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I - Introduction 
 

When discussing environmental protection and sustainability, the Nordic countries -          
Norway, Sweden, Finland, Denmark and Iceland - are usually evoked as the experts in these               
fields and considered an example to follow. This is most notably illustrated by the              
Environmental Performance Index (EPI), which has been developed by Yale University in            
collaboration with Columbia University and takes into account different aspects of the            
environmental health and the ecosystem vitality (ͻYale, 2018aͻ). First published in 2002, it has              
been consistently ranking the Nordic countries on the top of its list (ͻYale, 2018bͻ). 
 
 

1) Overview of Finland 
 

Finland, nicknamed “the land of a thousand lakes”, is internationally renowned for its             
vast forests, which cover 75% of the territory, and - as the title would suggest - its countless                  
lakes (ͻMetsäyhdistys, 2014ͻ). Since there is no set definition of a lake, it is extremely difficult                
to estimate the total number of them. If we would define a lake as a water body equal or                   
larger than 500 m², then the estimated number of water bodies contained within Finland’s              
border considered as such varies between 168,000 (ͻStatistics Finland, 2018aͻ) and 188,000            
(ͻIUCN, ndͻ), depending on the source. In many cases, the lakes are connected between each               
other to the degree where long-distance navigation is possible. 

It is also worth noting, that around 34% of forestry land consist of peatlands, whích               
also are an important resource of their own. Such a high prevalence of peatlands is due to                 
favourable environmental conditions : cool temperatures, characteristic of the subarctic          
climate - which dominates the country - lead to low evapotranspiration, which in turn helps               
create water-logged areas, and as a consequence - the affected areas experience a significant              
decrease of oxygen levels (ͻJoosten & Clarke, 2002 ; Joosten, 2015ͻ). Moreover, only the              
hardiest vegetation can grow in the boreal areas. This includes the conifers, which strongly              
acidify the surrounding areas, when the organic acids contained in the discarded needles are              
released into the environment (ͻMillar, 1974 ; Hornung, 1985 ; Augusto, 1998ͻ). 

Both of these factors - high acidity and anoxia due to constant inundation - lead to the                 
organic matter’s slow and partial decay, which transforms into peat. 

 
Because of the strong dependence on the natural resources (lakes, forests, agriculture)            

over the course of history, the Finns have maintained an equally strong connection to the               
surrounding environment. This nation-wide appreciation for Nature is reflected by the           
popularity of outdoor activities in Finland - be it fishing, hunting, berry/mushroom picking,             
or canoeing, among others (ͻTyrväinen, 2001 ; Vepsäläinen, 2010ͻ). It is also reflected by the               
interest in summer houses which evolved exponentially during the XXth century, going from             
around a 1,000 free-time residences at the turn of the century to roughly 500,000 today               
(ͻStatistics Finland, 2007 ; Statistics Finland, 2018bͻ). As illustrated by the maps below             
(ͻFig.1ͻ), a large part of them is located near water bodies, either at the maritime coast, or at                  
lake shores.  
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Fig.1 : 
(a) (left) : Number of summer cottages per square kilometre by municipality 
(b) (right) : The dense lake network, mostly in the Central and Eastern Finland. 

 
Finland underwent a radical change within the XXth century, starting as an agrarian             

developing country, and currently enjoying its status as top performer in several            
socio-economic categories. The major shift occurred after World War II, when Finland had to              
hand over parts of its land, along with money and materials to Soviet Union as war                
reparations. This has forced the population to focus on developing the industries (energy             
production, machinery, chemicals, communications...), intensive agriculture and forestry        
(ͻHjerppe, 2008 ; Haapala, 2009ͻ). Following the 1970s energy crisis, an additional emphasis             
was put on the peat extraction in order to become more independent from external sources of                
fuel (ͻInternational Peat Society, ndͻ). 

While the peat use has been growing steady, reaching its maximum in 2007, it has               
since declined due to environmental concerns raised by several organisations, such as the             
Parliamentary Committee on Energy and Climate Issues (ͻPCECI, 2014 ; Similä ͻet alͻ, 2014a              
and 2014bͻ). Additionally, the invaluable role of peatlands as carbon sinks, water reservoirs             
and home to many endangered fauna and flora species has lead to an increased interest in                
active peatland restoration projects (ͻBarthelmes ͻet alͻ, 2015 ; Millenium Ecosystem           
Assessment, 2005ͻ). 
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