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Abstract: This paper analyses interpretations made of the arrival of asylum seekers through Russia to Finland in the period 
from November 2015 to March 2016. Prior to that time, there were almost no asylum seekers at all from Russia to Finland, 
and their arrival end -
mentioned period has been reviewed for the purposes of the study. Even as it was happening, different interpretations of 
the nature of the issue were presented in the media. The topic is important in three ways. First, the activities of the Finnish 
media in connection with this small-scale crisis have hardly been studied at all. It is therefore now possible to make a basic 
analysis of how Finnish media reacted to the surprising situation that had arisen on the border between Russia and Finland. 
Second, if it was a hybrid warfare operation, what Russia achieved through it should be evaluated. Third, the analysis can be 
used to assess the likelihood of a strong influx of refugees into the European Union via Russia. It is very well known that 
Russia, like other great powers, is interested in increasing its influence abroad. Russia is also ready to use a variety of means 
to achieve its goals. In particular, the conquest of Crimea and the outbreak of war in eastern Ukraine in 2014 have shown 
that Russia does not shy away from aggressive operations that combine traditional military means with modern 
unconventional practices where necessary. However, it cannot be concluded that whenever Russia seems to be carrying out 
operations planned by state leadership, they really are such. Each case deserves a separate analysis. 
 
Keywords: hybrid operations, asylum seekers, refugees, Finland, Russia 

1. Introduction 

The main questions of the article are: What were the assumed reasons for the unexpected arrival of asylum 
seekers from Russia to Finland? What kind of reactions did it provoke in Finland? To what extent and on what 
grounds have conclusions been drawn as to whether this was a Russian operation? The strength of the 

activities in general. 
 
The main source material of the study is the Finnish press. The movement was covered from 1 November 2015 
to 31 March 2016, during which almost 1,800 refugees arrived in Finland. For the first ten months of 2015, and 
afterward, for the remainder of 2016, only a few asylum seekers arrived via Russia. The digitized collections of 
the National Library of Finland have been utilized in finding the material; Venäjä raja
have been used as search words. Of the later memoirs related to the theme, the work of Nina Järvenkylä (2019), 
in which she interviewed the Minister of the Interior Petteri Orpo and the Chief of Staff of the Ministry of the 
Interior Päivi Nerg, is worth mentioning. Orpo and Nerg were in the most important positions of responsibility 
at the Finnish Ministry of the Interior in 2015 2016. 
 
The most important study published so far is the article by Arild Moe and Lars Rowe (2016). Their article was 

Finland. In autumn 2015, about 5,500 asylum seekers came from Russia to Norway. When Norway significantly 
tightened the conditions under which asylum seekers were admitted in November 2015, the flow of asylum 

 are the most important 
point of comparison against which the events in Finland are examined in this paper. 
 
It is clear that the authorities responsible for Finnish security have analysed the events of 2015 2016 in many 
ways. However, these reports and studies are not publicly available. Similarly, when the authorities responsible 
for security commented publicly on matters in 2015 2016, they did not tell everything they knew. Considering 
such a source-critical perspective is essential. There was no similar need to conceal things in the press, but on 
the other hand, there are other factors to consider in the media, such as the fact that the main goal of 
commercial media is to attract paying customers. Dramatic stories and interpretations sell. In addition, it must 
be noted that people working in the media have sympathies and antipathies, as do all people. Media channels 
also have political preferences. 
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2.  

In November 2015, about 250 asylum seekers came to Finland from Russia. The number was very small 
compared to the total of about 30,000 refugees who had arrived in Finland in the summer and autumn. Most of 
them had come via northern Sweden (Finnish Immigration Service 2016). Against this background, it is 
understandable that refugees from Russia did not arouse much interest in the Finnish media during the first few 
weeks. The newspapers published only a few short news reports, which merely stated that a few refugees had 
also come from Russia (Turun Sanomat 4 Nov 2015; Kaleva 23 Nov 2015). 
 
The situation and attitudes towards it began to change in early December. The number of asylum seekers from 
elsewhere began to fall sharply, but at the same time the number of refugees from Russia increased. At this 
point, concerns arose among the authorities and the media about how large an influx of asylum seekers from 
the East could grow in the future (Uusi Suomi 2 Nov 2015; Yle Uutiset 3 Dec 2015). 
 
