ownership lay within the responsibilities of the 

Ministry of Employment and the Economy (then the Ministry of Trade and In-

dustry), which is the coordinating authority for the siting of nuclear facilities 

(ibid.). This coincidence of coordinating duties with the facilitator of nuclear 

industry is often perceived as carrying a positive bias towards nuclear power, 

which would not necessarily be the case had the Ministry of the Environment 

been assigned the role of a coordinating authority for nuclear facilities; the Mi-

nistry of the Environment is the coordinating authority for all other large-scale 

energy projects.  

In international comparison, it has been argued that especially projects consti-

tuting the “critical rear-end links in the nuclear fuel cycle” (Blowers 1999), repro-

cessing and waste storage facilities, are hardly conceivable as individual enterpri-

ses, if not in purely legal terms. Wynne (1982) criticises the legalistic rationality 

                                                        
14 See Helsingin Sanomat reporting on this issue ('Parliament Debates... Helsingin Sanomat, 29 June 
2010'). 
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that denies the strong connection between government and nuclear industry in his 

seminal analysis of the Windscale Inquiry for the British reprocessing plant Sella-

field.15 Judicial redefinition, Wynne argues (1982), “artificially fragments an in-

terconnected real world”. Political reality, and thus political discourse, is systema-

tically excluded in the administration of political decisions within a legal frame-

work (Bora 2010). 

In recent years, the persisting yet frequently denied bonds between govern-

ments and nuclear industry allowed for a nuclear renaissance despite the growing 

importance of renewable energy, the ongoing construction of gas pipelines from 

Russia to Europe, and despite political vows not to continue the nuclear pathway. 

Germany and Sweden are perhaps the most recent and most profound examples of 

earlier promises to phase out nuclear power being overturned.16 In these cases, the 

loyalty of governments to the nuclear industry has proven to be more sustainable 

than the commitment to hold the promise of putting an end to the (re-)licensing of 

nuclear facilities. The Finnish government never seriously considered phasing out 

nuclear power. In the manner of “let those other countries do what they need to do 

– we continue to focus on how we do things here” (Matti Kojo 2008, personal 

communication), Finnish politicians sought independency of phase-out trends in 

Europe (Litmanen & Kojo 2011). The Green League’s share in governmental 

power (1995–2002) did not prevent the approval of Finland’s fifth nuclear power 

plant, which is currently under construction. To protest the decision, the Green 

League left the government in 2002 after it had been outvoted. In the more recent 

governmental decisions on three applications in 2010, the Green Party members 

of the government voted against the application, but subsequently remained in the 

government although they had, again, been outvoted.17 Prior to the vote, the na-

tional discourse on the applications was heavily influenced by the desire of con-

servative politicians not to have a “politicised” debate. It was claimed that the 

                                                        
15 Concerning the British government’s stand on nuclear power in the Windscale Inquiry, Wynne 
(1982) argued that “[c]ommitment to the nuclear industry is already extremely great; those in power 
see further commitment as inevitable.” 
16 The German government recently considered an extension of operation licenses for the country’s 
younger nuclear power plants, although a phase-out had been formally agreed upon when the coalition 
of Social Democrats and Greens was in power. In 2010 the Swedish government decided to allow the 
construction of new plants (on the premises of demolished plants – new plants on old sites) after 
overturning a public referendum from 1980. 
17 The Green League dismissed the option of leaving the government as a form of protest when the 
government assembled for its decision-in-principle, as, according to Member of Parliament Oras 
Tynkkynen, it “would be an empty protest because it would not change the cabinet’s decision” 
('Finland's Greens... Helsingin Sanomat, 22 April 2010'). 
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Finnish administrative and political elite tried to avoid decision making “getting 

caught up” in demagogy, such as election campaigns. The English edition of the 

national newspaper Helsingin Sanomat reported that  

the government could bring the application before Parliament in early 2010, 

which means that the matter could be handled during the spring session, 

about a year before the next Parliamentary elections. Politicians will want to 

avoid delaying the debate until the autumn, lest the proximity of the elections 

overpoliticise the issue 

(Helsingin Sanomat 2008) 

While opponents, including the Green League, complained about a rushed sche-

dule, 18  governmental decisions on the three applications were reached before 

midsummer.19 The ensuing debate in the Finnish parliament relied on presenta-

tions by parliamentary committees and scientific experts who were, over a space 

of two days, asked to assess the governmental decision and its consequences. 

Parliament ratified the decision on 1 July 2010 by 120 to 72 votes for a fourth 

plant at the Olkiluoto site and 121 to 71 votes on the application by Fennovoima 

to build a plant at a new site in either Simo or Pyhäjoki in Northern Finland.  

Political reality, conflict over relevant issues, and partisanship are avoided for 

the benefit of administrative management, which favours judicial rationality and 

scientific expertise. Instead of rendering the nuclear decision(s) a theme for na-

tional elections, they are administered by government officials who set up schedu-

les and agendas, thereby avoiding proximity to the start of election campaigns. In 

contrast to the Swedish case, politicisation of particular energy questions has not 

been observed in Finland, even though a number of Finnish citizens claim that 

energy policy influences their vote (Ruostetsaari 2009).20 In the Finnish discourse, 

decisions are generally labelled “realistic” and “pragmatic” rather than idealistic 

                                                        
18 See news item in Helsingin Sanomat ('Government had to vote... Helsingin Sanomat, 7 May 2010'). 
19 In the end there were only two decisions to be made, since the nuclear power company Fortum 
withdrew its application from the process. It was speculated that Fortum only submitted an application 
for strategic reasons, i.e. to increase competition, to build a counterweight in unison with Teollisuuden 
Voima against the new competitor Fennovoima, or to prepare the public for future projects. Since 
Fortum holds 25 percent of Teollisuuden Voima’s shares, the company would be “involved in the 
project in any case” ('Fortum holding back... Helsingin Sanomat, 15 January 2010'). 
20 During governmental and parliamentary election campaigns in Sweden in 2009 and 2010, left and 
green parties formed an anti-nuclear block, thus aiming to politicise the question of nuclear expansion. 
The success of the conservatives in both elections has been interpreted as a vote for nuclear power by 
Swedish people (Gaterman 16 September 2010).  
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(Rusanen 2002, Sairinen & Lindholm 2004). Moisio (2006) identifies this popular 

understanding of Finnish “political realism” as a “specific rhetorical strategy, a 

way of framing political arguments”. 

Partisanship is further avoided by principles of decision making. The benevo-

lent rationale – to further the good of society – of a decision making process, 

which is seemingly detached from any previous political commitment, appears 

unassailable and undisputable. As the objective of the decision making process 

appeals to moral values based on a collective goal, it dismisses political struggle. 

The Nuclear Energy Agency’s assessment of the notion of the overall good – “a 

noble evaluation to bestow” (2005) – thus correctly hints at the mechanisms that 

allow for nuclear facility siting in Finland. A feeling of nobility runs along the 

lines of realistic pragmatism, or as a member of an environmental NGO describes 

the incorporation of nuclear decisions into Finnish polity: 

Environmental activist: 

And there is this mechanism, I think, that is very typical of Finnish culture, 

that Finnish people were very equally divided before the decision by the par-

liament on the issue. But after the decision was made, a lot of people started 

to think of it as a national project. They have to stand behind regardless of 

whether they were for it in the first place or not. And that certainly happened 

– that after the decision a lot of people changed their mind. And it became a 

national pride, a national project.  

Once these problems started to surface, it was very hard to admit that there 

are problems, because the popularity of nuclear power was based on the per-

ception that Finland is better than anyone else, everything is safer, more pru-

dent in Finland. And now that this turned out not to be the case, the media 

was very careful, even suppressed some of the most concerning findings. And 

it took a lot of time to get over this. And last spring […] I was working on 

uranium mining, because that was a big issue and there were exactly the sa-

me perceptions like Finland is so much better that any bad experience from 

anywhere else in the world doesn’t count. And so on. 

In planning, assessment and decision making processes, an open discussion of 

values is avoided, hence, scientific appraisal and technological choice is given 

preference within a strict legal framework. As a form of ideology that prefers 

rules over opinion, judicial rationality asserts a superiority over “conventional 

politics, which is seen as rooted in expediency and compromise” (Wynne 1982). 
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This form of “technoscientific normativity” (Bora 2010), the rule of technological 

and scientific rationality, prevails not only in governmental debate, but arguably 

in participatory assessment procedures. In this context, Bora (ibid.) describes the 

dismissal of what actually signifies the richness of objections by citizen in terms 

of political, ethical or religious communication as a participatory procedure’s 

“iron cage” of law. Legal regulation, he further points out in reference to Luh-

mann (2000), assumes a “factual quality” in procedures (Bora 2010, original 

emphasis). It appears to be unchallengeable although – and this is important in the 

context of the Finnish case – legal regulation may be revised and is generally 

constantly being developing. Moreover, it applies because it may be reversed.21  

The Finnish Act on the Environmental Impact Assessment Procedure 

(468/1994) has been under review during the recent assessments of nuclear and 

hydro power plant proposals (Jantunen & Hokkanen 2010), while the information 

about the review was discussed in regional and national newspapers. It can be 

assumed that many of the participants in the environmental impact assessment 

procedures were actually aware of the status of the law, i.e. of the possibility of 

the legal regulation being altered. Nevertheless, it can be argued that legal regula-

tion maintained its assumed factual quality. The perceived status and nature of 

regulation in environmental impact assessments and project siting is an important 

dimension in the societal negotiation of energy production. For instance, the pro-

cedure for the assessment of impacts of the proposed hydro power reservoir at 

Kollaja was heavily criticised by opponents as being illegitimate and illegal. 

Claims were extended to the insufficient functioning of the law and the illegitima-

te role of the state in the procedure (see Chapter 5).  

Legal regulation, Wynne argues, fragments a political issue into “piecemeal 

questions formulated in precise terms” (1982).22 Such a fragmentation does not 

                                                        
21 Luhmann describes the possibility of reversing legal regulation as the premise allowing for its 
application: “Die Legalität ist die einzige Legitimität. […] Das positive Recht gilt, weil es durch 
Entscheidungen geändert werden könnte. Es gilt auf Grund seiner Aufhebbarkeit und kann relativ 
zeitfesten Bestand trotzdem erreichen, wenn im Augenblick niemand daran denkt oder niemand die 
Möglichkeit oder die Macht hat, ein Änderunsgverfahren einzuleiten.” (Luhmann 2000). Legality is 
the only legitimacy. […] Positive law applies because it could be repealed through decisions. It ap-
plies because of its reversibility, nevertheless, it can assume a relative constant shape as long as no 
one ponders reversing it, or as long no one has the possibility or power to start a revision procedure 
(my translation, H.S.). 
22 Wynne’s (1982) study on the Windscale Inquiry features a very rich description and thorough anal-
ysis that is much wider than the arguments reproduced here. As his study focuses on how objections 
are made and ritualistically dismissed, this thesis has different aims. Thus, while acknowledging a 
much wider account of nuclear facility siting processes in Wynne’s publication, I will focus on how 
the political process is restricted in more general terms. 
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accommodate the complexity of reality, and those aspects relevant for the argu-

ment of political conflict may be violently excluded (ibid.). Within this legal fra-

mework scientific knowledge is preferred, as a rational image of decision making 

is achieved through the rituals of scientific assessment, Wynne continues. At the 

same time, Wynne adds, a broad scope of scientific criticism is severely restricted 

in ritualistic assessment procedures. In terms of restricted criticism, we can follow 

Bechmann and Hronszky, who argue that scientific expertise, as for instance pro-

duced by consultants on behalf of industrial enterprises or environmental or-

ganisations, is not to be equated with scientific research, since it contains a “cer-

tain subjective element” (2003). The immediate practical relevance of assessment 

results requires a management of uncertainty that is not required in scientific 

research (Bechmann 2003), at least not according to the norms of science (Merton 

1973). 

At the same time as themes for discussion are curtailed in a narrow legal-

scientific assessment framework, the media discussion on the wider implications 

of what the “good of society” is and how it can be achieved is heavily influenced 

by industrial lobbies. These justify nuclear expansion with reference to climate 

change mitigation, security of energy supply and economic growth. Moreover, 

large industrial corporations, which are the shareholders of nuclear power com-

panies in Finland and purchase electricity at cost price,23 threatened to move pro-

duction abroad or to simply reduce production by closing down facilities if the 

government did not approve the most recent applications. It was predicted that 

this would have resulted in increased unemployment, a loss in domestic revenue 

and a whole range of associated problems, as relatively small communities de-

pend on large employers in the pulp and paper sector. However, promises not to 

close down production facilities24 are rather short-lived, as the economic situation 

changes quickly and nuclear power plants take more than a decade before they 

start operation. Industrial lobbies nevertheless know how to effectively utilise the 

fears of short-term economic degradation for long-term purposes. 

                                                        
23 The shareholders of nuclear power companies in Finland buy electricity at cost price, i.e. no extra 
profit is made by the nuclear power company. Shareholders of nuclear power production often own 
parts of the national grid through shares in the company operating the grid. 
24 “It was hard to get politicians to believe that the forest industry is not dying in Finland. The industry 
went into a counterattack at about the beginning of the year. [Ministry of Economic Affairs] Pekkari-
nen’s head was turned when industry gave a solemn promise in 2010 that it would invest more in 
Finland if at least two licences for a nuclear plant were granted.” ('Intense wrangling... Helsingin 
Sanomat, 23 April 2010'). 
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Furthermore, these industrial interpretations of what society needs are not on-

ly submitted for discussion in the public media but are also presented in the intro-

duction of impact assessment reports (e.g. Teollisuuden Voima Oyj 2008b), which 

constitute the main text for the decision-in-principle and are authored by the pro-

ponent. Thus, whereas a knowledge exchange with citizens is restricted to scienti-

fic assessment of the local environment, in their application for additional plants 

nuclear power companies justify additional nuclear or hydro power by outlining 

its benefits for society as a whole, including future generations (c.f. the analysis 

by Lampinen 2009). During the course of the assessment procedure, the consul-

tant-proponent presents conclusions about more general points of consideration 

without opening those questions for discussion. We can conclude that oppor-

tunities for the public to participate in discussions related to local managerial 

concerns as well as to more general, societal and political questions are equally 

not forthcoming.  

This problem of imbalance in the promotion of proponent-consultant and citi-

zen input is exacerbated by the problem that it is unclear how citizen input is to be 

considered in governmental and parliamentary debates, as it is unclear how as-

sessment results should feed into the decision-making process (Hokkanen 2001). 

This is especially vague in the case of nuclear power, since it is the only form of 

energy regulated by a specific act which, in any case, does not determine the role 

of the assessment for the decision-in-principle (Lampinen 2009). In the par-

liamentary debate following the decision-in-principle, committees and hearing 

periods heavily rely on expert input in addition to the documentation provided by 

the applicant.25 

Considering these various arguments and criticisms, what is the function of 

the notion of the good of society? Regarding its legal inscription, the overall good 

of society appears as a rather easily determined objective through its interpretati-

on in economic terms. In other respects, the term overall good appeals to diffuse 

beliefs about how a society should do justice to contemporary and future genera-

tions by pursuing economic growth and equal distribution of benefits. Its implica-

tions are neither further determined nor is a discussion about them aimed at. Thus, 

the decision-in-principle, and its “container” notion (Neidhardt 2002) of the ove-

rall good, has a strong legitimising function. From a normative perspective, ho-

                                                        
25 Lampinen (2009) claims that the coordinating authority for the licensing process, the Ministry of 
Trade and Industry, has great influence on the choice of experts to be heard in those committees. He 
further argues that the procedural bias towards nuclear development running from the activities of the 
ministry is not visible to the public, as it is disguised as scientific expertise. 
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wever, the overall good of society requires much more consideration. It is the 

fundamental political question, “what society do we, the citizens, want to live 

in?” Consequently, it also includes the question “how do we want to make de-

cisions?” The role of the welfare state has to be defined not only in terms of the 

redistribution of goods to protect the vulnerable and exploitable, but more impor-

tantly in terms of political and cultural enablement (Olson 2006). Considering the 

welfarist approach to decisions on nuclear power facilities in Finland, we can 

normatively argue for the need to strengthen the political rights of the mar-

ginalised and excluded. Meanwhile, judicial and scientific rationality provide for 

a paternalistic consideration of the fundamental question of whether a nuclear 

power plant would be in line with the overall good of society. Experts are consul-

ted on behalf of citizens. 

The following sections will describe the planning process and principles of 

subsequent decision making in closer detail, thereby focusing on the forms and 

functions of a nuclear power siting procedure in Finland. As argued above, the 

environmental impact assessment and the subsequent political decision are fra-

med in a ritualistic setting that gives preference to judicial and scientific rationali-

ty, while the decision is also made in the context of political commitment and 

interest group lobbying, with industrial proponents having the advantage over 

other interest groups.  

2.3 The Finnish nuclear facility siting process  

In order to allow for an analysis regarding the claims made in the foregoing sec-

tions, a detailed description of the planning and assessment procedures as well as 

the decision making and siting processes for nuclear facilities in Finland is neces-

sary. A number of details about the procedural set up have been mentioned here 

and there up to this point, and the decision-in-principle has been discussed con-

cerning its wider political implications. The following two sections will further 

sketch out the procedural steps of nuclear facility siting, with contextual referen-

ces to other siting procedures.  

The following figure gives an overview of the general planning, assessment 

and decision making system which applies to all large-scale energy project pro-

posals in Finland.  
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Fig. 2. Procedure for project assessment, planning and decision making. Adapted 

from (Jantunen & Hokkanen 2010). 

This section is subdivided into an introduction on land use planning (2.4.1) and 

the subsequent procedure, from the environmental impact assessment to the oper-

ation license (2.4.2). It will be illustrated that, conceptually, land use planning and 

environmental impact assessment as part of the siting procedure are not only dis-

tinct administrative but also consecutive processes, where one requires decisions 

made in the other. Recent planning and assessment in response to Fennovoima’s 

proposals for a nuclear power plant at either Simo or Pyhäjoki, however, have 

been dealt with by means of an integrated environmental impact assessment and 

land use planning procedure. Important consequences are revealed through the 

examination of this case, such as the constrained possibility to discuss strategic 

options of a regional energy future. Furthermore, we can argue that this first-time 

experience will have consequences for future siting processes in Finland, thus it 

requires special attention. 

2.3.1 Land use planning: strategic assessment? 

The siting process for a nuclear power plant requires the reservation of a site in 

the regional, local master and local detailed land use plans, with decisions to be 
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made in that order. 26 Because the new nuclear power company Fennovoima in-

quired about new sites, concerned regional and local authorities have had to revi-

se existing regional land use plans. Responsible for one potential site were the 

Lapland Regional Council as well as the municipalities of Simo and Kemi, and 

the Council of the Oulu Region as well as the municipalities of Pyhäjoki and 

Raahe for another potential site (Lapinliitto 2008, Pohjois-Pohjanmaan liitto 

2008). In the case of applications for facilities in the vicinity of existing nuclear 

power plants, regional land use plans with suitable sites in Loviisa (power com-

pany Fortum) and Olkiluoto (power company TVO) have been in place for deca-

des, and only minor amendments, i.e. amendments to the local master and local 

detailed plans, are necessary to allow for the construction of a nuclear power plant 

next to an existing site.  

Regional and local planning procedures are regulated by the Land Use and 

Building Act (132/1999), which came into force in 2000, replacing an existing 

regulation. With the new act, a paragraph requiring a “participation and assess-

ment scheme” was introduced regarding spatial planning in Finland, causing con-

fusion among involved actors as to what this actually implies (Hildén & Jalonen 

2005). Due to the perpetual or recurring nature of planning processes, the authors 

claim, many municipalities had difficulties to arrange a suitable participatory 

assessment scheme. They further argue that the act does not determine the role of 

participation in actual planning decisions, and that this has led to insufficient 

consideration of public input (ibid.).  

In regional and local land use planning, interaction with citizens assumes the 

common information exchange between authorities and the public in the form of 

two public hearings. This includes, on behalf of the authorities, the publication of 

a planning procedure’s programme and subsequent results (e.g. in the form of 

maps), and, on behalf of citizens and locally registered organised groups, the 

submission of comments on proposed programmes and plans. The Land Use and 

Building Act specifies that in the case that objections are submitted in writing 

such objections must be answered by the respective planning authority. This has 

to be done by way of disclosing and responding to all comments in the final re-

port. 

                                                        
26 The term “local”, in the context of planning procedures, describes an administrative unit. At the 
same time, the term is generally used in contrast to national or global processes, or to describe a resi-
dent. While it appears unduly to invent different terms, the possibility of confusion should at least be 
indicated at this point. 
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As mentioned above, decisions on a proposed regional land use plan are to be 

made first, followed by decisions on local master and detailed plans. The regional 

plan has to be approved by the regional council and is then submitted to the Mi-

nistry of the Environment for ratification. Appeals can be submitted to the Sup-

reme Administrative Court (Finland 2005). Only when land use plans have been 

approved may environmental permits be granted.  

Land use plans are meant, among other things, to attract businesses to a regi-

on and facilitate land uses of existing industries. In the words of the Ministry of 

the Environment, regional plans shall facilitate “operating conditions for the regi-

on’s businesses”27. Regional land use plans are, compared to the local plans, rat-

her general, as their function is to coordinate changes in various sub-regions and 

municipalities and make sure that land use is sustainable, considers environmental 

protection, furthers cooperation between municipalities, etc. Generally, regional 

land use planning considers alternative “development” options.28  

In principle, we can assume a proactive role of planning processes. In an ideal 

case, the assessment of projects follows the assessment of plans, programmes and 

policies. Accordingly, the environmental impacts of projects are assessed at a 

point in time at which a wide range of options has been considered and a “prefer-

red course of action” has been chosen (Noble 2000). Noble (ibid.) points out how 

alternatives are considered differently in strategic planning and project assess-

ment. Generally, he argues, the planning process requires the discussion of possi-

ble means to achieve collective goals for a region, including the consideration of 

different alternatives together with the option of “no change” to existing pathways, 

i.e. even if a regional plan is not amended, it does not mean that there will be “no 

development”. Activities can continue according to decisions made in earlier 

plans. An environmental impact assessment, on the contrary, which is conducted 

in order to bring closure to an issue and is restricted to a discussion of alternative 

technical design, includes the option of “no action” to be undertaken (Noble 

2000). In their effort to justify the implementation of a project, companies often 

argue as if “no change” to existing plans implies that there will be no regional 

progress either. Especially in terms of regional economic growth, which, in a 

large power company’s view, is in need of large investment, the rejection of large-

scale energy projects equates to economic and, subsequently, social degradation. 

                                                        
27 http://www.ymparisto.fi/default.asp?node=20912&lan=en [retrieved 18 October 2010]. 
28 The term “development” has a strong positive connotation, and suggests change in the direction of 
industrial expansion. Economic growth, it is assumed, is the only way to facilitate a region’s welfare.  
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Environmental movements, tourism entrepreneurs and other small businesses that 

utilise natural resources struggle to provide information that their businesses 

would thrive in the absence of a large-scale energy project. The task of a strategic 

assessment is then to consider these different projects less in terms of their conc-

rete implementation, but as possible means to achieve certain collective goals. In 

the production of a land use plan, citizens should then be encouraged not to enga-

ge in the discussion of different projects, but to engage in the discussion of these 

collective goals and the general means to achieve them. 

In Finland, regional planning is regulated as a strategic activity under the Act 

on the Assessment of the Impacts of the Authorities’ Plans, Programmes and Poli-

cies on the Environment (200/2005) and by corresponding definitions in the Land 

Use and Building Act (132/1999). As a strategic activity, regional land use plan-

ning investigates sectoral and regional development beyond project-specific ap-

praisal, Hildén and Jalonen (2005) confirm.  

The recent land use planning processes in the regions of Oulu and Lapland 

dealt with two specific project proposals for a nuclear power plant. It is thus argu-

able how much this recent planning process can be labelled a strategic activity. In 

its response to the advances of one power company, the planning process has been 

initiated reactively and thus reproduced the project focus of an environmental 

impact assessment. Furthermore, authorities concluded that it would be most 

beneficial to conduct regional land use planning and environmental impact as-

sessment processes simultaneously rather than consecutively, thereby saving re-

sources and securing both high quality as well as validity of results. The decision 

to integrate planning and assessment procedures, regional planners and consul-

tants justified in interviews, is already suggested in respective regulations: the 

regulations propose effective utilisation of cost and time resources. 

It is important for the argument of this thesis to note how legal regulation has 

been dealt with. To ensure the legality of procedures, a lot of caution was required 

in the interpretation of the respective acts for integration of planning and assess-

ment processes. Especially when projects are highly contested in the public, a lot 

of attention focuses on the procedure’s accordance with the law. While schedule 

and terms of cooperation between authorities and private industry had to be nego-

tiated, none of the planners, industrial managers or consultants interviewed doub-

ted that everything took place “according to law”. Yet it was the first time that the 

involved actors worked together on a schedule that allowed for the simultaneous 

handling of two distinct processes.  
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Consultant: 

And it has been a challenge also for the authorities, because all the principles 

how to DO, how to connect these all processes together had to be negotiated 

in the beginning and also during the process – how to deal with this so that 

everything goes as it should go, but also everything goes smoothly as possible.  

The legality of the assessment or planning procedure, which is confirmed by rep-

resentatives of the ministry, is a major concern of local and regional authorities as 

well as consultants. There is, at the same time, not much doubt that everything 

will be done according to the law, exhibiting the strong assumption that the invol-

ved actors share this attitude. Interviewed persons were confident that the inter-

pretation of legislation builds on a broad consensus: 

Consultant: 

Well, in Finland, we do things as we are told. ((laughing)) It’s of course not in 

all perspectives, but I think in land use planning, the law, how it is written it 

is quite well – eh, things are done according to the law. 

When a new procedure had to be negotiated in response to Fennovoima’s applica-

tion, confidence is derived from faith in a societal consensus that conceptualises 

the law as valid, unambiguous, and its application by Finnish executives as 

straightforward and corruption-free. This is in turn based on a national identity 

that conceives of a distinct, Finnish way of doing things (cf. Hecht 1998 on the 

French case). Authorised by ministerial officials, the integrated planning and 

assessment procedure could go ahead. 

Land use planners: 

P1: The contact person from the ministry who is responsible for introducing 

this [new land use plan] to the ministry was very much involved and was very 

interested in this [planning] process and participated in many of the meetings 

that were arranged here, and also the public hearings. … She was not parti-

cipating in the sense that she would say something, but she was there as an 

observer. […] 

P2: She is not participating, but she is leading and observing. So that everyt-

hing is how is it laid down in the act. 

P1: According to the law. 
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P2: According to the law, yes, that’s in TV. [that sounds like a quote from a te-

levision programme] ((giggling)) 

Although the procedures were combined, they remained distinct. The order of 

decision making had to be followed as usual, i.e. planning decisions had to be 

made before a decision on the project could be made.  

While the integrated procedure was repeatedly explained to the public, invol-

ved actors noticed confusion among participants (Interviews). For an outsider, to 

understand the relevance and meaning of the two processes as such may be a 

challenge, and an integrated procedure may not ease the complexity involved. 

The distinct role of regional planning processes as a proactive and strategic tool 

continues to create certain expectations. The Hanhikivi environmental movement 

in Pyhäjoki thus criticises the reactive handling of industrial proposals and won-

ders: 

Vuonna 2005 vahvistetussa Pohjois-Pohjanmaan maakuntakaavassa ei ole 

varausta ydinvoimalalle. – In 2005 the land use plan of the Oulu Region did 

not include sites designated for nuclear development.29 

As the Oulu Regional Council only approved the new land use plan when the 

environmental impact assessment reached its conclusions, political decisions were 

made following certain facts, i.e. feasibility studies, negotiations with the munici-

pality about compensation for adverse effects etc. In the case of nuclear facilities 

in particular, planning processes are unlikely to be continued in the event that 

negotiations between company and municipality have not been successful for the 

company.  

