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General information on Finland 
 
 
Membership of the Human Rights Council 
Finland was an original member of the Human Rights Council (the Council) from 2006 to 2007. 
 
Members of the troika 
Azerbaijan, Bolivia, Republic of Korea1 
 
National consultation  
Finland held a discussion meeting on 6 February 2008, which was attended by representatives of a number of 
ministries and non-governmental organisations (NGOs). The drafting of the report was combined with the 
preparation of a broader human rights policy report.  
 
 

                                                 
 
1 Regional groups selected: Asian Group, Group of Latin American and Caribbean Countries, and Eastern European Group. There 
were no objections by Finland or by the members of the troika to the selection. For a full summary of the selection of troikas, see  
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 criminal law.  

                                                

Information submitted to the Working Group 
 

 
State report2 

 
Finland submitted its State report in February 2008. It describes the frame of reference for human rights 
protection in Finland, and sets out Finland’s constitutional provisions on basic rights and liberties, its 
legislation and judiciary, and systems of Ombudsmen and advisory boards. The main part of the report 
focuses on the promotion and protection of human rights at the international and national levels. It identifies 
the following among the major concerns: violence against women; trafficking in human beings; increased use 
of alcohol and drugs; discrimination and racist attitudes; and a high frequency of mental problems. The final 
section outlines Finland’s achievements in the field of human rights, notably the strong educational system 
and the open dialogue between the Government and civil society. Combating social exclusion,3 and the 
establishment of more comprehensive legal protection against human rights violations were highlighted by 
Finland as major challenges.     
 

Official UN documents4 
 
Five treaty bodies welcomed the adoption of the 2004 Non-Discrimination Act and the Act on Support for 
Victims of Trafficking.5 Several treaty bodies expressed concern about discrimination and racism,6 
particularly in relation to Roma, Sámi,7 immigrants, and asylum-seekers.8 Concerns were also expressed that 
violence within the family remains a widespread problem.9 Other issues raised included the situation of 
persons held in pretrial detention and in prisons;10 trafficking in human beings;11 racist, discriminatory and 
pornographic material on the Internet;12 and the absence of disaggregated data on poverty.13 Furthermore, 
some treaty bodies recommended that Finland urgently adhere to International Labour Organisation (ILO) 
Convention No. 169 concerning Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in Independent Countries.14 The Committee 
against Torture (CAT) expressed concern about the absence of a specific definition of torture in
 

 
 
2 ‘Universal Periodic Review by the United Nations Council – Report by Finland’, available at 
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/PAGES/FISession1.aspx. 
3 According to the State report, exclusion is a problem among children, young people and families. The main causes of exclusion 
include poverty, abuse of intoxicants, mental problems, and unemployment (paragraphs 138-140).  
4 A/HRC/WG.6/1/FIN/2, 20 March 2008, available at http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/PAGES/FISession1.aspx.  
5 The Human Rights Committee (CCPR), the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD), the Committee 
against Torture (CAT), the Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC), and the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (CESCR), as well as the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). 
6 CCPR, CRC, the Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), CERD, and CESCR. 
7 The Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights and fundamental freedoms of indigenous peoples and the Special 
Representative on the situation of human rights defenders. 
8UNHCR, CAT, CRC, CERD, CCPR.  
9 CRC, CEDAW, CESCR. 
10 CCPR, CAT. 
11 CEDAW, CRC. 
12 CRC, CERD. 
13 CESCR, CRC. 
14 CESCR, CERD. 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/PAGES/FISession1.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/PAGES/FISession1.aspx
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Other relevant stakeholders15 

 
This report compiled information submitted by six stakeholders.16 Many issues raised corresponded to those 
contained in the official UN documents. Several stakeholders requested Finland to ratify a number of 
international treaties, such as the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of Migrant Workers 
and Their Families (CMW). It was recommended that Finland create a national plan on preventing violence 
against women. It was noted that Roma, non-citizens, and persons belonging to national minorities continue 
to experience discrimination. Stakeholders raised concerns about asylum policies and the Equality Act’s 
inadequate applicability to a number of fields pertaining to persons with disabilities and sexual orientation. 
Other recurring issues included unsuitable police detention facilities; violence against women and children; 
trafficking in human beings; the length and punitive nature of the civilian alternative to military service; the 
poverty level; the recognition of the Sámi population’s rights, and protection of their way of life; and the 
effects of deforestation and climate change.     
 