In early December, for the first time in the Finnish media, questions were asked about the reasons behind the 
changed situation. The most important public speech came from Major General Laitinen, Deputy Chief of the 

already been drawn to the fact that a large proportion of asylum seekers were foreign workers who had lived in 
Russia for a long time, but now they had decided to seek asylum in Finland. Laitinen also pointed out that when 
Turkey started to block the entry of refugees into Europe, refugees needed to look for new routes (Kaleva 2 Dec 
2015). 
 
Moe and Rowe (2016) bring up the same explanatory factors and find them credible. Indeed, in autumn 2015, 
the European Union and Turkey had reached an agreement that Turkey would stop the influx of refugees into 
Greece (EU) via Turkey. This marked a sharp decline in the number of refugees from the Middle East. After that, 
some of the refugees tried to enter Western Europe by alternative measures. Crossing the Mediterranean from 
Libya was one way. Another, much longer but perhaps safer route was via Russia (Seitsonen et al 2017). In that 
case, Norway and Finland were the best-known and, due to their high standard of living, the most attractive 

respect, and they received almost no asylum seekers via Russia (Country Factsheet: Estonia 2016; Policy Report: 
Latvia 2016). 
 
It is also true that the situation of foreign workers residing in Russia had clearly deteriorated during 2015 as the 
Russian economy contracted. The EU and the United States had decided on economic sanctions against Russia, 
because of Russia's onset of aggression against Ukraine during 2014. Therefore, many non-European migrant 
workers in Russia had lost their jobs and livelihoods (Global Voices 2016). In that situation, staying in Russia or 
returning home was not necessarily an attractive option. It probably seemed like a better option to try to get to 
Norway or Finland as an asylum seeker instead. 
 
On this basis, Moe and Rowe (2016) suggest that the entry of asylum seekers into Norway and Finland was not 
a Russian hybrid operation but was a movement spontaneously initiated by the asylum seekers. Moe and Rowe 
admit that the transportation of asylum seekers to the Norwegian and Finnish border was organized, but that 

and corrupt lower-
operations. 
 
The Finnish authorities and the media also pointed out that the mafia and local lower-level authorities arranged 
for the transport of asylum seekers. Representatives of the Finnish media interviewed the refugees and received 
detailed information about why they had gone to Finland, how much the trip had cost, what route they had 
taken, and with whom they had practically dealt (Yle Uutiset 8 Jan 2016; MTV Uutiset 23 Jan 2016). From this 
information, it is evident that the mafia and local officials did indeed play a key role in the practical organization. 

Subsequent 
research (Piipponen & Virkkunen 2020) has confirmed the information collected by the Finnish media. Moe and 
Rowe's (2016) argument that this was not an operation carefully planned and launched by the Russian state 
leadership can thus be considered credible. 
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 interpretation is only valid when analysing where the movement began. 

Based on information published in the Finnish media, it can be concluded that the further the situation 
 

3.  

At the beginning of January 2016, the assessment of the situation in Finland changed significantly. The first signal 
 (Niinistö 2016)

exploitation behind recent population movements that may  
 
The anxious caution of high-level politicians and authorities characterized almost all their public speeches during 
the winter and spring of 2016. For example, Interior Minister Orpo and his close colleague Nerg categorically 
denied that Russia could have malicious motives (Kauppalehti 27 Jan 2016; Demokraatti 17 Mar 2016). The same 
caution and cover-up were repeated in the interviews published in 2019 (Järvenkylä 2019). However, in the 
Finnish media, the refugee question on the eastern border became one of the main topics of news and 
speculation around mid-January. For instance, Kaleva, the leading newspaper in northern Finland, published 
several editorials and expert articles (Kaleva 21 Jan, 23, Jan, 26 Jan, 30 Jan 2016). The same concern and the 
extensive coverage that followed was reflected throughout Finnish media (Hufvudstadsbladet 23 Jan 2016; 
Demokraatti 28 Jan 2016; Yle Uutiset 30 Jan 2016; Suomen Kuvalehti 19 Feb 2016). 
 
