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A TALE OF TWO HAAGAS

Tuomas Harju

ÒIf there were a single turning point 
in HaagaÕs history, it would be the 
1950s. It is when the decisions for the 
majority of the current housing stock 
were made and also when the com-
mercial structure changed for good, 
transforming the northern areaÕs ur-
banity forever. In addition, the blue-
print for suburban development was 
created then. Ó
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INTRODUCTION

Haaga is a district in north western Helsinki consisting of four 
sub-districts, North-Haaga, South-Haaga, Lassila and Kiviha-
ka. North- and South-Haaga are the largest of these, with both 
having around 10'000 inhabitants. Haaga has a rich history, even 
though many of its residents might not realize that anymore. 
North-Haaga is a model 1950s suburb, South-Haaga is even 
older with its small, winding roads. Both include apartment 
buildings mainly built in the 1950s and 1960s. ! eir reputation 
is, however, quite di" erent. ! e northern parts are considered 
somewhat less attractive, which seems unfair when looking at it.

What is it that makes the two Haagas di" erent? Should not 
the neighbouring suburbs, that share similar buildings, nature, 
and even their name, be considered more equal? What do the 
Haaga residents think about the subject themselves? Could a 
deeper look into urban history provide an answer to these ques-
tions? 

! is article will introduce brießy the history of North- and 
South-Haaga and suggest four factors that either separate or 
connect the two areas. Finally, there is a look ahead to what the 
future holds for Haaga. 

! e most complete review of the early history of Haaga 
(present-day South-Haaga) is Haagan kauppalan historia by 
John E. Roos from 1950. Later, building inventories and reports 
conducted by the city planning o# ce in the 1990s and 2000s 
provide the best information of the area. ! e North-Haaga 
residentsÕ association has published two excellent books that 
delve into the communityÕs history and present: Pohjois-Haaga: 
PohjantŠhti HelsingissŠ [North-Haaga: ! e North Star in Hel-
sinki] from 1989 and Pohjois-Haaga: Luonnon keskellŠ kasvava 
moderni kaupunginosa [North-Haaga: A modern neighbour-
hood growing in the middle of nature] from 2015. ! ese, in 
addition to the general reviews of suburbs and shopping centres, 
have proven very useful in researching this article. 

! e sub-districts of Lassila and Kivihaka are left out of this 
article due to time constraints. ! ey are smaller than North- 
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and South-Haaga (especially Kivihaka) and mirror the devel-
opment of the two Haagas. Kivihaka is a uniform suburb (like 
North-Haaga) built in the 1960s and Lassila saw most of its 
old, wooden housing stock demolished during development in 
the 1980s.

THE INDEPENDENT DAYS OF 
SOUTH #HAAGA

! e origins of Haaga are intertwined with the coastal railway 
between Helsinki and Turku. ! e railway was completed in 
1901, boosting the development of the area. Commercial gar-
dener MŒrten Gabriel Stenius had bought the land 15 years 
earlier, with the intention of creating an English-style garden 
city there and selling plots for people he deemed appropriate. 
In addition to following the garden city ideology, commercial 
gardens characterized HaagaÕs landscape for decades to come.

Famous architect Lars Sonck created the Þrst plan for the 
villa community of Haaga in 1901. TodayÕs street network is 
easily recognized from the plan, but many builders neglected 
it when building villas (Roos, 1950, pp. 28, 34). On the other 
hand, the famous Munkkiniemi-Haaga plan by Eliel Saarinen 
from 1915 tried to bring city block structure and orderly lines 
of villas to Haaga. While that plan was never realized, it did 
inßuence the plans made by the borough in the 1920s (Lindh, 
1996, p. 11).

! e Þrst inhabitants to move into the area were well-to-
do Swedish-speakers, who remain a minority in Haaga to this 
day. ! ey were attracted to the clean nature and the pleasantly 
moderate borough tax (Roos, 1950, p. 193). Soon afterwards, 
Finnish-speakers began to move in as well. ! ey were attract-
ed by the cheaper living costs away from the city centre. After 
the Civil War in 1918, Haaga became more and more work-
ing-class and the quality of the villas varied greatly (Roos, 1950, 
pp. 137-140). ! e typical resident of that era rented a room in a 
villa and commuted daily from Haaga to Helsinki. 

Haaga was recognized as a Òdense settlement areaÓ in 1906 
and became an independent borough in 1923. Helsinki annexed 
the borough along with several other areas in 1946, but already 
before that, people seemed to consider the marriage inevitable. 
! e population of the borough was around 3'000 at the time of 
the annexation and the number of the villas was 600 (Sarmaja, 
2009, p. 135). 

Haaga is built on hilly terrain, with rocks dotting the land-

scape. ! e buildings of the 1920s and 1930s were functionalist 
detached houses constructed of wood, most of which slowly 
disappeared during the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s (Lindh, 1996, 
p. 18).

Industry did not play a major role in the history of the inde-
pendent borough. Local commercial services for the residents 
thrived in Haaga from the beginning, even though the large 
shops of the nearby capital attracted wealthier clients already 
then (Roos, 1950, p. 189).

NORTH #HAAGA: A FOREST SUBURB

! e story of Haaga is a complicated one and rich in history. ! e 
southern part is older, but most of those older buildings have 
been demolished. ! e northern part is also historically relevant 
as a model suburb of its era. While both areas share a name, 
they have a separate identity as well.

Until the 1940s, the landscape of North-Haaga was mostly 
rock, swamp and pine forests. ! e hinterland of the borough 
used to be a popular skiing ground among Haaga residents 
(Oittinen and Tepponen, 1989, p. 9). During the war when 
there was a shortage of Þrewood, the city cleverly paid citizens 
to cut the forests in so-called Òfamily loggingsÓ, clearing the 
land for future construction in the process (Oittinen and Tep-
ponen, 1989, p. 14). 

Helsinki planned North-Haaga in three phases, in 1949, 
1952 and 1955. ! e terrain was ideal for a new suburb, with no 
previous settlement, an interesting landscape and solid rock to 
build on. ! e Þrst two plans resulted in low, 3-4-storey apart-
ment buildings, sparsely built and Þtting the terrain. Planning 
the third phase was to be a taste of things to come. ! e city or-
ganized a competition, which architect Heikki Siren won with 
his proposal KŠŠrmesolmu (Tarjanne, 2007, p. 9). Due to lack 
of funds, none of the entries materialized, but they inßuenced 
Finnish suburban development greatly. For example, from that 
point on it became increasingly more common to give whole 
areas of land to a Þrm to build them entirely. ! e construction 
Þrm SATO then realized the whole third phase, including Þve 
modern (and very proÞtable) high-rise apartment blocks, which 
came to characterize the whole area. 

Both workers and academics moved to North-Haaga. ! ese 
people were young and active in improving their suburbsÕ con-
ditions, managing to lobby for a new school there (Oittinen and 
Tepponen, 1989, p. 16). ! ey also actively defended their local 
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9green areas from new construction projects. Due to their e" orts, 
the suburb remains in human scale today. 

In the years after the war, Helsinki exercised a suburban 
policy, in which it was important for each suburb to have a 
distinct identity. To reach this, the council suggested chang-
ing Pohjois-HaagaÕs name to Hakavuori (as was done with 
Munkkivuori and Roihuvuori, other suburbs of that era.) A ref-
erendum held in 1959, resulted in retaining the existing name, 
though (Kolbe, 2015, p. 33).

While North-Haaga is a remarkably uniformed 1950s area, 
it also has plenty of later developments. In place of a former 
shooting range, a box-type development was completed in 
1970s. ! e process that was started in the 1950s was now per-
fected: the construction company HAKA only took two years 
to build all twenty houses in the area (Tarjanne, 2007, p. 14).

GARDEN CITIES

! e two Haagas are separate as well as similar for the same 
reason - that is the garden city idea that they were planned 
upon. ! eir abundant greenery and di" erence in terrain gives 
them a similar, pleasant feel, as a garden city should have. ! e 
connection to nature is what wealthy people sought after when 
they moved to (South-) Haaga in the early 20th century, and 
what workers and the middle-class looked for in the 1950s in 
North-Haaga. An attractive landscape also plays a part in how 
both neighbourhoods are felt. Suburbs in later decades were 
constructed on Þelds, which do not o" er the similar kind of 
variety in elevation found in natural environments.

From the start, these areas were planned to be separated by 
parks, or often in practice, forests. However, the locations for 
these were often not chosen for their natural values, but be-
cause the soil was unsuitable for construction. ! e construction 
companies left those areas untouched as unproÞtable, which 
left large areas separating the suburban built environment 
(Karlsson et al., 2012, p. 6). For example, the Þrst two phases of 
North-Haaga were separate until the inÞll development in the 
valley along the Jokeri line in early 2000s. 

After the Second World War, the suburban ideology became 
mainstream in Finland. Suburbs were planned looking Òtowards 
the cityÓ, with fast routes to the city-centre but few connections 
between neighbourhoods; that decreased the unwanted tra# c 
in the suburbs. ! e planners thought that there was little need 
to cross to a neighbouring suburb, when all of them o" ered sim-

ilar services. However, these post-war suburbs were planned all 
at once (or only during a few phases) and after that, they were 
considered ready. ! ere were no plans at the time for further 
development. While the suburbs stayed the same, the society 
around them changed, as cars became more common, better 
roads enabled more e# cient transport and large hypermar-
kets were built along the motorways. Suburbs were the answer 
to major changes in society, but the next change left suburbs 
somewhat lagging behind as quieter than before (Kolbe, 2015, 
pp. 36-37).

! e Þrst full decade after the war is somewhat underrated 
in historical research, compared to the politically tumultuous 
periods of the 1940s and 1960s. However, in urban planning 
history, it is hard to see any single era being more important 
than the 1950s. ! is is when the blueprint in suburban planning 
was created in Finland. Until then, new neighbourhoods were 
built as close to the city as possible, according to pre-war plans. 
But the new models preferred small, separate neighbourhoods, 
spread over a wide area, where only necessary services existed. 
! e recipe for urban spread, in other words.

! e inßuential urban planners of the time, such as Otto 
Iivari Meurman, emphasized the health problems of living in 
dense urban areas (Karlsson et al., 2012, p. 20). ! e residential 
buildings were to be distanced from roads, which meant that 
the new suburbs were extremely sparsely built. In contrast to 
modernism, these new suburbs were built in terms of existing 
nature and terrain proÞles. HelsinkiÕs comprehensive plan from 
1953-1960 mentioned that Òcommunity spiritÓ was to be sought 
by building small Òneighbourhood unitsÓ, with all basic services 
that people needed. A suitable size for a unit would preferably 
be less than 5'000 - 10'000 residents (Saresto, 2004, p. 22).

AWAY WITH THE OLD: SOUTH #HAAGA 
TRANSFORMS

A predominant speaker for the garden city idea in Finland, 
Heikki von Hertzen claimed that cities should grow through 
predominantly planned suburbs and those suburbsÕ built envi-
ronment should be uniform and organized (Saresto, 2004, pp. 
24-25). His policies became hugely inßuential with Finnish 
planners, dealing a death sentence to the makeshift wooden 
villas of South-Haaga.