  

Interactive dialogue17 
 
 

Presentation by Finland 
 
Ms Teija Tiilikainen, the Secretary of State, led the delegation of Finland. Ms Tiilikainen opened by 
acknowledging the particular responsibility Finland felt, as one of the first States to be reviewed, to do its 
utmost to get the universal periodic review (UPR) process ‘on the right track’ from the beginning. She said 
that reporting for the UPR had offered Finland an opportunity to make an assessment of its national human 
rights situation in a self-critical manner. 
 
After underlining the interconnection between civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights, Ms 
Tiilikainen presented some of Finland’s human rights achievements of recent years, notably a national plan of 
action against trafficking in persons, an action plan for gender equality, and a Government migration policy 
program. She also highlighted the benefits of Finland’s cost-free and non-discriminatory education system. 
Ms Tiilikainen then identified some of the major challenges that Finland faces. She noted the persistence of 
racism and intolerance in relation to ethnic minorities, especially the Roma, and the extent of violence against 
women.  
 
Ms Tiilikainen responded to questions that had been put forward in advance. These related to the legal system 
for human rights protection, the possibility of establishing a national human rights institution (NHRI), the 
punitive nature of non-military service, and violence against women. The Working Group was informed that 
Finland had signed the International Convention on the Protection of All Persons from Enforced 
Disappearance in February 2007, and that a bill was being drafted on the Convention’s potential ratification. 
 

 
 
15 A/HCR/WG.6/1/FIN/3, available at http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/PAGES/FISession1.aspx. All original 
submissions are available in full text at http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/Pages/UPRFinlandStakeholderInfoS1.aspx. 
16 Council of Europe; National Organisation for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender Rights in Finland and Discrimination on 
grounds of sexual exploitation and gender identity in Finland; Center for Human Rights of Persons with Disabilities; Evangelical 
Lutheran Church of Finland; Amnesty International; Society for Threatened Peoples.  
17 Most statements made at the UPR Working Group can be found at http://portal.ohchr.org/portal/page/portal/UPR/1session/. Fill 
in the form at www.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrcouncil/form.htm to receive username and password. Audiovisual archives of the 
meetings of the Working Group ‘webcast’ are available at www.un.org/webcast/unhrc/index.asp. 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/PAGES/FISession1.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/Pages/UPRFinlandStakeholderInfoS1.aspx
http://portal.ohchr.org/portal/page/portal/UPR/1session/
http://www.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrcouncil/form.htm
http://www.un.org/webcast/unhrc/index.asp


UPR of Finland, 1st session – 9 April 2008 
 

 
 International Service for Human Rights 4 

                                                

In closing her statement, Ms Tiilikainen acknowledged that although work remained to be done, the overall 
human rights situation in Finland was of ‘good quality’. She also emphasised the importance of continued 
joint efforts and readiness, at the national and international levels, to respond to new challenges in the 
protection and promotion of human rights.  
 

Key issues 
 
In comparison with previous reviews, relatively few States (21) intervened during the interactive dialogue. 
Therefore, the Working Group was able to allow adequate time for questions and thorough responses in a 
non-rushed manner. Although Finland provided extensive and informative answers to many inquiries, 
questions were often repetitive. Most statements were relatively brief, as a result of which the review was 
completed after only two hours (one hour less than had been assigned).  
 
Most States that took the floor complimented Finland on its commendable human rights record and its open 
and self-critical approach to the UPR. Finland was referred to as a well-respected, democratic and tolerant 
society, which had undertaken various proactive efforts in the human rights field that could be considered best 
practice, for example the systems of Ombudsmen and Advisory Boards. States applauded the inclusive 
methodology used in preparing the national report and the wide consultations held with civil society.   
 