A regional planner from Lapland describes the difficulties involved in a plan-

ning process: 

Land use planner: 

[Regional land use planning] is very demanding. […] As you said earlier, you 

asked if it’s reactive or proactive, I think, I guess the objective is to be proac-

tive so that the people, so that the municipalities in a sub-region can discuss, 

where do we want the industries in the future. But then you get the demands 

from outside, from Fennovoima who come and tell, “We’d like to build.” And 

then you get more, even MORE pressure. [And the question is] how do we 

sort of fit this into the existing plans and so on. 

                                                        
29 http://www.hanhikivi.net/kulku.php?sivu=kaavoitus [retrieved 5 May 2010], my translation, H.S. 
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While a consecutive conceptualisation of planning and assessment procedures 

may not be applicable in a strict sense, the different purposes of strategic planning 

and project assessment should nevertheless be considered. Regional planning 

could be promoted with greater emphasis as a strategic tool, involving the prepa-

ration of political decisions as a means of aiming to achieve collective goals. 

Considering the frequently expressed wish of local residents in environmental 

impact assessments to engage in the discussion of alternatives for energy path-

ways, a suitable forum for the inclusion of citizens appears necessary. However, 

an integrated set up may rule out such a strategic discussion when industrial pro-

posals have already progressed to a stage of acceptance by local people.  

Apart from the legal obligation to include the public in a local planning pro-

cess through two public hearings, a range of municipalities have committed them-

selves to engaging with citizens in environmental planning more directly under 

the Aarhus convention and Aalborg charter. Chapter 3 discusses these kinds of 

municipal self-commitments and the Association for Finnish Local and Regional 

Authorities’ efforts to let citizens participate in processes of environmental plan-

ning. It will be argued that differences between rural and urban municipalities are 

especially strong, as participatory schemes depend on financial and personnel 

resources as well as political attitudes. 

2.3.2 From the environmental impact assessment to the decision-in-

principle: procedural steps in brief 

The following section will briefly describe the steps of the siting procedure, clo-

sing with a table that summarises the main actors and actions. That table also 

gives an overview of opportunities for citizens to participate, which are covered 

in more detail in the next section. 

 The EIA procedure is based on law. 

(Fennovoima Oy 2008a) A nuclear power company in its programme pro-

posal 

The legislative context for the siting of nuclear facilities is laid down in several 

acts and decrees, including the Nuclear Energy Act (990/1987) and Decree 

(161/1988), the Environmental Impact Assessment Procedure Act (468/1994) and 

Decree (791/1994). Due to the massive use of water for cooling, the Water Act 
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applies as well as regulations concerning land use planning and buildings (see 

above).  

Since 1994, the siting of large facilities such as a nuclear power plant or a 

hydro power plant with a capacity of more than three megawatts requires an envi-

ronmental impact assessment. In the case of a nuclear facility proposal, the pro-

ponent has to apply for a decision-in-principle from the government. Among other 

things (see Nuclear Energy Decree 161/1988, Chapter 4, Sections 23 and 24 for 

further details), the application includes an environmental impact assessment 

report and the coordinating authority’s statement as well as any citizen objections 

submitted in writing. Upon reception of the application, the government assem-

bles for a debate. Subsequent to a decision-in-principle, ratification by the par-

liament is required. Following a positive decision by government and parliament, 

the proponent must apply for construction and operation licenses separately.  

The company proposing a new nuclear facility is, first of all, obliged to ar-

range an environmental impact assessment in the following way: the assessment 

process has to be outlined in a programme and submitted to the coordinating aut-

hority. In the case of nuclear facilities, the Ministry for Employment and the 

Economy functions as the coordinating authority, with the Radiation and Nuclear 

Safety Authority (Säteilyturvakeskus, STUK) as the regulatory authority. STUK’s 

involvement in the environmental impact assessment is restricted to the submissi-

on of statements, but the authority’s role in the supervision of construction and 

operation is extensive, whilst it is mainly responsible for safety aspects. Lampi-

nen (2009) points out that STUK is the sole actor formally involved in the siting 

procedure that is not under the auspices of the Ministry for Employment and the 

Economy, which has a strong interest in the expansion of nuclear power.  

In all other cases requiring environmental permits, Regional Environment 

Centres coordinate the procedures. Depending on the size and importance of the 

project, the Ministry of the Environment may become involved. In the siting of 

nuclear facilities, the Ministry of the Environment is advised to submit statements 

regarding the application for a decision-in-principle and on subsequent applica-

tions for licences (Nuclear Energy Act 990/1987).  

The assessment may only be carried out after the submitted programme has 

been approved by the coordinating authority. When proposing an assessment 

programme, the developer is required to take into account the two-fold task of an 

assessment, as described in the EIA Act: 
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[…] an environmental impact assessment should not only take into account 

the natural but also the social or cultural environment and the changes enfor-

ced on it  

(Ch. 1, s. 2, Definitions of the EIA Act, 990/1987) 

The coordinating authority has the responsibility to publicly announce and display 

the assessment programme proposal, and to invite the public to submit comments 

orally or in writing. Submitted comments, which are only edited in case of exces-

sive length, redundancy with other submissions or inappropriateness of content 

(Interview with an environmental official), are then compiled and attached to the 

authority’s statement. In the assessment report, the proponent will have to justify 

how these objections were dealt with in the assessment. 

With the publication of a statement by the coordinating authority on the as-

sessment programme, the assessment is approved to commence. There are no 

legal means to prevent the commencement of an assessment – and this is an im-

portant detail concerning recent proposals for hydroelectric dams and reservoirs 

in Northern Finland and Lapland, where conservation laws actually prohibit in-

dustrial development in certain areas (see Chapters 3 and 5). Conservation regula-

tion included in the law for the protection of rapids and areas registered under the 

Natura 2000 scheme, which is a network of protected areas under the EU Bird 

and Habitat Directives (2009/147/EC and 92/43/EEC). Though the implementati-

on of the above-mentioned hydro power projects would most probably violate 

these protection laws, the assessment may nevertheless be carried out. While the 

prospect of convincing the EU bureaucracy of the necessity to abandon these 

protected areas is daunting, proponents assumed that national conservation laws 

could be amended. Consequently, it was agreed that the government should con-

sider a revision of the law for the protection of rapids in the case that the feasibili-

ty studies would be supported by the respective coordinating authority (then, 

Regional Environment Centres).  

While it cannot reject an environmental impact assessment, the coordinating 

authority may outline strict requirements for the procedure. In case these have not 

been met, the coordinating authority can reach a negative conclusion in the state-

ment on the assessment and propose that the permit authority reject the applicati-

on (Interview with an environmental official). Following the completion of the 

assessment, the developer submits an environmental impact assessment report to 

the coordinating authority, which in turn announces the report’s publication in 
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major forums, i.e. newspapers and websites, and organises a public hearing on the 

report. 

An application for a decision-in-principle, the environmental impact assess-

ment report, the compiled comments on the report and the statement of the coor-

dinating authority are then handed over to the government. In the case of projects 

other than nuclear, the application for a license is submitted to the respective 

permit authorities.  

At this point, before the governmental debate commences, the council of the 

candidate municipality30 is consulted, as the municipality holds an absolute veto 

right. At the same time the Ministry of Employment and the Economy requests 

statements from various institutions. The governmental debate concludes in a 

decision-in-principle on the application. Following that, the decision is then sub-

mitted for ratification by the parliament, which may either approve or dismiss the 

decision, but is not allowed to propose amendments.31 After an initial debate in 

the parliament, several committees assemble for an in-depth discussion and sub-

sequently report their conclusions to the parliament to support decision making. 

Following parliamentary approval of a positive decision-in-principle, the permit 

authorities may grant a license. Afterwards, applications for construction and 

operation licenses from the government have to be applied for separately. 

As this description indicates, the siting procedure for nuclear facilities is a 

complex process that lasts years. Table 132 lists involved actors and tasks, respec-

tively, and opportunities to engage in the process. It does not claim to be exhaus-

tive. 

 

                                                        
30 The term “candidate” is not a misnomer or an overstatement. Land use planners and consultants told 
in interviews that both in Pyhäjoki and Simo many supporting residents attended public hearing to 
show their approval of the plans, which is unusual for a planning process, interviewees argued. Yet 
these supporters wanted to outbalance the opponents in public. 
31 In practice, parliament has been able to influence the governmental decision on the nuclear waste 
management company Posiva’s application in 1999. The decision was amended in 2000 due to politi-
cal pressures (Kojo 2009). 
32 Published in a different version in Strauss (2010). 
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Table 1. The Finnish siting procedure for nuclear facilities.  

Proponent-

consultant 

Authorities* Government Parliament Municipal council Opportunities for 

public 

participation 

Submission of 

EIA 

programme 

proposal 

Public display of 

programme; 

collecting of 

comments; 

statement on 

report 

  Statement  Submission of 

comments, orally 

or in writing 

Public hearing Public hearing   Participation Participation 

Realisation of 

EIA 

Supervision  

 

  Liason group if 

applicable 

Participation in 

events 

EIA report 

submission 

Public display of 

report 

   Submission of 

comments, orally 

or in writing 

Public Hearing  Public Hearing     Participation, 

comments 

 Collecting of 

comments; 

statement on EIA 

report 

    

Application for 

decision-in-

principle incl. 

EIA report and 

compiled 

statement 

Preparation of 

annexed reports 

(Ministry of 

Employment and 

the Economy) 

Decision-in-

principle  

 

Ratification/ 

rejection of 

decision-in-

principle 

Statement (veto 

right) 

 

Appeal to the 

High 

Administrative 

Court against the 

municipal 

decision 

 Public hearing on 

decision 

  Participation Participation 

Investment 

decision; call 

for bids 

     

Application for 

construction 

license  

 Construction 

license 

 

 Statement (no veto 

right) 

Appeal to the 

High 

Administrative 

Court 

Application for 

operation 

license  

 Operation 

license 

 

 Statement (no veto 

right) 

 

* Coordinating authority: Ministry of Employment and the Economy 

Regulatory authority: Radiation and Nuclear Safety Authority STUK 
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This list aims to give an overview of the obligatory steps of the siting process. 

Many more actors and parallel processes, omitted in this table, influence the out-

come of the siting process. Some of those have been mentioned in the sections 

above. They include the land use planning process, negotiations between share-

holders of nuclear power companies and the government, negotiations between a 

proponent and a candidate municipality, activities of environmental NGOs and 

other groups of civil society, media, international observers, and consultants. The 

role of different actors, in particular environmental administration, local authori-

ties and the consultant, will be examined further in the following. 

2.4 Public participation in the siting procedure 

The following section gives an overview of the methods regularly chosen for 

public participation33 in a siting procedure. A detailed description of these rather 

theoretical opportunities is crucial in order to gain an understanding of what they 

actually entail, i.e. where, when and how the interaction between residents, autho-

rities, consultant and company representatives takes place. This will facilitate 

conclusions about the degree to which citizens are invited to participate in the 

planning and decision making process.  

Table 1 listed some opportunities for citizens to participate in the official si-

ting procedure, including two public hearings and the appellate procedure follo-

wing a construction license. In addition, citizens may participate in the hearings 

on regional land use plans. However, this option is not provided in the event that 

regional plans already include areas designated for nuclear power. 

Responsibilities for content and quality of the procedure, including for in-

stance the participation scheme, lie within the coordinating and regulatory autho-

rities, i.e. the Ministry of Employment and the Economy together with the safety 

authority STUK. Their task is to guarantee that procedural requirements are met. 

Considering the implementation of regulatory guidelines, it is left to the pro-

ponent to choose participatory methods in addition to the required hearings on the 

environmental impact assessment programme and report.  

Due to the magnitude of economic and environmental risks involved in the 

project, the siting procedure is closely observed by administration and govern-

                                                        
33 Again, the reader shall be reminded of the difficulties in employing a coherent set of “public partici-
pation” terms, as it was already problematized in the introduction to this thesis. As this thesis investi-
gates how terms are being used and what they mean for different groups of society, the vagueness of 
concepts is the subject of this study. 
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ment at different levels, environmental NGOs, the media, the public in general 

and by the international community of nuclear power companies. While foreign 

companies are eager to analyse the participatory process in order to adopt the 

means for a successful siting process abroad, this does not seem to be a great 

concern in Finland itself. During the planning and assessment procedures, the 

themes of the wider public discussion include issues such as energy strategies, 

technological choices, assessment methods and scope, but public participation 

itself has only recently been a topic of this discussion.34 Comments on the envi-

ronmental impact assessment programmes indicate concern over the scope of 

impacts and assessment methods for the biophysical and socio-economic envi-

ronment rather than the set up of the procedure and its participatory elements (cf. 

Fortum Power and Heat Oy 2008, Teollisuuden Voima Oyj 2008b).  

The Act on the Environmental Impact Assessment Procedure demands two 

public hearings, one on the programme and one on the report, thus defining a 

minimum of public involvement in the realisation of the land use planning pro-

cess. The hearing phase on the environmental impact assessment report resembles 

the procedure for the hearing on the programme. In the same manner as the prog-

ramme was published earlier, the report is announced in newspapers, on websites 

and in potential host communities via bulk mail. On request, personal copies of 

the report can be obtained or downloaded from the proponent’s website. In host 

communities, the main administration makes copies of the report available to the 

public. Citizens may, again, submit their comments during a fixed time window 

(30–60 days). A public hearing is to be arranged and moderated by the coor-

dinating authority – in practice this is often done in cooperation with the pro-

ponent-consultant. This is the occasion for question-and-answer sessions in which 

citizens and organised groups can orally submit their testimonies. Oral statements 

are to be made known to the government.  

The most recent participatory schemes implemented by the three Finnish nu-

clear power companies, Fortum, TVO and Fennovoima, reveal striking similari-

ties. While a certain standard of such a scheme might have developed over the 

years through legislative guidelines and through imitating other procedures do-

mestic and abroad, the high degree of conformity may be attributed to the invol-

vement of one single consultant, Pöyry, in all three cases. Thus, a comparison of 

                                                        
34 In the case of Fennovoima, comments on the environmental impact assessment programme related 
to the selection process for audit groups Fennovoima replied to the request by disclosing the informa-
tion in the environmental impact assessment report (Fennovoima Oy 2008b). See Pylkkönnen et al. 
(2008) for an analysis of objections made during public hearings. 
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the three proponents’ assessment programmes and reports reveals similarities in 

timing and form of public consultation in addition to the obligatory hearings. 

Based on the consultant’s long-standing experience,35 a scheme for public partici-

pation has been established, which is then adapted to the specific social environ-

ment of each case. 

Consultant: 

Well, maybe the skeleton of how to do the participation in the process comes 

from legislation. There are certain points that need to be done in a certain 

way. But maybe the important thing is what you do in addition to this, and 

that’s, for example, how the meetings are arranged. And how this is done de-

pends on the area and what kind of participants are expected to be active, 

and what is the role of the municipality and so on.  

A company manager from Teollisuuden Voima Oyj explained his company’s de-

pendence on the consultant firm, which supplements the nuclear power’s techni-

cal expertise. He claims to appreciate the consultant’s experience: 

Nuclear power company manager: 

That discussion group especially is the practice from Pöyry. They have done a 

lot of these assessments with this same procedure. To have a discussion group, 

public hearings.  

According to this nuclear power company manager, the group was organised as 

follows. The proponent-consultant assessment team selected and invited unor-

ganised citizens as well as representatives of different social and environmental 

organisations to participate in “audit groups” (or “discussion groups”), which 

convened up to four times during the assessment period. The discussions took 

place in the company’s main building, and started off with a 30 minutes presenta-

tion by a company manager. The manager then left the group and, under super-

vision of a consultant, the group was encouraged to deliberate on the nuclear 

power project in terms of its local environmental impacts. Much of the input is 

very valuable to the consultant-proponent, and the local knowledge is actively 

sought. The reports by the other companies suggest that their audit groups were 

realised in a similar manner.  

                                                        
35 The today globally operating company was founded in 1958 by Jaakko Pöyry and concentrates on 
management consulting in the energy sector and investment banking. The stock-listed company has 
several thousand employees. See Chapter 4 for more information. 
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In addition to audit groups, where only a handful of people are invited, the 

public can acquire information about the nuclear project on further occasions. To 

inform the public of the nuclear power proposal as well as to show that the com-

pany is accessible and present in the community, presentations and public events 

were organised in the potential host communities (e.g. “town square events”, 

Fortum Power and Heat Oy 2008) as well as on company grounds.  

In the case of TVO, its regular “open doors” information policy should be 

mentioned as it adds to participation in the assessment. The company has a visitor 

centre that hosts an exhibition on the existing and future plants as well as the final 

repository for spent fuel. Guided tours to the low-level radioactive waste reposito-

ry and the site of the plant under construction, Olkiluoto 3, can be arranged, and 

this offer seems to be well received by schools and international businesses.  

During the time of assessment, information was regularly distributed to the 

households in potential host and adjacent communities by bulk mail. In the case 

of Fennovoima, local offices were opened in the potential host communities, as 

Fennovoima is negotiating nuclear facilities in communities without previous 

experiences of nuclear facilities.36  

In the case of Fortum, the group that organised the assessment included rep-

resentatives of local organisations and administrations. In addition, Fortum estab-

lished a municipal advisory group in order to involve municipal representatives in 

the planning process (Fortum Power and Heat Oy 2008).  

Meetings between authorities, municipal councils and the proponent-

consultant are documented in writing, and today the public can download meeting 

minutes from the internet. 

How were these offers for participation in the assessment process received? 

In interviews, planners, company managers and consultants stated that citizens 

generally show more interest in the hearings on the planning and assessment 

programme than in hearings on the report. Only highly contested projects receive 

a lot of attention in both hearings. Interviewed planners argued that it is a sign of 

a “successful” participatory and assessment scheme if the second hearing has only 

few participants, such as the last hearing on the nuclear power plant planning 

proposal in Simo, which had no participants. In general, public hearings are the 

only legally requested instance in which the proponent and affected citizens di-

                                                        
36 This holds with the exception of Ruotsinpyhtää, which is a municipality in the vicinity of Loviisa on 
the south coast of Finland, where Fortum operates its two nuclear power plants. The communities of 
Pyhäjoki and Simo in Northern Finland are around 500 kilometres away from the nuclear power plants 
at Olkiluoto.  
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rectly confront each other in the presence of the coordinating authority. Conse-

quently, many opponents use this event to mobilise protest.  

While it is the aim to include the public in planning and decision making, and 

to make processes as open as possible, separate negotiations between company 

and municipality take place in closed sessions. In the case of the final repository 

for spent fuel in Eurajoki municipality, a working group – attended by a handful 

of delegates – agreed on a set of additional benefits for the municipality. In the 

various reviews of the Finnish siting procedure by the Nuclear Energy Agency 

and the International Energy Agency (e.g. Nuclear Energy Agency 2004b, 

International Energy Agency 2008) these negotiations behind “closed doors” 

(Kojo 2008, Kojo 2009) go unmentioned or are subsumed as an element of the 

“partnership” between company and municipality. Information on the content of 

these meetings was not available until a court decided that meeting minutes 

should be made accessible (Kojo 2008).  

The environmental impact assessment is an important part of the siting pro-

cedure in terms of possibilities for public input (Pölönen et al. 2010). Several 

possibilities for citizens to participate exist beyond the assessment. In addition to 

hearings on the land use plans (in case these have to be amended), an appeal to 

the Supreme Administrative Court may be submitted after a construction license 

for a nuclear facility has been granted. As Similä et al. (2008) discovered, appella-

te procedures have generally led to an improvement of measures mitigating envi-

ronmental impacts. The authors further emphasise that granting the right to appeal 

an environmental decision to citizens and environmental NGOs has not delayed 

procedures. The right to appeal has not been used instrumentally to block or post-

pone industrial development without reason, as it was initially feared with the 

granting of the right to NGOs (ibid.). It is important to point out that in Finland 

the decision-in-principle may not be appealed. In Sweden, the governmental de-

cision on a nuclear power plant may be appealed for judicial review (Michanek & 

Söderholm 2009). This is a central difference as it gives citizens the legal oppor-

tunity to influence not just the planning but also the decision making process 

(Strauss 2010). In fact, the municipal decision to support the application may be 

appealed (see table 1), and here the decision making process may be influenced, 

yet not at the level of national government. 

Newspaper discussions are considered an important input to the national de-

bates during assessments and decisions-in-principle. News items and letters to the 

editor of regional and national newspapers add positions and opinions to the dis-

cussion that would otherwise remain unheard. While it is the newspapers’ decided 
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aim to present a balanced view, certain tendencies are unavoidable. Interviewees 

often complained about the difficulties to get a letter to the editor published in one 

of these newspapers. Counting and evaluating the number, size and position of 

articles, they claimed that the industrial view is more strongly represented, and 

argued that the dismissal of their own submissions is based on a bias towards 

industry. While this claim has not been tested within this research project,37 the 

assumed likeliness to get a critical viewpoint published should be considered an 

important factor of a person’s feeling of self-efficacy as much as it should be 

considered part of the opposing discourse.  

In general, personal education and writing skills are an important factor for 

successfully submitting a text to a newspaper, or for judicial review. Thus, the 

appellate procedure and newspaper discussion can be considered opportunities to 

participate in the decision preparation and making. However, the thresholds to 

actually participate may be too high for most of those affected by a decision. 

In addition to public hearings on land use plans and an appellate procedure, 

the opinion of citizens is regularly sought. As part of the environmental impact 

assessment, surveys are conducted among the population of affected municipali-

ties. Opinion polls and less frequently conducted “image studies” (e.g. Posiva Oy 

2007) may be considered as public input, albeit with precaution.  

The content of participatory processes focuses on the local environment. The 

aim is to collect information and to discuss alternative options of technical design. 

Yet participants often try to start a discussion beyond local impacts. A company 

manager explained his efforts to explain the purpose of the assessment and the 

company’s role in the public process. 

Company manager: 

And people quite often, in fact they want to be a few steps ahead with ques-

tions. And in fact one major message which I gave [during a presentation of 

the EIA report] was what is the relationship of this document to our licensing 

process. 

The environmental impact assessment reports, however, do refer to strategic con-

siderations in greater detail, as they are required to justify the need for their pro-

jects, and the relation to strategic objectives. 

                                                        
37 For an analysis of media responses in the context of the public debate on Posiva’s application for a 
final repository for spent fuel in 1999, see Raittila (2002). 
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Asked about the consultant’s role in conducting public hearings, a manager 

argued 

Land use planner: 

P1: Well, [our role] is strictly professional. We are mostly doing most of the 

talk in the meetings, in the participation meetings, and are giving answers 

and so on, but only from the professional point of view. If somebody starts to 

talk about the moral of nuclear power and so on, we cannot answer that kind 

of questions. So other people will do that.  

HS: Who? ((laughing)) 

P1: I don’t know. ((laughing))  

While it is clear that a forum for political debate is missing, neither company nor 

consultant perceive it as their role to provide such opportunities. As the section on 

land use planning showed, there is a wide belief that this interpretation of legal 

regulation regarding the set-up of an assessment actually builds on broad consen-

sus.  

2.5 Discussion of findings 

In this chapter I have outlined the case of nuclear power facility siting in Finland 

as a matter of wider public concern than it is usually understood. Theoretically, as 

it was stated in reference to Olson’s (2006) normative account, the notion of the 

overall good of society as the collective goal for decisions on nuclear power has 

implications that concern the basics of democracy. It was argued that more than 

the redistribution of goods is required for the state to be legitimate. Active, politi-

cally equal citizens should engage in the making of decisions that affect their own 

lives.  

In reference to Bora (2010) and Wynne (1982), however, it was then argued 

that the rich input by citizens is constrained in planning and decision making 

procedures. The political is excluded when citizens are engaged in favour of lega-

listic rituals. The siting procedure for nuclear facilities was then described in 

greater detail, with a separate section on opportunities for the public to participate.  

While this section will not yet formulate final conclusions on the questions 

introduced in this chapter, the following points can be argued. 
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(1) [exclusion of political argument] On one level, outside the narrow discur-

sive frame of land use planning and environmental impact assessment, political 

questions are well covered in the national debate. Yet the capability of citizens to 

provide input varies, i.e. citizens may neither have the opportunity nor the ability 

to voice their opinion in this debate. At the same time, industrial lobbies present 

their view frequently, for instance in the environmental impact assessment report, 

which is authored by the proponent and is the main document upon which the 

government makes its decision-in-principle.  

In an analysis of the Finnish environmental impact assessment for the final 

repository, the Nuclear Energy Agency concluded: 

[S]ome stakeholders requested that the EIA provide the opportunity to evalu-

ate a larger set of options for SNF [spent nuclear fuel] management, rather 

than one selected method vs. the zero-option. Some stakeholders also felt that 

the impact assessment by its nature limited the scope of concern, and this 

should have been balanced by a larger consultation  

(Nuclear Energy Agency 2004a) 

Section 24 of the Environmental Impact Assessment Procedure Act mentions the 

assessment of authorities’ plans, programmes and policies as a general investiga-

tion duty during a project assessment. The wider planning context should be con-

sidered. As this chapter has shown, neither nuclear power companies nor consul-

tants perceive it as their responsibility, let alone their legal obligation, to discuss 

matters of wider concern with citizens during the planning and assessment pro-

cess. Conclusions of strategic consideration are presented nevertheless by the 

proponent – and are thus highly effective environmental NGOs complain – and 

justify their own importance in presenting different conclusions: 

Environmental activist: 

You know, before Finns knew what climate change was, they knew that nu-

clear power is going to solve it. Yah! The PR was so successful. The nuclear 

debate really seized the moment when the climate debate was growing. They 

really managed to exploit it. So everyone in Finland – not everyone, but most 

people who have no clue about how the energy market works and where 

greenhouse emissions come from – seems to think that if everyone in the 

world was just prepared to accept nuclear power, the climate change would 

just go away. […] It’s about images, ideas, like the nuclear lobby will just go 
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on. Just repeating competitiveness, cheap energy, well-being, responsibility, 

safety, it’s just about repeating some of those words. And we just have to find 

the words that we can repeat to make it look like something else.  

Rather than opening up strategic choices, i.e. a consideration of energy pathways, 

for discussion in participatory settings, large-scale energy projects are demonstra-

ted as the solution to a pressing problem. During public events and audit group 

sessions, deliberation is promoted, but only after participants have been “educa-

ted” about the usefulness of the proposed project. According to Wynne’s argu-

ment (1982), these events can be considered rituals rather than meaningful con-

sultation. In addition, Parkinson (2006) emphasises the difference between deli-

beration as a method of discussion and deliberative democracy that aims to nego-

tiate binding, collective decisions in non-coercive and inclusive settings. He furt-

her points out that deliberative democracy is not achieved by single, deliberative 

events (ibid., see also Chapter 4 of this thesis).  

(2) [inactivity of authorities and municipalities] It is not clear whose respon-

sibility it would be to lead the political discussion. Kojo (2005) argued that muni-

cipalities are inactive and that there is a certain unused potential that could be 

used for filling these gaps of the siting procedure. Kojo also argued that Swedish 

municipalities are more active in this respect, as they seek expertise on their own 

through the hiring of consultants who are not paid by the industrial proponent 

(Kojo 2008, personal communication). In reference to Olson’s (2006) account, the 

mandate of the municipal and also the regional government could be understood 

in terms of a responsibility to facilitate public participation. In addition, as I will 

argue in the following chapters, the role of the coordinating authority is undeve-

loped and could thus be strengthened. The authority could function not only as a 

watchdog but also as a designer of the process.  