! e plan for South-Haaga was approved in 1952. Nearly all 
of the 600 villas of the independent borough era were demol-
ished during the post-war period, being replaced with modern 
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apartment blocks. Only the wooden Huopalahti station and a 
few villas remain from that period, along with an occasional 
stone building dotting the landscape. However, the road net-
work and old plots of villas remained, which restrained the new 
buildings to a smaller scale. ! e result is a charming, low-rise 
neighbourhood where narrow roads snake through the hilly 
landscape and greenery, and where the look of a former garden 
town can still be found (HirsimŠki, 1999, p. 20).

FACTOR 1: COMMERCIAL SHOPS

! roughout its history, Haaga has been a residential neigh-
bourhood. ! ose residents still have decent access to services, 
though. Small businesses thrived there, especially from the 
1950s to 1980s, when the population was larger and there were 
fewer possibilities to shop elsewhere. Still today, South-Haaga 
can provide an almost city centre-like collection of commercial 
services, from grocery stores and cafes to specialty shops. It can 
be argued that the variety in services rivalling the urban core, 
combined with the calmness of a suburban atmosphere, could 
be one of the things people value in South-Haaga. In that sense, 
Haaga is a rarity among Helsinki suburbs which typically fea-
ture a narrower selection of services. InÞll development in those 
suburbs may change that in the future.

Commercial spaces have deÞned the suburbs since their cre-
ation. Before the 1950s, residents made multiple visits to small 
shops to get what they needed. Both South- and North-Haaga 
(around ! alianaukio) still have a variety of shops remaining 
from that era of planning. In those small shops people were ser-
viced across the counter. However, both suburban planning and 
commercial space planning went through a major change in the 
mid-1950s. Retail business, which was already then dominated 
by a few large companies, could not a" ord to sta"  small stores 
in the ever-expanding suburbs. At the same time, a new concept 
of self-service shops emerged, made possible by new packaging 
techniques. In the intense competition for customers, the retail 
business saw these futuristic stores as both a way to attract more 
customers and to turn larger proÞts. 

! e central chamber of commerce of Helsinki and the retail 
business collaborated with the city planning o# ce to create a 
blueprint for a shopping centre as the hub of a neighbourhood 
(Saresto, 2004, p. 26-27). ! e shopping centres were designed 
to include all the services within them, but not outside, as they 
tellingly Òturned their backs on the surrounding structureÓ 
(Saresto, 2004, pp. 18-21). ! is drastically changed the urban 

fabric of suburbs.

While ! alianaukio reminds us of a small-town square, the 
North-Haaga shopping centre, built only a few years later, fol-
lows a completely di" erent planning idea, where shops were 
separated from housing completely. ! ese shopping centres 
were, by 1962 deÞnition from Reino CastrŽn, Òlocal centres, 
where services are separated from housing, tra# c and public 
servicesÓ (Saresto, 2004, p. 12).

! e two commercial hubs developed into the hearts of 
the young community. ! ey were so close to each other that 
many locals referred to them as the ÒupperÓ and ÒlowerÓ malls 
(MŠenpŠŠ, 2015, p. 1). ! ere were still more changes to come, 
though. In the 1970s, when private-car use had increased heav-
ily, a hypermarket was built along the ring road in KannelmŠki, 
drawing many customers from nearby North-Haaga. It may 
have separated North- and South-Haaga even further, since 
North-Haaga residents were now commonly travelling north 
instead of south for their daily trips. Recently, the largest gro-
cery retailer in Finland developed the site further into a round-
the-clock mall, further centralizing the areaÕs commercial ac-
tivity. ! e former commercial hubs in Haaga are left as mere 
shadows of what they once were, relics of a time past.  While 
! alianaukio and the North-Haaga shopping centre might not 
be the hearts and souls of their community anymore, they are 
still important to the identities of the area nonetheless. 

FACTOR 2: COMMUNITIES AND PUBLIC 
SPACES

Along with commercial spaces, Haaga has plenty of public 
spaces and a long history of community gathering. ! e resi-
dentsÕ organizations have a long history in both North- and 
South-Haaga and remain very active today. In many cases, the 
residents of North-Haaga have organized themselves separately 
from those of South-Haaga. ! is includes residentsÕ commit-
tees and workersÕ organizations (Elo and Elo, 1977). ! e two 
districts have also common organizations under Pro Haaga ry, 
that gathers together more than 20 local organizations (LeskelŠ, 
2008, p. 194). In a 2015 interview, Haaga residents concluded 
that a certain ÒHaaga spiritÓ does indeed exist ( Jakonen, 2015). 
One feat of strength from the residentsÕ committee was the 
opening of the Haaga health station near the geographical cen-
tre of the region, which serves both North- and South-Haaga.

! e enthusiastic locals also played their part in setting up 
the Þrst schools in the area, Þrst in the independent borough, 
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9then in the newly built suburb. Currently, Haaga has quite many 
schools within its borders considering its size and population. 
Two of the most renowned educational institutions moved to 
South-Haaga from the city centre during the 1970s. ! e reloca-
tion was probably due to good connections from the suburb to 
the inner-city area, but the good reputation created by the Haa-
ga residentsÕ zeal of building their own schools possibly played a 
part (Bergman, 2007, pp. 81, 134-135).

Finally, the city of Helsinki has built vocational education 
facilities in Haaga, diversifying the range of educational facili-
ties even more. Schools can characterize entire neighbourhoods 
and especially schools with wide student catchment areas can 
spread the areaÕs reputation far. Haaga has a larger number of 
schools than possibly any other area outside of the city centre. 
! e large number of students commuting daily from elsewhere 
could reasonably strengthen the reputation of Haaga outside 
its borders. On the other hand, that outside inßuence which 
students bring with them to Haaga might prevent the devel-
opment of a truly indigenous identity. In any case, Haaga is a 
major part of many studentsÕ educational paths.

Public spaces connecting North- and South-Haaga are 
few, but one stands out. ! e locally famous Rhododendron 
Park brings the two Haagas closer together. Situated halfway 
between the two areas, people gather there every June to ad-
mire the blossoming ßowers. Again, knowledge of the historical 
background o" ers an explanation on why the only rhododen-
dron park in Helsinki is in Haaga. Gardens, where Stenius once 
grew his ßowers, once characterized the independent borough 
of Haaga. ! e garden no longer serves a commercial purpose, 
but the ßowers remind us of the local history of the area.

FACTOR 3: AGE OF THE AREA

! e age of the neighbourhood is an important factor when 
considering its reputation and status. When a suburb is young, 
usually its residents are young as well. ! is is because of all the 
young families moving into their Þrst family apartments, with 
this happening in North-Haaga as well (Kolbe, 2015, p. 34). As 
time goes by, the residents become older and wealthier and the 
population decreases. 

Both North- and South-Haaga are relatively old neigh-
bourhoods now. ! e settlement in South-Haaga is almost half 
a century longer compared to its northern counterpart. ! ere-
fore, it can be assumed that there was a contrast between the 
two areas from the beginning. Even though the current hous-

ing stock in South-Haaga are roughly from the same period as 
in North-Haaga, the inhabitants have been around longer. Its 
prestige played a part in attracting schools to relocate there and 
the status still remains somewhat higher today. 

! e residents of North-Haaga think that there is not his-
toricity in their neighbourhood (Kahila, Tzoulas and Broberg, 
2011). ! is is of course untrue and has probably to do with its 
exceptionally uniform housing stock. ! ere are many ways of 
visualizing the neighbourhoodÕs history. In North-Haaga, that 
could mean information boards about the commercial garden 
history in the present-day Rhododendron Park. Another possi-
bility could be to create a community space in the North-Haa-
ga shopping centre that draws inspiration from its golden age 
during the 1960s. 

FACTOR 4: TRANSPORTATION

Haaga Þrst grew around Huopalahti railway station. ! is meant 
that it acted as a central hub of the area, and not just in trans-
portation: railway stations became popular meeting points of 
their respective neighbourhoods (Mustonen and RytilŠ, 2002, 
p. 19). In some cases, they were the shopping centres of their 
day.

A" ordable public transport was essential in HaagaÕs de-
velopment into a working-class neighbourhood. Electrically 
powered trams were very a" ordable. ! ere were also discounted 
railway tickets for the workers during rush hours in the 1930s 
(Mustonen and RytilŠ, 2002, p. 34).

Another important turning point in HaagaÕs history is the 
arrival of the suburban train in the 1970s. ! e Martinlaakso 
railway was completed in 1975, bringing the second railway 
station to the area. Before that, North-Haaga relied solely 
on buses going directly to the city centre but passing through 
South-Haaga as well (Kolbe, 2015, pp. 29-30). ! is also meant 
that North-Haaga and South-Haaga (with its Huopalahti sta-
tion) were separated by only a single railway stop. 

A suburban ring railway line was planned to connect the 
sub-centres of Munkkivuori, Malmi and VartiokylŠ in the gen-
eral plan idea of 1953-1960; however, because these suburbs 
were too small, the cross-city public transport plans were not 
viable yet for another 50 years. 

Generally, it was not possible to commute between sub-
urbs crossing the capital region. ! e situation in North- and 
South-Haaga was better than average, because the lines going 
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Another possibility to bring local history to life is to create 
local hubs of historically important locations. Haaga already has 
several places with the potential of becoming such hubs, one be-
ing the Rhododendron Park. ! e commercial gardens are long 
gone, but their history could be visualized with information 
boards among the ßora. A second hub could be in the historic 
Huopalahti station building, which is currently closed because 
of the neighbouring modern stationÕs renovation works. Lately, 
it housed cultural events organized by the non-proÞt Asematila 
ry and was available to rent for private events. With the Jokeri 
light rail line bringing more passengers to the station in the 
future, could the station return to its original use as a waiting 
room, perhaps with a chance to read books about HaagaÕs rich 
history?

Despite being similar in many cases, North- and South-Haa-
ga are distinctly separate in other areas. Perhaps the comple-
mentary development related to the new light rail project will 
bring the two districts even closer together.
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to and from the city centre also served the tra# c between the 
two suburbs.

CONCLUSIONS AND LOOKING 
FORWARD

Garden city ideas shaped much of 20th century urban planning 
and historically dominated the development of Haaga. So far, 
existing urban structure has been a deÞnitive guideline in the 
recent development along the Jokeri light rail. However, the 
plans for a city boulevard around Vihdintie include buildings 
of the scale found in the city centre. In the city boulevard plans, 
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sports Þeld near the geographical centre of Haaga. It can be 
presumed that the light rail connection will bring the centre of 
the area even closer to the new ÒMiddle HaagaÓ.

If there were a single turning point in HaagaÕs history, it 
would be the 1950s. It was when the decisions for the majority 
of the current housing stock were made, and when the com-
mercial structure changed for good, transforming the northern 
areaÕs urbanity forever. In addition, the blueprint for suburban 
development was created then.