When the active role of Russian state leadership was discussed in public, attention was drawn to several issues 
that referred to solutions other than those of refugees, the mafia, and local authorities. Representatives of the 
Finnish media were able to interview refugees and a few anonymous Russian authorities. (Yle Uutiset 8 Jan 2016; 
MTV Uutiset 23 Jan 2016). Based on these interviews, it was clear in that the FSB controlled the entry of asylum 
seekers very closely. The FSB decided who was allowed to travel to Finnish border stations and how many people 
received such permission each day. It is worth remembering here that the FSB was directly under Prime Minister 
Putin (Atlantic Council 2020). 
 
Several specialists (Galeotti 2018; Dawisha 2014; Lucas 2012) in Russian politics have stated that the Russian 

leadership controls the mafia, allows it to operate relatively freely, and can even order services from it. At the 
same time, the mafia undertakes to pay part of its profits to members of the political elite. This means that the 
arrival of asylum seekers in Finland in the autumn of 2015 was also an issue of which the FSB was aware and 
which it regulated at its discretion. The information presented in the Finnish media was thus fully in line with 
the existing research. 
 
At the same time, the question was raised as to why asylum seekers had only just begun to come. This was not 
only about the increased number of refugees, but also about why Russia let them into Finnish border stations. 
Until 2015, there was an agreement between the Finnish and Russian authorities that Russian border guards 
would not allow persons to enter border stations without a visa to Finland. Moe and Rowe (2016) have noted 
that Russia had gradually reduced controls on those moving in border areas as early as the early 2010s. According 
to them, asylum seekers, the mafia and corrupt local officials simply took advantage of the situation in autumn 
2015. 
 
However, Moe and Rowe (2016) do not answer the question that bothered the Finns: why did asylum seekers 
come to only two border stations - Raja-Jooseppi and Salla - in northern Finland? Finland had a total of nine 
official border stations on the Russian border. Why did asylum seekers not come to the stations in central and 
southern Finland, which were much closer to St. Petersburg and Moscow? Thus, at seven border stations, 
Russian authorities maintained the practice of not allowing refugees to enter the Finnish border without a visa. 
At the two northernmost border stations, the practice had now changed unexpectedly, and refugees were 
transported to the border stations in a manner and with schedules regulated in detail by the FSB (Iltalehti 23 Jan 
2016; Apu 3 Mar 2016). 
 
The Finnish media described in detail the negotiations that took place between Finland and Russia from January 

reach an agreement with his Russian counterpart, but to no avail. Next, Interior Minister Orpo met with the head 
of the FSB and the Russian Interior Minister, but no solution was reached. After Orpo, it was the turn of Prime 
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Minister Juha Sipilä, who met with Russian President Dmitry Medvedev, and again the negotiations ended 
without any progress (Kauppalehti 27 Jan 2016; Helsingin Sanomat 14 Feb 2016). Decisive talks took place 

cting prime minister at the 
time, in mid-March (Järvenkylä 2019). 

All Russian negotiators reiterated in public that the arrival of asylum seekers from Russia was spontaneous and 
that it was not organized in any way. The Russians also argued that according to international agreements, they 
did not have the right to prevent asylum seekers from seeking to enter Finland (Kaleva 30 Jan 2016; Yle Uutiset 
31 Jan 2016) They did not comment at all on how it was possible that refugees arrived at only the two most 
remote border stations. 

This peculiar phenomenon cannot be credibly explained except as a decision of the Russian state leadership. 
-making power in such a matter, but 

decisions at this level were always made by the Ministry of Internal Affairs (Giles 2019). The mafia would have 
had no reason to transport asylum seekers to only two border posts. Nor could asylum seekers have had any 
reason not to travel to the border posts that were closest. It is not known from open sources why Russia chose 
the two border posts mentioned above. At any case, no scholar, politician, or media representative has provided 
credible reasons to explain the phenomenon if it was a spontaneous action by asylum seekers or just a mafia 
decision without orders from the Russian state leadership. 

negotiation tactic. At the end of January, Brigadier General Kostimovaara of the Finnish Border Guard said in a 
 (Kaleva 28 Jan 2016). The threat was that Russia would 

allow refugees to travel freely to Finland, or even start organizing it still more systematically. In that case, there 
could be hundreds of thousands of asylum seekers. 