Negotiations behind closed doors add to the described inactivity of municipa-

lities in encouraging public participation, yet the municipal right to veto could be 

considered requiring a different approach. While planners argue that no politician 

can rule against his or her constituency for very long, a vote by the municipal 

government could be based on the deliberation of citizens which has been sought 

in circumstances other than a public hearing. Because of their potential to inc-

rease conflict, public hearings have been entitled the “most destructive and deadly 

processes ever devised” (Senecah 2004), and may thus be unsuitable to receive a 

clear impression of a public’s various goals and strategies.  



 74

Dietz and Stern (2008) describe comment periods and public hearings as 

forms of information exchange that “leaves little space for public influence” 

(ibid.). Moreover, the aura of secrecy and technocracy nuclear industry is trying 

to get rid of with transparency and open door campaigns only reproduces itself 

with private negotiations. In addition, that meeting minutes have only been acces-

sible following judicial enforcement reveals the anxiety and distrust of communal 

and industrial managers towards public comment on these matters. Instead of 

furthering participation in democratic decision making, closed sessions suggest 

that votes are being “bought” in rather undemocratic fashion. 

(3) [the consultant’s influence on participatory schemes] Schemes of citizen 

participation are based on the consultant’s long-term experience. The consultant’s 

interest is not always clear to everybody, yet everybody knows that the consultant 

is directly paid by the proponent. In addition, the consultant has a leading role in 

the siting procedure; therefore participating citizens often identify the consultant 

with the proponent. Their suspicion, that the consultant represents the proponent 

and is biased towards project implementation, may not be easily resolved under 

the current role allocation. The consultant, on the other hand, perceives itself as a 

facilitator who mediates between different organisations, especially between aut-

horities and power companies. The consultant’s decided aim is to achieve a 

smooth process, allowing for planning and decision making without delay. Time 

frames are getting tighter while requirements, especially regarding the assessment 

of the physical environment, are becoming more demanding. These increasing 

challenges require a highly professional organisation, and long-term experience is 

indispensable. The choice of participatory methods is aligned to what is legally 

required and to what works best in the aim to facilitate a “smooth” siting procedu-

re. Despite the fact that a procedure takes place according to the law, a participa-

tory process runs the risk of being little more than a ritual and subsequently loses 

its desired effect, to increase the legitimacy of decisions.  

(4) [unclear purposes trouble evaluation] Depending on the purpose of public 

participation, it is arguable whether the absence of participants in the second hea-

ring is actually a positive or a negative achievement. In interviews, land use plan-

ners stated that the absence is a sign that conflicts have successfully been alle-

viated. However, considering the goals of political engagement, fading interest 

does not support a continuation of the current scheme. Evaluating the Finnish 

practices of public involvement in the environmental impact assessment for a 

final repository for spent fuel, the Nuclear Energy Agency (2004a) concludes that 

high standards have been reached, but that these could not prevent a declining 
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interest. Based on feedback from involved actors, the Nuclear Energy Agency 

(ibid.) lists possible reasons for the decline, e.g.  

a strongly formalised procedure which does not meet “the needs of the affec-

ted public”; 

“a lack of participatory tradition (emphasis and reliance on representative 

democracy)”; 

“lack of familiarity with the complex EIA instrument”; 

“lack of confidence that the individual participation in EIA would effectively 

influence the decisions”; 

“exhaustion of local or opposing stakeholders”; 

“the lack of support of resources to support their efforts, including funds for 

counter-expertise”. 

A member of the Ministry of Trade and Industry (today the Ministry of Emplo-

yment and the Economy) explained that the environmental impact assessment had 

been successful from the ministry’s point of view and relates the success to the 

absolute number of comments his authority received (Väätäinen 2002). Hokkanen 

(2002) qualifies Väätäinen’s statement in the same publication and states that the 

EIA has not been successful in other respects than being “a useful mechanism for 

controlling and alleviating the worries, hopes and arguments of the citizens, and 

an efficient route for disclosing them to the authorities and the developer”, assu-

ming that opposing citizens have taken advantage of the opportunities to partici-

pate and actually raised their voice in this specific context. The discussion in the 

forum of the Nuclear Energy Agency also hints at the problem that “public opini-

on” is not a singular entity and that in its diversity of values and preferences often 

remains hazy to the involved authorities. Renn (2004) argues that a systematic 

procedure is necessary to deal with these problems, calling for deliberative pro-

cesses as discussed in more detail in Chapter 4 of this thesis. 

As the specific aims of public participation in the siting procedure are vague 

– and this problem will be discussed in more detail in the following chapter con-

sidering the development of legal regulation – different conclusions about the 

success of the assessment are inevitable. The claim that the “needs of the affected 

public” were not met due to strong formalisation of the environmental impact 

assessment procedure supports the conclusion that, from one point of view, the 

siting procedure may appear as a sequence of rituals. The strong belief in rep-
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resentative democracy only supports this conclusion (2), demanding an activating 

role of municipalities and regional council.  

The reason for fading interest may less be found in an unfamiliarity with as-

sessment practices, but may actually be attributed to an undetermined purpose. It 

can further be argued that the vacancy is being filled with a purpose that does not 

require continuous participation. All interviewees emphasised the importance of 

consulting citizens in order to access relevant information on the particular site 

and to alleviate protest. When consultant-proponents invite citizens to participate 

in hearings and discussion groups so that those submit their valuable knowledge 

on particular environmental questions, this task may be completed at some point 

and further participation therefore rendered unnecessary. 

These four preliminary conclusions will be developed in more detail and with 

reference to further empirical material in the following. In the next chapter, insti-

tutional contexts and the history of administrative and regulatory reform will be 

examined, paying particular attention to the roles and responsibilities of involved 

actors and conceptualisations of participatory practices.  
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3 Shifting responsibilities in environmental 
governance 

Considering the general political context of the second half of the twentieth cen-

tury, scholars have described a shift to negotiate decisions on various levels of the 

political system (Peters & Pierre 1998, Bora & Hausendorf 2006, Martinsen 2006, 

Chilvers 2008), and thus a shift from an intervening government to governing 

institutions. The top-down chain of “command and control” government, from the 

national to the regional and subsequently local level has become blurred, with 

“professional bureaucracies” (Reitan 2004) at the national level losing some of 

their central role and international as well as municipal units gaining importance 

(Eckerberg & Joas 2004). Along with these structural changes, public participati-

on in planning and decision making has become a postulate governments are 

unable to elude without further losing their legitimacy (Abels & Bora 2004).  

This chapter aims to illuminate the institutional and historical context of par-

ticipatory processes in Finland. This will be done by looking at European politics 

and the emergence and formalisation of a participatory turn. It will then be exa-

mined how Finnish structural and regulatory reforms were influenced by the 

emergence of international standards. In addition, municipal self-commitment in 

the context of charters and treaties will be discussed in regard to shifting respon-

sibilities within the nation-state and in regard to municipal capabilities to facilita-

te public participation in planning and decision making.  

Having introduced these institutional settings and conceptual implications, it 

will be crucial to discuss the role of the consultant in the negotiation of participa-

tory processes. In the context of redefining government at the local level, consul-

tancy has claimed an important position and made itself indispensable in planning 

and decision making. It will be claimed that a critical reflection on the consul-

tant’s role is necessary but widely lacking in the Finnish context. Lastly, the 

example of an assessment in the 1980s will be presented for a discussion on the 

forms of institutional arrangements and responsibilities. 

The reason for discussing these themes in this very order is to show how par-

ticipatory schemes and their institutional arrangements developed over the last 

four decades in the international context in general and in the Finnish context in 

particular. The aim is to elaborate on the implications of this development, assu-

ming that this trend is to continue. Juxtaposing this development with a participa-

tory assessment in the 1980s (Excursus: The Ii River Inquiry) shows that the insti-

tutional arrangements that appear necessary from today’s viewpoint were nego-
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tiated with a different format in mind, and in implementing that format seemed to 

resolve local conflict to a higher degree than current procedures do. Thus, to con-

clude, it will be argued that international standards and “best practices” do not 

necessarily inherit the ultimate ratio for conflict resolution in the context of large-

scale energy development, but that standard procedures need to be adapted to a 

national, and even more so, local context.  

3.1 Finland’s adoption of EU environmental policies and regulation 

Following the end of the Cold War, Finland’s geopolitical importance as a buffer 

between the democratic west and the communist east became obsolete, in the 

context of which “Finland was imagined as acting in the role of a neutral physici-

an, not a judge, between the competing power blocs” (Moisio 2006), and the nati-

on had to search for a new meaningful role in the socio-spatial order. Since World 

War II, political rhetoric had long emphasised sovereignty and independence of 

the nation in order to avoid Soviet intervention to counter a growing Finnish lo-

yalty towards the West (ibid.). At the same time, Finland established itself as be-

longing to the Nordic countries, searching for similarities with Sweden, Norway 

and Denmark, thus avoiding too much loyalty towards the communist east.  

After Sweden applied for European Union membership, Finland decided to 

follow suit. Finland (and Sweden) joined the European Union in 1995 after inten-

se public debate which preliminarily concluded with a national referendum in 

1994, a majority of 57 percent of Finnish citizens voting in favour of accession. 

Resistance from large parts of the population against EU membership, however, 

to this day continues to influence politics. While the political elite, since 1995, 

have consistently shown commitment to the European project of deepening integ-

ration (Raunio 2005), Moisio (2006) argues that the EU has remained distant to 

Finnish citizens. Civil society’s continuing lack of interest in European institu-

tions and the political elite’s belittling attitude towards citizens’ capacity to dis-

cuss EU matters reinforces the distant relationship for the Finnish case, Moisio 

(2006) argues. 

With accession, Finland and Sweden adopted EU legislation in 1995, though 

measures had already been undertaken in the first half of the 1990s to make their 

national systems compatible. Concerning the Nordic countries, national environ-

mental regulations are fairly similar today. It is important to note that not only 

members of the EU follow EU norms. Norway, as member of the European 

Economic Area (EEA), regularly transposes EU regulations into national law. 
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Iceland has entered accession negotiations in 2009. While Greenlanders have 

Danish citizenship, Greenland has the status of an overseas country and territory 

of the EU, with Denmark having been a member since 1973 (Greenland left the 

EU in 1985). EU directives and regulations, such as the EIA directive, do not 

apply in Greenland, and Greenland has only recently considered an introduction 

of environmental impact assessments (Hansen & Kørnøv 2010).38 

Concerning EU environmental policy making, the accession of Finland and 

Sweden to the EU was interpreted as beneficial for the maintenance of environ-

mental standards, as they joined the block of “green lead states” (Connelly & 

Smith 2003). It was expected that environmental policy initiatives “should receive 

an easier passage” with the votes of Finland and Sweden, and “it also means that 

these countries can together form a ‘blocking minority’ and thereby act to prevent 

environmental policy being over-ridden, ignored, or weakened” (ibid.). Sweden 

and Norway have often been called pioneers of environmental policy (Eckerberg 

2000, Langhelle 2000); their rising influence on the environmental policy agenda 

was welcomed by Green politicians throughout Europe. 

Since Finland joined the EU, several novelties or reforms of environmental 

regulation have come into force. In the context of this study of siting procedures, 

especially important to note are the Strategic Environmental Impact Assessment 

Directive, emission targets and trading schemes, carbon taxes, the establishment 

of the Natura 2000 network, the Water Framework Directive and a revision of the 

Environmental Impact Assessment Directive.39 None of these reforms remained 

undisputed in the Finnish debate.  

Considering these reform projects and Finland’s accession to the EU, it is im-

portant to take a closer look at the implications of Finland’s position as a “green” 

state in environmental politics. While environmental protection in Finland is cer-

tainly high, the green image the country bears creates certain expectations. For 

instance, in the context of an EU burden-sharing agreement for greenhouse gas 

emissions reduction, Finland argued that sufficient measures had already been 

implemented before 1990, which serves as the baseline for calculating reductions. 

                                                        
38 Following increasing interest in the exploitation of Greenland’s mineral resources and in the context 
of Greenland having achieved self-rule, the adoption of environmental impact assessment guidelines is 
under preparation by the Greenlandic government (cf. report by the consultant for the ALCOA alumi-
nium smelter, http://www.erm.com/alcoagreenland [retrieved 29 November 2010]). 
39 Legislation of the European Union can be divided into regulations and directives. While regulations 
override national law and require no further translation, directives specify the results of what may be 
reached by different procedures. Thus, much effort is devoted into outlining the procedures of regula-
tions prior to their enactment, while directives leave this point open to member states. 
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Finland insisted that emissions had been reduced earlier, and that the 1990 date 

would place a greater burden on Finland, which had practically been a forerunner 

in emission reductions. In the following, a zero-change emission target was nego-

tiated for Finland. National industry actually lobbied towards an allowance for 

increasing emissions, however, even lobbyists did not want to risk Finland losing 

its green image (Lindholm 2002). Subsequently, the national debate about Fin-

land’s share was framed in terms of additional nuclear and hydro power in order 

to achieve emission targets (Teräväinen 2010).  

The national controversy over EU environmental policies has regularly be-

come heated over other matters as well. Proposals for areas to be protected as part 

of the Natura 2000 network were especially contested. Finland’s national policy, 

which promotes the protection of valuable areas in national parks, was often 

claimed sufficient by opponents of the Natura 2000 initiative. Misleading com-

ments by Finnish politicians, feeding on especially farmers’ negative attitudes 

towards EU administration and over exaggerated media attention, made the im-

plementation of EU-guided nature conservation under Natura 2000 difficult 

(Paastela 2002). A total of 14,000 objections to the first proposal were received 

(Sairinen 2003). To date, a critical attitude toward local implementation of EU 

protection measures remains. 

National preparation for the implementation of an environmental impact as-

sessment procedure started as early as 1981, but turned out to develop only slowly. 

Finland’s accession to the EU finally required the adoption of the procedure, 

which otherwise would have taken longer (Pölönen et al. 2010). During the pro-

cess of adoption, concerns were voiced by different actors over the “unnecessary” 

economic burden this regulation supposedly implied. While it was agreed that the 

permit system needed to be reformed, the law’s purpose was not so much unders-

tood in terms of enhancing environmental protection but in terms of creating op-

portunities for public participation in siting processes (Sairinen 2003). Its useful-

ness as a participatory opportunity was again criticised, and some argued that the 

regulation was to be understood as a mere “friendly gesture toward the citizens” 

(Minister of Justice Hannele Pokka, quoted in Sairinen 2000). The view that the 

environmental assessment procedure was implemented with the goal of allowing 

public participation was dominant in the Finnish media (in reference to Puustinen 

1996, Sairinen 2003); however, since the publication of the act in 1994, the new 

procedure has acquired a central position in the permit system and is by now wi-

dely accepted. Both practitioners and academics claim that the procedure has 

helped to improve environmental protection (interviews). Sairinen’s assessment 
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of environmental policy instruments, and the environmental impact assessment 

(EIA) procedure in particular, emphasises the importance of the procedure as a 

comprehensive, inclusive planning and decision making tool by which citizen and 

expert discourses are intensified and normalised. 

Thus, it is no wonder that the Finnish environmental administration deemed 

the EIA law to be the most important environmental law of the 1990s. On the 

other hand, the EIA law has also had a profound impact on the content of lo-

cal democracy and the role of citizen organisations in planning procedures.  

(Sairinen 2003) 

Since its implementation, the environmental impact assessment procedure for 

projects has advanced to being the most established preventive and participatory 

environmental planning and management tool. It is perceived to have improved 

communication between different actors and based decision making on inclusive 

processes, thus greatly enhancing perceived legitimacy (Pölönen et al. 2010). 

Novelties in the amended directive (2003/35/EC) signify a further shift towards 

public participation. A problematic aspect of current environmental regulations is 

their widely ill-defined objective to enable public participation (Pölönen et al. 

2010). Preambles of legal texts portray assessments as a means for the inclusion 

of civil society, but often it remains unclear who the public (or civil society) is, 

what exactly the public is encouraged to participate in (information gathering, 

planning, decision making etc.), and to what extent the product of public partici-

pation is allowed to influence decision making (Pölönen 2006). While the EU 

Directive of necessity remains vague in order to allow for its adoption to different 

national contexts, national regulations are just as undetermined. The Finnish 

example illustrates this problem well: 

Act on Environmental Impact Assessment Procedure 

[…] 

Section 1 –Aim 

The aim of this Act is to further the assessment of environmental impact and 

consistent consideration of this impact in planning and decision making, and 

at the same time to increase the information available to citizens and their op-

portunities to participate.  

(EIA Act 468/1994, s.1) 
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In sections following this quote, the Act on Environmental Impact Assessment 

Procedure (EIA Act) specifies terms and the responsibilities of authorities during 

a public hearing, especially in regard to the preparation and dissemination of in-

formation. Other than the obligatory public hearing, other forms of public partici-

pation are not described, although they are generally implied in the quote above. 

Accordingly, it remains unclear when and for what purpose citizens are encoura-

ged to participate, and how citizens’ contributions are envisaged to feed into the 

planning and decision making process. Pursuant to this undetermined conceptu-

alisation of public participation, little attention is devoted to its implications when 

it comes to implementation. In practice, each company appears to have its own set 

of participatory practices for conducting impact assessments. These still require 

approval by the supervising authorities. Yet in the absence of criteria for participa-

tion, an assessment of the environmental impact assessment remains subject to 

individual preference, resources in terms of personnel, and educational back-

grounds.  

We can conclude that the second ambitious goal of environmental impact as-

sessments, to facilitate public engagement, has been put into practice without a 

clear definition of the objectives and means to achieve them. The Finnish adopti-

on of participatory practices is, beyond the obligations to implement them, part of 

a wider trend that seeks to increase the legitimacy of decisions and the institutions 

making these decisions.  

The perceived distance between EU administration and citizens of its member 

states became increasingly problematized in the 1990s. In the aim to deepen in-

tegration, a general loss of legitimacy crystallised as a “democratic deficit” in 

European political discourse (Neunreither 1994, Decker 2002). While this dis-

course focused on the question of whether a supranational European identity is 

possible in the absence of political and cultural unity, it fuelled demands for grea-

ter inclusion of citizens. 

The demand for direct participation in planning and decision making grew 

with the rise of student movements and leftist politics in the 1960s and 1970s. 

Environmental and feminist groups introduced the practice of participatory de-

mocracy on a rather small scale. This meant that all participants of face-to-face 

group meetings could “raise an issue, suggest solutions, [and] take part in [the] 

final decision” (Catt 1999). The underlying principles of this small-scale partici-

patory democracy are the overall aim to reach consensus, utmost equality between 

participants, general homogeneity, and “a belief in the system” (ibid.).  
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Despite subsequent efforts to include constituencies in more direct ways, the 

“deficit” proved to be a persistent theme in political discourses. In her investigati-

on of the European political discourse, Saurugger (2010) discusses the social 

construction of a participatory paradigm in the European Union. She describes 

how normative claims diffused through the routinization of participatory practices 

on a large scale in the 1990s. With an increase in participatory practice, expecta-

tions grew that this should actually become a regular and obligatory exercise. 

However, at the time, participatory practices consisted mainly of lobbying activi-

ties by interest groups. At some point, members of the European parliament star-

ted to feel overrun by petitions from interest groups, and effectively demanded 

that communication between politicians and advocates ought to be regulated and 

institutionalised.  

In the 2000s, the institutionalised communication channels between members 

of the European parliament and interest groups were scrutinised because of gro-

wing public concerns about the influence of advocates on policy and decision 

making. Direct communication with citizens advanced to a postulate in the pro-

posal for a European constitution. However, Saurugger (2010) claims, in the pro-

posed text a definition of a constitutional participatory democracy lacked clarity 

and described ambiguous goals.  

After the European constitution failed to gain acceptance in France and the 

Netherlands, a new effort was undertaken to communicate directly with “civil 

society” (COM(2005) 494 final).40 In contrast to earlier endeavours, individual 

citizens were now considered as the target group – civil society – instead of col-

lective actors. In support of this, a distinction was drawn between businesses and 

non-profit organisations on the one hand and organised as well as individual citi-

zens on the other (Maloney 2008). Internet platforms were set up to facilitate 

direct communication with citizens. Today, the use of internet tools is rather 

common, but their adoption to facilitate political engagement has been challen-

ging, for instance regarding the implementation of online voting (Funk 2006). 

Nevertheless, the attempt is to enable political participation, as through com-

                                                        
40  Communication from the Commission to the Council, the European Parliament, the European 
Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions. The Commission’s contribution 
to the period of reflection and beyond: Plan D for Democracy, Dialogue and Debate. 13 October 2005 
COM(2005) 494 final. 
<http://ec.europa.eu/commission_barroso/wallstrom/pdf/communication_planD_en.pdf> [retrieved 13 
January 2010] 
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municative acts individuals confirm their citizenship and legitimise the political 

system they are participating in (Bora & Hausendorf 2006).  

3.2 Administrative and legislative reforms and local governance 

On the national, regional and local level in European countries, the formalisation 

of “participatory democracy” proceeded concurrently as a reply to the dwindling 

acceptance of centralised and unilateral decision making. The Nordic countries 

were no exception in respect to the growing popularity of participatory discourse 

and practices, and although their engagement is described to have started compa-

rably late (with the exception of Sweden), the breadth of activities promoting 

public participation in environmental planning and decision making has con-

tinuously been wide since then (Norland et al. 2003). Some have claimed that the 

Nordic countries’ engagement only seemed to be hesitant, because there was no 

necessity to initiate the new programmes when other countries did so. Thus, 

commitments to establish local agendas blended with ongoing structural reforms 

in Finland. The following two subsections will describe the reform processes in 

Finland.  

3.2.1 Reforms of environmental governance in Finland 

In order to contextualise Finnish environmental governance historically, the evo-

lution of respective institutions and regulations in the 20th century will be intro-

duced briefly in this section. A description of centralised administration with its 

emphasis on local competencies allows us to understand to what degree different 

levels of environmental administration are involved in the siting of large energy 

projects. It will be outlined how possibilities for citizens to engage in planning 

and decision making were strengthened in the 1980s and 1990s, when local ad-

ministration was equipped with broader competencies and the Finnish constituti-

on was amended with the aim of extending the rights of citizens to be heard and 

to participate as well as to benefit from a healthy environment.  

Finnish environmental legislation and administration has its roots in water 

protection, dating back to the first regulations on pollution and urbanisation cont-

rol measures in 1734 and the Public Health Act of 1879. With the enactment of 

the Public Health Act, local development was urged to confirm to the ideals of 

water pollution control and protection.  
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In the beginning of the twentieth century the towns and cities became democ-

ratic communities, whose decision-makers could no longer shut their eyes, 

ears or noses to the problems of wastewater or the opinions and views of ci-

vic society.  

(Laakkonen 1999) 

Measures were launched by cities to strengthen responsibility and mobilise muni-

cipal self-government. The levying of taxes allowed municipalities to fund water 

treatment studies, thereby accumulating knowledge and technology for environ-

mental protection. Wastewater treatment plants were built with local taxes, and 

are thus an early institutionalisation of the polluters pay principle41, a strong rule 

in Finland’s environmental policy today (ibid.). 

The Nature Conservation Act was launched in 1923, and replaced by a new, 

more extensive act in 1996. Regulatory protection of habitat began much earlier 

than that, though. An extensive and ever growing utilisation of Finland’s vast 

forest lands led to early protective measures, in order to avoid devastation. The 

objective was to avoid economic losses because of environmental degradation, 

and to take common pool resources under state control (Lehtinen 1991). A Na-

tional Board of Forestry was established in 1859 and a forestry law was published 

1886.  

Subsequently, the preparation of the Nature Conservation Act was influenced 

by a debate between promoters of preserving forest areas as natural heritage on 

the one hand and promoters of protecting forests as study areas for commercial 

timber production on the other (Lehtinen 1991). While these environmental poli-

cies were justified as protective measures, their instrumental character, centra-

lising control of Finland’s largest renewable resource, has since been disputed. 

Most of the Finnish forest is privately owned; however, owners have to enter 

contracts with the forest administration and allow for commercial use of their 

private possessions. Today the methods of felling are negotiable, yet private ow-

ners still have a weak position in negotiations, and often have to accept that they 

do not have decision making power about how their forest land should be mana-

ged. A lack of trust between public forest managers and private land owners pre-

vails (Rantala & Primmer 2003). In Northern Lapland, forest management is of-

ten claimed to violate the traditional land use rights of the indigenous Sami popu-

                                                        
41 Because of national differences, the European Union emphasised the polluter pays principle in its 
1987 Single European Act “as one of the principles on which environmental policy is based” 
(European Commission 1999). The principle was further outlined in the Maastricht Treaty. 



 86

lation (Mazzullo 2005). To date, Finland has not signed the ILO 169 Indigenous 

and Tribal Peoples Convention, and Greenpeace has put the questions of forestry 

and Sami self-determination in Finland on the international agenda by organising 

protest camps (Greenpeace 2005).  

In the conflict over natural resources and significant changes of local envi-

ronments, Finland gradually adopted a procedural approach that today allows for 

the public to access and submit information. The adoption of the environmental 

impact assessment procedure in 1995 has already been discussed here in the con-

text of EU regulations. Major changes were further encouraged by international 

human rights obligations (Davies 2007). A consolidated Finnish constitution came 

into force in 1995, when the “right to access information” (Section 12) was intro-

duced, and in addition it was determined that “[t]he public authorities shall en-

deavour to guarantee for everyone the right to a healthy environment and for eve-

ryone the possibility to influence the decisions that concern their own living envi-

ronment” (Section 20, amended version of 2007), thereby emphasising the impor-

tance of inclusive procedures and transparent processes as a human right.42 Simi-

larly, the Environmental Protection Act of 2000 emphasises the aim to “improve 

citizens’ opportunities to influence decisions concerning the environment” where 

the environment is threatened to be polluted or devastated by planned human 

activity.  

The history of pollution control is important in this context. Following the 

publication of the first Nature Conservation Act in 1923, Joas (2001) argues, pri-

vate uses of land were framed in terms of a “good neighbour” policy. Until ap-

proximately 1960 pollution control followed the axiom: “You could pollute as 

much as you wanted to as long as it did not harm nearby neighbours” (Joas 2001). 

With the publication of the Water Act in 1961, permit procedures were established 

in order to control pollution and standardise protection on a wider scale. With the 

above-mentioned constitutional changes, these procedures have been redefined in 

terms of their potential to allow for public input. 

The implementation of regulatory reforms usually requires additional or dif-

ferent institutional capacities. The Water Act in 1961 effected a major institutional 

change as the first environmental administration of Finland, the National Board of 

Waters, was created in 1970. In the next thirteen years the main institutionalisati-

on phase of Finnish environmental administration followed, resulting in the estab-

lishment of the Ministry of the Environment in 1983. The ministry’s extensive 

                                                        
42 The Constitution of Finland (731/1999 amendments up to 802/2007 included). 
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scope of duties was a consequence of a ten-year, protracted political struggle 

between major parties about the new ministry’s position and role (Joas 2001). 

When the government could not decide between different models for an environ-

mental ministry, parliament opted for the more extensive version, which included 

physical planning and housing regulation in addition to nature conservation 

(Storsved 1993).  

Concerning the influence and competences of the newly established Ministry 

for the Environment, international experiences however have shown that, despite 

the wide-ranging competences of an environmental ministry, other ministries 

often have an equal role in handling environmental matters, i.e. ministries such as 

those of agriculture and forestry, industry and economy, health and so forth. In 

addition, environmental administration is sometimes described as a kind of “mis-

cellaneous” institution with few competencies and less devotion by employees. 