If current residents are experiencing a lack of historicity in 
their neighbourhood, the 1950s could be an era from which to 
draw inspiration from. ! e shopping centre of North-Haaga 
probably will not become a commercial centre as it once was, 
but it could be revitalized as a place of gathering for its resi-
dents. In January 2019, the city of Helsinki did exactly that by 
creating Haagan LŠmpiš, a space for youth and resident activity. 
However, the city could develop the idea even further by in-
cluding historical photos of North-Haaga on the walls (they are 
currently painted white) and diversifying the range of events, 
inviting older residents to join. Encounters with them could 
create a sense of continuity among the more recent residents 
of Haaga. 
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TWO RAIL PROJECTS SHAPING HAAGA

ÒIn the ribbon neighbourhood plans 
of the 70s, as well as in todayÕs planning, 
nature is not forgotten but the planners 
increasingly believe that nature and 
dense urban living can be combined. 
Does this, however, result in creating 
better living environments or is com-
bining the dense quarters with cramped 
parks only a compromise in order to 
maximise the earnings? Ó

Dan Ronimus
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COMPARING THE PLANNING PRINCIPLES BEHIND 
THE MODERN-DAY LIGHT RAILS AND THE 
MARTINLAAKSO RAIL LINE FROM THE 1970 S,
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INTRODUCTION

! is article studies the principles guiding the modern-day plan-
ning of Haaga around the Jokeri Light Rail, as well as the city 
boulevards, and compares them with the standards that deÞned 
the planning of Lassila, and other railway subcentres in the 
1970s. ! e fundamental ideas behind these two very di" erent 
plans can tell us a lot about the planning of Helsinki and how 
the mentality behind it has changed over time. ! is article gives 
an overview of the past, the present and the future planning of 
Haaga, telling simultaneously about the general planning trends 
in Helsinki. ! e sources of information mainly consist of Hel-
sinkiÕs o# cial planning documents and the articles concerning 
the plans, published in newspapers over the years. ! ese give a 
good overview of the planning principles when looking at how 
the di" erent plans have been explained and justiÞed when they 
were Þrst presented.

BACKGROUND

After the wars involving Finland had ended in 1945 the city of 
Helsinki faced a rapid rise in urbanisation. ! e city was under 
enormous pressure to create housing for hundreds of thousands 
of evacuees ßeeing from Karelia, as well as for the growing gen-
eration of baby boomers. ! e increase in population exposed 
urban planning to multiple challenges which resulted in a sig-
niÞcant change in the way Helsinki was planned (Aalto, Pulma 
and Schulman 2000, p. 27-35).

Before wartime, the urban structure of Helsinki had been 
quite consistent. Helsinki was a compact city, sitting on a small 
cape where buildings were laid densely in close quarters, with 
only a couple of exceptions. From the 1950s, and increasingly 
from the 1960s onwards, several new suburbs were constructed 
further away from the existing city and apart from each oth-
er (Aalto, Pulma and Schulman 2000, p. 39). According to the 
Helsinki Planning O# ce (HKA 2.4:33, 1981), many of these 
suburbs were in their planning phase referred to as garden sub-
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this text, functionality has emerged to shape the planning prin-
ciples of Helsinki in the 1970s, when development clustered 
around rails, as well as in the 2000s, when Helsinki o# cially 
declared that it wants to become Ôthe most functioning city in 
the worldÕ.  Often, the emerging planning principles are guided 
by previous planning actions that are regarded somehow faulty. 
! e planning principles always reßect strongly the current val-
ues of the time when a plan is done. As values change over time, 
the planning has to adapt to that switch and correct the pos-
sible mistakes done in the past. Planning principles cannot be 
detached from the realities deÞned by the economic situation, 
nor the di" erent levels of politics. In their studies, Aalto et al. 
talk about urban planning ideals which are then shaped by eco-
nomics and politics and reÞned into planning principles (Aalto, 
Pulma and Schulman 2000, p.35).

 ! is article studies the planning principles behind two dif-
ferent plans, ! e Martinlaakso Rail Line, planned in the 1970s, 
and the modern-day Jokeri Rail Line, both a" ecting the Haa-
ga area. Why have the same neighbourhoods in Helsinki been 
planned so di" erently at di" erent times? What were the driving 
forces behind the planning objectives? ! e Martinlaakso Line, 
constructed in the 1970s, was revolutionary, as it was the Þrst 
project in Finland where urban planning, transportation plan-
ning and land use were organised as a whole. ! e Martinlaakso 
Line was closely connected to solving some problematic issues 
that had occurred in the elementary suburbs of the 1950s and 
1960s. ! e railway is one of the major turning points in the 
history of Haaga, as it connected the suburb closer to the city 
centre and boosted the construction of Pohjois-Haaga, and es-
pecially Lassila, with new kinds of planning principles imple-
mented (Herranen, 1988, p. 299).

After examining the planning principles and the driving 
forces behind the completion of the Martinlaakso Rail Line, 
the Haaga area remained relatively unchanged all the way up 
until the 2010s, when the plans to construct another pair of rails 
in the area was introduced. Currently, the planning of Haaga is 
strongly connected to the Jokeri Light Rail. Financially prof-
itable inÞll development along the 25 km transverse light rail 
connection is one of the main focus points of planning Hel-
sinki in the near future. In Haaga, the goal is to create new 
homes for 3600 inhabitants and jobs for 2000 workers by 2030 
(Raide-Jokeri, 2018). Similar kinds of light rails are one of the 
key elements when planning the city boulevards, which are also 
due to change Haaga remarkably over the forthcoming decades. 

urbs, drawing from the ideas presented by Howard and Unwin 
at the turn of the 20th century.

Among one of the Þrst constructed suburbs was Haaga, for-
merly a small borough only a few kilometres away from the 
city centre. After redeveloping the existing townships, such as 
EtelŠ-Haaga, OulunkylŠ and Herttoniemi in the 1950s, the ur-
ban planners and construction companies began to look for new 
grounds further away from the existing urban areas. Reinforced 
concrete had revolutionised the construction industry by pro-
viding a new fast and cost-e# cient way to build completely new 
suburbs from scratch (Aalto, Pulma and Schulman 2000, p.40).

As Aalto et al. (2000, pp. 48-50) explain, the Finnish cities, 
especially in the capital region, decided to tackle the housing 
shortage in cooperation with the banking sector and con-
struction companies. Almost all the major cities provided the 
contractors with cheap land to build on, and in exchange, con-
struction companies, funded by the large banks, agreed to take 
care of, not only, constructing the housing, but also building the 
infrastructure and sometimes even planning the new areas. ! is 
so-called project development can be seen in Pohjois-Haaga, 
where the tower blocks in the mid-1950s were actually one of 
the Þrst residential areas where the buildings, roads and sew-
ers were constructed by the same company, called SATO (So-
siaalinen Asuntotuotanto, Social Housing Production). SATO 
also actively took part in planning the area (Astikainen, HS, 
1995).

After wartime, the construction of new residential areas 
was steered by the urgent need for new housing. ! e rush was, 
however, not the only reason behind the change in planning 
principles. Already in the 1940s, a new trend of rehabilitative 
functionalism had emerged. ! e dense quarters constructed in 
the early decades of the century were regarded to be too closed 
and cramped, creating social as well as health problems.  ! e 
solution was to lower the building density, grow the sizes of 
individual ßats and, most importantly, to provide people with 
more space, both inside and outside their apartments. Function-
alistic architecture had begun to prosper in the 1930s and it af-
fected urban planning widely in all major Finnish cities during 
these decades. (Aalto, Pulma and Schulman 2000, p.35).

! e previous section o" ers a description of the planning 
principles that shaped the urban planning of Helsinki during 
the rapid expansion of the city during the decades following 
the war. Like Aalto et al. explain functional, modernist urban 
planning highlighting the desire to create environments where 
people want to live based on current trends. As shown later in 
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9recreation, leaving the suburbs empty of jobs and services.

Additionally, the city of Helsinki was worried, because prop-
erty use in its centre was changing. An excessive amount of res-
idential buildings were turned into o# ces, which, together with 
the increase of services, caused growth in (mainly car) tra# c 
between the centre and the sleeping suburbs (Herranen, Ho" -
man and Turpeinen 2000, pp.251). ! e urban plannersÕ answer 
to the previous problems was to invest in public transportation 
and create multiple sub-centres along the new rail lines. During 
the 1970s, metro planning sped up, while the existing railways 
were electriÞed and better utilised in everyday transport. ! e 
Þrst entirely new project to break ground was the Martinlaak-
so Rail Line, which was some sort of a combination of met-
ro and local train. Branching o"  from Huopalahti station in 
EtelŠ-Haaga, the rail line took advantage of existing railway 
technologies, though the stations were located within a rela-
tively short distance from each other, which is more typical for 
metro-like networks (Herranen, 1988, pp.298-299). Along the 
seven-kilometre railway, the trains would call at six di" erent 
stations, out of which, three were located inside Helsinki and 
three in Vantaa.

Helsinki has a strategic goal of creating a light rail network 
that would connect the heavy linear railroad, and metro tracks, 
better to each another, and to the areas in between (Helsingin 
yleiskaava, 2013).

MARTINLAAKSO RAIL LINE

At the beginning of the 1970s, the urban planners expressed 
dissatisfaction with how HelsinkiÕs suburbs were built during 
the decades following the war. ! e suburbs, once called garden 
cities, were then nicknamed as forest cities, describing the scar-
city and scattering of the suburbs (Herranen, Ho" man and Tur-
peinen 2000, p.251). In 1981, the urban planning department of 
Helsinki published a report about the main characteristics and 
development needs of HelsinkiÕs suburbs (Helsingin kaupunk-
isuunnitteluvirasto, 1981). In the report, the urban planners 
announced that the scarcity, small size and housing-oriented 
structure in many of the existing neighbourhoods in Helsinki, 
had resulted in them becoming dormitory suburbs in which the 
residents had limited labour and leisure possibilities. ! is forced 
the citizens to commute to the city centre for both work and 

Figure1. Lassila under construction around the Pohjois-Haaga railway station at 1983. ! e 
Pohjois-Haaga tow-er blocks from the 50s can be seen in the back. (Scan-Foto, 1983.)
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project management (HS, 1973). ! e minor residential housing 
in the area was demolished, since it would be replaced with the 
new ribbon development consisting of 27,000 square metres of 
housing for over 9,000 new residents.  ! e cornerstone of the 
Lassila plan was constructing a housing block consisting of sev-
eral 15-story high towers in the middle of the area, surrounded 
with numerous other buildings of more modest size. Pedestri-
ans and cars were meant to move on di" erent levels, allowing 
the pedestrian space in between buildings to also provide the 
necessary green inside the area. ! e planners stated that their 
main idea was to aim for functionality and optimum e# cien-
cy in land use by locating small parks along the «green streetsÕ 
where people would walk during their daily errands. ! e actual 
recreation, exercise and sports was meant to take place in the 
large MŠtŠjoki-park, serving all three areas.