In February, the Russian state leadership showed that it could sovereignly influence the development of the 
ols on refugee flows from 

which means that the northern border stations also returned to the normal practice that had prevailed before 
(Kaleva 27 Feb 2016; Turun Sanomat 2 Mar 2016). The international agreements mentioned by President 

(Mikhailova 2018) and were not returned to in Russian public 
communication. 

 (Yle Uutiset 26 
Feb 2016; Kaleva 27 Feb 2016). This was one fact that showed who Russia thought was the real opponent in the 

-sighted 
 (Kaleva 30 Jan 2016; Yle Uutiset 31 Jan 2016)

the EU. The real concerns were the economic sanctions imposed due to Russian aggression in Ukraine. In his 
public statements, Putin focused on this very issue, even though the negotiations with Finland formally 
concerned asylum seekers. Putin did not directly mention economic sanctions but spoke of economic relations 
at a more general level, though (Yle Uutiset 22 Mar 2016; Kaleva 23 Mar 2016). 

The views expressed by the Finnish media are again supported by several researchers who have become 
s during the 2015 2016 refugee crisis. The interpretation of these scholars 

(Braghiroli & Makarychev 2018; Nyquist & Cernea 2018) is that Russia sought to exploit or even escalate the 
nity. The aim was to divert attention 

from the situation in Crimea and eastern Ukraine and to exacerbate disputes over the reception of asylum 
seekers in the EU. Several Mediterranean and Western European countries insisted that refugees should be 
distributed more evenly within the EU, but most Eastern European countries strongly opposed it. Striking a 
wedge between these parties increased the likelihood that the EU would not reach an agreement on the 
continuation of economic sanctions against Russia. 

In addition, Giles (2019) and several other scholars (Jonsson 2019; Van Herpen 2014), for example, agree that 
Russia sees the European Union as its enemy in a deeper sense. It is not just about Crimea, Ukraine or economic 
sanctions, but about a seemingly permanent world 
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perspective, the European Union (and the US) represents anti-Christianity and moral decay, while Russia is a 
defender of those values. The EU (and the US) is also seeking to plunder Russia
Russia. Therefore, the Russian state leadership considers itself forced to take defensive measures and pre-
emptive operations. 

4. Successes and failures of the Russian operation

The above-mentioned statements from officials help outline what Russia was trying to do: the Finnish media 
 (Kaleva 30 Jan 2016; Helsingin Sanomat 4 Feb 2016). The exact 

content of the negotiations between Finland and Russia is secret. Still, it is almost certain that Russia tried to put 
pressure on Finland to work for the lifting, or at least easing, of economic sanctions. However, Finland succeeded 

 in 

 
(Kaleva 24 Mar 2016). 

Russia also stopped the organized import of asylum seekers to Finnish border stations. Did Russia fail in its 
operation, then? It is highly unlikely that Russia would give up completely in a situation where it had all the 
trump cards in its hand. The high-level Finnish representatives involved in the negotiations denied that the result 
would have been detrimental to Finland (Kaleva 23 Mar 2016; Helsingin Sanomat 24 Mar 2016). When the 

 (Järvenkylä 2019). 

However, according to leaked information, the Finnish media were able to draw conclusions about what Russia 
got and how Finland had to bend. A memorandum from the Finnish Foreign Ministry revealed that Finland 
proposed restricting the use of the Raja-Jooseppi and Salla border stations so that they would be open only to 
citizens of Finland, Russia, the European Union, the EEA countries and Switzerland. This would have stopped the 
entry of asylum seekers altogether. According to Finla
permanent (Iltalehti 12 Apr 2016). 

concessions. First, Russia agreed to conclude the agreement for only half a year. Russia would then decide 

was free to think about how it could continue to put pressure on Finland. Another significant concession from 
Finland was that Russia excluded the EU and other Western countries from the agreement. Only citizens of 
Finland, Russia (and Belarus, which had a passport union with Russia) had the right to cross the border in Raja-
Jooseppi and Salla. Finland had previously refused to make any bilateral arrangements with Russia that would 
have restricted the rights of other EU countries, so this was a legally significant case. However, Russia made this 
a condition of the entire agreement  only an agreement between the two states came into question (Iltalehti 
12 Apr 2016). 