“Typically, the political profile of the environment ministry is low because politi-

cians are drawn to the higher-profile, big-budget ministries. The Environment 

Ministry is often seen as a political backwater or a stepping-stone to ‘better 

things’ for up-and-coming ministers.” (Connelly & Smith 2003). Regarding the 

Finnish case, it can be argued that while its political profile may be low, its com-

petencies are nevertheless extensive. This has an impact on environmental ad-

ministration below the ministerial level, which, again, equips local, municipal as 

well as regional administrations with wide competencies in nature conservation 

and land use planning. The focus of this study is how these competencies are used 

to facilitate public participation. 

The central environmental administration in Finland, the National Board of 

Waters, went through a period of reformation in the latter half of the 1980s and in 

the early 1990s, finally resulting in the delegation of administrative tasks to the 

newly established Regional Environment Centres, which in turn have recently 

been transformed into Centres for Economic Development, Transport and the 

Environment (EDT Centres – Elinkeino-, liikenne- ja ympäristökeskus, ELY-

keskus), thereby integrating regional development matters – at least institutionally 

– under one roof. Other duties, such as research and development, monitoring, 

education, information and planning, had been re-arranged in 1995 under the 

auspices of the Finnish Environment Institute, SYKE. The National Board of 

Waters, and with it the pronounced focus on water issues, then ceased to exist. 

Nevertheless, water protection continues to be of very high importance in Finland.  

In 1986, three years after the Ministry for the Environment was established, 

the Act on Municipal Environmental Protection Administration formally institu-
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tionalised environmental administration at the local level. The act requests muni-

cipalities “to supervise and promote environmental protection at the local level in 

a comprehensive manner” (MEA Act 1896/64). It allows municipalities to organi-

se their environmental administration and to allocate their budgets independently. 

As Joas remarks: “Municipalities can choose between (1) handling the [environ-

mental] administration by themselves or (2) taking care of the duties as some kind 

of municipal cooperation” (Joas 2001). There is no obligation to employ envi-

ronmental personnel or to create an administrative unit for environmental matters. 

However, many municipalities decided to employ dedicated personnel in the af-

termath of the 1986 reforms, not least because of governmental subsidies for en-

vironmental administration employees (cf. MEA Act § 8). In general, the Act 

defines the additional decision making responsibilities of environmental admini-

stration at the local level, responsibilities such as zoning and the approval of mu-

nicipal development plans. This is important for the focus of this study, as muni-

cipalities and regions must outline energy projects such as nuclear and hydro 

power plants in their development plans in order for the planning to proceed.43 

Without mention and justification of the approved development plans, large pro-

jects cannot be licensed. In 1995, the Local Government Act was enacted, follo-

wing commitments to the United Nation’s action plan on sustainable development 

(see below). 

All Finnish municipalities are today members of the Association of Finnish 

Local and Regional Authorities (ALFRA, Kuntaliitto), which “aims to promote 

the opportunities for local authorities to operate and cooperate and to promote 

their vitality for the benefit of the residents” (AFLRA 2008). Collaboration with 

and guidance from the association is deemed necessary when coordinating envi-

ronmental strategies at the local level (Norland et al. 2003). To some degree, this 

is also the task of regional councils, yet their powers end with the borders of the 

jurisdiction. 

To summarise this description of Finnish regulatory and administrative trans-

formations, we can argue that trends to centralise control over the environment 

have been qualified by the introduction of local and regional responsibilities. In 

addition, regulations for the protection of environmental substance have been 

proceduralized with the constitutional right to participate in decision making. 

                                                        
43 See, for instance, the “Regional Plan for Nuclear Power Plant – Kemi-Tornio Area – Finland” by 
the Lapland Regional Council (Lapinliitto 2008). 
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The principles for local governance were laid down in the national constituti-

on in 1919. The enactment of the Municipal Environmental Administration Act in 

1986 was a major step towards the extension of local competencies, which re-

ceived another boost with the Local Government Act of 1995. The ability of Fin-

nish municipalities to implement environmental goals at the local level has thus 

been relatively strong (Niemi-Iilahti 1999). It has also been stated that, although 

environmental administration is dedicated to performing executive tasks, there is 

a considerable space for policy making at the local scale (Joas 2001).  

Especially regarding the implementation of environmental assessments, it has 

been argued that Finland has benefited from a highly centralised administration 

(Koivurova 2008, personal communication). Finnish procedures have been asses-

sed to be rather straightforward when compared to other European and Nordic 

countries, where requirements and permit procedures are laid down in an even 

greater variety of legislative texts and administrative and decision making compe-

tences are not always clear (ibid.), and yet local administration and government 

has been more active in reclaiming competencies in those countries (Kojo, per-

sonal communication). Thus, I propose to consider whether a strong hierarchy 

runs the risk of contradicting the efforts of local self-government. The established 

administrative structure may prove efficient in siting procedures, but it can be 

argued that a less efficient system in which competences sometimes need to be 

negotiated may actually promote activity. 

This has certain implications for the research question of this thesis. Assu-

ming that local and regional authorities have a strong position in the rather effec-

tively organised environmental administration of Finland, and also are equipped 

with a wide scope of competencies, their role in determining practices could actu-

ally be expected to be greater. This question will be discussed further in compari-

son with the role of the consultant in the procedure.  

3.2.2 Environmental governance after the Rio Earth Summit 

The foregoing section described the evolution of Finnish regulation and admini-

stration and the proceduralisation that took place during the 20th century. The 

importance of participatory procedures and local agenda setting has been 

emphasised since the 1990s, with EU directives demanding transposition into 

national law. An associated international movement targeted at strengthening 

local environmental governance more directly, in particular Local Agenda 21 

(LA21) as well as the Aarhus convention and Aalborg charter. In their decided 
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aim to encourage public participation, they are distinct from earlier environmental 

policy reforms (Coenen 2009).  

Committed to furthering sustainable development, LA21 schemes aim to 

create a bottom-up planning culture within communities, whilst environmental 

impact assessment regulation defines procedures that enable adequate considera-

tion of project and programme proposals. Local Agenda 21 has thus been termed 

a proactive driver of sustainable development. Assessments, on the other hand, 

are entirely reactive, and are only triggered by the submission of proposals. This 

section describes the evolution of these international conventions and charters and 

their importance for the Finnish case.  

The Rio Earth Summit in 1992, with its “action plan on sustainable develop-

ment” (United Nations 1992), reinforced changes in the administration of the 

Nordic public sector. Moreover, Chapter 28 of the “action plan on sustainable 

development” – “Local Agenda 21” – feeds into efforts to strengthen traditionally 

strong local governments in the Nordic countries. Claiming that environmental 

problems are best addressed by local institutions, administrative reforms pushed 

towards public participation in planning and decision making (Kalliola & Nakari 

1999). 

In 1994, Denmark hosted a conference to further the implementation of Local 

Agenda 21 commitments in Europe. Participants signed the Aalborg “Charter of 

European Cities & Towns Towards Sustainability”44, and confirmed their willing-

ness to promote sustainable development at the local scale in the 2004 “Aalborg 

+10”45 paper. Across Europe, about 624 municipalities have signed the “Aalborg 

+10” commitments to date46 , including five Finnish municipalities (Hämeen-

linna, Kotka, Tampere, Turku, and Lahti). The Aalborg Charter in 1994 had been 

signed by 32 Finnish municipalities.47 In both cases, signatories are, to date, 

mainly cities. To bring these numbers into relation, it should be noted that in 2010 

Finland consists of 342 municipalities, of which 108 are cities.  

                                                        
44 http://ec.europa.eu/environment/urban/pdf/aalborg_charter.pdf [retrieved 9 March 2010]. 
45 http://www.aalborgplus10.dk/media/finaldraftaalborgcommitments.pdf [retrieved 9 March 2010]. 
46 See list of signatories http://www.aalborgplus10.dk/default.aspx?m=2&i=308 [retrieved 9 March 
2010]. 
47 Finnish signatories to the Aalborg Charter in 1994 (* indicates municipalities other than cities): 
Espoo, Hämeenlinna, Hamina, Helsinki, Hyvinkää, Imatra, Itä-Uusimaa*, Jakobstad, Järvenpää, 
Kaarina, Kemi, Kokkola, Kotka, Kouvola, Kuopio, Kuusamo, Lahti, Loppi*, Muhos*, Naantali, 
Nurmijärvi*, Oulainen, Oulu, Pori, Rauma, Riihimaki, Tampere, Turku, Tuusula*, Uusimaa Regional 
Council*, Vantaa, Vihti*. 
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In the texts of the Aalborg charter and Local Agenda 21, municipalities are 

deemed to have a pivotal role: “As the level of governance closest to the people, 

[local authorities] play a vital role in educating, mobilizing and responding to the 

public to promote sustainable development” (United Nations 1992). Concerning 

the very substance of local activities, the UN conceptualised a consensual, dialo-

gical framework for interaction between local actors, with the assumption that 

participation in environmental planning creates awareness through a reciprocal 

learning process. Based on the interpretation of the UN, this is the first step to-

wards sustainable governance at the communal level and a sustainable lifestyle at 

the level of households (United Nations 1992, section 28.3).  

Signatories to the convention were urged to support municipalities in imple-

menting Local Agenda 21 through financial and organisational measures. In Fin-

land, the on-going reforms of environmental administration concurred with the 

goals of Local Agenda 21; however, they were not phrased in terms of the agen-

da’s programme. Niemi-Iilahti (1999) therefore argues that existing activities 

were overlooked in the first phase of Local Agenda 21. 

Limited resources are claimed to have constrained the implementation of a 

participatory local agenda at the local level in Finland, which was suffering from 

a severe economic crisis during the mid-1990s (Niemi-Iilahti 1999). In 2002 the 

UN Commission on Sustainable Development listed key findings in its “Second 

Local Agenda 21 Survey”, assessing the status of its implementation: 

Local authorities in all regions and regardless of economic situation list lack 

of both financial support and national government political commitment as 

key obstacles to greater success.  

(UNCSD 2002) 

Norland et al. (2003) reviewed national strategies and the status of Local Agenda 

21 in the Nordic countries. They conclude that Finland’s local environmental 

agenda evolved in a bottom-up fashion, facilitated by pre-dating municipal au-

tonomy. However, the government’s financial support for Local Agenda 21 activi-

ties has only been offered for the initial stages in order to build up organisational 

capacity (Niemi-Iilahti 1999). Regional environmental administration was ad-

vised to strengthen communication with local government; their task was defined 

“primarily to inform and activate municipalities and officials rather than citizens.” 

(ibid.) Learning processes have been initialised among governing institutions. 
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More recently, Norland et al. (2003) claim, engagement in Local Agenda 21 

activities at the regional level has been on the decline. Regional environment 

centres seem to have turned back to the “traditional environmental tasks within 

their mandate, mainly related to control, management and administration” (ibid.), 

since no continuous funding has been offered. Thus only those environment cent-

res with a high interest in pursuing Local Agenda 21 activities have engaged furt-

her. As a concluding assessment of Finnish Local Agenda 21 progress, the Finnish 

national strategy for implementing the programme can be described as an indirect 

approach with only little direct support.  

Following the convention on sustainable development, and subsequently the 

Aalborg Charter commitments in 199448, the Aarhus “Convention on Access to 

Information, Public Participation in Decision-making and Access to Justice in 

Environmental Matters” was signed immediately by the Nordic countries in 1998 

(excluding overseas territories, Greenland and Faroe Islands). Signatories to the 

Aarhus Convention committed themselves to establishing links between environ-

mental and human rights, to considering future generations in planning and de-

cision making, to enabling public participation, creating channels of communica-

tion between environmental administration and the public, and to defining go-

vernments accountable in environmental terms.49 All signatories are supposed to 

report intermittently on the status of implementation into national legislation.  

The Aarhus Convention promotes the reform of environmental regulation in 

terms of a rights-based approach. This notion had already been initiated in Fin-

nish legislation in 1994 with the introduction to the constitution of the right to a 

sound environment. The Aarhus Convention comprises a strong focus on proce-

dures for public participation in planning and decision making. In contrast to the 

Aalborg commitments with an emphasis on local government responsibilities, the 

Aarhus Convention aims to introduce sustainable development to the govern-

ments of the European Union and to induce legislative reforms at the national 

level. Davies (2007) accordingly describes the Aarhus Convention in the context 

of a broader shift from mere commitment to principles to the adoption of ‘hard 

law’. The European Community named the convention the “pan-European regi-

                                                        
48 In 2004 the “Aalborg +10” commitments were published with the intention to revive the Aalborg 
Charter from 1994.  
49 Aarhus “Convention on access to information, public participation in decision-making and access to 
justice in environmental matters” 25 June 1998, http://www.unece.org/env/pp/documents/cep43e.pdf 
[retrieved 9 March 2010]. 
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on’s flagship environmental democracy treaty”50, thereby stressing the fundamen-

tal legislative changes the convention brings about. However, it may be argued, 

legislative changes are much easier to observe than changes in communication at 

the local level, especially when indicators are unavailable.  

3.2.3 Reforms of environmental legislation and administration: 

conclusions 

Above, subsections 3.2.1 and 3.2.2 introduced the development of Finnish envi-

ronmental legislation and administration in the light of international initiatives. At 

first, it has been described how environmental administration and protective mea-

sures evolved within the forestry economy and in regard to water quality. The 

establishment of the Ministry of the Environment in 1983 initiated further ad-

ministrative changes. In the 1990s, Finland went through major changes in the 

preparation and realisation of EU membership. This included a reform of the 

permit system with an emphasis on proceduralisation. Furthermore, with the in-

troduction of human rights to a sound environment, access to information and 

opportunities to participate in environmental planning and decision making, Fin-

land transposed major objectives of the Aarhus convention into the national cons-

titution. It has also been argued that Finnish environmental administration is to 

date highly centralised, while at the same time local government is equipped with 

a wide scope of competencies. Yet it has been suspected that the established hie-

rarchy and lack of resources prevents local institutions (political as well as ad-

ministrative) from engaging in policy making.  

A description of the Local Agenda 21 initiative paid tribute to the growing in-

terest of local governance in promoting sustainable development. The aim has 

been to activate local institutions directly, with little involvement of the national 

government. Evaluations of the Finnish case have shown that local governance 

has been improved regarding institutional engagement in those communities 

which are well equipped and which have previously been active. On the other 

hand, it was remarked that efforts to involve citizens in environmental planning 

are on the decrease.  

In conclusion, the Finnish regulatory frame supports a participatory, procedu-

ral approach to environmental planning and decision making; however, resources 

                                                        
50 http://www.eeb.org/index.cfm/news-events/news/aarhus-convention-the-une28099s-flagship-
international-environmental-democracy-treaty-celebrates-10-years/ [retrieved 9 March 2010]. 
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for facilitating citizen involvement in “bottom-up” fashion are lacking. The right 

to access information and the right to opportunities to participate in planning and 

decision making do not constitute the right to possibilities to influence decision 

making. In this context, participatory processes regularly boil down to an infor-

mation exchange, legally required in siting procedures.  

3.3 Environmental administration and the consultant 

Administrative and regulatory reforms have gradually been introduced and amen-

ded in order to ensure sustainable use of natural resources. Those proceduralized 

forms of planning and decision making aim to elicit “good governance” (Evans et 

al. 2006). Through enhanced communication between involved actors – or “sta-

keholders” – at different levels of the administrative system, and by taking into 

account the worries of concerned residents, a greater democratic basis is sought. 

Conflicts are to be tackled at an early stage with the help of transparent processes, 

and opportunities for civil society to submit information are given in order to 

produce a higher quality of decisions. Yet regional and local environmental ad-

ministration struggle with constrained resources, while the range of duties seems 

to grow with every reform and regulatory novelty.  

In the context of extensive land use planning and environmental impact as-

sessments procedures that need to be conducted in relatively short periods of time, 

consultant firms play a significant role. In the light of this study on large-scale 

energy projects in Finland, one consultant firm in particular has made itself indis-

pensable. The consultant’s influence has already been illustrated in Chapter 2 in 

the context of a perceived unambiguousness of law when new procedures had to 

be negotiated between involved actors. In the following, it will be argued that 

procedural practices have developed based on legal requirements and administra-

tive experiences, but to a certain degree this negotiation of practices has taken 

place under the influence of consultant firms. Thus, in the context of the above 

sections on environmental reforms, it will be argued here that the role of the con-

sultant needs to be taken into account as an institutionalised actor who participa-

tes in procedural policy making at all levels of environmental administration. 

Furthermore, the consultant responsible for the conduct of a procedure functions 

as a mediator between involved actors; it is thus there that the threads converge. 

This has certain implications which need to be addressed, as they generally re-

ceive little attention in the conceptualisation of environmental administration. For 

the purpose of contrasting current practice with an example of an extensive envi-
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ronmental assessment procedure which has not been organised by a consultant, 

the Ii River Inquiry (1982–1985) will be presented at the end of this section. 

In addition, the notion of scientific expertise will be contrasted with the noti-

on of scientific research, the latter being produced independently of a context of 

direct application, thus being devoid of the need to bring closure to an issue. An 

aura of scientific rigour is entailed in expertise, though a subjective element can 

be assumed. Against this background, it will be argued that due to a lack of capa-

cities and capabilities among opponents to produce counter-expertise, one subjec-

tively biased scientific document dominates the decision-making process. Further, 

the implications of a highly professional, beautified environmental impact as-

sessment report will be discussed. 

In the academic and public debate about nuclear facility siting in Finland, the 

role of the consultant is rarely brought up, whereas it appears to be frequently 

discussed by opposing parties, especially at the local level, but also by national 

environmental NGOs (interviews). Regarding the implementation of an assess-

ment procedure, the consultant is crucially important in many respects. Consul-

tants provide expertise on legal, procedural, social, technological as well as envi-

ronmental matters. On behalf of the applicant, the consultant conceptualises and 

conducts the assessment in cooperation with the respective authorities. While the 

applicant is financially able to conduct the assessment, as a power company it 

lacks expert knowledge on other issues, especially in regard to environmental 

questions.  

A nuclear power company manager explains the advantages of cooperation 

with Pöyry Energy Oy, the most popular consultant company for large-scale ener-

gy projects. 

Company manager: 

Manager: And it is a real benefit to have Pöyry as a consultant, because they 

have done environmental impact assessment since the law (1) 

HS: Demanded it?  

Manager: Yes. So since ’92. 

The consultant has acquired an expertise that power companies or any other orga-

nisation involved clearly lack. Large consultants like Pöyry further employ a wide 

range of specialists in order to meet all demands. In case there is no in-house 

expertise, the work is sub-contracted. In any case, these specialists not only pro-
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duce expertise; their presence is further required in the presentation of results. 

The ability of authorities and the proponent to deal with questions regarding the 

design of studies and the meaning of results is limited. In hearings, consultants 

present results, not only to the public but also to authorities and the proponent: 

Land use planners:  

P1: And there were also those who really knew this book ((the EIA report)), 

so they were with us in OUR, in land use public – mikä se tilaisuus on? 

P2: Hearing. 

P1: Yes. To tell us and the public what’s inside in this. Because it’s so – I’m 

architect, I can’t understand all kinds of cases, what does it mean, or – 

HS: So, someone from Fennovoima? 

P1: Yes, or Pöyry. So, those who worked on this. 

The consultant is indispensable during hearings in which scientific detail is cru-

cial. Throughout the procedure, relationships are fairly established between aut-

horities and consultants, and often also the power company. These relationships 

do not need to be forged anew, as they have been established over the years, and 

knowledge about procedural conduct as well as institutional acquaintances has 

been accumulated in the process. A consultant manager tells how the proponent 

for a nuclear power plant in Simo or Pyhäjoki approached authorities to inquire 

about possible consultants.  

Consultant: 

[I]n regional planning it was so that the company asked the regional council 

that what are the consultants that can do this job, and then they told and then 

the company decided who to ask and then we gave them a tender. After that 

[the planning process] began. 

As part of this established relationship, communication between the consultant 

and authorities easily transforms into frequent exchange, and as such as “an easy 

medicine” (same interview) for any kind of problems arising in the procedure, 

since these can be identified and tackled promptly.  
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Consultant: 

Well, there has been these official meetings, of course, that the law requires, 

but in addition a lot of not-official meetings where these details planning ha-

ve been discussed and details of the process – mostly these discussions have 

been with the ministry, and also with the local environmental office and re-

gional council. They are the most important. 

The consultant works as an intermediary not only between proponent and authori-

ties but also between different levels of administration. As argued above, messa-

ges are delivered through the consultant and threads converge. During the inter-

view with the consultant manager, which took place shortly after a meeting with 

the regional authority, a manager of the power company called, inquiring about 

the results of the meeting, anxious to hear if there is additional work to do or if 

the regional land use plan for a nuclear power plant had been approved by the 

regional Centre for Economic Development, Transport and the Environment.  

Asked about the consultant’s role in the assessment and planning process, the 

consultant manager replied:  

Consultant:  

We have to be close to everybody. Close to the authorities because we are not 

credible if – we have to have – the authorities have to rely that we are doing 

as good work as possible, according to the law and requirements and guide-

lines. And on the other hand the companies have to rely on us that we are 

doing the project so that there will be no juristic problems or problems – en-

vironmental problems or so. That could be fatal for the company or for the 

project. But that’s how we are in the middle.  

In the negotiation of an integrated planning and assessment procedure for nuclear 

power plants, the consultant’s role goes beyond being a content expert (cf. Schein 

1978). It is the consultant who knows the demands of all sides and who com-

municates these demands between different actors and institutions, seeking and 

suggesting solutions which fulfil legislative requirements and take into account 

institutional capacities. Pettigrew (1975) concurs that, because of its central func-

tion, the consultant has access to and control over information that other actors 

possess only partially. In this context, it is important for the consultant to retain an 

impartial image, as an established “outsider role” produces credibility and allows 

access to different institutions, thus offering valuable insights. The consultant is, 
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at the same time, less impartial but mutually partial, working on behalf of all 

involved, yet especially on behalf of the proponent whose interest lies first of all 

in a trouble-free procedure. Essentially, this intermediary role implies some form 

of translation rather than a simple delivery of information (see Bessant & Rush 

2000 on the role of consultants in technology transfer). The output of this collabo-

rative activity, in this case an integrated planning and assessment procedure for a 

nuclear power plant in Simo or Pyhäjoki, is a policy invention with wide implica-

tions for the siting of future large-scale energy projects. 

The structure of assessments requires a highly responsive organisation. In or-

der to realise extensive studies in limited amounts of time, the consultant is indis-

pensable. Therefore, management scholars argue for an even greater alliance bet-

ween consultants and authorities to ensure the legality of and high degree of 

scientific quality of assessment processes. Morrison-Saunders and Bailey (2009) 

point out the importance of consultant expertise for the quality of assessment 

procedures, and they argue for even closer cooperation between consultants and 

regulators in their study of the Australian case. Major consultant firms can resort 

to established relationships with environmental authorities, thereby increasing the 

effectiveness of information exchange, while proponents may not have the same 

access. Especially, the newly established nuclear power company profited from 

the consultant’s ties to different authorities. But also in regard to clients, the con-

sultant seeks long-term cooperation (Bessant & Rush 2000). Wood (2002) re-

marks, “[t]his developing division of labour presumably offers efficiency impro-

vements”. 

Morrison-Saunders and Bailey (2009) point out that a consultant firm is usu-

ally better equipped in terms of experienced personnel than the respective regula-

tory authorities. Lack of personnel and specific knowledge constrains the ability 

of authorities in charge of evaluating procedures, as the following conversation 

with a member of a Regional Environment Centre in Finland indicates. 

Environmental official: 

HS: You are reading all these assessment reports?  

Official: Yes, we have to read them and give our statement. And it’s a lot of work.  

HS: How do you [ 

Official:                    [manage? ((laughing)) 

HS: Yes. 
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Official: I don’t know yet! Usually we have had two or three projects or cases 

at one time. But now we have so many. I’m going to have fifteen cases at the 

same time. Me and my assistant, we don’t know how we’ll manage. We have 

to work over time, I know that. But how much?  

HS: How do you manage to get yourself acquainted with all these very specif-

ic projects and all these technological details? I mean, by now you might be 

like an expert in every field, but – 

Official: No, we are not. Maybe we can say that we are an expert in terms of 

EIA procedure, but we are certainly not experts in those details concerning 

too many technical matters. But we have a system [for evaluation]. Every de-

partment [of our Regional Environment Centre] receives the same reports. 

And I hope to get some statements from them. They write something down for 

me, so that I can use that material. But well, they are also very busy with 

their own work. 

The authorities lack time and personnel resources, and while their involvement is 

obligatory, it is nonetheless limited. A civil servant explained that he prefers to 

describe his institution as a “contact authority” over the official translation “coor-

dinating authority” of the term yhteysviranomainen, which conveys a more proac-

tive understanding. Whether this preference arises from resource constraints or 

from a certain understanding about the institutional mission remained open. 

The consultant firm adds additional management capacity in critical times. 

Confronted with many assessment reports and equipped with too few resources to 

review them in depth, trust in the skills and intentions of the consultant becomes 

an important component of administrative procedures. However, this trust is not 

shared by everybody. 

Environmental official:  

Although some people maybe think that it’s not objective that who pays the 

project and the investigations can chose the consultant. But anyway, that’s the 

system and I think that’s not a very big problem in Finland. Maybe you have 

to read carefully those reports, and also between the lines. And think about if 

there is something that isn’t so objective. Maybe in some cases you have to be 

careful, but it’s not a major problem, I think.  

The work of consultants has been reviewed in various studies (e.g. Salaman 2002, 

Söderman 2006, Heikkinen & Sairinen 2007, Duncan 2008). While consultant 
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firms aim to maintain an image of impartiality in their production of expertise, a 

range of critical questions has been raised, usually in regard to the scientific quali-

ty of assessment studies. Duncan (2008) casts doubt on the quality of the assess-

ment, especially in regard to how uncertainty is dealt with: “[T]he reliability of 

the conclusions presented in impact statements would not be attributable to the 

rigorous challenge or peer-review of a proponent’s claims, but rather to ‘imposed 

trust’ between actors required to collaborate at the behest of a proponent.” (ibid.). 

The need to produce results tends to downplay uncertainties. This is not to say 

that assessment studies are prone to have flaws or that information is purposefully 

misrepresented. Yet a certain pre-occupation with the pervasive idea that informa-

tion is flawed when consultants are at work has been noticed by management 

scholars (Salaman 2002), and it should be noted that this suspicion has been men-

tioned frequently in interviews for the study at hand. Yet, the emphasis on scienti-

fic rationality in the procedure (Wynne 1982, Bora 2010) allows but few choices 

for themes in a discussion on a project’s environmental impact. The high status of 

scientific knowledge in the procedure may not be shifted on, for instance, religio-

us or political concerns; it is thus only the quality of scientific expertise that can 

be challenged. 

Pöyry’s record in consultancy for assessment procedures goes back to the 

1950s, when Jaakko Pöyry established the firm. The international, stock listed 

company has offices in various countries and is expanding. Pratt and Urquhart 

(1994) describe the role of Pöyry in the negotiations for the logging of old-growth 

forest and the construction of a pulp and paper mill by a Japanese company in the 

Canadian province of Alberta. The authors express concerns over the closeness of 

the consultant to industrial enterprises. They expected the consultant to provide 

scientific expertise that would justify the project’s implementation. More specifi-

cally, they claimed that the consultant’s report would certainly have argued for the 

harmlessness of discharging toxic substances into the Athabasca River (ibid.: 192).  