LIGHT RAIL PROJECTS

Constructing the Lassila neighbourhood around Pohjois-Haa-
ga railway station was completed by the end of the 1980s. ! e 
actual scale of Lassila is slightly smaller than what was proposed 
in the original plans described above. Completing the railway 
took longer than expected, population projections were overly 
optimistic and there was not enough demand for ribbon hous-
ing.  ! e area currently has approx. 4,500 inhabitants and 5,000 
jobs. ! us, the target amounts of inhabitants, or housing square 
meters, were not achieved, with Lassila having a job self-su# -
ciency of over 100%. After Lassila was completed, the housing 
production in the Haaga area has decreased signiÞcantly, with 
only less than two thousand apartments built over the last two 
decades, whereas there were over three times more ßats con-
structed during the 1970s and 1980s (Tikkanen, 2018). 

Distant suburbs with good transportation and decent ser-
vices were regarded to be practical in Helsinki until the Þrst 
decade of this century. After planning the ribbon neighbour-
hoods, living in blocks of ßats actually decreased and the pop-
ulation of Helsinki fell, when families moved farther from the 
city to one-family houses in car-dependent areas. In an attempt 
to answer to these needs, Helsinki even captured large parts 
of the neighbouring Sipoo with the intention of lengthening 
the metro eastwards and to build residential areas for 100,000 
new inhabitants almost 20 kilometres away from the city centre 
(Pukkila, Yle, 2017). ! is change of direction is probably, also, 
one of the reasons why inhabitant objectives were not realised 
in the ribbon city.

According to Herranen (1988), the Martinlaakso Rail Line 
was the very Þrst proper e" ort in Finnish community planning 
to combine urban and transportation planning. In public, the 
new urban rail line was referred to as a ribbon development, 
where the di" erent sub-centres would be well linked to each 
other and to the city centre. When planning the new ribbon 
neighbourhoods in Lassila, KannelmŠki and Martinlaakso, spe-
cial attention was paid in making sure that the residents would 
not have to live in isolated sleeping suburbs. Instead, the goal 
was to create Òself-su# cient, functioning neighbourhoods and 
to avoid building grey suburbsÓ (Aulio and Saari, HS, 1973).

In an interview given to Helsingin Sanomat (Aulio and 
Saari, HS, 1973), lead architect of the Haaga-Vantaa project, 
Heikki Kaitera, described the planning objectives on behalf of 
Helsinki. Referring to the forest suburbs, he states that Òthe 
new neighbourhood centres will stand out in the grey suburban 
mass of the capital areaÓ. ! is was to be achieved by improving 
the job self-su# ciency from what was less than ten percent in 
certain Òforest suburbsÓ, to anywhere between 30% and 50%. In 
a ribbon city, the building e# ciency would be highest around 
the railway stations, with most of the housing and workplac-
es located within walking distance from the rail line. ! e city 
also wanted to learn from previous mistakes by building public 
services, such as schools, health care and shopping centres, si-
multaneously, along with housing and transportation. A large 
park stretching from Lassila all the way to Malminkartano, fol-
lowing the MŠtŠjoki River, would fulÞl the recreational needs 
of the whole area. Kaitera was also excited about the shopping 
facilities being from Ôthe greater worldÕ, with a massive depart-
ment store being built in between Lassila and KannelmŠki.

! e areas of KannelmŠki and Martinlaakso were almost 
completely unbuilt before the rail line plans were established. 
In Haaga, however, things were di" erent, since the earlier men-
tioned Pohjois-Haaga towers, had been sitting in the woods 
already for a couple of decades before the station, located only 
a kilometre away from them, was opened in 1977. For people 
living there, the rail line obviously marked a major improve-
ment in their connections, also there was the building of an en-
tirely new type of residential area on the other side of the track. 
Before constructing the Martinlaakso Rail Line, Lassila was a 
forest-dominated area, with only a couple of hundred people 
living in detached houses constructed during the war in a rapid 
manner to provide homes for evacuees (Oittinen and Tepponen, 
1989, p.12).

Helsingin Sanomat took a closer look at the plans concern-
ing Lassila a few days after publishing the interview with the 
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92017). InÞll is usually justiÞed by the increase of density, which 
is supposed to provide the residents with better services and 
connections. Still, it is important to remember that Helsinki is 
by far the largest landowners inside its borders, and thus densi-
Þcation produces high returns for the city itself.

In Haaga, some planning has already been done with the 
Raide-Jokeri in mind. In EtelŠ-Haaga, there are two construc-
tion projects pending, to be completed before the rails reach the 
area (Uutta HelsinkiŠ, 2018). HelsinkiÕs eventual goal in Haaga 
is to have at least 3,600 people moving into new apartments 
near the light rail stops, while also connecting the Huopalah-
ti station to a larger surrounding area than before. Where the 
Martinlaakso Rail Line featured several neighbourhoods con-
structed from scratch, this time all the residents will be located 
within the existing urban areas. Housing is most wanted in the 
city centre and, by densifying the areas closest to it, it should 
answer to these needs of urban lifestyle. InÞll development will 
take place in former industrial sites, wastelands, and in some 
cases, also by demolishing old buildings in order to squeeze in 
more e# cient housing (Raide-Jokeri, 2018). 

! e City Boulevard plans have su" ered some setbacks in the 
courts of law, as the state is worried that converting motorways 
into lively streets will hinder car tra# c to and from the capital 
cityÕs core. A lot of the discussion is centred on the HŠmeen-
linna motorway, which borders Haaga in the east, where the 
boulevardisation would, in addition to the car tra# c, also en-
danger some parts of Central Park, which powered a mass 
movement to oppose the plans (Moilanen, HS, 2018). How-
ever, as public discussion has been focused around the reject-
ed plans, many may not have noticed that the plans to convert 
ItŠvŠylŠ, Tuusulantie and Vihdintie into city boulevards were 
actually ruled legal by the Administrative Court. As the number 
of city boulevard projects to move forward in the forthcoming 
decades was diminished, attention will probably sooner or later 
be directed even more than before towards renewing the three 
remaining roads.

Even though the HŠmeenlinna boulevard was turned down 
for now, the Haaga area will nevertheless be a" ected by boule-
vardisation plans. Vihdintie is technically not a motorway, but 
it still forms a four-lane  border between Haaga and its neigh-
bours in the west. ! e city of Helsinki has presented a prelimi-
nary plan of Vihdintie boulevardisation (Paastela, HU, 2018) in 
which the lead planner, Suvi TyynilŠ, aptly explains the di" er-
ence between planning in the past and in the future.  She states, 
that Òwhen planning the boulevard city, the goal is not to create 
another set of ribbon suburbs but instead to bring a new urban 

! e construction of Haaga began in the 1950s, with the con-
struction of Lassila being seen as the Þnal stage of completing 
the area as it is nowadays. Some minor inÞll development has 
taken place in EtelŠ-Haaga during this century, but the overall 
picture has remained mostly unchanged for almost three dec-
ades. However, this is about to change, as HelsinkiÕs planning 
principles have undergone a shift from building radial neigh-
bourhoods, like the ones along the Martinlaakso Rail Line, into 
creating a multicentric web of sub-centres and densifying the 
existing urban areas. To strengthen the sub-centres along the 
existing railway and metro tracks, Helsinki has introduced the 
concept of ÒCentre NetworkÓ, in which the city would provide 
multiple urban concentrations all around Helsinki. ! is is due 
to the plannersÕ belief that living in central, dense urban areas is 
more popular than ever (Helsingin yleiskaava, 2013).

! e new city plan features yet another new kind of rail trans-
portation system which is due to change Haaga, possibly even 
more than the Martinlaakso Rail Line. According to HelsinkiÕs 
Vision 2050 (Helsingin yleiskaava, 2013), the radial city struc-
ture will become interconnected by a light rail network, which 
features both transverse routes from east to west and new ra-
dial lines following the city boulevards. ! e city boulevards are 
HelsinkiÕs e" ort to increase the e" ectiveness of land use along 
the motorways close to the central urban area. Nowadays, the 
motorways separate di" erent parts of the city from one another 
as they are hard to cross, with reclaim large noise and pollution 
impacting areas around them, while only permitting car tra# c. 
In the future, Helsinki has a strategic target of converting the 
motorways into urban boulevards, where light rails, cyclists and 
pedestrians are well accommodated. ! e boulevards would al-
low large amounts of housing to be built along them, providing 
citizens with the kind of urban environments planners believe 
they currently want.  

After decades of debate and hesitation, the Þrst light rail 
project is Þnally underway as the cities of Helsinki and Espoo, 
along with the public transportation service, are soon beginning 
to construct Raide-Jokeri. According to the planners, Jokeri will 
be a major modiÞcation to transverse connections between the 
neighbourhoods outside of the city centre. It will connect the 
metro, all three railway lines, and the suburbs in between, closer 
to each other. ! e cities of Helsinki and Espoo see the pair of 
rails as an opportunity to enable large inÞll development by the 
side of it. Making the areas along Raide-Jokeri denser could 
provide new homes for 24,000 people in Helsinki and almost as 
many in Espoo. Nearly 16,000 new jobs are also anticipated to 
locate along the light rail line (HŠkkinen and Malmberg, HS, 
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with speeding up the transportation, but also by creating jobs 
and amenities in the railway sub-centres. 

! e time spent developing the forest suburbs, ribbon neigh-
bourhoods and small housing areas can, in a wider picture, be 
seen as a period of constructing similar sorts of semi-urban en-
vironments for multiple decades. However, when entering the 
2010s, a shift in planning principles occurred as the demand 
for living in actual downtown-like urban areas began to ascend 
once again. In an interview for Yle (Pukkila, 2017), Anni Sin-
nemŠki, the deputy mayor of Helsinki responsible for urban de-
velopment, stated that young families in Helsinki want to live 
in high rises situated in dense urban areas rather than in distant 
small housing. ! is recent change in trends has presented Hel-
sinki with the opportunity to densify the areas in between ex-
isting neighbourhoods, develop the sub-centres, and to invest in 
new transportation methods. ! is improves the living standards 
of both the current, and future, residents which also results in 
higher land returns for Helsinki. ! e most noteworthy change 
in discourses around the planning from the 1970s to this cen-
tury is the emergence of economic features in public discussion. 
In the 1970s, the planners and newspapers primarily discussed 
the social and environmental values on living quality, but in the 
modern-day argumentation, land returns and how inÞll-densi-
Þcation within HelsinkiÕs borders beneÞts the city, is more and 
more emphasised. 

