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In the 1910’s Lahti applied for university. In the 60’s Lahti applied for an engineering school. But 

it was not until the 70’s Lahti got its first higher education activities. (Tura 2009). The location of 

Lahti in Southern Finland (picture 1) and strong industrial roots are both advantage and disadvan-

tage, and Lahti did not get its own provincial university.  

 

 

Picture 1. Location of Lahti in the Southern Finland, about 100 km from Helsinki.  

 

In the 80’s Lahti was known as “business city” albeit its wellbeing came mostly from hardline in-

dustry in wood and sellulosa sector. But for example textile industry had blooming East trade with 

Soviet Union. After a serious recession and industrial structural changes in the 90’s, the factories 

were put down, the unemplyment rate was sky-high and the industrial halls near the ill-being Lake 

Vesijärvi were empty. Businessmen and politicians of the region needed to make some serious 

choises to lift up the city’s economy and employment.  

 

In this article the urban planning means not only zoning but the whole system and process and its 

participants who affect what direction the urban area develops. The strategical choices are very 

much at the bottom of the physical changes seen in the urban structure and environment. 
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The reforming of the old industrial areas had started in Lahti already in the mid-80’s when Rauma-

Repola industrial area was released and the urban planning started with innovation seminars, zon-

ing and with architecture competition (Kymäläinen 2000). Also University of Helsinki had started 

research and research-based basic education to better the Vesijärvi condition in the 1980’s. The 

industries were located near the lake as seen picture 2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 2. Rauma-Repola wood industrial area in the 1930’s, by the Lake Vesijärvi. Original is at 

Lahti town museum. 

 

Today Lahti’s strategical spearheads are environment, industrial design and innovations. These 

spearhead fields should go throught all sectors; industrial, education and policy (Myllyvirta 2009). 

These spearheads were officially created with town’s strategical and industrial policy through 

2003-2004 and not totally without conflicts. Many participants affected towards the same direction 

and there was also good luck involved. Once the bold choices over the spearheads were done, a 

self- strengthen twist happened and now environment branch profiles the whole Lahti region. (Tu-

ra 2009) But environment as strategical choise did not emerge from scratch but it had already long 

history in the area. 

 

University of Helsinki started continuing education activities to Lahti in the late 70’s and the Con-

tinuing training centre (nowadays Palmenia) was established in 1980. Before that continuing edu-

cation did not exist in Finland. Also the Open university started first in Lahti. (Tura 2009) These 

times Finland central governance had an active regional policy which aimed to equalization be-

tween different regions in Finland (Jauhiainen & Niemenmaa 2006). 
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At the 1980’s the Lake Vesijärvi was the most polluted larger-size Finnish lake and a great con-

cern rose over it in municipality and among people. University of Helsinki started Vesijärvi re-

search in the continuing training centre in order to better the poor condition of the lake. (Tura 

2009) 

 

Already in the late 1980’s the textile industry was struggling and Lahti municipality bought a shirt 

factory real estate at Niemi industrial are. Town wanted to offer physical facilities for research and 

applied research - and there at regressive industrial area it was available. Town renowed the facili-

ty and moved its own food quality laboratory and environmental bureau there. (Salmi 2009). 

 

Town also started up the Neopoli Technology Center and located it there too. It started promoting 

environmental technology for there was active private sector developers and environmental tech-

nology companies which were interested in applied research and R&D.  After negotiations the 

Lake Vesijärvi research from University of Helsinki moved to the same facility. (Salmi 2009). 

This was the beginning of the Environmental Campus and one of the starting shots of the reform-

ing the entire old industrial area.  