In a study comparing regional land use planning methods in the Nordic 

countries with emphasis on Finland, Heikkinen and Sairinen (2007) discuss the 

expert choices of three Finnish municipal councils. Two chose university rep-

resentatives who had experience with social impact assessments, while one chose 

Pöyry Environment as a consultant. The difference between the assessments, 

Heikkinen and Sairinen argue, lies in the focus on economic aspects in the case of 

Pöyry, which presented a polished review along the discursive lines of economic 

growth. The authors point out that “the way [the three different consultants] used 

and interpreted the data varied significantly” (Heikkinen & Sairinen 2007). Even 
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without the context of application, three scientific research teams might come to 

three different conclusions, or more. The validity of results is not automatically 

produced in other contexts. Yet they may be corrected in other contexts, but they 

may not be corrected in the consultancy context, as there may not be sufficient 

resources to fund more than one research, and biases cannot be revealed nor cor-

rected. O’Faircheallaigh assumes,  

the Environmental Impact Statements (EISs) or EIA reports that represent a 

critical input into public decision making are generally prepared by pro-

ponents or their consultants, who are far from disinterested in their selection, 

interpretation and presentation of information. (2010) 

When considering expertise as a form of knowledge which “is immediately rela-

ted to practical action”, it must be understood as including “a certain subjective 

element” (Bechmann & Hronszky 2003). It principally differs from scientific 

research which is produced without the goal of direct application. Nonetheless, 

for the non-scientific observer, an aura of scientific rigour obscures this difference. 

A related problem inherent to knowledge produced for immediate application 

arises from the ways uncertainties and complexities are dealt with. It can be as-

sumed that these are less pronounced, as high degrees of uncertainty would jeo-

pardize decision making. Scientific research, (ideally!) produced without the goal 

of achieving immediate relevance, is fed into the cycle of review and repetition by 

peers, receiving correction and validity through the scientific system. Scientific 

expertise, on the other hand, lacks a systematic review through counter-expertise. 

Not all parties are equally able to hire different consultants and thus provide for 

counter-expertise. As Litmanen (2009) remarks considering this “scientization of 

lobbying” in the Finnish case, “major environmental organizations have their own 

scientists or resources for funding the necessary research” (ibid.: 205). Further, 

counter-expertise may not have the same status in a decision making process, 

which bases the final debate on an environmental impact assessment report. 

In addition, the very close cooperation between consultants and authorities, 

Söderman (2009) argues in her review of Finnish cases, may exclude counter-

expertise, as information circulates between proponent, the main consultant and 

authorities, but is usually not made public in the process. In practice, counter-

expertise is often provided by a limited number of individuals or a small group of 

people organised in environmental NGOs. Those closely observing assessment 

processes usually have a background in science and are experts in a particular 

field of assessment study. In addition, they are often locals who have known par-
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ticular places for decades and generations. Those interviewed for this study see-

med to act as watchdogs and utilise their knowledge strategically, and are inc-

reasingly worried about the consequences of offering their information to a con-

sultant. 

Often, as Söderman (2006) describes in her analysis of the environmental im-

pact assessment of power lines planned to connect a then-proposed third nuclear 

power plant in Loviisa to the national grid, the hired consultant hires sub-

consultants on specific questions, in this case, biodiversity issues. In regard to her 

research question, how biodiversity can be dealt with adequately in assessment 

processes, she identifies capacity issues among authorities regarding supervising 

and commenting on studies realised by the (sub-)consultant. She recommends 

more guidance for authorities as well as the proponent and the consultant regar-

ding the realisation of biodiversity assessments.  

Söderman’s recommendation addresses a crucial aspect of the complexities 

involved in environmental impact assessments. Since the environmental impact 

assessment report is the main document that decision making is based on, stan-

dards need to be developed against which a product might be measured. This does 

not only concern the “hard” science, I would like to argue here, but also the style 

in which results are presented. Aesthetic features and the generally highly profes-

sional appearance of environmental impact assessment reports51 may rule out the 

consideration of other documents submitted by actors with less resources or less 

appealing marketing strategies. 

It is illuminating to take a look at the recent environmental impact assessment 

programmes and reports by the three nuclear power companies, who have all 

relied on Pöyry as the consultant (Fortum Power and Heat Oy 2007, Teollisuuden 

Voima Oyj 2007, Fennovoima Oy 2008a, Fennovoima Oy 2008b, Fortum Power 

and Heat Oy 2008, Teollisuuden Voima Oyj 2008b). 

Although the reports are presented in slightly different fashion, their structure 

is almost identical. The table of contents includes the following items: (1) project 

description, (2) environmental impact assessment procedure and public participa-

tion, (3) technical description, (4) licenses, permits, plans, notifications and de-

cisions required, (5) relationship to other legislative requirements, (6) limits of the 

environmental impact assessment, (7) impacts during construction, (8) impacts 

                                                        
51 The recent environmental impact assessment report by Fortum (2008) features a local photographer 
whose colour pictures of the local flora and fauna take up 30 full A4 pages. Fennovoima (2008b) 
features pictures of the local environment and a picture of the Finnish parliament building on the front 
page of its report. 
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during operation, (9) nuclear safety, (10) assessment of the “zero-option”, (11) 

comparison of alternatives, (12) prevention and mitigation of impacts, and (13) 

monitoring programme. It can be assumed that this structure is neither Pöyry’s 

nor the power company’s invention but has been negotiated in cooperation with 

responsible authorities.  

Yet Pöyry’s three clients were competing for government approval of their 

plans, and the reports necessarily present different justifications and profiles. 

However, they are easily compared with one another, and since they were submit-

ted around the same time, this has certainly made the decision making process 

more efficient in terms of time spent reading the report.  

Before conclusions on this chapter are to be drawn, an excursus into the past 

of participatory procedures in Finland will provide valuable insights. The above-

described, highly standardised and professionalised participatory procedures are 

juxtaposed with an example that facilitated an extensive, thorough and participa-

tory environmental impact assessment a decade before the EIA Act came into 

force in Finland in 1994. 

Excursus: The Ii River Enquiry – a progressive procedure? 

The residents of the Ii and Kemi Rivers have experienced a variety of repeated 

assessments since World War II, and it is likely that there will be more assess-

ments of project plans. Proposals for artificial reservoirs at Kollaja and Vuotos 

have been submitted and re-submitted with amendments by two hydro power 

companies that seek to extend their exploitation of the river. The reasons for the 

construction of reservoirs, as argued in the latest assessment, lie, firstly, in the 

expansion of base load power through nuclear power and a number of plans to 

build wind parks in Northern Finland, both energy sources arguably requiring a 

more responsive power source that does not produce high amounts of greenhouse 

gases (see also Chapter 1, Introduction).  

The obligation to increase the share of renewable energy as provided by the 

international climate policy makes it necessary to build a considerable num-

ber of new wind power turbines in Finland. Wind power needs to be suppor-

ted by regulating power. Kollaja would cover one third of the regulating po-

wer needed for the wind power turbines to be built in Finland by 2020 

(amounting to a total of 100 MW of additional regulating power).  

(Pohjolan Voima Oy 2009) 
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Secondly, better flood protection has been called for by residents who increasing-

ly seek to build houses close to the shore, and hydro power companies aim to 

respond by installing measures to prevent spring flooding. Both the EU Water 

Framework Directive (2000/60/EC) and the Floods Directive (2007/60/EC) sup-

port the regulation of rivers in order to prevent damages to the built environment. 

Massive physical regulation of a river’s flow came along with the exploitation of 

hydro power. Before hydro power dams allowed for storage and subsequent ad-

justment of the amount of water released into the river below a dam, rivers would 

shrink and expand over the course of the year due to differences in precipitation. 

Between the extreme dimensions of a river during spring floods to a mere trickle 

in times with low precipitation, the water’s edge moves up and down the river 

bank, regularly leaving a muddy strip when water levels decrease. Hydro power 

exploitation finally allowed for a constant water line, and this is widely accepted 

as a benefit of contested hydro power projects (Väntänen & Marttunen 2005).52 In 

the last 50 years, residents have grown accustomed to this new characteristic faci-

litated by increased river management. As a third reason, it should be mentioned 

that hydro power companies are seeking to invest in those remaining unharnessed 

sites, as the range of possibilities to expand the companies’ operation is limited by 

a river’s physical dimensions.  

In both locations, Kollaja and Vuotos, protected areas would be affected by 

the building of reservoirs. Both companies have come up with sophisticated plans 

to avoid damage to protected river sites. It is, however, highly contested whether 

it is possible to prevent adverse effects on protected sites; yet assessments con-

tinue. The latest assessment of a plan to construct an artificial reservoir at Kollaja, 

Kollajan allas, did not gain the approval of the Regional Environment Centre. 

The issue was thus not submitted to the Finnish parliament, who would have nee-

ded to approve legislative amendments to the Law for the Protection of Rapids. 

The Regional Environment Centre further doubted that it was possible to avoid 

adverse effects on Natura 2000 sites which are located adjacent to and upstream 

from the proposed reservoir, or the possibility of substituting these valuable sites 

with others. As the proponent had no interest in tangling with EU administration, 

the application was not submitted to the permit authorities. Details of the latest 

assessment for a Kollajan allas will be discussed in more detail and with referen-

ce to a map in Chapter 5. At this point, one of the predecessors to this latest plan 

will be introduced, thereby giving an example of an extensive assessment in the 

                                                        
52 However, hydro power regulation introduced new muddy strips elsewhere, especially in reservoirs. 
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1980s, before environmental impact assessment gained popularity as a standar-

dised procedure. 

The Ii River Enquiry, an assessment of a plan to construct Kollajan allas in 

the 1980s preceded the formulation of assessment laws in Finland. Considering 

the extent, design and thoroughness of the study, Karjalainen and Järvikoski 

(2010) argue that the Ii River Enquiry constituted an international novelty. Bet-

ween 1982 and 1985, the regional planning board coordinated thirteen different 

assessments which were conducted by teams of scientists, politicians, civil ser-

vants and local experts, for instance reindeer herders, fishermen, farmers, tourist 

entrepreneurs and so forth. Participation in these team meetings was described as 

“hard work”, as different interests and understandings had to be negotiated bet-

ween parties who were directly affected by the proposed plan (Interview with a 

member of the assessment group). In this heated atmosphere, the regional plan-

ning agency that led the Ii River Enquiry strived towards the role of a neutral 

facilitator and emphasised that it would acknowledge the interests and decisions 

of the different parties involved in the assessment (see quote in Karjalainen & 

Järvikoski 2010). The planning agency’s attitude and organisational support actu-

ally encouraged the production of a variety of alternative plans for the region. In 

the end, decision makers had to consider a multitude of ideas and project pro-

posals in addition to the slightly different alternatives suggested by the power 

company as well as a zero-option.53 The various reports were all published by the 

regional planning authority. In addition to the working groups, surveys and quali-

tative interviews with residents were conducted, enquiring about the opinions and 

wishes of non-organised citizens. The results of the interviews and surveys were 

again returned to the interviewees, showing a high number of people not in favour 

of the proposed hydro power plans. 

Residents of the Ii River today use the 1980s Ii River Enquiry as a reference 

point for all kinds of project proposals, highlighting for instance the rigour of 

scientific studies, which were then conducted by university employees. Further-

more, the collaborative planning process, which produced a variety of alternative 

plans, is regarded as having alleviated conflict and competition between the diffe-

rent actors of the region. The high acceptance of the Ii River Enquiry stands in 

stark contrast to the low acceptance of the recent assessment, which was conduc-

ted according to legislative requirements. 

                                                        
53 Interview with a research team member from the University of Oulu. 
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It should, however, be noted that the assessment in the 1980s was not without 

its problems. In the official, collaborative process, the power company, Pohjolan 

Voima, was one of the main facilitators, and its influence on the process should be 

taken into account in a comparison between the earlier assessment and the more 

recent assessment. Matti Luostarinen, a researcher from the University of Oulu, 

conducted a study of possible impacts on the social community, but was forced to 

work on his own, visit the university during night time; and he was subsequently 

denied publication of his results. He argues that his career as a researcher was 

severely damaged by this conflict over scientific authority in the context of im-

pact assessment.54 

Considering that the earlier assessment of plans to further harness the Ii River 

was affected by a struggle for competences where certain results probably did not 

reach the public, it is remarkable that in retrospect this assessment is highly es-

teemed by residents of the Pudasjärvi/Kollaja area.  

In the context of the most recent assessment for a Kollajan allas, the allocati-

on of responsibilities in the Ii River Enquiry received increased attention. While it 

would have been the responsibility of the Regional Environment Centre to an-

nounce and host public hearings, the proponent declared the commencement of 

the assessment procedure very shortly before an unofficial public hearing was to 

be held. In the following, both the regional administration as well as the pro-

ponent remained in the background while the consultant, Ramboll, conducted the 

assessment.  

3.4 Discussion of findings 

The Ii River Enquiry challenges contemporary designs of planning and assess-

ment procedures. Having developed over the last thirty years with the aim of 

improving environmental governance, for instance through possibilities for public 

participation, planning and assessment procedures are highly professionalised 

undertakings, requiring the work of consultant firms to ever-increasing degrees. 

In the current allocation of roles and resources, the consultant has become the 

central institution where all information is collected and transformed into solu-

tions to societal problems. Thus, it has been argued that the consultant should not 

only be understood as a facilitator of a process – in this case, planning and as-

                                                        
54 I thank Outi Autti for allowing me access to this information she acquired in interviews with Matti 
Luostarinen. 
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sessment procedures for nuclear and hydro power facilities – but also as a policy 

maker who negotiates claims and requirements.  

Regarding the evolution of international environmental policies, this chapter 

has shown that ongoing administrative reforms in Finland absorbed initiatives 

such as Local Agenda 21 and human rights claims. These included the aim of 

allowing for greater public participation in planning and assessment procedures. 

In the absence of a clearer formulation of objectives (see also the following chap-

ter), roles and responsibilities have often remained vague. Publicly financed envi-

ronmental administration is constrained in its role as the coordinator of these 

processes. More fundamentally, in the absence of a clear conceptualisation of 

roles, the responsible authorities do not perceive it as their task to engage any 

further and thus remain a contact authority – an institution to be contacted in case 

there is a problem. It has been explicated in this chapter that this institutional gap 

has been filled by consultant firms who are by now indispensable for the smooth 

conduct of a siting process. In addition to Kojo’s claim that Finnish municipalities 

appear to be reluctant in using all their policy making powers, I argue that this 

applies to environmental administration just as much.  

In the shift from environmental government to governance, i.e. to a form of 

decision making that involves administrative and political institutions at various 

level as well as civil society and private enterprises, a social vacuum emerged that 

has been filled by private consultancy. Considering the declared aim of recent 

regulatory reforms to let citizens participate in more direct ways, it was necessary 

to investigate the institutional background of siting procedures. While it was sta-

ted that evaluating consultant expertise as inherently flawed should be avoided, a 

bias towards facilitating a smooth procedure with suitable outcomes for project 

implementation has been identified. The choice of participatory opportunities, it 

has been argued, is geared towards the alleviation of conflict as well as the need 

to collect all available information that allows conclusions about possible adverse 

impacts. Comparing these findings with Olson’s (2006) normative account of the 

roles of political and administrative institutions in a welfare society, we can argue 

that it is not only the state or citizens who participate in the making of society and 

laws but also that private interest dominates the role of a consultant as the central 

negotiator. Under the impact (and pressure) of international policy formulation 

and implementation, the welfare notion loses its significance, as national charac-

teristics increasingly experience standardisation through a unified regulatory fra-

mework. Consequently, the welfare state with its political and administrative 

institutions is threatened with losing its legitimacy.  
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The less standardised, and presumably, less professional but highly inclusive 

Ii River Inquiry in the 1980s successfully facilitated mediation between quarrel-

ling parties in the community. The process had been tailored to local needs and 

characteristics, whilst the objective was a thorough assessment rather than an 

efficient siting process. In retrospect, and in view of the more recent assessment 

in which earlier decisions had been rendered almost meaningless, the Ii River 

Inquiry served the goals of participatory efforts in the absence of regulatory re-

quirements and in the presence of an active regional administration. Today’s as-

sessments are characterised by a shift towards private industry, aiming to maintain 

efficiency in their investment cycle. Hence, it is arguable how much “more” de-

mocracy has been achieved with the international standardisation of participatory 

schemes in environmental impact assessment procedures that allows for responsi-

bilities to be taken away from public bodies. Moreover, the disrespect for earlier 

decisions, combined with the attempt to abolish protection laws for the sake of a 

rather minor hydro power development that would then open the door to other 

projects, does not provide security to residents who believe their community ac-

hieved a legitimate decision in the 1980s.  
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4 Ideals and limits of participatory procedures  

This chapter will continue the discussion of participatory planning and assessment 

procedures by focusing on conceptualisations of citizen participation. At this 

point, different opportunities for public input in siting procedures in Finland have 

been described, namely public hearings, audit groups, opinion surveys, informati-

on bulk mail, and “town square events”. A major problem has been identified, 

which lies in the vagueness of the aims of public participation in the planning and 

assessment processes. Furthermore, a vacant policy making space in procedural 

settings was claimed to have been filled by consultants, thus exhibiting a bias 

towards project implementation that favours a “smooth” procedure. We can thus 

assume that the choice and implementation of participatory methods are subor-

dinated to the goal of a conflict-free process.  

Against this background, I propose to consider yet a different question, name-

ly, what is expected of citizens in this particular national context, but also more 

generally? Since it will be argued that participatory procedures are established 

through an international exchange of experiences (see following section) as well 

as under the influence of transnational regulatory regimes (see Chapter 3), the 

influence of academic scholars on the participatory turn must be acknowledged as 

having had repercussions in the conceptualisation of participatory practices 

among Western democracies. Considering the question, what is expected of citi-

zens in a participatory setting?, it will be argued that while it is often claimed that 

citizens have “unrealistic” expectations of (Väntänen & Marttunen 2005) what 

their engagement in a planning or assessment process is actually for?, similar 

“misunderstandings” account for “unrealistic” expectations on the opposite side: 

planners and decision makers have certain expectations about citizen participation 

that, as will be argued below, emerged out of a very theoretical debate on rational, 

deliberative discourse. These “lofty goals” (Dietz & Stern 2008) will be contras-

ted with empirical evidence about what is practicable in participatory procedures 

in the context of the planning and assessment processes. 

While conclusions will be drawn on the Finnish case, the following reflection 

on theoretical accounts will remain rather site-unspecific, focusing on the evoluti-

on of normative concepts of citizen involvement among international scholars. In 

a sense, the basic assumption of this chapter – that normative ideals influence 

expectations of citizens in siting processes – reflects Marx’s (1977) division of 

human society, in which a superstructure (ideas, culture, institutions, political 

power structures) influences the base (in his analysis: forces and relations of pro-
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duction) and vice versa. I shall argue that common ideologies of citizen participa-

tion influence relationships in planning and assessment procedures, demanding 

that citizens deviate from these models to justify their irrational behaviour. This 

chapter is to be read in conjunction with Chapter 5, in which one participatory 

process is looked at in closer detail with the focus on the aggressive rhetoric of a 

local environmental movement that has dismissed opportunities to engage in rea-

sonable discourse with the facilitators of a participatory process. 

4.1 Lessons learned: the international exchange of siting 

experiences 

Considering the participatory turn in environmental planning and decision making 

(see Chapter 3), the division of work between authorities, consultant and pro-

ponent has brought about a particular set of practices. Investigating the design of 

participatory methods for Finnish siting procedures, we can generally follow Par-

kinson (2006) who stated that methods of public participation are “a complex mix 

of the results of previous democratic experiments and their originators’ varied 

theories, experiences, and biases.” In the Finnish energy sector, as mentioned 

above, the choice of participatory methods is closely tied to the experiences of 

consultants. In addition, practices are increasingly reinforced by an international 

exchange of ideas between decision makers as well as businesses, for instance in 

the format of “lessons learned”, or “best practices”. Especially in the nuclear 

energy sector, and even more so in regard to final repositories for spent fuel, prac-

titioners seek inspiration from the Finnish participation scheme – the “stepwise 

procedure” (Nuclear Energy Agency 2002, Nuclear Energy Agency 2003, Nuclear 

Energy Agency 2004a, Nuclear Energy Agency 2004b, International Energy 

Agency 2008).  

In a context of regular exchange of concepts of public consultation as recipes 

for “smooth” siting (Kojo 2008), managers from all over the world travel to Fin-

land to learn about its applied siting procedure for a final repository. Special 

events are organised for international guests. At international conferences, mana-

gers and academics from abroad show high interest in the Finnish approach, and 

Finnish managers are willing to share their experiences. For instance, Finnish 

nuclear power company managers advised Japanese companies how to set up a 

siting procedure, though well aware of the cultural and historical differences that 
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require careful adoption rather than a mere transfer of practices.55 While in gene-

ral Finnish citizens may insist on direct communication, transparency of procedu-

res and competences, the very same set of practices may not have the desired 

effect in different cultural contexts (Interview with a local politician of Eurajoki). 

In addition, a country’s safety record of nuclear power production and history of 

anti-nuclear protest may not allow for smooth implementation. It thus cannot be 

assumed that Finnish experiences could be implemented in a different national 

context without further accommodations. For instance, a Finnish “recipe” would 

probably have little effect on the efforts to site a final repository for spent fuel in 

Germany with its long history of highly coordinated anti-nuclear protest (Rucht 

1990). 

Nevertheless, it is widely believed that there are some important lessons to be 

learned from Finnish companies, consultants, coordinating authorities, and de-

cision makers. These lessons relate to the social dimensions of nuclear facility 

siting, as technological choices and site characteristics do not represent major 

obstacles to “safe” disposal from the perspective of practitioners, i.e. nuclear 

power companies.56 Thus, the social acceptance for a final repository for highly 

radioactive nuclear waste in Finland (and recently also in Sweden) evokes the 

prospect of success among nuclear industries abroad.  

To facilitate the dissemination of successful practices, the Nuclear Energy 

Agency (2002, 2003) has held workshops on public participation in siting proce-

dures, and the International Energy Agency (2008) has produced recommenda-

tions. In their comparison of siting procedures across countries, both agencies 

commend the Finnish model for having pursued the siting schedule “without slip-

page of time scales in a manner that has been satisfactory to most stakeholders for 

most of the time” (Nuclear Energy Agency 2004b). As nuclear energy is unlikely 

                                                        
55 Press release about the “Symposium Held in Tokyo on Selection Process for Final Disposal Site”: 
“Dr. Antti Vuorinen, senior adviser to the Radiation and Nuclear Safety Authority (STUK) of Finland, 
and Vice Chairman Altti Lucander of the Eurajoki autonomous region assembly, described how the 
Olki[l]uoto disposal site was selected. […]The panel[l]ists discussed the importance of having well-
known experts and talked about the way mass media reported the issue. They also said opportunities 
had to be secured for local residents to personally learn the truth about nuclear power, and that techni-
cal explanations had to be made easy to understand.” (Ishii 2006). 
56 For a discussion of how the “socio-technical divide”, i.e. the siting of nuclear facilities in terms of 
its social and technological spheres, is dealt with in different national contexts in Europe, see 
(Bergmans et al. 2008). 
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to convince everybody for whom something is at stake57, having convinced most 

of them for most of the time appears to be an important achievement.  

4.2 Normative agendas: democratising expertise, participatory and 
deliberative democracy 

Public participation in planning and decision making has reached the status of a 

political imperative in contemporary society. The role of the social sciences is 

crucial in this political transformation in the latter half of 20th and the first decade 

of the 21st century. Burgeoning literature discusses academic concepts and policy 

approaches to the inclusion of citizens – several authors recently aimed at an 

evaluation of decades of participatory experimentation in order to define best 

practices and codes of conduct (e.g. Parkinson 2006, Chilvers 2008, Dietz & 

Stern 2008, Renn 2008).  

The Finnish Act on the Environmental Impact Assessment Procedure promo-

tes public participation as one of the two pillars of the procedure. The vagueness 

of the participatory concept in the act – which leaves a great deal of discretion to 

practitioners in regard to the question of how and when someone should participa-

te, and for what purpose – mirrors the variety of concepts prevailing in academic 

and public discourse. Thus, expectations towards participatory arrangements may 

be as manifold as the number of persons and institutions involved. “Participatory 

democracy” then functions as a container term for different approaches that are 

usually portrayed in contrast to representative democracy, although the latter has 

direct participatory elements. As one among other participatory approaches, the 

concept of deliberative democracy with its aim to involve people in terms of their 

“rational” capabilities has received wide attention and will be the focus of this 

chapter, leading into a discussion on the developments in Finnish environmental 

planning and decision making that are supposedly connected to this strain of ideas. 

                                                        
57 “Stakeholder” is, despite a burgeoning literature, a “slippery term” (Mize 2007). Phillips et al. (2003) 
discuss the ambiguity of the term “stakeholder” in managerial literature. In general, the term is widely 
used to describe affected parties; in practice, however, approaches differ as they often transport a very 
specific understanding of who is affected and how these parties should be treated. Fassin (2007) 
resumes the criticism on stakeholder theory by describing shortcomings in regard to (visual) represen-
tations of interdependencies, ambivalences, salience and dynamics among stakeholders. He concludes 
that most graphical representations and underlying conceptualisations of stakeholders fail to compre-
hend the complexity in relationships among those involved. In the following chapters, the term stake-
holder will be avoided for reasons of it vagueness and ambiguity, unless it is in reference to a specific 
context where the expression was used. 
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In more general terms, this chapter aims to discuss the most influential theo-

retical ideas behind societal changes in the direction of greater political involve-

ment of the individual citizen as conveyed in the concept of deliberative democ-

racy. A single chapter on this topic of necessity must be exclusive; nevertheless, 

the aim is to capture some of the basic ideas and to discuss their practicality with 

the expectation that this will help to interpret current practices in environmental 

planning and decision making.  

The debate on participatory institutions is tied to criticism of the influential 

role of science in planning and decision making. Social sciences in turn have 

played a major role in promoting the participatory postulate by conveying norma-

tive expectations for a “better” or “enhanced” democracy. This influence has been 

observed at the practical level as well as on the normative level. As Litmanen 

(2008) remarks, the influence of social sciences is apparent in the siting of the 

final repository for spent fuel in Finland, where social scientists were hired in 

order to respond to complaints and criticism by citizens. 

Regarding the normative level, the goal is to move away from “technocratic 

decision making” in politics and rather to promote the “democratisation of exper-

tise” in science-dominated fields (Liberatore & Funtowicz 2003, Nowotny 2003). 

Having identified “the need to somehow bridge the lines between politics, power, 

and science, and truth” (Weingart 2008), the new objective is to engender “social-

ly robust knowledge” (Nowotny 2003). It is claimed that science needs to be con-

textualised in order to deal with uncertainty. Despite – or perhaps because of – its 

vague descriptions, Nowotny et al.’s normative agenda has been absorbed in dis-

courses about the future of democratic decision making.58 The rhetoric of “social-

ly robust knowledge” and “democratised expertise” is easily embraced by politi-

cal transformation towards a democracy that engages citizens beyond their vote 

for representatives. According to the participatory discourse, citizens want and 

should contribute to planning processes with their knowledge and subsequently be 

part of decision making.  

Deliberative democracy theorists suggest that decision preparation and ma-

king should not be oriented along the traditional devices of voting and representa-

tion, but should include citizens in the political process via dialogic interaction. 

Representative democracy, it is argued, only demands minimalist engagement 

from citizens; familiarity with issues currently at stake is not required. In referen-

                                                        
58 See Weingart (2008) for an extensive critical review of the prominent concepts, mode-2 science and 
socially robust knowledge. 
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ce to a long list of academic critics of representative democracy, Goodin states 

that “that is simply not good enough” (Goodin 2008), although he admits that it is 

going to be “awfully hard” to implement “democracy in terms of talking” (ibid.: 

3). 