As Helsinki holds a planning monopoly inside its borders, 
it is in the cityÕs best interest to proÞt from the plans. Still, it is 
important to keep in mind that all proÞts cannot be measured 
by the amount of money a plan can yield. Like the turn in the 
1950s, from what was regarded as cramped downtown living, 
towards more functional and spacious dwelling in an environ-
ment close to nature, proves social factors, such as recreation 
and welfare, are important factors to be considered too. In the 
ribbon neighbourhood plans of the 1970s, as well as in todayÕs 
planning, nature is not forgotten, but the planners increasingly 
believe that nature and dense urban living can be combined. 
Does this, however, result in creating better living environments 
or is combining the dense quarters with cramped parks only 
a compromise in order to maximise earnings? Economics de-
termine politics and planning at a quickening pace. ! e Þerce 
transnational economic competition between cities forces Hel-
sinki to focus more and more on the monetary aspects also in 
planning. One could argue that today, the architectural func-
tionality of the 1940s has been replaced by economic function-
ality, which undermines the social and environmental features 
of urban living in the name of cost-e# ciency. ! e change in the 

stratum to the existing neighbourhoodsÓ. Practically speaking, 
this means that the ribbon structure, revolutionary only three 
decades ago, is now proclaimed to be outdated and that the city 
wants to enclose the ribbon suburbs into its urban core. ! e 
Vihdintie Boulevard would enable the building of new homes 
for up to 15,000 new inhabitants and urbanise the Haaga area 
drastically. According to the planners (Uutta HelsinkiŠ, 2018), 
Vihdintie boulevard would establish another rail connection 
between the southern and northern parts of Haaga and bring 
the di" erent parts of the neighbourhood closer. 

CONCLUSION

Many similarities can be found in the principles guiding the 
planning of the ribbon city along the Martinlaakso rail line 
and the modern-day plans around the light rail lines. In Haa-
ga-Vantaa, and in the boulevard city, the new plans arose from 
the emerging need of housing and the dissatisfaction with ear-
lier urban development. Both plans were introduced at a time 
when Helsinki was growing rapidly and where there was a 
shortage of housing. In both cases the solution was to build 
neighbourhoods denser than before along rail tracks. A pair of 
rails in an area often assures good transportation for the resi-
dents, which reßects on the demand of housing, o# ce premises 
and, subsequently, both in the price. ! is guarantees higher cap-
ital gains for the landowner, which, in Finland, is often the city 
that is also paying for the rail investment. ! erefore, it is most 
proÞtable for Helsinki to build densely on the land closest to 
the public transportation where it receives the highest return 
(Kostiainen, Laakso and MetsŠranta 2016, p.32-33). Simulta-
neously, the same beneÞts of dense housing around rail tracks 
can be highlighted in the o# cial communication of the 1970s 
and today - better services, easier commutes and a revolutionary 
urban lifestyle.

In the 1970s, the car-dependent Ôforest suburbsÕ were not 
drawing people, like they used to, in the preceding decades. 
PeopleÕs and plannersÕ displeasure with these areas led into de-
veloping public transportation on rails and constructing denser 
suburbs along them. Use of time became increasingly important 
for families living in the city and people were willing to pay for 
living in an area where less time had to be spent commuting 
between the home and the city centre. Constructing neighbour-
hoods, such as Lassila, together with the new transportation 
systems, was relatively easy in the 1970s, when there was plenty 
of unbuilt land available, quite close to the city centre. ! e prob-
lem of long commutes and poor services was tackled not only 
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9values deÞning the planning principles can not necessarily be 
explained by a change in individualsÕ desires, but in the econom-
ic-politic sphere emphasising proÞts.
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CLASS STRUCTURES OF 
CONTEMPORARY URBAN PLANNING

ÒTo summarize, according to litera-
ture and the data presented here new 
urbanist planning practices may be 
seen as associated with the mechan-
ics and the logics of the new econo-
my. ! erefore, it is elementary that 
if the paradigm is harnessed to fuel 
economic activity, it is important to 
understand the implications it has 
in terms of justice, democracy, and 
equality. Ó
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ECONOMY AND URBAN IDEOLOGY IN THE CONTEXT 
OF THE VIHDINTIE BOULEVARD



223
U

S
P

 2
01

9

ine the vision of the City of Helsinki and the example of the 
Vihdintie-Huopalahdentie boulevardization plan. My primary 
data consists of the boulevardization planning outline (City of 
Helsinki, 2018c), and the comments people wrote on an online 
participation platform (City of Helsinki, 2018). Secondary data 
consists of the document Ò! e Vision 2050: Urban planÓ which 
is the new plan by the City of Helsinki (2013), and the boule-
vardization planning document (City of Helsinki, 2015). My 
analysis of the primary and secondary data addresses my main 
research questions. What does international literature reveal 
about the relations between new urbanism and economy? How 
does the public of Haaga receive the boulevardization plans of 
Vihdintie and Huopalahdentie? By answering these questions 
I aim at providing a counter-discourse to the one of growth 
regardless of social justice, and in the discussion, seek to prob-
lematize the trends in urban planning as examined in their local 
contexts through the prism of international literature. 

 

INTRODUCTION

Urbanization is a global challenge of such magnitude that the 
United Nations have stated in their 2018 Revision of World Ur-
banization Prospects (2018) that Òsustainable urbanization is key 
to sustainable developmentÓ. ! e rapidly increasing quantity 
of urban dwellers is without doubt one of the reasons that the 
quality of the urban fabric should be considered very carefully 
as cities grow in population and size. ! rough the analysis of 
existing scholarship this article reminds that the questions re-
lated to the urbanization movement are increasingly about who 
and where. I will discuss the qualities of future Helsinki at a 
time when a new general plan has been accepted and validated. 

In this article my aim is two-fold: on the one hand I discuss 
the relations the paradigm of new urbanism has with economy 
and social class, and on the other hand, using these relations as 
a theoretical frame, I describe developments taking place cur-
rently in Helsinki. On the way, I identify Òthe creative classÓ or 
Òthe bourgeois bohemiansÓ within the local context, and exam-



224

C
ha

pt
er

 3
 

to cities that can provide culture services, diversity, creativeness, 
vibrancy and an overall innovative atmosphere (Florida, 2017, p. 
45). ! erefore, it is perhaps no surprise that, for example in the 
United States, over a quarter of venture capital investment was 
invested in companies which are located in areas where walking, 
biking and public transit was the most popular mode of com-
muting (Florida, 2017, p.43).

According to the literature brießy reviewed here, urban 
economies do well in relatively dense and diverse, mixed use 
environments that o" er good walkability, public transit and ser-
vices. As it so happens, an urbanist paradigm aiming for almost 
exactly this has been rising in popularity in the urban discussion 
for almost forty years (Kim & Larsen, 2017, p.3844). 

Named new urbanism, it takes its inspiration from the more 
traditional ideas of a city and it is an approach that, according 
to some, seems almost opposing suburban sprawl. ! e views as-
sociated with it value vibrant, mixed-use districts that are rela-
tively walkable, self-su# cient in services and less car dependant 
than their modernist suburban counterparts. (Grant, 2006, pp. 
3-6). 

New urbanist visions of city development are also often as-
sociated with the promotion of social equality and diversity. ! e 
projects labelled as new urbanist are often marketed as socially 
sensible, the reality of this is, however, contested (Grant, 2006, 
pp. 188-189, 192-193). ! e paradigm has also been interpret-
ed as emphasizing categorical clarity in certain matters seen as 
contradictory, such as urban versus nature and urban versus sub-
urban (Grant, 2006, p. 46).

Many cities have put forth processes which aim to create an 
environment suitable for producing economic growth by fol-
lowing this logic (Moisio, 2018, p.125), with Helsinki being no 
exception.

Suburban centres have become urban centres. ! ese com-
pact, urban conglomerations of services, jobs and hous-
ing feature a variety of functions. Everyday services are 
close to residents, and a broader network of services can be 
reached quickly by public transport, especially the rail net-
work.       
                                  !"#$

! e urban living environment creates opportunities while 
also providing stimuli with indisputable value to the appeal 
and thus the competitiveness of the city. It is characterised by 
density, a mix of services and functions, public urban space, 
things are scaled to suit pedestrians, interesting street space, 

URBANISM AND THE ECONOMY IN 
LITERATURE AND IN HELSINKI

Urban areas have for a long period of time been places of eco-
nomic activity and growth, producing higher economic outputs 
than rural areas (Buckley et. al, 2009, pp. 42-44). ! ere is a 
wealth of literature in economics on the di" erent mechanisms 
behind this (e.g. OÕFlaherty, 2005; Lemelin et. al. 2014), but in 
the context of this article, it is one approach above all which is 
especially relevant in the contemporary context.

! is is the Òknowledge-based economizationÓ, discussed 
in detail by Sami Moisio in his book Geopolitics of the knowl-
edge-based economy (2018), and more speciÞcally the arguably 
neoliberalism-driven, increasingly competitive environment, 
contemporary cities Þnd themselves in. As Moisio explains it, 
the knowledge-based economization, has put forth a view of the 
world as a collection of places, which in order to prosper, must 
attract the resources needed for the maximum creation of value. 
! ese resources are the knowledge workers, understood also as 
human capital (Moisio, 2018, pp. 124-125).

Inßuential scholar Richard Florida (2017, p.193) argues, 
also, that urban economies thrive in places which the knowl-
edge-workers, named by Florida as the creative class, settle into. 
! is builds on the idea that economic success is driven by the 
clustering of this human capital, which happens, in turn, in 
places which are perceived as attractive to them. ! e impor-
tance of the creative class in terms of economic prosperity is 
based on the reality that the knowledge-work, which this class 
performs, adds most relative value and, therefore, generates 
most of the relative growth (Moisio, 2018, p.125). ! e shift in 
signiÞcance, or arising of this certain type of work, has also been 
called a shift towards the Ònew economyÓ from the Òold econ-
omyÓ, where value is created mostly through technology and 
innovation as opposed to the manufacturing of commodities, 
where natural resources were seen more central than Òhuman 
resourcesÓ (Moisio, 2018, p.67).

From this standpoint, the obvious question from the citiesÕ 
point of view is: how can we attract this human potential to 
our location? According to Florida, mixed-use neighbourhoods 
that serve as a platform for human encounters are what most 
of the creative class are looking for, and therefore they are the 
places where economic growth has been happening the most 
(Florida, 2017, p.193). 

Startup companies, a section that could be interpreted as a 
major phenomenon in the new economy, are especially drawn 
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9(City of Helsinki, 2018b) after some commotion about certain 
parts of the plan that were not accepted by the state. ! e plan 
was taken into court and, after a long litigation, some of its parts 
were overruled by the supreme administrative court (Helsingin 
Sanomat 2018). 

Some of the parts of the plan that were deemed unacceptable 
included four of the seven so called ÒboulevardizationÓ plans re-
garding highways or highway-like roads serving as entry lanes 
to the city (Helsingin Sanomat 2018). ! e case I present here is 
about one of the three boulevardization plans, which remained 
in e" ect as the city plan became valid and is - at the time of 
writing this article - under detailed planning.

Boulevardization is essentially the transformation of high-
ways or highway-like roads into urban boulevards in order to 
develop the surrounding areas in a denser, more urban way. By 
doing so, the city of Helsinki aims at expanding the so-called 
downtown area into its current fringes. From the point of view 
of this article, and the debate discussed here, the most promi-
nent negative e" ects of this process concerns the tra# c capacity 
of the road, and in many cases the diminishing amount of green 
areas. ! ese adverse e" ects of boulevardization are tackled ac-
cording to the city of Helsinki by reducing policies of private 
car tra# c, by developing public tra# c, and by investing in the 
quality rather than quantity of green areas (City of Helsinki, 
2013, pp.11, 71 & City of Helsinki, 2015).