The issues that were most extensively discussed during the session included: discrimination based on 
ethnicity, gender, disability and sexual orientation; violence against women and children; asylum procedures; 
the right of the Sámi people to use land and resources; and the integration of migrants. Other recurring issues 
included the possibility of establishing a national human rights institution; trafficking in human beings; the 
environment; the need for high-quality teachers in the education system; the high level of alcohol abuse; and 
Finland’s relatively low level of development aid.   
 
The Working Group paid particular attention to discrimination on the grounds of ethnicity, gender, sexual 
orientation, and disability. A majority of the States that spoke raised concerns over persistent racist, 
discriminatory and intolerant attitudes in Finnish society, particularly against the Roma and Sámi 
communities, and migrants.18 States requested advice on what preventative measures Finland had taken to 
combat discrimination,19 and how it intended to prevent racially-motivated crimes.20 Finland was asked to 
elaborate on the practical influence of the two institutions set up to protect the rights of minorities, namely the 
Ombudsman for Minorities and the Advisory Board for Ethnic Relations.21 Other States recommended 
strengthening efforts to combat racist and intolerant attitudes,22 and promoting the rights of national 
minorities, such as the Roma and Sámi.23 The delegation of Finland shared these concerns, and advised that a 
reform of the Non-Discrimination Act was underway. It stressed the difficulty of changing attitudes, 
particularly in a traditionally homogenous nation like Finland, but promised to work to improve the 
situation.24 
 

 
 
18 Canada, China, Bangladesh, Brazil, Malaysia, Pakistan, Russian Federation, the United States. 
19 A similar question was put forward by Pakistan and the United States.  
20 This question, put forward by the United States, was not specifically addressed. 
21 The question was raised by Slovenia (in its national capacity). The delegation of Finland did not respond specifically to this 
question. 
22 Canada, Russian Federation, the UK. 
23 The Netherlands. 
24 Towards the end of the review, Finland acknowledged that, given that the issue of rights of minorities had been raised many 
times during the interactive dialogue, it was clear that this was regarded as a key problem by other States. 
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Some emphasis was placed on the indigenous peoples of Finland, the Sámi, and their right to maintain and 
develop their traditional lifestyle on the basis of cultural autonomy.25 Of particular interest to the Working 
Group were the land settlement issue, and a proposed bill on this matter. States inquired about the ongoing 
consultations between the parties on intellectual property rights26 and the modalities of reaching a settlement 
acceptable to all sides.27 The UK recommended that Finland grant the Sámi people their right to use 
traditional lands, in line with ILO Convention 169 on Indigenous and Tribal Peoples. Other States also 
recommended that Finland ratify ILO Convention 169.28 The delegation of Finland explained that Finland 
was actively pursuing the advancement of Sami rights, and it referred to ongoing negotiations and projects.29 
An essential part of the bill under negotiation would focus on ensuring the Sámi people’s right to participate 
in the decision-making process in relation to the use of natural resources.30 Increasing the Sámi people’s 
awareness of their rights was regarded as the best way to improve the situation. 
 
Finland was asked whether the Equality Act (2004)31 adequately covered the rights of disabled persons and 
lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender/transsexual (LGBT) people.32 It was recommended that Finland 
ensure full legal protection to persons with disabilities and LGBT persons, especially in areas such as health 
care and public services,33 and that it consider applying the Yogyakarta Principles34 to assist gender and 
sexual orientation policies.35 Finland was of the view that its principles and laws of non-discrimination 
already implicitly covered discrimination on the grounds of gender, disability and sexual orientation. It noted 
that the Yogyakarta Principles had been studied, and that they were regarded as a useful tool. No further 
substantive comments were made on this matter.    
 