In the last two decades, academic scholars extensively engaged in institution 

building by experimenting with forms of public participation such as consensus 

conferences, planning cells, citizen juries, deliberative polls and so forth. At the 

same time, the devolution from face-to-face interaction in mini-publics to partici-

patory democracy on a national or international scale was envisioned, thus trying 

to cope with problems of scale (Dryzek 2002, Goodin 2008). A different set of 

institutions were deemed necessary in order to promote politically mature and 

engaged citizens.  

The principles of deliberative democracy demand a dialogic way of interacti-

on and at the same time the subordination of personal interest in order to achieve 

a rational exchange of ideas. Among scholars of deliberative democracy, it is 

assumed that “rational” (Habermas 1984, Habermas 1987) or “reasonable” 

(Rawls 1997) dialogue among citizens in a non-coercive context is the ideal 

mechanism for providing decision makers with the necessary guidance, while at 

the same time citizens are educated on a specific issue and thus enabled to reflect 

on other’s viewpoints. Engagement with the issue at stake and others involved 

creates learning effects and ensures acceptance and legitimacy of decisions, pro-

ponents of deliberative democracy argue.  

In the attempt to define “deliberative democracy”, Baber and Bartlett state the 

term “roughly refers to a school of political theory that assumes that genuinely 

thoughtful and discursive public participation in decision making has the potential 

to produce policy decisions that are more just and more rational than existing 

representative mechanisms. The conviction among environmental theorists is that 

such an approach to democracy will also be more environmentally friendly than 

interest-group liberalism has been.” (Baber & Bartlett 2005). The environment, 

scholars have suggested, benefits from the procedural settings of deliberative 

democracy, which invites participants to consider views other than their own and 

develop a broader perspective. 

Rawls proposed that interaction should take place in the form of a “reasona-

ble dialogue.”59 Having claimed that reasonable dialogue is especially the task of 

                                                        
59 Rawls depicts the reasonable as the morally more sensitive form of rational thought. “What rational 
agents lack is the particular form of moral sensibility that underlies the desire to engage in fair coope-
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judges, but also of government officials and other elected representatives, Rawls 

asks, “[h]ow though is the ideal of public reason realized by citizens?” (Rawls 

1997). And he answers that “ideally citizens are to think of themselves as if they 

were legislators and ask themselves what statutes, supported by what reasons 

satisfying the criterion of reciprocity, they would think it most reasonable to 

enact” (ibid.). The role of reciprocity, “as expressed in public reason, […] is to 

specify the nature of the political relation in a constitutional democratic regime as 

one of civic friendship” (ibid.). Rawls explains how citizens can achieve a rea-

sonable dialogue that is characterised by civic friendship. It is fundamentally 

based on giving the other side insight into one’s own intentions. Furthermore, it is 

necessary that we assure the other one that our premises will not be asserted but 

that it is necessary to remember that these premises will inevitably cause misun-

derstandings which then must be resolved. By way of explaining one’s own 

standpoints without presuming another’s, even diverging conceptions of justice 

can be discussed. Following a fair process, an overlapping consensus can be 

reached and implemented. Because of the nature of the process, with its emphasis 

on the rule of public reason, the decision will be politically, i.e. morally, binding 

and subsequently accepted by citizens. Rawls (1997) explains how public reason 

can be achieved through citizen deliberation: 

The definitive idea for deliberative democracy is the idea of deliberation itself. 

When citizens deliberate, they exchange views and debate their supporting 

reasons concerning public political questions. They suppose that their politi-

cal opinions may be revised by discussion with other citizens; and therefore 

these opinions are not simply a fixed outcome of their existing private or non-

political interests. It is at this point that public reason is crucial, for it charac-

terizes such citizens’ reasoning concerning constitutional essentials and mat-

ters of basic justice. […] Immediate implications of these essentials are the 

public financing of elections, and the providing for public occasions of order-

ly and serious discussion of fundamental questions and issues of public policy. 

Public deliberation must be made possible, recognized as a basic feature of 

democracy, and set free from the curse of money.  

(ibid.)  

                                                                                                                                    
ration as such, and to do so on terms that others as equals might reasonably be expected to endorse. I 
do not assume the reasonable is the whole of moral sensibility; but it includes the part that connects 
with the idea of fair social cooperation.” (Rawls 1996) 
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Rawls suggests an educative approach to the public in order to achieve this de-

mocratic ideal (ibid.); and this is a common understanding among deliberative 

theorists. The public, it is assumed, needs instructions and guidance on dialogic 

interaction in the first place. Accumulating experiences with deliberative forums 

will help to create a politically literate public. In deliberative practice, the indivi-

dual is requested to neglect his or her own history and interests, thus veiling eve-

rything but the morality of an issue proposed for discussion. This “veil of igno-

rance” (Rawls 1999) is crucial, as it is supposed to facilitate non-coercive dialo-

gue. Under the veil of ignorance, participants are encouraged to argue indepen-

dent of their roles and status in society and to reach a conclusion that is acceptab-

le for all, although it may not match their interests. This principle of disinteres-

tedness of the participant resembles the ethical codex for researchers (cf. Shrader-

Frechette 1994), here again functioning as an ideal practitioners should strive for.  

The dominance of scientific principles in deliberative democratic settings im-

plies high challenges for the participating non-scientist. The expectation of parti-

cipants to consider the issue at stake under a veil of ignorance is nevertheless 

wide-spread. Moreover, it meshes well with the styles of political debate in the 

Nordic countries. In Finnish policy and decision making, reasonable argument 

and rational, in particular technological, choices are highly valued (Rusanen 2002, 

Sairinen & Lindholm 2004).  

In their study of participatory assessments regarding the release of genetically 

modified crops in Finland, Valve and Kauppila (2008) expected participating 

citizens to argue reasonable by temporarily ignoring their own history and inter-

ests. They finally reach the conclusion: 

[I]t is not only the regulatory framework that is to be blamed for a potential 

lack of learning and reflexivity. In the case study analysed, the members of 

the public had very set opinions from the start. If this holds true more widely, 

it is clear that regulatory debates will easily reach deadlock. […] Thanks to 

such powerful essentialist premises the creation of reflexive and trust-

generating public spaces becomes extremely difficult.  

(Valve & Kauppila 2008) 

In a Rawlsian fashion, Finnish citizens were encouraged to participate in the de-

bate on genetic modification, assuming that they are willing to veil their personal 

interests and opinions. These expectations had not been met. As a consequence of 

these “deadlocks”, the lay public in this and many similar cases is then believed 
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to be unable to contribute to debates in a meaningful way. This nourishes the 

understanding that the public has to be educated in regard to scientific knowledge 

and ethics.60 As Rask (2003) noted earlier for the case of biotechnology policies, 

participation in Finnish policy making is very much aligned to expert input, while 

the wider public is educated according to an “enlightenment” paradigm.61  

Education of the public is thus under way in two directions. On the one hand, 

the aim is to enhance the public’s scientific literacy as criticised in theories of 

public understanding of science; scientific knowledge is prioritised over local 

knowledge. On the other, the deliberative paradigm promotes public interaction 

on the basis of scientific ethics, namely the principle of disinterestedness, and 

with the aim to reach consensus that is acceptable for all.  

4.3 “Lofty goals” and empirical evidence 

Although Rawls suggested deliberation only for a specific range of issues, i.e. to 

discuss concepts of political justice, the “veil of ignorance” as an ideal way of 

approaching conflict-laden issues has been taken forward. Participatory methods 

such as consensus conferences in technology assessments (Joss & Durant 1995) 

are based on a notion of interaction free of social roles and status. On the one 

hand, Rawls’ proposal has proven to be a useful concept under certain circums-

tances (cf. Renn 2008). On the other hand, the concept of ideal deliberation has 

been challenged for its impracticality in many situations. Two lines of criticism 

against the normative concept focus on motivational dynamics and a tendency of 

persuasive communication in political contexts. Other comments concern high 

costs of participation, a lack of capacities among the public to engage in planning 

and assessment processes and the failure to achieve equity in procedures.  

To begin with, Rawls’ conception of a reasonable discourse has been criti-

cised because it ignores motivational factors among participants. His thought 

                                                        
60 This understanding has been titled the “deficit model” in the discussion on “public understanding of 
science”, PUS (see for instance Durant 1999, Irwin & Michael 2003). Social scientists condemned the 
common approach that regarded public understanding of science imperfect and in need of improve-
ment.  
61 “The central policy mission under the enlightenment paradigm is to raise the educational level of the 
public. The underlying argument is that scientific and technological knowledge are the best tools for 
individuals to understand the world and to live in a knowledge-based society. […] In the economic 
paradigm, the mission of citizens’ participation is economically instrumental. The measures taken are 
means of creating favourable conditions for scientific–industrial development, and for increasing 
competitive advantage.” (Rask 2003)  
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experiment does not seem to be viable, as participants’ ideological commitments 

to certain groups and programmes, or family and community (Shapiro 1999, Bora 

& Hausendorf 2006), prevent interaction free of an individual’s personal context. 

Especially when the issue at stake represents direct effects on participants, the 

deliberative ideal may not seem suitable in planning procedures, as it ignores the 

underlying reason why people have been motivated to engage in the first place. In 

the course of a participatory procedure, it may be difficult to work towards a rea-

sonable dialogue, as individuals may feel obliged to remain consistent with roles 

and social positions they established earlier. “Instead, many people tend to advo-

cate positions even more forcefully in order to maintain consistency, a consisten-

cy which is an important ingredient in maintaining credibility, esteem, and social 

status.” (Parkinson 2006) Especially, representatives may feel obliged to promote 

a certain interest in reference to those they represent.  

Concerning representation, a fundamental problem lies in the absence of poli-

tical mandate for participants to speak on behalf of others, in the lack of autho-

risation to present opinions and to make important decisions (Bora 2005). Furt-

hermore, the composition of a deliberative forum has an impact on representation 

efforts, especially regarding the role of audiences. Different kinds of audiences in 

deliberative practice have an influence on communicative styles and commitment. 

In fact, representation partly depends on the question of whether third parties are 

allowed to attend. Even if these third parties do not participate in the dialogue but 

only listen, they will be addressed in some way. Parkinson (2006) claims that a 

participant’s commitment to goals and ideas of his or her constituency may be 

reinforced by the presence of audiences. While representation can be more effec-

tive because of the presence of third parties, the space for rational argument dec-

reases. In closed settings, rational argument is more likely because of disciplining 

effects, i.e. participants encourage each other to consider other arguments than 

their own (ibid.). Deliberative democracy thus struggles between the openness of 

processes and the possibility of deliberation.  

It has also been argued that women and ethnic minorities may not make use 

of opportunities to deliberate but rather seek other forms of political action becau-

se deliberative procedures seem to “privilege formal, general, dispassionate styles 

in agonistic confrontation” (ibid.). However, in his empirical study, Parkinson 

was not able to confirm this criticism. On the contrary, he observed story-telling 

and testimonial expressions as an essential part of deliberative processes. 

“[A]ppeals of pathos and ethos are necessary for building communicative bridges 

between participants” (ibid.). Parkinson further observed the use of rhetoric as a 
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mechanism to “challenge limited agendas or exclusion of particular groups” 

(ibid.). On the downside, rhetoric and charismatic speeches may override contents. 

Important contributions may receive little attention because a speaker has not 

been able to create bonds with other participants. 

Consistent with Parkinson’s findings, Rawls’ concept of reasonable delibera-

tion has been criticised for its unrealistic assumptions about communicative styles. 

It has been argued that even if participants disclose their interests and intend to be 

open to other concepts of political justice, communication in planning procedures 

still tends to be persuasive (Suchman 2000, Throgmorton 2003). The reason lies 

in the “undecidability” (Mouffe 2009) between antagonistic interests on the one 

hand, and the necessity to decide on the other hand. Mouffe thus describes the 

impossibility of public unity in a pluralist society, the “impossibility of a reconci-

led society” (ibid.). In agreement with Wittgenstein (1969), Mouffe (2009) con-

curs that “[a]t the end of reasons comes persuasion.” She claims that Habermas 

and Rawls fail to acknowledge the necessary friction in a pluralist society in 

which adversaries seek the realisation of their very own goals. Mouffe interprets 

persuasive action as the end to Rawls’ reasonable dialogue, understanding persu-

asion as a form of coercion and emotional manipulation. Others depict persuasion 

as the basis of deliberative democracy, in contrast to “coercion, manipulation, or 

deception” (Dryzek 2002, cf. Parkinson 2006).  

As Dryzek admits, any form of discursive interaction has the potential to be 

coercive. Nevertheless, the goal is to establish deliberative practice free from 

coercion. Dryzek assumes that non-coercive communication – be it “argument”, 

“storytelling” or “rhetoric” – is something individuals can learn and, in the future, 

practise despite oppressive and restraining structures, i.e., gender, ethnic and class 

bonds can be overcome through repeated participation in non-coercive discourses 

and through the restriction of admissible communication. “Deliberation is about 

good and authentic communication, and all the mechanisms that deliberation 

possesses to restrict domain operate in argument, in rhetoric, and storytelling 

alike.” (Dryzek 2002) Though Dryzek manages to successfully address the prob-

lem of scale of deliberative democracy – which is often conceptualised in terms 

of face-to-face interaction among small congregations, and is thus devoid of a 

proposal for how to deal with mass democracies – his discursive account lacks an 

integration of current democratic institutions. Parkinson (2006) presents an ac-

count of “Deliberating in the Real World”, thereby interpreting theoretical con-

ceptualisations as a “counterfactual ideal, an ideal which real institutions can 

approximate more or less closely” (ibid.: 8). 
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Deliberation as the ideal form of democratic practice is very much present in 

contemporary political and academic thought. It can be traced back to Hobbes’ – 

(or even the classical Greek’s, Rawls 2007) – doctrine of a social contract. Howe-

ver, considering the many critiques of this approach, the “lofty goals” (Dietz & 

Stern 2008) of deliberative or participatory democracy have repeatedly been con-

fronted with the reality of participatory processes. Dietz and Stern (ibid.) outline 

three basic problems. Firstly, the high costs of assessments are not outweighed by 

the benefits. Secondly, missing capacities among the wider public hinder the pro-

duction of useful results. And thirdly, participation suffers from a lack of “equity 

in process and outcome” (ibid.). Considering the second problem, many studies of 

participatory processes have concluded that continuous participation in a variety 

of assessment procedures actually has a training effect on participants in the sense 

that it generates capacity among, for instance, community members to deal with 

future planning processes. Regular participation in environmental planning and 

decision making processes would thus be commendable. The first critique, ques-

tioning the high costs of participatory processes because of poor outcomes, howe-

ver, argues against a wider implementation and regular repetition of participatory 

processes. In terms of the last critique, participatory processes have indeed failed 

to achieve their foremost goal. 

4.4 “Representativeness and inclusivity”62 

In representative democratic decision making, representativeness and inclusion of 

the governed is the key principle. Accordingly, the foremost goal of participatory 

processes is to “be representative of all those interested and affected by a decision 

or action and remove unnecessary barriers to participation” (Chilvers 2008). Con-

sidering the widespread notion of participatory or deliberative democracy, it may 

however be argued that the ever increasing efforts to establish participatory pro-

cedures tend to outshine or even undermine conventional methods of political 

inclusion, i.e. indirect forms such as elections and more direct forms such as peti-

tions, referenda (where applicable) and litigation. Further, the prevalence of a 

“merely normative approach, insinuating that any ‘more’ participation will result 

in ‘more’ and ‘better’ citizenship, may provoke the exact opposite, that is, more 

exclusive dynamics and conflict” (Bora & Hausendorf 2006).  

                                                        
62 Chilvers 2008: 425.  
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In support of Bora and Hausendorf’s conclusion, Barnes et al. (2006) claim 

that in many open participatory processes, the people who participate have long 

been engaging as political activists. These citizens can be expected to have ac-

quired important capabilities to promote their particular interest, while those who 

are “least likely to take part” remain absent (ibid.) – hence the reinforcement of 

exclusive dynamics. Generally, the former group of citizens can be expected to be 

more affluent and to have received higher education (Saurugger 2004, Maloney 

2008). Nevertheless, their commitment to certain, e.g. environmental, principles 

may be equal to those of less affluent citizens who received lower education. It is 

thus not the difference in environmental issues but the educational background 

that influences participation. 

Many scholars have pointed out the significant effects of participatory as-

sessments in regard to “capacity building” in communities. In the case that diffe-

rent publics63 can be reached and encouraged to engage, their involvement builds 

up social capital (Dietz & Stern 2008). During participatory processes, members 

of a community are expected to share their thoughts with others, thereby creating 

a bond that transcends different backgrounds. Furthermore, contacts to well-

organised groups may be established. According to Dietz and Stern (2008), added 

capacity in terms of social capital is likely to support future participatory proces-

ses (see also Dryzek 2002). But as Dietz and Stern (2008) carefully remark, it all 

depends on the possibilities of including affected citizens. While capacity buil-

ding is generally highly appreciated, it may reinforce exclusive dynamics in the 

sense that it further widens the gap between participants and non-participants, as 

Barnes et al. (2006) agree.  

Regarding the question of representativeness, the selection of citizens in par-

ticipatory procedures is problematic. How should minorities and majorities be 

represented? How much influence should those who are most affected by a de-

cision have? Since discerning who is affected and to what degree is not always a 

simple exercise in environmental planning, any selection of individuals may pro-

                                                        
63 What is “the public”? Often undefined, the term serves as a container for different groups of society. 
To gain more clarity, we can follow Renn (2008) who distinguishes between stakeholders (“socially 
organized groups”), a directly affected public (“individuals and non-organized groups”), the observing 
public (“media, cultural elites and opinion leaders”) and the general public (“all individuals who are 
not directly affected”). The term “stakeholders” is, however, used to describe very different groups. 
The term may be avoided or supplemented with further details in the following chapters. Civil society, 
then, is more understood in terms of individuals and non-organised groups, however, not necessarily 
directly affected. With the use of the term “civil society” instead of “the public”, a reference to the 
political status of citizens is intended, usually in reference to institutions and organisations. 
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duce arbitrary groups. Proposals for a random selection according to demographic 

or statistical representativeness have declined, as they do not equate to democratic 

representation. As Parkinson (2006) argues, a random selection may only be use-

ful for the purpose of information gathering.  

Given that suitable selection procedures are lacking, open forums devoid of 

any kind of selection procedure tend to trigger mainly the participation of activists 

and interest groups. But since this assembly is likely to reproduce societal inequ-

alities, it neither provides a legitimate basis for participatory planning or decision 

making (Dietz & Stern 2008). In the case that participants are invited on the basis 

of other criteria (e.g. randomly stratified samples), who would define and apply 

the criteria? Which identities need to be considered for deliberation on a specific 

topic?  

Theorists of a discursive deliberative democracy answer the questions of rep-

resentativeness with an emphasis on public discourses as the main decision tool 

for public opinion formation. Proponents suggest that decision making should be 

oriented along public discourses in which individuals engage across differences. 

The aim is thus to allow for more deliberative tools than Rawls’ ideal of “rea-

sonable dialogue”. “Under deliberative democracy, the essence of democratic 

legitimacy should be sought […] in the ability of all individuals subject to a col-

lective decision to engage in authentic deliberation about that decision.” (Dryzek 

2002) Participants of a discourse do not have to be representative of the public, 

since there is the possibility that advocates take on the issues of those not rep-

resented. 

Dryzek (ibid.) further discusses the ability of different forms of state to react 

to these discourses. He claims that the “exclusive state” is most useful, especially 

when compared to the “passive inclusive state”. In his conceptualisation, an ex-

clusive state actually promotes a continuous democratisation process because it 

encourages the disadvantaged groups of society to become active and challenge 

the state – an inclusive state, conversely, has the tendency to level any kind of 

innovation through early incorporation. Yet, it may be argued against Dryzek’s 

proposal for an exclusive state, certain parts of society may never reach the capa-

city to organise protest and gain significant control over a public discourse. It is 

further arguable how the dichotomy between “the state” and “the discourses” 

align with prevailing expectations of representative democracy, as in the Finnish 

case where trust in elected representatives is high.  

To conclude this section on the question of inclusion and representation, a 

twenty-year-old claim seems to be still valid: Fiorino’s assessment of institutional 
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mechanisms postulated that “[p]articipation theory seeks to involve people in 

their capacities as amateurs (i.e., citizens) rather than in their professional or ca-

reer roles,” but failed to do so (Fiorino 1990). Planning and decision making de-

veloped new forms of elitism, inviting especially those that “nobody sent” 

(Fiorina 1999). The postulate of public participation has become a powerful dis-

course in itself, and any less “participation” a possible threat. Though the lofty 

goals of public participation in theory lack successful empirical implementation, 

the paradigm nevertheless persists. Thus, some scholars aim to challenge the “ty-

ranny” and “technocracy” of participation (Cooke & Kothari 2001, Chilvers 

2008). Has the participatory turn changed planning and decision making? “Hol-

ding up participation as the alternative to deficient ‘technocratic’ approaches not 

only undermines necessary analytic–deliberative integration but begs the question 

whether such rhetoric leads to anything more than business as usual” (Burgess & 

Chilvers 2006). 

4.5 Acceptance and legitimacy of procedures and decisions 

An important goal of participatory procedures is to generate acceptance and legi-

timacy of the subsequent decision. The question is then, when are procedures 

successful and under what circumstances will decisions be accepted? The proce-

dural justice concept proposes perceived fairness of a procedure as the main fac-

tor for the acceptance of subsequent decisions.  

Psychological research has illuminated several characteristics of decision 

processes that people generally consider to be fair. These include the oppor-

tunity to voice opinions and concerns, neutrality of the forum, trustworthiness 

of authorities, and quality of treatment by authorities both formally and in-

formally. […] Generally, we consider a fair decision process to be one in 

which all those affected by a decision have an opportunity to participate mea-

ningfully (either directly or via representatives) and in which those empowe-

red to decide take participants’ views seriously.  

(Dietz & Stern 2008).  

In her evaluation of a Finnish participatory assessment procedure, Saarikoski 

(2000) assumes that perceived fairness is directly linked to legitimacy and accep-

tance of the procedure and subsequent decisions. The procedural justice concept 

supports this expectation.  
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However, procedural fairness turns out to be a highly subjective matter, and 

evaluations of participatory procedures consequently fail because of missing 

quantitative indicators (Bora 1995, Epp 1998). The study presented by Epp 

(1998), on the contrary, shows that even though participants felt that their views 

were heard and taken seriously, the same participants were not satisfied with the 

procedure as a whole. Further, for some participants, participation as such was 

more important than the subsequent decision, i.e. a decision was accepted (or did 

not have any relevance and thus did not provoke protest) although the procedure 

was not perceived as fair.  

Depending on the social position and normative opinions of a participant, 

“fairness” – as defined by Dietz and Stern (2008) – may not even be desirable but 

perceived as an obstacle. Someone who emphasises the role of expert knowledge 

in a procedure may not agree that all affected, including lay people, should be 

given the opportunity to be heard. This finding is supported by Rask (2003) who 

claimed that participatory assessments of Finnish policies involve mainly expert 

groups, while the wider public is simply informed (or, “enlightened”, ibid.). Con-

sensus conferences according to the Danish model were perceived as too costly, 

too radical and too complex by the conveners of Finnish policy assessments 

(ibid.). In this kind of “expert discourse” (Bora 1995, Epp 1998), representation 

means representation of the scientific community.  

Further conceptions of procedural fairness have been identified in addition to 

the “expert discourse”. In the “deliberative discourse”, participants expect that all 

expressions are taken seriously and discussed by other participants and the con-

veners, while in the “grassroots political discourse” participants expect equitable 

treatment and inclusion into decision making (Epp 1998). The “political elitist 

discourse” promotes, as the name suggests, inclusion of political elites in the 

procedure and subsequent decision making (ibid.).  

Epp concludes that procedural justice is a contested concept and that the per-

ception of a procedure as just or fair depends on a participant’s normative expec-

tations towards the role of other participants and conveners. These are not just 

differences between participants’ expectations but also exclusive mechanisms, as 

the respective concept of one participant excludes those of others. The different 

concepts of procedural justice, then, have legitimising functions, as each of them 

justifies the “only true goal” of a procedure. Epp’s (ibid.) findings do not support 

the idea of a universal concept of procedural justice/fairness that could serve as an 

indicator for the success of a procedure or allow any other conclusions. 
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In the case of court procedures, Luhmann (1983) argues it is not necessary 

that participants perceive a procedure as fair or just in order to accept subsequent 

decisions, but that they participate continuously. As participants communicate 

their interests, Luhmann argues, they obey the rules of the procedure by which 

not every expression qualifies. As a consequence of inappropriate expressions or 

other irregular behaviour, a participant may be asked to withdraw from the pro-

cess. Thus, a procedure teaches participants specific ways of communication. 

They further learn to cope with disappointment when their expectations are not 

met, and this may be a central point in explaining why decisions are accepted 

although they might not be in the participant’s interest. As a prerequisite, the de-

cision maker, e.g. the judge in court, has to pursue a fairly disinterested position 

and aim at an unassailable role during the participatory process. A decision may 

not be made beforehand and must remain uncertain throughout the procedure. 

Applied to the case of participatory assessment procedures, we can follow Epp 

(1998), arguing that opportunities to speak and uncertainty of the decision do not 

necessarily imply that participants feel their voices have been taken into conside-

ration. These factors have, however, been defined as indicators of acceptance by 

Dietz and Stern (2008). In conclusion of Luhmann’s argument, we can only sub-

mit that continuous participation in a procedure is important. It has some effect on 

the acceptance of decisions, as learning processes are initiated. Yet this correlation 

does not allow concrete predictions about the acceptance of decisions.  

Webler et al. (2001) discuss the expectations of a “good” participatory pro-

cess. Similar to Epp (1998), the authors conclude that people have different prio-

rities concerning the principles that constitute a good process, and that the con-

flicting expectations towards the design of a process affects its acceptance. Web-

ler et al. (2001) further note that the issue at stake is likely to have an effect on the 

salience of the accountability of a decision maker. High risks for human health, 

for instance in the case of nuclear power, demand the presence of planners and 

authorities in order for them to be conceived of as accountable and in order for a 

decision to be accepted. 

Following Dietz and Stern’s (2008) argument, acceptance of procedures and 

decisions is a prerequisite for them to become legitimate action. But what is legi-

timacy? Political theory assumes a consent between the governing and the gover-

ned on the grounds of popular sovereignty. The government is conscious that it 

has the right to govern, while the right to govern is acknowledged by some people 

– not necessarily by all. Lipset argued that legitimacy “involves the capacity of a 

political system to engender and maintain the belief that existing political institu-
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tions are the most appropriate and proper ones for the society.” (Lipset 1981). As 

Parkinson remarks, the legitimacy of procedures does not automatically engender 

legitimacy of decisions. Citizens may “retain the right to challenge specific de-

cisions reached using those procedures” (Parkinson 2006). The difference bet-

ween legality and legitimacy is essential, and rather straightforward. Decisions 

can confirm the legal framework of a state, and can at the same time be conside-

red to be inappropriate, or illegitimate. This is the case when certain laws are 

conceived of as wrong, or immoral. On the other hand, decisions or procedures 

can be claimed to be illegal though legitimate. The (perceived) legality of proce-

dures and decisions influences the perception of legitimacy to a great extent, 

though.  

Considering the arguments discussed in this section in the attempt to answer 

the question, “under which conditions are procedures and subsequent decisions 

perceived as fair and legitimate by participants and on a wider scale?” we can 

conclude the following. Procedural fairness/justice is not a universal, independent 

variable that could be measured and used as an indicator for an evaluation of 

procedures. Further, it does not allow any predictions about the acceptance of 

decisions following a procedure. If there is no simple causal relationship between 

procedures and the acceptance of decisions, what are the benefits of conducting 

procedures? It has been argued that learning processes are initialised among parti-

cipants. Capacity building and accumulation of social capital as well as a stronger 

commitment to the results of the procedure have been diagnosed as the possible 

positive effects of participatory procedures.  