Russia thus struck a political-legal wedge between Finland and other EU countries. At the same time, Russia was 
able to imply that it had succeeded in dragging its sphere of interest further west: Finland was equated with 
Belarus in this agreement. Russia was also able to set a precedent that it could refer to in the future. When 
Finland agreed to limit the competence of the EU and the rights of citizens of other EU countries in this matter, 
perhaps similar crisis situations would arise later, in which Finland would have to bypass the principles of normal 
conditions and conclude bilateral agreements with Russia. Based on the information available to the public, it is 
not possible to say whether Finland had to make any other secret concessions. 

Can this episode in its entirety be called a Russian hybrid operation? The answer depends on how one wants to 
y of the means used is 

one of the essential criteria, then the answer may be in the affirmative. Of the leading Finnish politicians, only 
Minister of Defence Jussi Niinistö dared to say publicly that it was a Russian operation against Finland, and he 
speci  (Ilta-Sanomat 29 Feb 2016). 

Of the researchers of hybrid warfare, for example, Glenn (2009) has defined the matter as follows: 
that simultaneously and adaptively employs some combination of (1) political, military, economic, social and 
information means, and (2) conventional, irregular, catastrophic, terrorism, and disruptive/criminal warfare 
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methods. It may include a combination of state and non- Veebel (2020), for his part, has aptly 
suggested that it is often better to talk about hybrid aggression rather than hybrid warfare. 
 

for various hybrid 
operations are based not only on counterparty interpretations. The matter can be read directly from Russia  
military doctrine, which it has itself published. The matter was first brought to light by General Valery Gerasimov, 
Chief of the General Staff of the Russian Federation in 2013. According to him, modern warfare concentrates on 
the combined use of diplomatic, economic, political, and other non-military methods with direct military force, 
instead of waging an open war (Rácz 2015). 

5. Conclusions 

The arrival of asylum seekers from Russia to Finland aroused great interest in the Finnish media. At the end of 
2015, the media mainly discussed push and pull factors related to refugees in general. In January 2016, attitudes 
changed, and the issue began to be widely reported in the media as pressure on Finland, fo
highest leadership was responsible. The perception created by the Finnish media was quite consistent. 
 
All in all, what several well-known scholars have presented about Russia's geopolitical thinking and hybrid 
strategy is in line with what was written in the Finnish media about the refugee crisis of 2015 2016 on the 
Finland-Russia border. Of course, the media could only theorize based on open sources, public statements by 
the Russian state leadership, and interviews with refugees and anonymous Russian authorities. There is no 

movement soon turned into a hybrid operation controlled by the Russian state leadership, in the practical 
implementation of which the Russian mafia played a significant role from start to finish. While this cannot be 
proven for sure, the most likely option seems to be that Russia decided to take advantage of asylum seekers 
who were in any case seeking the so-called 
Russia tried to put pressure on Finland to make political concessions, and it seems to have succeeded in part, 

 
 
Through the operation, Russia was able to test the response of Finnish authorities, politicians and the media to 
this particular type of crisis, the development of which Russia was able to regulate. In addition, Russia was able 
to force Finland to conclude a border agreement in which Finland restricted the rights of other EU countries and 
their citizens. At the same time, forcing Finland into a bilateral agreement served as a principled message that 
Finland acknowledged its place on the list of countries where Russia could influence political decisions. 
 
Through the operation, Russia also sought to underline the important role it played in curbing refugee flows to 
Europe. Russia showed that it can, if it so wishes, admit refugees to Europe, depending on whet
wishes are taken into account in international arenas. Russia also announced through this small refugee crisis 
that it wanted to be treated as a great power with legitimate interests. It is obvious that Russia will continue to 
have similar opportunities for pressure. If Russia should decide to allow the free passage of asylum seekers to 
Europe, Finland, which has a 1,300-kilometre long common border with Russia, will not be able to prevent 
asylum seekers from entering Finland and the Schengen area. 
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