Many of the statements and questions from the Working Group related to violence against women, which 
was several times referred to as a global issue of concern rather than a specific Finnish phenomenon.36 States 
voiced their concerns that current preventive and reactive measures to deal with the issue were insufficient. 
Finland was urged to step up its efforts to prevent violence against women,37 and to investigate and monitor 
cases of violence in order to institute efficient counter-measures. Chile asked about the role of the mass media 
in raising awareness of the matter. Finland acknowledged that the role of the mass media was of utmost 
importance in battling violence against women. On a related issue, Japan inquired about challenges 
concerning trafficking in human beings and inquired what policies were being employed to tackle the issue. 
Finland referred to its comprehensive national report for more information, but highlighted its National Plan 
of Action against Trafficking in Human Beings in Finland as an efficient means of combating the 
phenomenon. 

 
 
25 Bolivia and the UK. 
26 Ecuador. 
27 The Philippines. 
28 Bolivia. 
29 Negotiations concerning land use between the Sámi Parliament and the Ministries of Justice and Agriculture are ongoing. In 
addition, a new Sámi Centre in Innari, Lapland, will be established with its premises to be used by the Sámi Parliament and Sámi 
NGOs. 
30 The Finnish delegation also noted that the Government’s approach to this issue was based on the premise that this was an issue of  
resource use rather than land title. The latter, it continued, was a private law matter and thus would not be addressed in this context. 
Presently, the State owns 90 per cent of the land that is traditionally used by the Sámi. 
31 According to the National Organisation for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender Rights in the summary of stakeholders’ 
submissions, the Act covers discrimination on the grounds of disability and sexual orientation in the fields of employment and 
education, but cases relating to, for example, provision of services and health care, are not covered (p.4). 
32 Belgium. 
33 The Netherlands, Slovenia (in its national capacity). 
34 The Yogyakarta Principles are a set of international principles relating to sexual orientation and gender identity, which affirm 
binding international legal standards. See also http://www.yogyakartaprinciples.org/. 
35 Slovenia (in its national capacity). 
36 Chile, Ecuador, Japan, Mexico, the Philippines, Russian Federation. 
37 Mexico. 

http://www.yogyakartaprinciples.org/
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The Working Group asked a number of questions on the treatment of asylum seekers,38 arguing that the 
accelerated procedure under the Aliens Act was not in line with the UN Convention relating to the Status of 
Refugees (the Convention) and its Protocol.39 One of the most extensive statements on the issue was made by 
Canada. Given that a rejected application allowed for a period of only eight days before an immediate 
expulsion was carried out, Canada inquired what Finland was doing to ensure due process. On a similar note, 
Bangladesh asked what measures were taken to ensure the rights of asylum seekers. It was recommended that 
Finland review its asylum procedures to bring them in line with the Convention.40 Finland responded that it 
considered its asylum procedures to be in conformity with international requirements, noting the fact that 
every individual had the right to appeal a decision. The principle of non-refoulement was always taken into 
consideration. 
 
States also took an interest in the plight of migrant workers and immigrants.41 Some States urged Finland 
to make further improvements to its migration procedures and recommended the ratification of the CMW. 
Algeria was particularly outspoken, declaring that ‘the rights of immigrants is a non-realised right’ in Finland. 
Egypt asked why migration was less diversified in Finland than in other European countries. 42 In its reply, 
the Finnish delegation drew attention to the modest extent of migration to Finland in comparison with other 
countries, such as Sweden. Other instruments to which Finland was a party, such as the European Convention 
on Human Rights, were considered by Finland to adequately cover migrants’ rights. Finland considered 
migrant workers to fall within the category of ‘immigrants’, who were already adequately protected under the 
law. Finally, the delegation advised that ‘comprehensive social measures’ were put in place in order to 
integrate non-Finnish members of the population into Finnish society. 
 
Another topic of interest to the Working Group was whether Finland was considering establishing a national 
human rights institution (NHRI) to further improve the human rights system in the country. In its response, 
Finland highlighted the present Ombudsman system, in which it took great pride, but acknowledged that there 
had been positive initial reactions to the recently floated idea of setting up an NHRI. 
 