! e particular context here is a single planning outline in 
and around the neighbourhood of Haaga. ! e plan in question 
is the boulevardization of the Vihdintie and Huopalahdentie 
roads and the data used for analysis are the planning documents 
and comments (n=279) left regarding the planning outlines by 
23rd November 2018 as a part of an online civic participation 
service called Kerrokantasi (translated freely as: Express-your-
view) (City of Helsinki, 2018).

I analysed the data by using content analysis. My article 
aims at answering the question: what are the outspoken aims 
of the plan and planning outlines, and how are the plans, as 
such, received by the public, based on the comments left on the 
planning outlines. Moreover, how do these Þndings situate in 
discussions regarding new urbanism and developments in the 
economy?

! e primary data consists of: 1) 19 planning principles for 
the boulevardization of Vihdintie-Huopalahdentie (City of 
Helsinki, 2018c) and 2) the 279 comments which were left on 
it (City of Helsinki, 2018). ! e following is a summary of the 

top-quality recreational environments, easy access to servic-
es, historical layers, e$ cient public transportation,etc. [É] 
A more urban Helsinki is a city with increased social and 
regional equality and substantially easier access to services 
and workplaces, especially in the suburban areas currently 
occupying an unequal position. 

(City of Helsinki, 2013, pp. 7, 16)

! e excerpts shown above is from the 84 pages long Hel-
sinki city plan document (2013) explaining the vision of what 
Helsinki would look like in 2050, labelled Vision 2050: Urban 
plan Ð the new Helsinki city plan. ! e document could be consid-
ered as a textbook example of new urbanist ideas. According to 
the document, a rise in demand for urban living has increased in 
Finland (City of Helsinki, 2013, p.10). Helsinki is now trying to 
meet this demand, as the sustainable city it longs to be, by den-
sifying old car dependant suburban centres, and by developing 
public transport, especially in these newly urbanized locations, 
to support more ecological modes of transport (City of Helsin-
ki, 2013, p.12).

In many parts of the Vision 2050 (2013) document, and of a 
brochure presenting the plans for the boulevardization of Hel-
sinki (City of Helsinki, 2015), we see that the main argument 
used to justify the plans is the promotion of the economy. ! e 
new urbanist ideals bear many similarities with qualities that are 
also associated with economic growth. One of these qualities is 
diversity (Florida, 2005, pp. 39-42), which is also often (as is 
in the boulevardization plans (City of Helsinki, 2015)) in the 
core of the outspoken aims of new urbanist movements. Never-
theless, the actualization of such qualities remains a subject of 
debate (Grant, 2006, pp. 192-193).

It seems that Helsinki is pursuing a certain kind of urban 
development that could be interpreted as being new urbanist, to 
promote economic growth. ! e new urbanist values regarding 
a city do indeed seem to share some commonalities with the 
values Florida claims the creative class seek in a city.  In the 
next section I will examine in more detail the content of the 
plan and discuss the way in which it has been received in the 
local context. 

CASE HAAGA AND THE LOCAL 
RECEPTION

! e new general plan was accepted in Helsinki by the city 
council in late 2016 and was validated on 5th December 2018 
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ones against it. ! e divide was however not always clear: some 
of the respondents supported some aspects of the plan, while 
others opposed them. ! e most typical case of divided opinion 
was where commenters welcomed the urbanity, as such, with all 
the amenities it comes with - investments in public transport, 
services, and walkability Ð but stood opposed to the diminishing 
of green areas, which were often seen as ÒcharacteristicÓ of the 
neighbourhood.

A total of 122 comments were identiÞed as having a neg-
ative or divided opinion on the plans, as contrasted to only 62 
commenters having mainly a positive or divided opinion. ! e 
rest were uncategorizable as either negative or positive. Most of 
the commenters who had an opposing view on the plans were 
protecting the green areas, but quite a few argued that limiting 
the use of private cars was unacceptable. Some of the most ex-
tremely negative commenters felt as though the whole way of 
life that the plans promoted was not welcome in the area, and 
that the very reasons they had moved into the area was being 
threatened by the plans.

Haaga and PitŠjŠnmŠki are being lived in because there is 
lots of nature in the area. [Names of green areas] are essential 
values to the residents of the area. We donÕt want your boule-
vards nor any Òurban structureÓ! We want foresty suburbs 
that are not housing too many people. Make your centres as 
crowded as you like, but leave our beautiful neighbourhoods 
alone! 

     (A commenter) "translated by author#

Many were concerned about tra# c congestion, and most 
of them implied that they were using a private car and want-
ed to keep on doing so with no added di# culties. ! e biggest 
common issue that was shared among the opposition and sup-
port, however, was without doubt the green areas. Many were 
distrustful of the actualization of the new and improved green 
spaces that were advertised in the plans, and a few pointed out 
that, in any case, managed green spaces are not the same as for-
ests. 

! e concern for green spaces was often shared with respond-
ents who welcomed the plans, but many seemed to accept the 
replacement of old forest areas by managed urban parks. Some 
of the defenders of the plan were in fact in favour of the replace-
ment of some of the Ònon-urbanÓ elements, such as unmanaged 
thickets with more urban elements like housing or street trees. 
! is resonates with the categorical clarity associated with new 
urbanist views where new urbanism is sometimes known to be 

planning principles, where the emphasis has been put on the 
parts most relevant to this study. ! e principles were original-
ly in Finnish and I translated them as rigorously as I possibly 
could. 

Ò! e Vihdintie and Huopalahdentie boulevard-city will 
unite the surrounding urban structure as a part of the ex-
isting neighbourhoods of Munkkiniemi, PitŠjŠnmŠki and 
Haaga. ! e overall appearance will be urban, with a vibrant 
setting for work and other activities in the ground ßoors, 
squares and local parks. 

! e main roads will be transformed into a verdant and cozy 
city boulevard by reserving enough space for pedestrians, 
street trees and activities located in the base of buildings. It 
will be the most climate smart part of town, with extra at-
tention put into developing the various technologies designed 
to tackle climate change in the building of the area. Green 
roofs will be applied to most of the buildings. 

! e most important nature elements will be kept intact, with 
attention put also into developing further the existing green 
structures. Attention will be put into ensuring a healthy 
environment and the negative e#ects of tra$ c will be con-
trolled. 

Public transit will be organized to be of such a high quality 
that it makes possible a car free everyday life. Adequate ßow 
is ensured also to other tra$ c, while ensuring the best possible 
walkability to local services and transit stops. ! e conditions 
for biking are addressed adequately. 

Good accessibility is ensured to all transport modes as the 
street network is structured in a way that delivers good con-
nections, but does not support the Òdriving throughÓ of car 
tra$ c. Some of the areas are developed as particularly mixed 
areas and overall new locales for commercial and cultural 
services are being developed in adequate numbers to address 
the growing demand the new residents bring along.Ó 

(City of Helsinki, 2018c)

! e plan had a controversial reception among local resi-
dents; some were happy to hear about the urban elements to be 
brought to Haaga, while others were extremely worried about 
the change to the environment. ' I discuss the actualization of 
the plan through the preferential divide within the area in terms 
of social structure and the economy.

One might presume that the commenters would be divided 
into two main groups: the ones in favour of the plan and the 
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9ic rationalistic presumption of individuals. While he reminds 
that the hypothesis cannot be veriÞed until the next economic 
upswing, he suggests that the relative rise in the demand of ur-
ban dwellings, in accordance with incongruent trends in living 
preferences, might be caused by the cautiousness of households 
during an uncertain economic period, seeing the denser urban 
dwellings as less risky investments (Kortteinen, 2018).

Be that as it may, a size di" erence so massive between the 
local preference groups in Haaga, along with the reality that 
the city is moving forward to realize the plan, does raise the 
question of democracy. Are the plans being put forward, despite 
local resistance, to pursue economic growth by accommodating 
the needs of the creative class?

Similar developments have also been identiÞed elsewhere, 
as it is argued (Saint-Paul, 2018, p.2) that a certain, identiÞable 
and politically powerful group has Òtaken overÓ some of the cit-
ies where they have settled, achieving urban policies identiÞable 
as new. ! ese include the promotion of sustainable modes of 
transport such as biking and public transit, increasing diversity 
through public policies, restricting private car tra# c, and im-
pacting on the attractiveness of urban neighbourhoods by in-
creasing the quantity or quality of urban amenities. 

! is group is called the bourgeois bohemians, referred to by 
the abbreviation bobo. It is arguably the same group Florida 
has named as the creative class. ! e term bobo was Þrst used by 
David Brooks (2000) to refer to the artistic hippies of the 1960s 
who clashed with the conservative bourgeoise of the 1980s to 
form a new class, of sorts, that situated in the very top of society 
as a new Òyoung elite, only dimly aware of themselves as an elite 
and unaware as yet of their capacitiesÓ (Brooks, 2010, originally 
2000, p. 4971). 

Mark Lorenzen and Kristina Vaarst Andersen have com-
mented (Lorenzen & Vaarst Andersen, 2009, p.369) that as 
far as tastes for consumption go, this is in fact the same group 
which Florida is referring to as the creative class. Florida him-
self also commented on the works of Brooks in his 2002 article 
Bohemia and economic geography and elaborated on the distinc-
tion of their approaches, while implicitly stating that the group 
in question is one and the same. 

Saint-Paul (2017), an economist, addresses the divide of the 
bourgeois in France, a divide that bears indisputable similari-
ties with our Finnish one. He has identiÞed the skilled work-

1 ! e page numbering refers to an e-book read on a mobile device and 
might not be consistent with the printed version 

intolerant of contradictory elements in the urban fabric.

! e commenters with a positive stance were quite excited 
about the ÒurbanizationÓ of the area and what it would bring 
with it. ! e emphasis varied within respondents, but the as-
pects most emphasized consisted of the increase of services, 
the Òurban feelÓ, public transport, or even the increase (or not 
decrease) of property value. Some were even making remarks 
that the planners should really push the density up as much as 
they ÒdareÓ.

As has been stated many times already, this is longed for. [É] 
Or do the residents want to stay in their ßoors alone and in 
a deserted area. Wait for it to run down and the value of it 
totally degrade? No, indeed we want instead the modern, 
green and functional city with all its tra$ c solutions [É] If 
we want to get rid of even the last services in the area or give 
them to areas elsewhere we can say no to this all [É] 

     (A commenter) "translated by author#

Regarding the ideal lifestyle for people, I could see a clear 
divide in Haaga. ! e City reasons that the new urbanist visions, 
which the boulevard entail, are the best option for development. 
! e amount of rhetoric the City is building up, based on econo-
my and sustainability, while presenting and marketing its views, 
is noteworthy. ! e City uses descriptions of urban life in the 
general as well, but it seems to me as if the City expects its 
residents to quite readily buy into arguments based on economy 
and sustainability.

