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LETTER FROM FINLAND #3 

We’ve now had six weeks of lockdown in Finland, (albeit a very benign lockdown in comparison with 

some other European countries), and the main sense is that society adapted fairly quickly to a “new 

normal”, but that the prevailing  mood now is one of boredom rather than fear or paranoia. On the 

other hand, as I have mentioned in previous letters, while mortality has been strikingly low in 

comparative international terms, there is anxiety over longer-term economic matters, and as the 

summer approaches, the government has a number of issues to address: supporting small 

businesses, managing the return to school, maintaining protection for vulnerable groups, and 

deciding how and when to permit non-essential international travel.  

In the next couple of weeks, these issues should start to be discussed in more detail, if not yet 

resolved, but for now the most immediate issue is the next weekend – the traditional hooley around 

the First of May (Vappu). As you will know, this is one of the key dates of the Finnish year, one of 

the few times where social distancing is not necessarily taken for granted, where large crowds 

gather at key spots in cities, but also (especially as this year Vappu falls on Friday, creating a “long 

weekend”) a time when the urban population might well flee to their country cottages, possibly for 

the first time since last autumn. Incidentally, I made a hackneyed half-joke in the first of these letters 

about the normal practice of the Finnish social distancing – it took some time but it is also now a 

COVID-19 era meme that is probably worth sharing with you for posterity. 

 

Hoho… Finnish-solitude-as-COVID-meme 

As an Irish resident in Finland, the discussion about how to mark Vappu is reminiscent of that which 

surrounded St. Patrick’s Day, way back in mid-March, during the first few days of the general 

European lockdown. The usual events, in Ireland and around the world, from the traditional local 

parades, to the New York parade and the large-scale internationally-renowned debauchery in 

Dublin, were replaced by online get-togethers and other initiatives, and I’m presuming that the 

same thing will happen here in Finland next weekend. Indeed, it might become something 
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memorable – friends and relatives in different parts of the country, and in fact all around the world, 

can gather via Zoom, House Party, or one of the other hangouts we’ve now become used to – and 

sing the Internationale or student drinking ditties (depending on preference) together. And for me, 

spending the First of May weekend cooped up in my room has always felt like the best option. 

 

Online teaching compilation, April 2020. 

The other fear around Vappu surrounds internal mobility. Since my last letter, the internal 

restrictions which had closed the border between the southern province of Uusimaa – Finland’s 

most populous province – and the rest of the country, has been lifted. Nevertheless, prime minister 

Sanna Marin stressed the importance of self-imposed mobility restrictions, reminding Uusimaa 

residents that “now is not the time to leave to your country cottages”. Impressionistically, at least, 

that advice seems to have been heeded – although I do have friends in some parts of the country 

who have implied that the door is now open to disease-ridden southerners to wreak havoc. There 

doesn’t seem to be any real reason why the population – bored as they may be – will finally “break” 

over the weekend and pour out to revel in the streets and parks, but there has been talk of closing 

some key public spaces just in case. It may well be that some head out to their cottages, but the 

conventions of hygiene and social distancing (not to mention general obedience towards the 

authorities), as I have mentioned earlier, are so deeply ingrained in Finnish society anyway it is hard 

to imagine this causing a major health risk. 

Last week I took my first journey outside the capital region since the lockdown began. Oddly, as 

someone who lives on the south cast, I travelled further south… or at least south-west, to Hanko. I 

should add that this (work-related) trip meant that I was dutifully following the PM’s advice and 

staying “within province”, although in Scottish terms the journey from my house to Hanko is roughly 

the same distance as Edinburgh to Blair Athol. It was an extremely pleasant sunny spring day down 

by the seaside, and in some ways the town felt no more or less busy than a normal off-season 

weekday. Cafés were open for takeaway only (I ended up eating sushi on the beach, which is 

something I’d not have contemplated when I first visited Hanko twenty years ago). The daytrip did, 
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however, give a vivid illustration of how a tourist-free summer could have a very severe impact on 

many communities, in Finland as elsewhere. I also noticed, as a keen observer of such things, that 

the pic ‘n’ mix sections of the supermarket – closed as a hygiene risk in the capital region – had 

apparently remained open in this extreme part of western Uusimaa.        

 

 

Hanko in late April 

There have now (26th April) been 190 deaths in Finland from 4,576 confirmed cases, and in fact the 

overall death rate in Finland for the equivalent weeks in 2018 and 2019 is down. There have certainly 

been moments of tension and controversy – for example, two doctors have died from the disease, 

there have been lethal outbreaks in care homes in Helsinki, Espoo and Kiuruvesi, and there has been 

an unusual fraud case around the importation of dodgy protective face masks.  

But, overall, there seems to be a feeling that here in Finland our concerns are relatively light when 

set against friends and colleagues in Spain, Italy, and other parts of Europe. The enormity and long-

term impact of the crisis on a global scale is not forgotten, but it does make some of the “problems” 

here seem either banal or, at least, problems for the medium-term future. Here, we are a “bit 

bored”, and the Belle & Sebastian gig in June has been cancelled, it is sometimes hard to find a 

useable public toilet when venturing out from home, dry yeast is sometimes running low in 

supermarkets, and so on. We are not sure when schools will re-open (there is a suggestion it might 

be quite soon, and that the school year might, exceptionally, extend to Midsummer), when normal 

work-life might resume, or whether the university year might start on time in September. Sanna 
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Marin has stated that there will be no major changes until 3rd May, but I have a feeling that by the 

time I write my next letter, some sort of gradual return to pre-corona life might have started.      

Hyvää Vappua kaikille! Glada Vappen alla!  

  

Andrew Newby 

LAAJALAHTI 26 APR. 2020 

 

 

Espoo problems… the pic ‘n’ mix section of my local supermarket has been replaced by rows of pre-packed sweeties. 

 

Links: 

YLE NEWS 

“Finland’s police could close parks to ensure a physically distant May Day” (23 Apr. 2020) 

https://yle.fi/uutiset/osasto/news/finlands_police_could_close_parks_to_ensure_a_physically-

distant_may_day/11319237 

 

“PM: No changes to restrictions before 3 May” (26 Apr. 2020)   

https://yle.fi/uutiset/osasto/news/pm_no_changes_to_restrictions_before_3_may/11323955 

 

HELSINKI TIMES 

“Government announces summer festivals cancelled until 31st July” (22 Apr. 2020) 

https://www.helsinkitimes.fi/finland/news-in-brief/17579-coronavirus-government-announces-summer-festivals-are-

cancelled-until-july-31.html 

https://yle.fi/uutiset/osasto/news/finlands_police_could_close_parks_to_ensure_a_physically-distant_may_day/11319237
https://yle.fi/uutiset/osasto/news/finlands_police_could_close_parks_to_ensure_a_physically-distant_may_day/11319237
https://yle.fi/uutiset/osasto/news/pm_no_changes_to_restrictions_before_3_may/11323955
https://www.helsinkitimes.fi/finland/news-in-brief/17579-coronavirus-government-announces-summer-festivals-are-cancelled-until-july-31.html
https://www.helsinkitimes.fi/finland/news-in-brief/17579-coronavirus-government-announces-summer-festivals-are-cancelled-until-july-31.html