Concluding remarks  
  
Finland thanked the Chair, the troika and members of the Working Group. It reaffirmed its commitment to 
help the UPR develop into an effective mechanism, reflective of the universality, indivisibility and 
interdependence of human rights. Finland remarked that the UPR had proven to be a useful opportunity for 
the Government to take stock of its domestic human rights situation, allowing for the analysis of challenges 
and the identification of appropriate measures to tackle them. Finland was grateful for the follow-up proposals 
and recommendations it had received. It saw the UPR as a continuous process, and one that would helpfully 
feed into its broader human rights policy report, which was to be submitted to Parliament in 2009. 
 

Adoption of the report [11 April, 6.30 PM] 
 
The consideration and adoption of the Working Group’s report on Finland took place at a late hour on Friday 
afternoon. The delay was mainly due to continuing discussions on the standard format to be used for the 

 
 
38 Bangladesh, Bolivia, Canada. 
39 Among the refugee rights the Convention tries to protect is the fundamental right not to be forcibly returned, or refouled, to a 
territory where the refugee’s life, liberty or physical security may be threatened. The Convention also requires nondiscrimination in 
the application of its provisions and guarantees a certain standard of treatment in relation to education, housing, and employment. 
40 Bolivia. 
41 Algeria, Bolivia, Egypt, Mexico. 
42 Egypt continued, tongue-in-cheek, that the all-female delegation should be reconfigured next time to include more men, thus 
ensuring a proper ‘gender balance’. This drew friendly laughter from the audience.  
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reports of the Working Group – namely, whether only recommendations that were accepted by the State under 
review should be included in the section on conclusions and recommendations, and whether final 
recommendations should refer to the States that proposed them, rather than imply a consensual acceptance by 
the entire Working Group. It was agreed that a short provision would be added to the report on Finland and all 
future reports.43  
 
Following the debate and owing to the late hour, the President of the Working Group hastily adopted the 
Working Group’s report on Finland. The President’s haste was noted by Mr Vesa Himanen, Ambassador of 
Finland, who apologetically asked to present a ‘brief statement’ to thank the President for his skilful 
presidency of the UPR and the troika members for their ‘good and constructive’ work. He also expressed his 
gratitude to the Working Group, and confirmed that the issues raised in the discussions were accurately 
reflected in the report. As Finland had not been able to respond to all questions with adequate answers during 
the interactive dialogue (due to the volume of questions and time constraints) Mr Himanen advised that 
written replies would be provided to the Council before the final adoption of the report in June. 
 
In closing, Mr Himanen again described the UPR process as a good opportunity for Finland to assess its own 
national human rights situation in a self-critical manner. He asserted that Finland had considered all the 
recommendations made in the interactive dialogue, and ensured that it would follow up with an ‘open and 
constructive attitude’. He noted that although the recommendations were country-specific, Finland saw these, 
as well as the UPR process more broadly, as a chance to effectively promote the universality, 
interdependence, and indivisibility of all human rights at the global level. In closing the statement, Mr 
Himanen assured the audience of Finland’s continued commitment to making the UPR a success. 
 
Azerbaijan, speaking on behalf of the troika, took the floor to express its gratitude and appreciation to Ms 
Tiilikainen and her delegation for their clear commitment to open dialogue and interaction with the Working 
Group and the troika members. He added that the Finnish delegation’s frankness and openness to discussion 
had enriched the reporting process, and served well the interactive spirit of the UPR. The Ambassador 
reported on behalf of the troika that discussions on the draft report were held in a ‘very friendly and 
constructive spirit’ with the full involvement of the State under review. Finally, he expressed gratitude on 
behalf of the troika to the Secretariat for its assistance. He also expressed satisfaction with the Working 
Group’s support for the report, together with the newly added provision.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
43 Discussions on the question of the standard formatting of the Working Group’s reports resulted in the addition of a short 
provision in the end of the ‘Conclusions and/or Recommendations’ chapter of each report. The provision reads: “All conclusions 
and/or recommendations contained in this report reflect the position of the submitting State or States, and/or the State under review 
thereon. They should not be construed as endorsed by the Working Group as a whole.” 
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