 

In the 1994-95 the water research and research-based education was recognized and the Depart-

ment of Ecologigal and Environmental Sciences was established in 1996. Lahti municipality 

funded university already at that time with two professorships and helped convincing the universi-

ty administration that a new departmend in Lahti should be established. (Salmi 2009; Tura 2009) 

 

Lahti applied to Centre of Exellance Program with environmental spearhead in the late 1990’s and 

it was accepted in 1999. In the 2007 Lahti got the headquarters of the Cleantech Cluster, with help 

of University of Helsinki. (Tura 2009). In the 1990’s the Finnish regional planning changed from 

top-down regional equalization policy towards promoting regions’s endogenous development, in-

novation and towards programme policy. The establishment of national Centres of Exellence was a 

new start for programme based regional planning. At the same time the urban areas were not any-

more seen so much as community - influence areas but as nodes and networks. (Jauhiainen & 

Niemenmaa 2006) 

 

The Lahti Science and business park and its incubation centre were established after Neopoli and it 

started work with environmental field in the early years of the 2000. The main reason was the in-

put from University of Helsinki Department of Environmental and Ecological Sciences. In the 

2003 the environment was the strongest field of activities in the Science and business park and 

new companies were established as well. (Tura 2009) 
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Lahti industrial policy were discussed and formed in 2003-2004 and there the enviromental tech-

nology and business rose to be one of the strategical choices. (Tura 2009; Lahden alueen elinkei-

nostrategia 2005-2008) 

 

Not only the regional policy but also EU and national level policy - not to forget the citizens - af-

fect what happens to the city. (Häkli 1997, Jauhiainen & Niemenmaa 2006).  

 

In Lahti the the importance of business sector in cannot be overlooked. The choices for environ-

ment rose also in the town’s chamber of commerce – but attitudes were contradictory because the 

traditional industry was afraid that all the resources are taken by a rather small and still developing 

field of industry. At the other hand the private sector felt the region needs a profile. (Tura 2009) 

 

Helsinki University of Technology (TKK) has been acting in Lahti since 1986. At the 1990’s TKK 

was reforming its Lahti Center and Lahti suggested the environmental branch. Since TKK did not 

have research and education in the field of environmental technology and waste management at 

the Department of Civil and Environmental Engineering in the main Otaniemi campus, the strateg-

ical choice was made for environment also at TKK. The participants and factors which have af-

fected for the choices for environment are illustrated in picture 3.  
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Picture 3. Participants and factors behind why the environmental branch has been risen to a stra-

tegical spearhead in Lahti.  

 

Lahti is now 5th largest city in Finland and its population is growing which gives an impression the 

choices made could not be very wrong. But the scene is changing and global economy and also the 

global environmental threats like the climate change are now arisen at the local areas.  

 

Climate change projections made in Finland show a rise in temperatures of 2-4 °C by 2050 and 

remarkable changes in precipitation, which should be top priority with urban planners. In order to 

lessen society’s vulnerability to climate change the issue should be taken up on on all levels of 

spatial planning. (Peltonen et al 2005) 

 

Finland is facing multiculturalism challenges as well (Teppo 2008). And at the same time one 

must plan ecologically sustainable urban structure where it is good to live too. Together with these 

challenges Lahti has to cope with aging population and bad town image. As the living standards 

rise, the population living in the town centre diminishes. The discussion about immigrants have 

finally reached Lahti too. (Myllyvirta 2009) 
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Some of these challenges are nation and European-wide: In Finland the share of people retiring 

2010-2015 is extremially high. By the year 2015 the Finnish “baby-boom-generation” will be re-

tired. All of the Europe has to face the retirement of the after-war-baby-boom generation, but in 

Finland this transfer is fastest in the Europe. At the same time with the retirement crisis (table 1) 

Finland faces the challenges of the climate change; both the mitigation and adaption challenges. 