Perhaps the City is correct, since the amount of positive at-
titudes the people in Haaga had expressed for the plans was 
high, albeit lower than the amount of negative attitudes. In the 
data, Haaga divides roughly in the pro-urban and pro-suburban 
groups. ! e pro-urban group would like to see the betterment 
of services, walkability, public transport, and Òthe urban feelÓ 
in Haaga, while the pro-suburban group wants to keep Haaga 
mostly as it is, with its forests and private car-supporting infra-
structure remaining intact. ! e pro-suburban group was in this 
data roughly double in size in relation to the pro-urban group.

It has been shown in previous studies (e.g. Tuominen 2014) 
that the levels of living satisfaction in Helsinki are greater in 
sparsely built and detached housing areas (Tuominen, 2014, p. 
72), but the City of Helsinki promotes boulevardization also, 
based on the growing demand of down-town urban living. ! e 
growing demand for housing which does not provide the best 
living satisfaction sounds counter-intuitive. Matti Kortteinen 
has o" ered a possible explanation, building on an econom-
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portunities to be in nature, as opposed to the increased e# cien-
cy of public transit and increased opportunities to access urban 
amenities and services, are examples of changes that will a" ect 
the areaÕs feasibility in facilitating residentsÕ preferred lifestyle.

Could it be that urban development, even in a democratic 
context, reßects less the local preferences and more of the logics 
of economy? Can the qualities of the urban be separated from 
the economy or are we shackled to working within the frames 
of Òthe possibleÓ which the economy imposes on us? Are the 
transformations in the urban fabric derived from the prefer-
ences of a decisive political group or are the preferences of a 
certain group derived from the needs of the economy within 
which they work?

Shifts in urban planning paradigms in relation to develop-
ments in the economy are not unheard of. ! e remaking of Par-
is in the mid-1800s, and more lately the sub-urbanization of 
post-WWII United States, have, according to David Harvey 
(2013, pp. 7-10), much more to do with the economy than any 
intrinsic lifestyle preferences. ! erefore, it is possible to pro-
mote a complete shift of lifestyle in order to grease the capitalist 
machine. One may wonder: could we be witnessing the urban 
implications of transitioning from the old to the new economy 
in Haaga? Or is it just a matter of a simple shift in the power 
balance of two preference groups? 

! e underlying mechanics of the urban transformation in 
Haaga are beyond the extent of this article, but we have so far 
been able to identify some relationships between the paradigm 
of new urbanism, the actual plans embracing it, and the econ-
omy. In its own material, the City of Helsinki promotes the 
plan as being helpful in creating an urban environment that will 
compliment economic growth by attracting Òcompetent and 
creativeÓ individuals (City of Helsinki 2015). ! is statement is 
in the same vein as the concept of the creative class by Richard 
Florida (2017). 

I could argue that the boulevardization plans are part of the 
grand scheme of the new general plan of Helsinki that Þt bo-
bos or the creative class like a glove. Earlier on, I identiÞed the 
values of the plan as new urbanist, and I suggested that, as such, 
they are similar to the preferences of the creative class. Grant 
has pointed out that new urbanism might be, indeed, used 
by an urban elite as a tool to satisfy their need to distinguish 
themselves as such a class, with all the attributes a cosmopoli-
tan urban elite might hold (Grant, 2006, p.192-193). ! is again 
is of remarkable resemblance to what Florida argues as one of 
the deÞning factors regarding the locale that the creative class 

ers of the old economy, which he calls cadres, as distinct from 
the skilled workers of the new economy, the bobos. He studied 
their di" erences of opinion in urban policy and argues that the 
systematic di" erences can be derived from an economic analy-
sis of rational behaviour. According to his research, the cadres 
and bobos, due to their reality and lifestyle, are set against each 
other in the pursuit of the most economically e# cient way of 
organizing their lives. Saint-Paul identiÞed the bobos as being 
supportive of policies which, to a great extent, resemble the 
boulevardization plans, for example in terms of limiting private 
car use and investing in walkability and public transit.

Could Saint-PaulÕs economic study o" er any insight into 
the question regarding the contradictions in living satisfaction 
and demand in housing? Saint-Paul concludes in his article 
that Ò[T]his paper has shown that one can explain some re-
cent trends in urban sociology and policies without referring 
to an evolution of the preferences of the decisive voters in the 
city [É] rather, these trends can be explained by productivi-
ty growth in the new economy goods relative to other sectors, 
along with the speciÞcity of the production process for those 
goodsÓ (Saint-Paul, 2017, p. 27).

Moreover, could a similar class divide be happening also in 
Haaga? For example, some of the residents welcome the devel-
opments in public transit, densiÞcation and overall urbaniza-
tion of the neighbourhood structure and appearance with open 
arms. Some others are alarmed by the changes, which, according 
to them, represent a risk to the whole existence of Haaga as 
they know it, and the lifestyle it currently facilitates for them. 
Based on the data used here, the residents of Haaga are, indeed 
divided in this way; however, is this division based on, or even 
correlating with, their role in the economy? 

DISCUSSION

! e values of the plans would deÞnitely be something that 
would impress the bobos and creatives identiÞed in the liter-
ature elsewhere, so it could be said that there is a considerable 
group among the commenters that share these Òcreative classÓ or 
ÒboboÓ values regarding the urban structure. On the other hand, 
dire opposition was the overwhelming majority in the dataset 
of this case. 

Reading the comments of the locals in Haaga, they are pre-
dominantly about the physical structure and quality of Haaga 
and, above all, about the lifestyle that it makes possible. For ex-
ample, the reduced e# ciency of private car use and reduced op-
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! erefore, it is elementary that if the paradigm is harnessed to 
fuel economic activity, it is important to understand the impli-
cations it has in terms of justice, democracy, and equality. ! ese 
issues should be adequately considered in the planning process 
in order to ensure the division of beneÞts according to the prin-
ciples of the common good, rather than that of the capitalist 
economy, which should be seen as a means rather than an end 
in urban planning.
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METROPOLITAN ACCESSIBILITY 
OF HAAGA

ÒFrom a transportational point of 
view, Haaga has quite many options. 
HaagaÕs areal divisions follow the 
main transport infrastructures: the 
area is majorly bordered by three main 
roads of Helsinki (Helsinki- Tampere 
highway, Helsinki-Vihti regional road 
and the Ring Road I). ! e smaller 
areas, except Kivihaka, are separated 
from each other by two railway lines 
(Helsinki-Espoo-Turku main rail and 
the Ring Rail from city centre to air-
port). Ó
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lier: the automobile lifted our personal possibilities of physical 
mobility to a completely new level. (Sheller and Urry. 2006, p. 
209; Cahill, 2010, p.1.) 

! e social sciences, however, did not recognise the signiÞ-
cance of this transformation for people. ! e only form of mo-
bility research done by the social sciences was mostly about Ôso-
cial mobilityÕ between socioeconomic classes (Urry, 2000, p.2). 
Sheller and Urry (2006, p.208) have argued that many theories 
in sociology, anthropology and geography were ÔsedentaristÕ by 
nature and the impact of car travelling for modern societies was 
just a Ôblack boxÕ for them. 

Luckily, the number of social researchers interested in other 
types of mobility has increased during recent years. As Cahill 
(2010, pp.4-5) has argued, mobility has clear interconnections 
to the more traditional topics of social sciences, like welfare, citi-
zenship, community, equal  opportunities and social justice. Ô! e 
New Mobility ParadigmÕ has emerged and its representatives are 
showing us, for example, how the sociotechnical system of auto-
mobility Òis interconnected with other mobile systems that or-

INTRODUCTION

In the contemporary world, mobility Ð oneÕs ability to move and 
travel Ð is often taken for granted (Cahill, 2010, p.2). We all 
make shorter or longer journeys every day to di" erent locations 
for di" erent activities: work, school, day care, public services, 
shopping, hobbies, holidays, etc. People move frequently over 
regional, national and continental borders for various reasons. 
An increasing number of ÒtravelsÓ are also made without moving 
any physical bodies or objects: the emergence of information 
and communication technologies has remarkably transformed 
our ways of living and working (Meyer, 2016, p.2). 

Our global societies and economies are heavily reliant on dif-
ferent mobility and transportation systems which keep our ßows 
of goods, money, information, communication, knowledge, 
thoughts, and people running non-stop (Cahill, 2010, pp.1-2; 
Meyer, 2016, p.1). Even though ICT covers an increasing por-
tion of our logistics, a great amount of physical journeys are still 
needed. When looking back in history, a ÒrevolutionÓ similar to 
the one brought about by the Internet, happened some time ear-
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operationalization point of view, he deÞned it as Ôa measurement 
of the spatial distribution of activities about a point, adjusted for 
the ability and the desire of people or Þrms to overcome spatial 
separationÕ (ibid., p.73). ! is kind of approach was also used in 
other studies of accessibility, for instance, the noted article by 
Dalvi and Martin (1976).

Ingram (1971), too, wrote a very inßuential article about ac-
cessibility. He acknowledged the problem mentioned by Gould 
and therefore tried to Þnd some clear deÞnitions which could 
be operationalized. He arrived at a distinction between two 
types of accessibility: relative and integral. ! e former is about 
how two points or places on the  same surface are connected to-
gether, and the latter, how all other points on the same surface 
are interconnected with one given point. ! e integral accessibility 
is then derived from the relative accessibilities of that one par-
ticular point (ibid., pp.101-102.). 

In recent accessibility research, there has been attempts 
to make more comprehensive understandings of the concept. 
Geurs and van Wee (2004, p.128) have stated in their widely 
cited article that accessibility Ôshould relate to the role of the 
land-use and transport systems in society, which, in our opinion, 
will give individuals or groups of individuals the opportunity to 
participate in activities in di" erent locationsÕ [my emphasis]. In 
this sense, the measurements of accessibility are indicators for 
how transportation and land-use development impacts on the 
general functioning of the society (ibid.). In this paper, I try to 
identify some guidelines from their ideas, and in doing so, I also 
present more details of their perspectives.

COMPONENTS OF ACCESSIBILITY

Geurs and van Wee (2004, pp.128-130) see accessibility con-
sisting of di" erent features which they call components. ! ey 
divide them into four categories:

¥ ! e land-use component covers the quantity, quality and 
spatial distribution of di" erent opportunities to participate 
in di" erent activities in urban areas. It is also about supply 
and demand and possible confrontation, which can gen-
erate competition for some activities which have limited 
capacities to take participants.

¥ ! e transportation component is about transportation sys-
tems and infrastructures and their quality. ! e writers refer 
to it as the ÔdisutilityÕ when travelling from A to B by a 
speciÞc mode of transport. It includes the time spent, the 
costs and e" orts to use the system, and the discrepancy 

ganize ßows of information, population, petroleum oil, risks and 
disasters, images and dreamsÓ (Sheller and Urry, 2006, p.209). 