4.6 Discussion of findings 

This chapter described the deliberative/participatory/discursive approaches to 

democracy, as they constitute the ideal notions of an international “participatory 

turn” in environmental planning and decision making. It has been argued that this 

largely normative discourse influenced the Finnish reforms of environmental 

planning processes in Finland (Chapter 3) and that today the participatory impera-

tive influences the practice of environmental impact assessments for energy pro-

jects in Finland. It has been noted that a fundamental flaw lies in the fact that 

current legislation fails to clarify the purposes of public participation as well as 

the means to include citizens in more direct ways.  

Instead, participatory processes are conceptualised along the lines of “what 

works best”. Through the international exchange of successfully conducted pro-
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cedures, certain standards have been established, such as public hearings and 

audit groups, which have proven to be less useful in the aim to practice delibera-

tive democracy. The theoretical discussion as well as the empirical evidence pre-

sented in this chapter have further shown that hopes for consensual and rational 

decision making have not been met, as participants feel obliged to stick to their 

opinions and speak for their group of peers. 

Considering that the participatory turn evolved as the response to a legitima-

cy crisis, it is deemed necessary to check whether legitimacy and greater accep-

tance of decisions can be achieved through participatory procedures. While there 

is no straightforward answer to that question, as the purposes of participation are 

often unclear, certain societal functions of participation in procedures have been 

identified, such as community building and individual learning processes. In view 

of the importance of public approval in siting processes, it can generally be ar-

gued that institutional settings are crucial for the elucidation of public acceptance. 

In particular, the role of environmental administration and local government re-

quires attention. Accountability of decision makers in the procedure, Webler et al. 

(2001) argue, is essential for the acceptance of a procedure and decisions made 

thereafter.  

The high degree of approval for decisions-in-principle, combined with fading 

interest in participation in assessment procedures, supports Lipset’s (1981) argu-

ment that the perceived legitimacy of decisions are a consequence of the govern-

ment–citizen relationship. In this context, the majority of Finnish citizens claim to 

trust their elected representatives. This trust is accompanied by a lack of “partici-

patory tradition” (Nuclear Energy Agency 2004a), and the inability of assessment 

procedures to “meet the needs of the affected public” (ibid.), whatever these may 

be. Based on similar argumentation, Ruostetsaari (2009) states that Finnish citi-

zens prefer to influence energy policy via consumption rather than through parti-

cipation in elections and planning and assessment procedures. In another publica-

tion, Ruostetsaari argues that “civil society remained weak”, despite structural 

changes in energy policy making (2010). In general, the combination of dominant 

competent authorities and citizens’ “negligible interest in participation” is to be 

understood as reason behind ineffective intervention by civil society (ibid.: 273). 

Following this finding, we can argue that the international standardisation of par-

ticipatory processes in, for instance, environmental impact assessments procedu-

res may be effective in terms of “successful” siting processes; however, it may be 

the case that the applied tools are not appropriate and fail to address the issue of 

legitimacy. 
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Accordingly, the reason for the high acceptance of the governmental de-

cisions is unlikely to be found in the participatory elements of an environmental 

impact assessment (and we can generalise here over different energy projects 

assessments). On the contrary, conflict-laden relationships are possibly reinforced 

in procedures in which privately funded actors determine structure and content, 

while the local government together with the proponent negotiates terms of com-

pensation in closed sessions, as in the case of the final repository for spent fuel. 

The general attitude of the regional environmental administration of observing 

rather than engaging is problematic, as it adds to the lack of accountable decision 

makers in the procedure. As a consequence, trust in authorities is not restored but 

threatened to decrease further.  

Deliberative democracy theory’s focus on consensual decision making among 

citizens fails to acknowledge that their opinions, in the end, may not have an ef-

fect on the decision but rather that their participation is important for learning 

processes and relationship building. However, existing dissent may be reinforced 

through participatory siting procedures in which parts of the community decide to 

decline participation, as the next chapter will show. Thus, fragile relationships 

between community members may be adversely affected, resulting in the opposite 

of the desired effect.  
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5 Talking regulation – talking war 

This chapter64 presents a narrative account of the conflict about the channelling 

and damming of the Ii River in the area of Kollaja from the perspective of resi-

dents who oppose the project and who have declined participation in the partici-

patory procedure. In particular, it focuses on these residents’ understanding of a 

legal and legitimate procedure. In the light of the thematic focus of this thesis, the 

following description reflects on the legalistic atmosphere of assessment procedu-

res, showing that in this particular case the legal status of the procedure dominates 

the opponents’ discourse.  

This study of the Kollaja conflict with a specific focus on the perceived lega-

lity will allow conclusions on the overall theme of this thesis, scrutinising pur-

poses and outcomes of participatory procedures by using examples of recent nu-

clear and hydro power project plans in Finland. Considering the previous chapter, 

where it was stated that continuous public participation in a procedure is necessa-

ry in order to initiate a learning process and increase acceptance of the procedure 

as well as subsequent decisions, this chapter will illustrate a case where participa-

tion has been rejected by residents because of institutional arrangements. These 

institutional arrangements, and in particular the dominance of the company-

consultant in the siting procedure, has been discussed in depth in Chapters 2 and 3 

in reference to nuclear power projects. The following analysis will draw the con-

clusion that this dominance is a general feature of large-scale energy project plan-

ning in Finland, and probably elsewhere, as an international exchange over prac-

tices and transnational policy formulation have been identified. Yet it should be 

kept in mind that the Kollaja-case is somewhat exceptional, as legislative 

amendments and thus the involvement of the Finnish parliament would have been 

required, had the latest plan been approved. I will nevertheless argue that certain 

institutional structures and a particular allocation of competencies is a feature 

common to large-scale energy projects beyond the specific cases of this thesis. 

In the following section (5.1), the case of the recent assessment of the plan 

for a Kollaja reservoir will be outlined with reference to an earlier assessment, 

which has already been introduced in section 3.3 of this thesis. This section is 

further informed by relevant publications by the proponent, strategy papers by the 

Finnish government as well as recent news coverage. Section 5.2 then illustrates 

this contested assessment procedure case by quoting extensively from interviews 

                                                        
64 An earlier version of this chapter has been published in Nuttall et al. (2011).  
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with local residents, who either declined participation in the procedure or have 

otherwise expressed worries about the recent procedure’s soundness. All inter-

viewees have been renamed, not only for the sake of anonymity but also in order 

to make clear that the narrative builds on my understanding of the interviews. 

Because this chapter aims to illustrate the conflict comprehensively, overlaps with 

references of preceding chapters could not be avoided. 

5.1 Contested hydro power projects 

In its latest climate and energy strategy declaration, the Finnish government 

committed itself to promoting wind, hydro, and nuclear power. 

In constructing our own capacity, priority will be given to plants that do not 

emit greenhouse gases, […] and financially profitable and environmentally 

acceptable hydro and wind power plants. Furthermore, we will prepare for 

constructing additional nuclear power. 

(Finland, Government, 2008: 5, see also Chapter 2)  

Decisions on additional nuclear power were made in summer 2010, when two of 

the three submitted applications for nuclear power plants were approved by go-

vernment and later ratified by parliament. Assessment procedures for large wind 

parks in Northern Finland and Lapland are well under way, especially along the 

northern coast of the Ostrobothnian Bay and in Tunturi Lapland (Kittilä and So-

dankylä municipalities). The prospect of rising base load energy on the one hand 

and the exploitation of highly fluctuating (thus “unreliable”) wind power on the 

other hand has increased discursive pressure on the harnessing of principally pro-

tected river sites, which are situated mainly along the Ounas, Kemi and Ii Rivers. 

Two Finnish hydro power projects in particular have a gained infamous reputation, 

as they have been proposed in different versions over and over again. The latest 

proposals cite the national energy strategy as well as the EU Water Framework 

Directive and, here especially, the need for flood protection as justifications for 

the projects. Environmental regulation and strategic decisions by the national 

government frame the discourses at the local level, where opponents of the pro-

ject argue against governmental strategies and interpret the legal situation diffe-

rently. The following paragraphs will introduce the theme of this chapter by desc-

ribing the legislative dimension of the conflict in terms of acts and court decisions.  
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The proponents for reservoirs face legal obstacles in the areas of Kollaja and 

Vuotos. In the latter case, the Supreme Administrative Court cancelled a construc-

tion license after civic appeals (KHO:2002:86). In the case of Kollaja, the pro-

posed reservoir would, if licensed, severely affect protected rapids on a forty-

kilometre stretch of the Ii River (Law for the Protection of Rapids, Koskiensuoje-

lulaki, 1987/35). In addition, the inland delta of Pudasjärvi, situated upstream 

from Kollaja on the Ii River, has the status of a Natura 2000 site, which is regula-

ted by the EU habitats and birds directives (92/43/EEC and 97/409/EEC). The 

area of Vuotos was as well suggested as a Natura 2000 site by environmental 

NGOs; however, the Finnish government did not support the suggestion.  

In the case that the Regional Environment Centre had approved of the latest 

plan for a Kollaja reservoir, the proponent planned to propose a revision of the 

Law for the Protection of Rapids. The environmental minister, Paula Lehtomäki, 

confirmed this procedure. It was further stated that a simple majority in par-

liament would suffice for the law’s amendment. The decision by the Regional 

Environment Centre depended on the feasibility of the proposed measures to 

avoid adverse impacts on the Natura 2000 areas. In 2009, after the proponent 

submitted the application for an artificial reservoir at Kollaja, the Regional Envi-

ronment Centre dismissed the proposal. The proponent recently declared that it is 

continuing work on a proposal that allows for construction while preserving the 

Natura 2000 area.  

The progress of the Kollaja project has come to a halt with the statement by 

the authority in 2009, in which it was argued that the project threatens the Na-

tura area of the Pudasjärvi inland delta. Pohjolan Voima decided that the pro-

ject proposal needs modifications so that the Natura area can be preserved. 65 

The political implications of the recent assessment procedure for a Kollaja reser-

voir and the importance of negotiated procedural conduct should not be neglected. 

The introduction of the Law for the Protection of Rapids was a major achieve-

ment of the newly established Ministry of the Environment in the 1980s. Political 

constellations allowed the new ministry to claim certain competencies and to 

further environmental protection regulation. Because the ministry was not run by 

                                                        
65 “Kollaja-hankkeen eteneminen pysähtyi vuoden 2009 lopulla viranomaisen lausuntoon, jossa kat-
sottiin, että hanke vaarantaisi Pudasjärven suiston Natura-arvoja. Pohjolan Voima on nyt päättänyt 
tehdä suunnitelmaan tarvittavat muutokset niin, että Natura-arvot säilyvät.” press release by Pohjolan 
Voima August 19 2010, http://www.pohjolanvoima.fi/fi/?id=28selArticle=805 [retrieved 2 December 
2010], my translation, H.S. 
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the conservative Centre Party like the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry at that 

time but by Social Democrats who had a less strong affiliation with industry,66 it 

was possible to introduce protection regulation such as the Law for the Protection 

of Rapids, Koskiensuojelulaki. Matti Ahde, the then-Minister for the Environment, 

explained in an interview that the introduction of the protection of the remaining 

unharnessed rivers was possible due to the fact that their hydro power potential 

was considered rather small. The forthcoming Water Act was considered suffi-

cient by the conservative part of the government in terms of regulating water 

protection, and the conservation of specific sites was lobbied against by hydro 

power companies. Especially the exclusion of the Ii River from protective regula-

tion was called for. In the end, the Law for the Protection of Rapids, including 

stretches of the Ii River, was enacted separately, thus requiring only a simple ma-

jority in a parliamentary review to abandon the law, whereas the inclusion of the 

sites in the Water Act would have been more robust against any attempts to revise 

the law.  

As illustrated above, in 2009 the respective Regional Environment Centre 

published a negative statement on the possibility of averting adverse effects on 

the protected sites. However, this statement concerned especially the protection of 

areas listed under the Natura 2000 scheme. Had these Natura 2000 areas been 

likely to be preserved, the Law for the Protection of Rapids would probably have 

been submitted for parliamentary revision. Thus, only in combination with EU 

environmental protection could the Law for the Protection of Rapids be preserved.  

The Law for the Protection of Rapids lists 53 sites all over Finland, and its 

revision would probably have “opened the door” to the exploitation of other cur-

rently protected areas. In that context it was expected that an approval of the Kol-

laja reservoir plan would increase the possibilities to build a reservoir at Vuotos, 

although these two projects are not related in legal terms. The legal status of the 

protected Ii River sites as well as of the assessment procedure has been hotly 

debated among residents, especially in the context of the latest assessment, during 

which old conflicts and anxieties started to resurface. 

In the 1960s and 1970s various plans were suggested for the utilisation of the 

Ii River on a much wider scale. The borders of the then-proposed reservoir Siuru-

                                                        
66 The Green League was formed in 1980. In 1983, Greens occupied two of 200 seats in parliament, 
doubling to four seats in 1987. Their influence was thus still minor when the Law for the Protection of 
Rapids was negotiated. Since 1999, the Green League has been part of the government coalition, 
involving all the difficulties of professionalisation of the former grassroots activist movement 
(Konttinen 2000, Paastela 2002). 
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an allas went far beyond the borders of the Kollaja reservoir plan today and in-

cluded for instance the complete diversion of the Siurua River which discharges 

into the Ii River further downstream. In addition to the existing five power plants, 

about a dozen power plants were originally planned.  

In the context of these original proposals, an extensive assessment was con-

ducted in the early 1980s (see also Chapter 3.3). The “Ii River Enquiry” (Iijoki-

selvitys), realised by the North Ostrobothnia Regional Planning Authority (Poh-

jois-pohjanmaan seutukaavaliitto 1984) in cooperation with universities, local 

entrepreneurs, environmental NGOs, municipal representatives and residents, 

came to the conclusion that the development of the river for hydro power pur-

poses was not recommendable. The enactment of the Law for the Protection of 

Rapids (1987/35) affirmed the decision legally.  

In spite of this, the debate about the reservoir never came to a total halt. The 

harsh conflict calmed down after the enactment of the law, though, it took a long 

time until the warring parts of the community came to terms. Then, in summer 

2007, Pohjolan Voima Oy (PVO) made another attempt to realise an amended 

version of the plan, this time focusing solely on a Kollaja reservoir.  

The proponent announced the commencement of an environmental impact 

assessment in June 2007, although the right to announce is reserved by the Re-

gional Environment Centre, being granted only after an environmental impact 

assessment programme has been approved. But only in December 2007 was the 

programme submitted. During the six months between June and December 2007 

confusion persisted about the official status of the assessment, and a range of 

local groups opposing the plans got active. They argued that a realisation of the 

new plan would violate the Law for the Protection of Rapids, and that the assess-

ment was thus illegal. The Act on Environmental Impact Assessment Procedure 

(468/1994), however, does not define any conditions under which an assessment 

could be prohibited as such. A parliamentary ombudsman, who had been consul-

ted by opponents, confirmed this interpretation and affirmed the legality of the 

procedure.67 Nevertheless, and for these two reasons (the unofficial start of the 

procedure and the legal obstacles against the building of the reservoir) a group of 

opponents claimed that the procedure was illegal. 

                                                        
67 “Eduskunnan apulaisoikeusasiamies antoi ratkaisunsa Kollaja-hankeen YVA-menettelystä  tehtyihin 
kanteluihin” – Parliamentary ombudsman publishes arbitration on the objection against the EIA 
procedure for the Kollaja project, http://www.ymparisto.fi/default.asp?contentid=282989&clan=fi 
[retrieved 2 December 2010], my translation, H.S. 
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The following description of the project and its likely impacts is based on in-

terviews with representatives of local fisheries and nature conversation or-

ganisations. The environmental impact assessment report was submitted in spring 

2008. The developer, Pohjolan Voima Oy, proposed a plan to divert the river from 

the lake of Pudasjärvi city68 into a reservoir to the north of the actual riverbed, 

channel it through a hydro power station, and then discharge the water into the Ii 

River further downstream. Over a stretch of approximately forty kilometres, only 

a fraction of the original amount water flow would still run through the old river-

bed. Situated in these forty kilometres is a ten-kilometre strip of protected rapids, 

Kipinänkoski, at the village of Kipinä. Since the altitude of the proposed reservoir 

area is higher than the altitude of the Ii River, another tributary that currently 

discharges into Pudasjärvi Lake would have to be excavated in order to allow for 

a change in the direction of its flow and in order to allow for the usage of the 

tributary as a canal to fill the reservoir. With the help of a series of dams the water 

would be prevented from flowing into the original riverbed and from draining into 

lower grounds. Importantly in a rhetoric sense, the power plant downstream of the 

reservoir would be situated on currently “dry land” before it discharges back into 

the Ii River, thereby avoiding the construction of a plant “in” the partly protected 

river. Much of the developer’s rhetorical effort is further dedicated to proving that 

the rapids will be “left in peace”69, since some water would still be running 

through the old riverbed after the reservoir is built.  

In spite of, or perhaps because of, this very sophisticated plan, citizens are 

concerned about a rise of water level and thus permanent submersion of land in 

the area of Lake Aitto (Aittojärvi), and in the area of Pudasjärvi city with its 9,000 

inhabitants, where a rare inland delta belongs to the Natura 2000 network. But not 

only undeveloped land would be affected. A permanent increase in the water level 

would produce a rise of water in the capillaries, which implies that buildings close 

to the shore would be exposed to moisture permanently. A further issue of concern 

is the final stretch of the Livo River, just before it drains into the Ii River. As men-

tioned above, this segment would have to be amended radically, in the sense that 

the direction of its flow would have to be reversed. Also to be considered are the 

efforts to reintroduce migratory fish into the Ii River through restocking measures 

                                                        
68 The literal translation of Pudasjärvi is “lake at the crotch of the river”. Both the city and the lake at 
which the city is situated are called Pudasjärvi. For the sake of clarity, I use the names Pudajärvi Lake 
and Pudasjärvi city, although it forms a pleonasm in the former case. 
69 The newspaper Kaleva headlined its issue on 4 December 2008, “PVO jättäisi kosket rauhaan” – 
“PVO [the developer] would leave the rapids in peace”. 
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and the building of fish ladders, as the Livo tributary is considered a good spaw-

ning ground. Opponents of the reservoir plan argue that the tributary may be cut 

off from the route if the flow in its lowest section were reversed, thus and all ef-

forts of reintroduction jeopardized. 

Efforts to reintroduce migratory fish are not only threatened by the diversion 

of flows, but also by possibly polluted waters. Much of the land proposed as the 

reservoir site in the current plan is presently peatland, including a few sites that 

are being harvested. When peatland, or worse, peat harvesting sites, are covered 

with water, CO2 is released into the air, and the water absorbs nutrients and pollu-

tants. The flooding of the reservoir would represent a threat to fish stocks downst-

ream from Pudasjärvi and severely hinder efforts to reintroduce migratory fish. In 

addition, the discharge decrease in the old riverbed implies that spawning grounds 

at the rapids of Kipinä different conditions will develop. It is contested whether 

the remaining flow will suffice to clean the riverbed and produce gravel suitable 

for spawning.  

This detailed description of the recent proposal gives an impression of the 

complexities involved in the project plan. Much of the discussion in the audit 

group meetings and public hearings thus focused on the proponent’s argumentati-

on of the technical solutions provided for the complex issues of harnessing this 

particular stretch of the river while at the same time avoiding damage to protected 

sites and the reintroduction of migratory fish. The proponent was keen on colla-

borating with residents – local experts – as they possessed valuable information 

on the particular environment. An analysis of the contestation of the proponent’s 

knowledge and scenarios published by the consultant, arguing for a thriving fish 

population under amended conditions, could unfortunately not be achieved within 

the limited context and research focus of this thesis. Nevertheless, the above-

illustrated dependency of the proponent on local knowledge should be considered 

a strong reason for opponents to decline participation in the procedure. By active-

ly withholding information, opponents chose to circumvent the participatory pro-

cedure and to submit this information to the coordinating authority, following the 

submission of the application by the power company. 

Different local groups argued against the plans to build a Kollaja reservoir not 

only conservationists. Some of their reasons should be mentioned here as they 

shed light on local economic development that is often neglected in the argument 

about the economic benefit a reservoir would bring to the community through the 

payment of taxes. For instance, the rapids of Kipinä are important for leisure 

fishing, regarding both tourism and residential activities. Boating on the original 
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river stretch would become difficult in the sense that submerged dams would be 

build to retain water in the riverbed. It is expected that the water quality of con-

necting lakes and river branches will decrease due to the low current.  

Reindeer herders in the Pudasjärvi area see their livelihood severely threa-

tened by the reservoir plan. The reservoir and its intake and outlet channels would 

fragment natural pastures and cut the area of one reindeer herding cooperative in 

half. Due to the depth and strong current of the water in the channels, passage 

would be impossible. It is expected that the ice cover would become unstable 

during winters, and many reindeer might drown trying to cross the channels. The 

reindeer herding cooperative would have to reorganise, likely splitting up and 

joining neighbouring communities to the south and north.  

The Ii River Enquiry in the 1980s already assessed these local livelihoods and 

published suggestions for regional development alternatives to the reservoir plans. 

This is important considering the frequently provided justifications by nuclear and 

hydro power companies that the non-implementation of a proposed project equals 

“no development”, often expressed in the term of a “zero-option”. The local op-

position to the reservoir at Vuotos argue that choosing the zero-option does not 

equal no development, and in their attempt to more effectively reach politicians in 

the far south of Finland, opponents have published figures about the economic 

gains from, for instance, tourism activities. While power companies aim to create 

an image of improving uninhabitable places in the sparsely populated north, resi-

dents of these areas aim to define their land as rich and thriving, and often as 

romantic places that appeal to tourists around the world and are threatened by 

industrial advances (see Rautio 2010 for the rhetorical accounts of Finnish 

Lapland in terms of the mythical and the miserable).  

5.2 Talking regulation: the perspective of local opponents 

Jukka owns a cottage and several building plots in the area of Kollaja; his mother 

lives close to the shore of Lake Pudasjärvi. Being in his mid-forties, the trouble 

about the reservoir has run through his whole life, and since his father was one of 

the main actors in the movement against the plan in the 1980s, the subject has 

occupied his family for decades. Jukka remembers well the harsh conflict in the 

community when the earlier plan was assessed and how things calmed down after 

the Law for the Protection of Rapids came into force in 1987. His family and 

friends had suffered personal losses, he claims, and when the planning of the 

reservoir started all over again, his father was deeply disturbed and finally died. 
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His mother would like to avoid any further conflict, yet Jukka seems to have inhe-

rited his father’s role.  

From Jukka’s perspective, the latest assessment procedure jeopardizes all ear-

lier achievements such as the peace and trust that had slowly been restored after 

the conflict in the eighties with the help of the Ii River Enquiry and the Law for 

the Protection of Rapids. He claims that the situation is worse today, since every-

body believed that planning had finally come to an end. 

Jukka is furious about the proposal and activities of the hydro power compa-

ny because the state is a major shareholder. He thus exclaims, the planning pro-

cess “is state terror. A state-owned company is terrorising the people in the river-

side”.  

Jukka: 

So the people are feeling like the state is attacking people. And, okay, now we 

have the law, the koskiensuojelulaki, so the preservation of these wild rivers. 

So we are protected by the law, but the company does not care! They think 

they can do whatever they want, because the state owns the company. 

While the company responsible for the planning is believed to be fully backed by 

the state, opposing residents lack this support, Jukka claims. In fact, in the course 

of the assessment procedure several ministers have declared their willingness to 

reconsider the Law for the Protection of Rapids.70  

Jukka: 

The companies think that laws are just for changing. People in Pudasjärvi 

think that laws are something we can rely on. So it is a basic difference. 

Residents of the Pudasjärvi/Kollaja area, Jukka claims, rely on particular regula-

tion that supports their daily lives. Power companies, on the other hand, are ac-

cused of conceiving of laws instrumentally, assuming a great command over le-

gislative content. In another case, the law-making powers of Finnish companies 

had just become apparent when Nokia suggested the introduction of Lex Nokia 

(48/2008), which now allows companies to monitor the correspondence of their 

employees. A formerly illegal activity was thus legalised in order to provide secu-

rity for the employer. 

                                                        
70 The regional newspaper Kaleva titled on 25 May 2009, “Lehtomäen Kollaja-kanta saa tukea” – 
“Minister of the Environment Lehtomäki’s Kollaja-base gets further support for building the reser-
voir”. 
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Considering that the Finnish state holds major shares in power companies, the 

degree of state involvement is considerable. As mentioned earlier in reference to 

the case of nuclear power, administrative responsibility over state holdings and 

the objective to support industrial interests coincided within the Ministry of Em-

ployment and the Economy until recently (Lampinen 2009). This entanglement, 

or “industry–administrative alliance” (Säynässalo 2009), combined with the wil-

lingness of conservative ministers to abolish environmental conversation legisla-

tion, has produced insecurity among citizens possibly affected by renewed plan-

ning processes. In this context, Wynne’s argument about the ritualistic – rather 

than meaningful – nature of planning processes applies, as the decision on the 

reservoir seems to depend on the availability of technological solutions to prevent 

adverse impacts on areas protected under the Natura 2000 network, with political 

decisions being negotiated elsewhere. The wider environmental assessment as 

well as public input appear to have little influence on that process. The impacts of 

this planning and decision making context are in itself adversely affecting con-

cerned citizens like Jukka, who claims (see above) that the state is perceived as 

terrorising its own people.  

The conception of law as a reliable constant that should not be amended ac-

cording to changing political agendas is crucial in this context and connects to the 

discussion by Luhmann (2000) about the “factual quality” law often assumes 

(Bora 2010, see also 2.2 of this thesis). Moreover, the community of Pudasjärvi’s 

social well-being relies on the existence of a specific provision. The importance 

of the Law for the Protection of Rapids for everyday interaction is displayed in 

the argument about state terror. Legality is threatened in two ways, as, firstly, 

opponents argued that the company’s implementation of the procedure is illegal 

because affected sites are legally protected. Secondly, it was argued that since the 

proponent announced the commencement of the assessment long before a pro-

posal had officially been submitted, the procedure was not taking place according 

to the law.  

Legality has emerged as a major theme in the protest movement. One of the 

movement’s slogans against the reservoir thus reads: Lain puolesta – “On the side 

of the law” (figure 4). The claim of residents that activities of the partly state-

owned company are unlawful is further expressed in the war rhetoric. Ei koskiso-

taa – “No war about rapids” and Kollaja kestää – “Kollaja will hold” (figures 5 

and 6) are two other slogans of the opposition movement, the latter in reference to 

the famous expression Kollaa kestää thus employing an analogy with a battle in 
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Eastern Finland during the Winter War.71 Following Jukka’s argument, the current 

war is taking place between the residents of Pudasjärvi and a state–industry al-

liance that promotes the construction of a reservoir at Kollaja.  

 

Fig. 3. Banners at the EIA hearing in Pudasjärvi on 27 May 2009. Lain puolesta – ”On 

the side of the law” and Allaspeikko – mielipuolista piinaa jo 50 v.! – “Reservoir mon-

ster – the insane causing pain for 50 years!” Photo courtesy of the author. 

 

                                                        
71 Outgunned Finnish troops successfully fought the Soviet front in the area of Kollaa, alongside the 
Kollaa River during the Winter War (1939–40). A conversation between the Major General and a 
Lieutenant about the question whether the Kollaa lines will hold was carried on and became the title of 
a popular book (Palolampi 1940). 
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Fig. 4. Banners at the EIA hearing in Pudasjärvi on 27 May 2009. Kollaja kestää – a 

“Kollaja will hold” and Jokirosvot Mauri ja Paula – “River pirates Mauri and Paula” 

(Ministers of Economic Affairs and the Environment). Photo courtesy of the author. 