Table 1. The year when retiring generation (age 55-64) is larger than the generation entering 
tha labour markest (age 15-24): Source: Eurostat 2004, New Cronos 

Germany 1993  Spain 2008 

Italy 2000 France 2009 

Sweden 2000 Poland 2011 

Danmark 2000 Slovakia 2012 

Finland  2003 Estonia 2012 

Tšekki 2005 Austria 2012 

Netherland 2005 Latvia 2013 

Hungary 2007 Lithuenia 2015 

Greece 2007 Cuprus 2016 

Portugal 2007 UK 2016 

Malta 2008 Luxemburg 2016 

Slovenia 2008 Ireland 2029 

Belgium 2008   

 

If Finland wants to turn the aging development, the immigration should increase. Now the amount 

of immigrants is very low in Finland compared to the most of the European countries. And the di-

rection is not notifically increasing, maybe even decreasing, which can be estimated from the 

amount of acquisitions of citizenship (table 2). 
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Table 2. Acquisition of citizenship in European countries 2001-2006. Source: Eurostat 2009 

 

 

  

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Also some of the choises are contradictory especially when looking choices over land-use (Lahden 

kaupungin strategiatarkistus 2007). The contradictorities only give an implication how compli-

cated and difficult subject urban planning is. 

  

Education and knowledge clusters are important 

 

Declining industrial Europe is a typical phenomenon all around Europe. In Finland the collapse of 

Soviet Union together with national economics caused heavy recession in the early 1990’s. For 
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example all the industries which had had trade with the Soviet Union found their East trade va-

nished. Different survival strategies have been taken into urban planning in former industrial cities 

or districts throughout Europe. Terms like knowledge worker and creative industries have emerged 

and many examples of reforming old industrial areas exist. One must notice the creative industry 

does not only mean arts and crafts but all types of value-added employment, including finance in 

business services, science and technology (McIntosh 2007).  

 

In Finland the traditional and hierarchial “community - influence area” regional planning idea was 

replaced in the 1990’s with nodal and network thinking. The national Centre of Expertise Pro-

gramme was defined for the first time in 1994, when Finland was preparing to join the European 

Union. The programme was launched in 1994 with eight centres of expertise. At that time the Fin-

nish government approved only the largest urban regions with major universities for the pro-

gramme. Now the Centre of Expertise Programme is carried out by 13 Competence Clusters and 

21 centres of Expertise. (OSKE 2009) The Environmental (Cleantech) cluster started in Lahti 

1999.  

 

Finland joined the EU in very suitable time and since the Lahti region income was below 75 % of 

the European avareage, the structural funds became available for example for the universities. Also 

Lahti region was defined as declining industrial area. The factors and participants related to the 

importance of the higher education in Lahti are illustrated in the picture 3.   

 

Annually Lahti municipality funds higher education institutions in Lahti by about 4 million euros 

annually: 2,6 million euros directly and about 1,6 million euros through funding the Lahti Scientif-

ic Library and through different programs. These amounts are well above the avarage how much 

Lahti-size towns invest to higher education in Finland. The Lahti University Consortium has good 

input-output level especially in the univerisites’s third task regional development, because it is 

agile and creates well new innovations. (Valanta 2009)  
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Picture 4. Participants and factors which have affected the importance of higher education in Lah-

ti.  

 

In Lahti many of these actors are phycically located (voluntary or instructed) to special Environ-

mental Campus, outside the town centre to an old industrial district Niemi. Actors like universities, 

a part of polytechnic, environmental companies and Lahti Science and Business Park (former 

Technology Center Neopoli) with its incubation centre and the headquarters of the national Clean-

tech Cluster operate there. The location of the “environmental cluster” doesn’t come without prob-

lems, the issues of land-use, energy and traffic are contradictory especially related to sustainable 

development demands, but also with demands of the cluster formation. After McIntosh (2007) 

knowledge workers prefer: 

- areas which are above in the age group 25-44 

- have higher socio-economic groups like managers and professional staff 

- areas of high economic activity 

- avoid areas of high sickness and disability 

- there is high percentage of university degrees in the population 

- very low level manufacturing employment 

- high % of students in the population  
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In Lahti the economic income of citizens is below Finnish average, university degrees in popula-

tion are below the Finnish average and the manufacturing employment is above Finnish average 

(Myllyvirta 2009; Verkkotietokeskus 2009), which means the urban planners and other partici-

pants have a major challenge when promoting environmental and educational industry in Lahti and 

to Niemi, when analysis show declining industrial areas are less likely to stimulate creative indus-

try and knowledge workes. Not only the Lahti urban planners have the challenge but also the na-

tional and regional level policymakers and participants, who have pointed the national Finnish 

Cleantech Cluster headquarters to Lahti, and to Niemi former industrial area!  