In this article, I, as a social scientist, report on a small study 
which uses ideas from di" erent disciplines (urban studies, geog-
raphy, transportation studies and the social sciences). My aim is 
to analyse existing opportunities for physical mobility in the day-
to-day life within a local urban community. I try to Þnd out 
how the residents of the Haaga suburb in Helsinki have trans-
portational opportunities to access di" erent areas around the 
Helsinki Capital Region. My interest is in two transportation 
modes: the private car and public transport.

With the help of geographic information system (GIS), I 
analyse, spatially, how accessible the whole capital area is by 
both of those modes in time and what kind of similarities, or 
di" erences, there are between them. Even though I analyse 
these questions from the perspectives of urban transportation 
systems and spatial distribution, my aim is to reveal the exist-
ing opportunities for physical moving and travelling that these 
structures o" er for the inhabitants of Haaga.

In the next sections I present the concept of accessibility and 
how it has been operationalized and measured in urban, region-
al and transportation studies. Moreover, I present my data and 
methods for the analyses and look more deeply at the site of 
Haaga. At the end, I report my results and have a small reßect-
ing discussion around them. 

ACCESSIBILITY 

Accessibility is a concept which has been researched in multiple 
ways in di" erent sciences. It is closely related to the concept 
of mobility: whereas mobility deÞnes the realized behaviour of 
people to move, accessibility refers to the potential of moving 
(Hodge, 1997, p.33; Tenkanen, 2017, p.6). In urban and region-
al studies, it has mostly been connected to land-use and trans-
portation planning. Gould (1969, p.72) has referred to it as Ôone 
of those common terms that everyone uses until faced with the 
problem of deÞning and measuring itÕ. Still, accessibility has 
been studied quite largely in spatial relations within di" erent 
environments. 

Many scholars mention (e.g. Fuglsang, Hansen and MŸni-
er, 2011; Condec�do-Melhorado, Reggiani and GutiŽrrez, 2014; 
Tenkanen, 2017) that the pioneering deÞnition of accessibility 
comes from Hansen (1959). He saw it as the potential for in-
teraction opportunities in a spatially organized world. From an 
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¥ ! e utility-based measures are rooted in economic studies. 
! ey analyse the larger (economic) beneÞts which people 
receive from accessing di" erent activities which have dif-
ferent spatial distributions.

! ese categories of measurements are interlinked to the 
components of accessibility, and hence they can be analysed on 
the level of each component. In this paper, my focus is on the 
location-based approach towards the transportation compo-
nent. I am looking at the time spent when travelling within the 
Capital Region. Geurs and van Wee (2004, p.133) see it as type 
of contour measure, which is easy to interpret and communicate, 
but often quite simplistic and narrow. ! e choice comes straight 
from the characteristics of my data, which will be presented 
next.

METHODS AND DATA

I conducted a spatial analysis of metropolitan accessibility to 
Þnd the current possibilities for Haaga residents to reach dif-
ferent parts of the Helsinki Capital Region when using two 
di" erent transportation modes. ! e accurate research object is 
the total travel time from point to point when using either a 
private car or public transport. To conduct the actual analyses, 
and create map visualizations of the results, IÕm using the open 
access GIS software Quantum GIS (QGIS).

THE DATA

My primary research data is an open access data set collected 
by the Accessibility Research Group in the University of Hel-
sinki (Tenkanen, et al., 2018). It is a travel time and distance 
matrix from the Helsinki Capital Region by di" erent transport 
modes. It was collected on three separate occasions: April 2013, 
September 2015 and January 2018. ! e Þrst two sets include 
data from walking, driving and using public transport, while 
the third one includes these, plus cycling data. In my analysis I 
use the latter data set. 

! e data is structured on the basis of a general geostatistical 
grid over the region. Each grid cell covers a 250m x 250m area 
and has its own identiÞcation code. ! e journey times were cal-
culated from each grid cell to another cell in two di" erent times 
of the day Ð rush hour and midday Ð and also with and without 
waiting time. ! e calculations were based on three main base 
data: MetropAccess-Digiroad for cars, MetropAccess-Cycling-

between the supply of transport infrastructure and the de-
mand of people and goods.

¥ ! e temporal component refers to the time cycle. It covers 
the di" erences in accessibility at di" erent moments during 
the day and the time people spend in di" erent activities. 

¥ ! e individual component includes all the features and fac-
tors connected to each citizenÕs personal needs, abilities 
and opportunities. Hence, the individual level of access can 
largely depend on the socioeconomic factors and person-
al skills to use di" erent modes of transportation and then 
to participate in di" erent activities. ! e writers mention 
several studies which have found a strong e" ect of the in-
dividual component to the overall level of accessibility, for 
instance, in accessing di" erent job opportunities.

MEASURING ACCESSIBILITY

Di " erent scholars have operationalized accessibility in di" erent 
ways and, logically, di" erent measures have their own advan-
tages and limitations. Geurs and van Wee (2004, pp.128-130) 
have recommended that an ideal measure of accessibility should 
take into account all of the components, their di" erent features, 
the possible changes, and the individual characteristics in them. 
! e more realistic way, however, is to concentrate on just one 
or a few components or their factors. Like the components of 
accessibility, the di" erent types of measures can also be deÞned 
and the writers have divided these into four categories: 

¥ ! e infrastructure-based measures are literally analyse the 
relation between infrastructure and accessibility - for in-
stance, the level of performance or service they produce. It 
can be either observed or simulated. In Þgures, it can be, 
for instance, the average travel speed by a speciÞc mode of 
transport.

¥ Location-based measures analyse accessibility on a more 
general level, such as the distribution of di" erent activities 
within a given travel time. ! ere are also di" erent levels 
of location-based measures from simpler to complex ones. 
! e more complex ones can include the limited capacities 
in activities which may generate some competition e" ects. 

¥ Person-based measures look at the individual level. ! ey 
analyse the opportunities and limitations of an individual 
to participate in di" erent activities, for instance, from an 
economic point of view (e.g. costs and beneÞts of using a 
particular transport mode). It is connected to the possi-
bilities and opportunities that transportation systems and 
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RESEARCH SITE

! e suburb of Haaga is located in the north-west of Helsinki 
and consists of four smaller areas: Pohjois-Haaga (Northern 
Haaga), EtelŠ-Haaga (Southern Haaga), Lassila and Kivihaka. 
According to statistics from City of Helsinki (2017, pp. 64-
67), these are mostly residential areas, and in the beginning of 
2017, over 27' 000 residents lived there. ! e total land area is 
5.32 square kilometres. ! e biggest areas are EtelŠ-Haaga (45% 
of pop., 39% of area) and Pohjois-Haaga (35% and 32%). ! e 
northernmost area of Lassila is an important employment area: 
it covers 45% of all jobs (ca. 12 000) in the suburb. ! e popu-
lation is dispersed around the small areas according to the fol-
lowing map:

TRANSPORTATION FACILITIES

From a transportational point of view, Haaga has quite many 
options. HaagaÕs areal divisions follow the main transport in-
frastructures: the area is majorly bordered by three main roads 
of Helsinki (Helsinki-Tampere highway, Helsinki-Vihti re-
gional road and the Ring Road I). ! e smaller areas, except 
Kivihaka, are separated from each other by two railway lines 
(Helsinki-Espoo-Turku main rail and the Ring Rail from city 
centre to airport). Inside Haaga, a bunch of bigger and smaller 
streets direct the inner tra# c (HSY, 2017b.). According to the 
City of Helsinki, the most heavily used streets by motor vehi-
cles are Ilkantie, Haagan Urheilutie, Kaupintie, Kauppalantie, 
MetsŠlŠntie, NŠyttelijŠntie, Pirkkolantie, and the southernmost 
part of Eliel Saarisen tie (City of Helsinki, 2018a).

Along the railways, there are two stations in Haaga: Huopa-
lahti station in EtelŠ-Haaga (in the middle of the whole sub-
urb), and despite its name, Pohjois-HaagaÕs station in Lassila. 
Both are served by the commuter train network of Helsinki Re-
gional Transport (HSL): seven di" erent train lines stop at Huo-
palahti and two of them in Pohjois-Haaga (HSL, 2018d). In 
o# cial journey calculations in November 2016, approximately 
9500 single journeys were started from Huopalahti station per 
weekday and around 3000 from Pohjois-Haaga station (HSL, 
2016).

When looking at bus connections, 56 di" erent bus lines cur-
rently drive through Haaga and they use 171 di" erent stops 
within it. Additionally, 51 stops are out of use at the moment 
(HSL, 2018a; 2018b). In total, almost 35 000 single journeys 
started from HaagaÕs bus stops per weekday in November 2016, 
and the two most used stops were at the Huopalahti station 

Network for bicycles, and MetropAccess-Reititin for walking 
and public transport. ! e matrix is available for anyone and 
more detailed information about it can be found from an arti-
cle written by Toivonen and her colleagues (2014). ! e data set 
itself, and detailed information, can be found from the research 
groupÕs website (Tenkanen et al., 2018).

TIME PERSPECTIVE

Tenkanen (2017, p.2) has stated that time has a fundamental 
role both in the nature and in the function of societies. He 
sees that it has as a remarkable impact on the levels of mobil-
ity and accessibility in the spatial sense. According to Meyer 
(2016, p.1), time is also an important factor of the total costs 
of transportation, especially, when having congested condi-
tions. Obviously, the dynamics between time, accessibility, and 
transportation can be studied from di" erent perspectives, for 
instance, from the seasonal dynamics point of view (Tenkanen, 
2017, p.2). Nevertheless, on the more practical level, the daily 
travel time seems to be a good indicator of day-to-day accessi-
bility experience according to the Accessibility Research Group 
(Toivonen, et al. 2014, p.127).

I conducted the accessibility analysis by looking at travel time 
zones per every 15 minutes from my research points in Haaga. 
I chose the most densely inhabited spots from each small area 
of Haaga (see Map 1.). From the many options provided by the 
data matrix, I chose to use the total travel time along the journey 
(including waiting times) at the rush hour conditions to see the 
accessibility level when the Ôtotal costsÕ of transportation are at 
their highest. In my view, this reßects the most common situa-
tions in everyday life. 

I have also added some possible destination spots to my 
maps to demonstrate more concretely the possible travel times 
when commuting. I chose the main public transport hubs for 
long-distance travelling, main working areas and largest com-
mercial centres of the Capital Region. ! e transport hubs have 
been collected from the draft of the forthcoming cooperation 
agreement for land-use, housing and transportation on the area 
(HSL, 2018e, p.13). ! e working areas have been taken from 
a job accessibility report by the City Planning Department of 
Helsinki (2011). For the commercial hubs I have chosen the 
regionÕs ten largest shopping centres in 2017 (Finnish Coun-
cil of Shopping Centres, 2018). ! ese spots often overlap with 
each other, and for this reason I have coded the spots by colour 
according to their functions (commercial, transport, working or 
multiple). 
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Map 1. Population of Haaga in 250 m x 250 m grid. Map 2. Road and street network in Haaga area.




























































































