 

Fig. 5. Demonstration at the EIA hearing in front of Oulu public library on 1 June 2009. 

Kollaja kestää – ei allasta – “Kollaja will hold – no reservoir”. Photo courtesy of the 

author. 
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Repeated planning processes signify alternating times of peace and times of war 

between partaking residents on one level and opposing residents and the industry–

administrative alliance on another level. Pirjo, a representative of a local envi-

ronmental NGO in Pudasjärvi, tells about her worries regarding the planning and 

assessment of a reservoir at Kollaja. 

Pirjo:  

[W]e have been in peace in this area, and we have thought that these protec-

ting laws are made forever. [...] If they saved the river twenty years ago, WHY 

is it suddenly possible to start it again? They haven’t moved any law. […] 

There is a law that people have the right to trust on the law! 

For the residents of the Ii River, the Law for the Protection of Rapids has not been 

an ordinary law, but can be considered a peace agreement. Pirjo further relates the 

issue to basic human rights, as she mentions the right to rely on existing regulati-

on. She presupposes that laws can be taken for granted until a new agreement has 

been reached. But while she concurs that it is possible to revise regulation, the 

construction of a reservoir would first and foremost require the societal negotiati-

on of a new agreement.  

Pirjo further argues that assessment provisions have been applied incorrectly. 

In her interpretation, the environmental impact assessment procedure should not 

have been allowed to commence. An ombudsman, who had been consulted when 

the question of the assessment’s legality arose, decided that the assessment may 

take place. Pirjo continues to question the decision about the legality of the pro-

cedure. In addition, she sought the help of the regional authority against the pro-

ponent’s activities: 

Pirjo:  

And I called, of course, the environment centre and asked: “Is it possible that 

THEY [the proponent] start the process? Because it is you, you have to say 

yes”.  

The problem with regulation in the context of the conflict over a Kollaja reservoir 

is, on the one hand, the status of the Law for the Protection of Rapids, and, on the 

other hand, the interpretation of what is a legitimate procedure.  

In a situation in which the environmental administration engages only reluc-

tantly, the proponent has all possibilities to pursue the “illegal” planning process, 

Pirjo argues, and draws on a comparison with Nazi Germany.  
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Pirjo:  

I think it WAS the first time in Finland that some firma [...] can start somet-

hing like this. And it was really rough and raw what they are doing. You are 

German, and I don’t want to – but they act a little bit – there were so many 

same kind of ways to act like Hitler. 

Again, war rhetoric is sought, and the analogy with a despotic, illegitimate state 

emphasises the image of authoritarian behaviour and unlawfulness. In this inter-

pretation of the recent planning and assessment activities, laws are broken and 

ignored, indirectly supported by a passive environmental administration and acti-

vely supported by the state through its responsibility as a shareholder.  

Juho, a representative of a municipal council and of a fisheries district, dis-

cusses the robustness of the Law for the Protection of Rapids.72 

Juho: But, but. Ten years ago we got a law, koskiensuojelulaki. This is a dif-

ferent question, because ten years ago we put this area, these rivers into a 

packet [aside]. And now we need energy. Should we open this?! And the long-

term difficult question is, if we should open this now. We are afraid that after 

ten years we are discussing this pool and this power plant, and this power 

plant. 

HS: Yes, the whole river. 

Juho: Whole river. [...] This is a very hard question.  

The Law for the Protection of Rapids did not only put an end to the plan for a 

single reservoir, but it further ended the planning of twelve additional power 

plants along the river’s course. According to Juho, the “package was tied up” in 

1987, wrapping a river that then, and still, had only been harnessed on its last fifty 

kilometres before it drains into the sea. Juho continues to employ the image of a 

package when he questions if it is a good idea to “open” the law in times of inc-

reasing energy needs. He claims that the opening, or untying, of the packet for a 

Kollaja reservoir may also bring about the damming of the river upstream from 

Kollaja. Opponents of the reservoir plans suspected that the struggle about Kolla-

ja is a test case for other hydro power projects in protected areas, such as those on 

the Vuotos and Ounas Rivers. The Ounas River is protected by again another, 

separate, law and has been eyed because of its thus far unharnessed hydro power 

                                                        
72 Contrary to Juho’s statement, this law came into force in 1987. 
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potential. In the following, Juho describes his understanding of how Finnish 

people conceive of laws. 

Juho: And we believe, people believe and in Finland we believe if we have 

some law, and it’s not an old law, it has been made only ten years ago. [...] 

We cannot open this. Maybe after hundred years. Or five hundred years. But 

not now. [...] It’s not good if we make a law now and the next government 

opens it. We can repair it, of course. And fix it a little bit, but don’t open this 

law as such. We don’t believe that the big questions have changed. ((Finnish 

utterance follows))  

TK: ((translating)) So it’s against our sense of justice. Or sense of how the 

law is set. 

In Juho’s understanding, laws are conceived of as something permanent, or at 

least long-term, exceeding a person’s lifetime. Juho later claims that “law is law”, 

perhaps in reference to the permanence of laws of nature. The durability of laws 

prevents them being compromised in times of changing political interest. The 

‘sense of how the law is set’, and how it endures, has repercussions on people’s 

daily life. In this case, life along the river banks formed in cohesion with new 

legislative elements following the enactment in 1987. Then, the Law for the Pro-

tection of Rapids was one answer to some ‘big questions’. Since these ‘big ques-

tions’ have not changed, the answer is still valid, Juho claims. The abolishment of 

the law would thus be completely unfounded. 

Despite his earlier statement that he does not know much about environmen-

tal legislation, Juho does not seem to be unaware of legal issues in regard to the 

specific assessment and planning procedure. However, he qualifies his and other 

lay people’s understanding of the legal framework and describes how the preva-

lent local conflict has brought about engagement with certain legislative texts. 

Juho:  

Generally we don’t speak about laws. But professional people, like for exam-

ple, Iijoen suojeluyhdistys [Organisation for the Protection of the Ii River]. 

[...] They have professional people, they speak about laws. They speak laws. 

And they argue about details with reference to laws. And they help us. [...] In 

normal situation laws, these laws – Okay, we are thinking that we have good 

laws, but we don’t need them every time, every day. These laws are usually 
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very far away. But when we have some kind of crisis situation, we need laws. 

Now. And maybe we read these laws too. 

Juho later continues to tell about the engagement of locals with the assessment 

procedure and possible consequences of the conflict. 

Juho:  

In Pudasjärvi, people don’t understand this assessment, these big numbers. 

But it’s still important to us, for the river. That we take care of this. Let’s ima-

gine, what could be the future? If we can keep this law closed, this process 

has been good for us. And I think that after that we can develop this area 

much more effective than now. Because we will have won this fight. [...] And 

we believe in our government, we believe in our area, and it’s good – the as-

sessment procedure would be good way to market our area. I believe that in 

the future we have a green river, not a black river. And this struggle could be 

our possibility. 

The highly technical assessment, which featured for instance a computer simula-

tion of the river’s flow under altered conditions, an economic assessment of the 

municipality’s future prosperity, effects on the flora and fauna of the river basin 

and so forth, was largely incomprehensible for the average citizen. However, the 

‘big numbers’ of the assessment results affect everybody and are thus important. 

Even Juho, who is cautious in his expressions, speaks of a fight between the com-

pany and the community. 

In Juho’s description, but also in other interviews with residents and civil ser-

vants, the difficulties of engaging with regulation were discussed. It was argued 

that appellate procedures, following the granting of a license, are demanding and 

complex. Usually the help of legal experts is taken into consideration before an 

appeal is made. However, legal advice is expensive, and involved NGOs often 

seek help from lawyers who volunteer as legal counsellors.  

Another aspect of talking regulation in the context of planning and assessing 

energy projects in Finland relates to the different legislators. From the viewpoint 

of project developers, it is important not to “mess with Brussels”, whereas na-

tional legislation is perceived as less stringent and amenable to negotiation (see 

also Chapter 3). Proposals to amend national legislation, such as the Law for the 

Protection of Rapids, are frequently mentioned in the Finnish discussion, and 

industrial lobbies are known for their law-making powers. On the other hand, 

both opponents and proponents of hydro power projects utilise EU directives for 
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the pursuit of their strategies. As part of the Water Framework Directive 

(2000/60/EC), and recently laid down in the Directive on the Assessment and 

Management of Flood Risks (2007/60/EC), flood protection measures are pro-

posed by power companies with the aim of protecting residents from spring 

floods and storing the water in reservoirs, thereby improving hydro power regula-

tion. Opponents focus on European aims to conserve natural habitats and birds 

(92/43/EEC and 79/409/EEC). 

5.3 Discussion of findings 

In the conflict about a water reservoir in the area of Kollaja in Northern Finland, 

locals have argued their understanding of legitimate action and legal procedures. 

On the one hand, this relates to the status of a specific law that protects a list of 

“valuable” river sites, including the stretch of the Ii River that would be affected 

by the proponent’s plan for a reservoir. Jukka, Pirjo and Juho argued that they 

expect that once enacted, laws should be somewhat immune to changing political 

agendas and industrial lobbying. Moreover, the law is conceived of as a sort of 

peace contract which the community continues to rely on after it was divided over 

the reservoir question for many years. Those who have suffered personal losses 

during the “war” in the 1970s and 1980s feel that the law not only protects the 

rapids but also that it protects them as members of a social community. The recent 

advances by the power company and the declared willingness of a range of politi-

cians to review the Law for the Protection of Rapids have created a lot of anxiety. 

The peace was threatened, and opposing locals again sought support in the rule of 

law with reference to the “right to trust in the law”. 

On the other hand, the procedure itself has emerged as a theme of the local 

discourse about regulation and its application. While the assessment in the 1980s 

was perceived as extensive and thorough, as supervised by a rather impartial or-

ganisation, the recent assessment failed to achieve this. The recent assessment has 

been alleged illegitimate in regards to the party that conducted it. Some argued 

further that the procedure was illegal, as rules were breached when the proponent 

announced the commencement of the procedure although no programme had been 

submitted to the coordinating authority.  

The participatory elements of the latest assessment procedure have been iden-

tified as rituals in terms of the meaninglessness of public input they provide. In-

deed, the public meetings were called “sales shows” (Interview Pirjo) which were 

often not worth attending. In addition, one’s own presence in the group meetings 
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of the environmental impact assessment procedure was perceived as not conduci-

ve to the goal of opposing the project, as one’s participation may have been inter-

preted as support for the reservoir. A group of local organisations declined to 

participate in the environmental impact assessment. The power company re-

peatedly sent out invitations to take part in the assessment, since it was clear that 

these local organisations had valuable information that could improve the project 

plan. These local organisations were however present at public hearings. In the 

form of demonstrations, they argued their case in the presence of the Regional 

Environment Centre and the consultant.  

We can conclude that these locals did not conceive of the offered oppor-

tunities to participate as a means of influencing planning and decision making. In 

the absence of an impartial supervisory institution, it was assumed to be impossi-

ble to engage in the procedure in a way which went beyond the submission of 

information that the proponent would subsequently use for its own purposes. 

Considering the offered opportunities for participation as a ritual that is deprived 

of any meaning as a tool to influence local planning, but which facilitates the 

siting of a hydro power reservoir in terms of the overall good of society and as 

outlined in the Finnish national energy strategy, we can argue that such a practice 

hardly improves trust in administrative and political institutions.  

A major problem these interviewed residents often emphasised was the inac-

tivity of regional environmental administration. In this particular case, the Re-

gional Environment Centre appeared overly cautious because the Ministry of the 

Environment was directly involved, and several ministers had declared that they 

were following the issue closely. Furthermore, the local government did not seem 

to recognise the need to become active in providing guidance on how the plan-

ning process should take place. In terms of an evaluation of Local Agenda 21 

processes, which have the goal of promoting sustainable planning at the subna-

tional level by strengthening the competencies and powers of local administration 

and government, we can thus wonder how independent and strong municipal 

governments and regional administration actually are (cf. Section 2.3 of this the-

sis).  

In the described situation of institutional paralysis, the proponent and, with it, 

the consultant occupied vacant policy spaces. Yet this ran against certain resi-

dents’ conception of legitimate procedures. Being crucially aware of legal provi-

sions, citizens argue that with their claims to stop the planning process they are 

standing on the right side of the law, lain puolesta. We can further argue that the 

focus on legal provisions and technological solutions constrains the citizens’ op-
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portunity to engage in the political discussion and decision making. The “iron 

cage” of law that Bora (2010) discerned prevails in combination with a techno-

scientific dominance, excludes citizens from participating in political dimensions 

of planning and decision making processes. 

Environmental legislation has aided the local community of Pudasjärvi regain 

stability. Citizens sought security in legislation, but were disappointed by the start 

of the recent assessment. The energy agenda had changed. Whereas in the 1980s 

hydro power potential was considered too small for exploitation, recent insights 

into climate change have made its potential more attractive. For the residents of 

the concerned areas in Northern Finland, continued planning processes that rarely 

seem to take into account previous assessment results and decisions have an im-

pact on the local community that has not yet been fully acknowledged. A local 

from the area of Vuotos claimed that although the project was met with such op-

position, the building of the reservoir would at least bring the planning process to 

an end. Thus, we can argue that in these cases of repeated planning processes, a 

binding decision is more desired than additional participation in planning and 

assessment processes. Getting back to Dietz and Stern’s (2008) claim about the 

fact that a developing understanding of environmental changes make government 

difficult (see Section 1.1 of this thesis), the different expectations at hand – the 

government expectations that residents accept adverse effects for the greater good 

as a rational choice, and residents expectations that government and administrati-

on provide security for their livelihoods – do not seem to be reconcilable through 

a participatory procedure that focuses on project implementation. Rather than 

(institutional) meddling to avoid political struggle, different methods need to be 

chosen, methods that allow for a reflection on the implications of governing under 

constantly changing circumstances.  
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6 “In Finland we do things as we are told”  
– final remarks 

The Finnish siting of nuclear power facilities, such as a final repository for spent 

nuclear fuel and recently two additional nuclear power plants, evokes admiration 

around the world. The recipe for these efficient manoeuvres are being sought – 

and presumably found in the licensing procedure. Two main factors for smooth 

processes have been identified in international comparison. The Nuclear Energy 

Agency interpreted the Finnish decision-in-principle as a mechanism that leaves 

little room for partisanship and political demagogy, thereby resolving political 

quarrels at the national level. On site, successfully implemented participatory 

schemes are based on international practices, the quality of which is ensured by 

communication experts employed by consultant firms in the siting process. The 

aim is to avoid conflict and to find consensus through reasonable or rational dis-

course. 

In this apolitical spirit, centre and right wing Finnish politicians praised nu-

clear facilities as serving the good of society, and quickly decided in favour of 

additional nuclear power in order to avoid “over-politicisation” of the issue. As 

nuclear power companies, and with them national governments around the world, 

struggle to site any nuclear facility without massive political protest, it is necessa-

ry to critically examine the recipes for planning, assessment and decision making 

that are developed through international exchange of best practices. Beyond a 

description of nuclear and hydro power siting cases, this thesis thus engaged con-

ceptual politics by examining the implications of welfare arguments in a decision 

making process and, in addition, by examining the ideological background of the 

“reasonable discourse” citizens are invited to participate in. These normative and 

idealistic notions were then juxtaposed with the reality of siting procedures, ad-

dressing a variety of issues that often go unnoticed, such as, firstly, the ritualistic 

nature of participatory assessments which leave little room for political argument 

and meaningful submissions beyond information on the local environment, and 

secondly, the roles of environmental administration and consultant firms in a 

procedure that is structurally geared towards approval of a project proposal.  

As a result of the theoretical and empirical analysis, this thesis argues for ad-

ditional critical attention towards participatory procedures, both at the level of 

administration and regulation, where public participation is conceptualised as well 

as at the local level, where guidelines are implemented according to a certain 

standard of practices. In particular, the case of the recent procedure for a hydro 
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power development on the Ii River calls for comparison with the participatory 

process at the same site in the 1980s. Analysis of this case suggests that the stan-

dardisation and internationalisation of procedures is progressing towards the grea-

ter efficiency in the siting of unwanted industrial projects, but also that it fails to 

achieve its declared aims, i.e. to make siting processes more democratic, to inc-

rease trust in decision makers etc. In the long run, this development towards more, 

but in certain respect flawed, participation may not constitute a sustainable soluti-

on. The participatory “show” may draw attention away from unresolved problems 

only in the short term. In the long term, decision makers and other actors involved 

in the process will remain unaccountable for adverse impacts on the biophysical 

and social environment.  

The problems of political inclusion and exclusion have been discussed in this 

thesis. Through increasing familiarity with participatory processes, residents in 

areas of increasing industrial activity may wish to avoid a procedure, suspecting 

that it has no meaning beyond an information exchange that may actually lead to 

the siting of an unwanted project. A “participation fatigue” may quickly occur, 

and, combined with the wish to actually influence decision making, increase 

frustration. In addition, participatory procedures may be dominated by organised 

groups in favour of or in opposition to the proposed project. This problem has 

been identified in earlier analysis of, for instance, public hearings but has not 

been resolved to this date. Moreover, common practices of siting procedures now 

include discussion (or “steering”) groups, to which specific organisations are 

invited to send a representative. These mechanisms are rarely reviewed in regard 

to their appropriateness and achievement of objectives, though their soundness is 

crucial, as they affect a procedure’s capacity to involve the average citizen. 

The goals of public participation have been reviewed here. It was argued that 

on a conceptual level objectives have not been clarified. The Finnish Act on the 

Environmental Impact Assessment Procedure states the aim to give citizen the 

opportunity to participate. But the sentence stops there, without explaining how 

they should participate, through which means and for what purpose. This (inten-

ded) vagueness is an open door to all kinds of interpretations. In a very pragmatic 

sense, the primary goal is avoid conflict and to make siting processes smooth and 

efficient. If the goal was to have a reasonable or rational discourse, as proposed 

by Rawls and Habermas, and if this goal was taken seriously, rational argument 

may, however, arrive at irreconcilable standpoints (Wynne 1982). But the drive to 

reach consensus overshadows a potentially adverse discussion from the start, as 

those who convene the procedure work on behalf of the industrial proponent and 
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are thus interested in the “successful” siting of a project, i.e. in gaining approval. 

To achieve this goal, the process is split into piecemeal parts, restricting the dis-

cussion to an information exchange and precluding political argument in general. 

The point I argued here is that such a procedure as we find it being imple-

mented in Finland and elsewhere is not necessarily the consequence of the regula-

tory provisions that demand opportunities for public participation. In fact, the 

vagueness of the EIA law indicates that many other forms of implementation 

could be chosen, and that citizens themselves could be invited to determine the 

very characteristics of a siting procedure, a procedure suggested by Olson (2006) 

for decision-making processes in a welfare state. Yet, in practice, involved actors 

– especially the conveners of a participatory procedure – deny the vagueness of 

procedural law, claiming that current processes are clearly defined by regulatory 

provisions and that this is non-negotiable. Statements such as “this is how we do 

things in Finland” 73 and “everything is done according to the law”74 occur fre-

quently in discussions with planners, consultants, and scientists in charge of parti-

cipatory schemes. In the case of one environmental impact assessment procedure 

program (Fennovoima 2008), a photograph of the Finnish constitution was used 

to foster this argument.  

In conclusion, procedures are negotiable, and they are indeed being nego-

tiated by public authorities, industrial proponents and the consultant firm. Howe-

ver, they are being negotiated without involving citizens in the process of proce-

dure making. Decision making for the good of society, according to Olson (2006), 

however, implies that citizens should be involved in the making of procedures.  

Moreover, the standardisation of assessment procedures across nations and 

cultures, and the exchange of “best practices” has elicited a framework that is 

independent of local needs. In Finland, and especially in the far North, this seems 

to be problematic, as local culture is denied in the process. The poor success of 

“fly-in” public hearings in sparsely populated areas supports Senecah in her claim 

that these opportunities for public participation are “the most deadly instruments 

ever devised” (Senecah 2004: 30), even more so as they are conducted according 

to a standard that has little meaning for the local community. The “opportunity” 

for participation is only given to those who actually have the ability to use a hea-

ring for making their own agenda known. 

                                                        
73 Quote from an interview with a consultant. 
74 Quote from an interview with a land use planner of a regional authority. 
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When the Act on the Environmental Impact Assessment procedure was being 

prepared in Finland, then-Minister of Justice Hannele Pokka argued that the law 

resembles a mere gesture towards citizens, and has little meaning beyond this 

dimension. In the case of a proposal for an artificial reservoir at Kollaja, the pro-

cedure was heavily criticised for being illegitimate, and even illegal considering 

the way it was implemented. One major problem was the reluctant engagement of 

the regional environmental authority, which was perceived to be the only legiti-

mate actor concerning making announcements, conducting hearings and guiding 

the process in general. In contrast to a lack of trust in the assessment procedure, 

environmental protection law was considered much more reliable for social co-

hesion. This justifies Minister Pokka’s apprehensive statement that the EIA Act 

does not add substantially to existing legislation. Although it has been argued that 

environmental protection has been improved through assessment procedures, this 

cannot be claimed for decision making processes that were meant to foster de-

mocracy and increase trust in decision making institutions.  

At the same time as procedures are biased towards the efficient siting of a 

large-scale energy project, employing a highly skilled professional corps of con-

sults for that purpose, citizens are nevertheless expected to disregard their own 

needs, history and wishes behind a “veil of ignorance”, as proposed by Rawls, 

and to engage in reasonable discourse. In this thesis I argued that this ideology, 

which continues to have its strong advocates in the social sciences, further curtails 

a deliberative process, which is already highly restricted in its focus on the local 

biophysical, social and economic environment. What is being cut off is the oppor-

tunity to have a political argument, to discuss ethical and moral implications of 

large-scale energy projects and their legacies. While the consultant is right to 

argue that it is not his or her task to discuss these themes with residents, other 

involved actors argue similarly.  

At the point when political, ethical and moral questions may finally be dis-

cussed, during the governmental debate on the decision-in-principle, “under-

politicization” is favoured over “over-politicization”, and, in any case, citizens are 

hardly able to contribute to this discussion. This combination of proceduralization 

and de-politicization is problematic, as it produces opportunities for participation 

in processes that are devoid of what citizens of a democracy are meant to partici-

pate in: the governance of their own society. It is the attempt by those in power to 

reach higher moral grounds by depoliticising political questions. Yet, rational 

discourse and pragmatic decision making, as it is popularly phrased in Finland, 

only hides hidden agendas and does not resolve the problem of accountability.  
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Further research, especially in its more applied dimensions, should focus on 

different models for participatory processes, as there is vast literature available, 

and experiences from different (national) contexts should be taken into account in 

order to make the Finnish procedures meaningful. More importantly, experimen-

tation with a variety of participatory methods could be a means to adapt an unspe-

cific, standardised procedure to local needs. This is highly important in the less 

densely populated areas of the Finnish and circumpolar North, where cultures of 

political argument may differ from their southern counterparts. The first step to-

wards acceptance of decisions is the acceptance of procedures as being meaning-

ful, appropriate and legitimate. Different formats have yet to be negotiated. 

Furthermore, to make participation in planning and assessment procedures 

more meaningful, regulatory requirements have to be formulated in more exact 

terms, especially regarding the means and purposes of public input. Recent re-

views of respective Finnish legislation have shied away from this task, ignoring 

the fact that engendering opportunities for the public participation are the decided 

aim of the EIA Act, the relevance of which has to be sorted.  

In addition to these tasks for applied research and regulatory review, there is a 

need for research that compares the implementation of procedures across nations 

and regions, and at the same time juxtaposes different types of projects to be sited. 

This will help to make informed choices on the very methods applied in planning 

and assessment processes, and support the tasks outlined above. 

To conclude, this thesis presents novel insights that will benefit from further 

validation in the future. In particular, it has moved the otherwise neglected issues 

of participatory procedures centre stage, especially the role of the consultant as 

the “invisible hand” – to use Smith’s famous expression (Smith 1904) as a me-

taphor in this context – defining processes and determining relationships whilst 

denying any kind of influence. This thesis has also argued for a more critical self-

assessment of social scientists regarding their own role in the promotion of “ra-

tional”, consensus-seeking debate where political argument and open conflict 

would be more appropriate. Hence, it has been argued that standardisation and 

professionalization do not automatically imply improvement of earlier methods; 

rather, the rationale defines efficient siting as the overall aim. Finally, in an over-

view, it has been hypothesised that local cultures of political communication are 

overridden by seemingly rational processes. Despite being rational for the protec-

tion of the biophysical environment, standard procedures are devoid of local ra-

tionality. 
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Annex A Interviews 

Table 2. List of affiliation of interviewees. 

Friends of the Earth Finland 

GreenFree Finland 

Greenpeace Finland 

Member of Eurajoki municipal government 

Member of Parliament, Green League 

Member of Parliament, Social Democrats 

Member of Pudasjärvi local government, chairman of Iijoki fisheries organisation (Iijoen kalastusalue) 

Metsähallitus, Land use and environment department 

Metsähallitus, Wind energy section 

Northern Ostrobothnia Regional Environment Centre 

Pohjoiskalotin neuvosto 

Pohjois-pohjanmaan lintutieteellinen yhdistys (member of Bird Life Finland), Finnish Environment Institute 

Pöyry Finland 

Regional Council of Lapland, land use planning 

Resident of Oulu and Pudasjärvi 

Teollisuuden Voima Oy 

University of Lapland, Arctic Centre 

University of Oulu 

University of Tampere 

WWF Finland 
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Annex B Legislation 

Finnish legislation 

Act on Environmental Impact Assessment Procedure 468/1994; amendments up to 
458/2006 included 

Act on Environmental Permit Authorities 87/2000 
Act on Implementation of the Legislation on Environmental Protection 113/2000 
Act on the Assessment of the Impacts of the Authorities’ Plans, Programmes and Policies 

on the Environment 200/2005 
Act on Water Resources Management 1299/2004 
Decree on Environmental Impact Assessment Procedure 713/2006 
Environmental Protection Act 86/2000; amendments up to 137/2006 included 
Koskiensuojelulaki 1987/35 (Law for the Protection of Rapids, no translation available) 
Laki polttoturpeesta lauhdutusvoimalaitoksissa tuotetun sähkön syöttötariffista 2007 (Act 

on feed-in tariffs for electricity produced through the utilisation of peat, no translation 
available)  

Land Use and Building Act 132/1999 
Local Government Act 1995/365 
Mining Act 1965/503 
Nature Conservation Act 1096/1996  
Nature Conservation Decree 160/1997  
Nuclear Energy Act 990/1987; amendments up to 769/2004 included 
Nuclear Energy Decree 161/1988; amendments up to 430/2004 included 
Vesilaki 264/1961 (Water Act, no translation available) 

Conventions and EU directives 

Arhus Convention on Access to Information, Public Participation in Decision-making and 
Access to Justice in Environmental Matters 

Convention on Environmental Impact Assessment in a Transboundary Context, Finland 
1992 (Espoo Convention) 

Directive 2001/77/EC on the promotion of electricity produced from renewable energy 
sources in the internal electricity market 

Directive 2000/60/EC establishing a framework for Community action in the field of water 
policy 

Directive 2003/54/EC concerning common rules for the internal market in electricity and 
repealing Directive 96/92/EC 

Directive 92/43/EEC on the conservation of natural habitats and of wild fauna and flora 
Directive 79/409/EEC on the conservation of wild birds 
Directive 2007/60/EC on the assessment and management of flood risks 
Directive 2003/35/EC on the assessment of the effects of certain public and private pro-

jects on the environment 
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