 

But the situation may not be as negative as it may seem, because some important findings about 

the creative industries are fullfilled in Lahti. Creative industries do not cluster naturally, but a well 

educated work force is critical to their success. Lahti has gained in the national infrastructure poli-

cy and a new railroad was built between Helsinki capital area and Lahti in 2006 and the motorway 

in earlier years. Now the commuting trafic between Helsinki and Lahti is possible and Lahti can 

utilize the well educated population in the Helsinki capital region. 

 

McIntosh (2007) point out the top-down created clusters require: 

-  long-term vision which may take 25-50 years to achieve 

-  it may be necssary to “give away” part of the land initially to attract early tenants and the 

rental income generated then eventually helps to pay for infrastructure 

-  a long term partnership between public and private finance is essential. This partnership 

needs to be both financially and phycically managed long-term to be successful 

-  clusters need to brand internationally, but they also need to be culturally integrated their 

immediate city so they won’t be a separate “city within a city” 

-  the phasing of the initial development is important, with construction incorporating inter-

active area of housing, workspace, conference facilities and hotels 

-  also other land-use developments are important, such as retail, leisure and social facilities, 

and schools, hospitals and universities among with public green spaces 

-  the local mass transport system must be extremely good and the mass transit must link to 

major international airport and other transport systems. 

 

As for the Lahti, only the last point is not in good order since the bus transport system is far from 

extremely good and many of the Environmental Campus workers need to commute by private cars 

because of the bad or non-existing bus connections. And only the time will show how long-term 

the region and town decision-makers or the private finance are committed to the strategical choic-

es. Or how well it will last during these difficult times.  

 

The international branding of the cluster might be too great effort for a town of  100,000 inhabi-

tants. Also the climate change and other demands for sustainable development create new re-
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quirements for creative industry clusters: they should be able to function without heavy public sec-

tor subsidies (economical sustainability), they should integrate with rest of the city (social sustai-

nability) and they should not create carbon dioxide, pollution or congestion (environmental sustai-

nability) (McIntosh 2007). When observed with these indicators, Lahti’s urban planner’s choices 

for environment and education are not sustainable yet.  

 

Conclusions 

 

Lahti has been facing same kind of declining industrial area problems as so many European towns. 

Also the efforts to solve these problems are not unique, but the wide range of participants pulling 

towards the same direction have created an advantage to the region. After making the choices they 

have been self-strengtening: the standard of education has been rising, new environmental re-

search, applied reserch and companies and jobs have been created, and the amount of inhabitants 

has been rising .  

 

The good and special thing is that the town, region and national planners and policy-makers and 

the university actors have pulled to the same direction: for environmental branch profile and for 

improving higher education activities in the area. Strong influencers in different sectors calmed the 

conflicts and convinced the disagreeing. The role of the private sector should not be underesti-

mated even the role of the University of Helsinki and Lahti municipality are the most visible. Also 

the EU regional policy have helped the Lahti region with different subsidies for example the Euro-

pean Social Fund support for educational and development projects.  

 

The former industrial areas near the Lake Vesijärvi are almost entirely transformed to private and 

student housing, workspace and conference facilities. Even the poor Lake Vesijärvi - where every-

thing originates - is in better condition. 

 

But the current and future challenges for Lahti are great: industrial areas are less likely to stimulate 

creative industry and knowledge workes. Multiculturalism challenges and aging population. Bad 

town image and global economical recession. Climate change and its challenges both in mitigation 

and adaption.  

 

Contemporary, as the idea of regional planning is moving from nodes and networks thinking to-

wards communicative planning, the role of the citizens as participants rises (see e.g. Puustinen 

2006). In Lahti the citizens as participants have not been as visible and active as they could have 

been and citizens are not drawn into pictures 3 and 4. But the people, citizens, might indeed be the 

future unutilized resource which helps the town in the present and future major challenges.  
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