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Executive Summary:

The present report summarises the findings aof extensive social research on the economic,
administrative, and political challenges related to the Finnish health and social services reform (SOTE).
Theresearch conducted between March and May 2024 included desk research, qualitative research,
and a survey. The desk research involved analysing previous studies, press releases, and other sources
related to the health and social services reform in Finlahe. qualitative research, carried out in
Finland from 8.6 April 2024, included 17-tkepth interviews with 59 individuals representing diverse
stakeholder groups. The research took place in several localities, with two interviews implemented
online. The wrvey, conducted among WSC councillors using the CAWI method from 16 April to 7 May
2024, received 373 responses, representing 27% of WSC Council members. While not statistically
representative, the survey results are consistent with the qualitative fjadifhe report presents a
diagnosis based on diverse perspectives on the reform's impact, concluding with dilemmas and
recommendations for improving legislative and organisational solutions.

The conclusions and recommendations presented in the report have been formukatedliawith
reference to the standardsn good democraticgovernance promoted by the Council of Europe, as
outlined in the following documents:

- European Charter for Local S8livernment

- Recommendation CM/Rec(2023)5 of t@emmittee of Ministers to member States on the
principles of good democratic governafce

- Recommendation Rec(2004)12 of the Committee of Ministers to member states on the
processes of reform of boundaries and/or structure of local and regiattzbrities

- Recommendation CM/Rec(2007)4 of the Committee of Ministers to member states on local and
regional public servicgs

- RecommendatiolCM/Rec(2011)1bf the Committee of Ministers to member states the
funding by highetevel authorities of new competences for local authofitiasd also

- Council of Europe Guidelines for civil participation in political decision nqga&vid201783°.

1 https://rm.coe.int/168007a088

2 https://search.coe.int/cm#{%22CoEldentifier%22:[%220900001680abeb87%22],%22s0rt%22:[%22CoEValidationDate%20D
escending%22]}

3 https://search.coe.int/cm#{%22CoEReference%22:[%22Rec(2004)%22],%22Title%22:[%22processes%200f%20reform%200f
%20boundaries%20and/or%20structure%200f%20local%20and%20regional%20authorities%22],%22s0rt%22:[%22CoEValida
tionDate%20Descending%22],%22CoEIdend2&:[%2209000016805dbeda%22]}

4 https://rm.coe.int/cmrec2007-4-on-localand-regionalpublicservices/1680a43b5c

S https://search.coe.int/cm#{%22CoEldentifier%22:[%2209000016805afc97%22],%22s0rt%22:[%22CoEValidationDate%20De
scending%22]}

6 https://search.coe.int/cm#{%22CoEldentifier%22:[%2209000016807509dd%22],%22s0rt%22:[%22CoEValidationDate%20D

escending%22]}
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Key research findings

The need behind the reform:

1 Economic challengeSihe need to implement the reform was a direct result of the country's
challenging economic situation. The rising costs of delivering public services, including the
significant burden of medical and social services by municipal governments, necesséated th
introduction of changes whose main objective was to optimise the spending of public funds.

1 Demographic and Societal Pressukésalth challenges are closely linked with broader social and
economic issues, such as aging population, declining birth rates, and internal migration. These
factors contribute to increasing regional disparities and put additional strain on the soci#y secu
and health systems.

General Assessment of the SOTE Reform:

1 Mixed Evaluations of the Reforissessments of Finland's health and social services reform vary
widely among different stakeholders. The lack of unanimous criticism or approval reflects the
diverse impact of the changes. Those with prior experienbedilth service reforms tend to view
the adjustments more positively, seeing them as evolutionary rather than disruptiventrast,
those without such previous experiences tend to view the reforms as more problematic and with
uncertain consequencesn light of these evaluations, it should be emphasised that nearly all
participants in the study acknowledged that a reform of some kind was necessary and that its
implementation had been unnecessarily delayed.

1 Challenge of Implementation Versus Expectatidis reform, while necessary, has not aligned
with societal expectations primarily due to its rapid implementation and the ambitious goals set
against economic constraints. Stakeholders have expressed significant disappointment due to the
divergence betweethe reform's ambitious promises and its actual effects, highlighting a need for
more realistic planning and communication about the achievable outcomes.

1 Need for Longferm, Sustainable ApproachésKk S NBE T2 N¥ Qa F20dza 2y AYYSRA
efficiency has been criticized for overshadowing the need for sustainabléetongolutions that
genuinely address local heeds and promote equitable service delivery. The feedback suggests a call
for a shift towards longerm strategic thinking that includes a gradual implementation to mitigate
NAAl&a YR SYKFIyOS (GKS NBT2N¥Qa STFFSOGAQSySaao

The appropriateness of the reform's foundations:

1 Resource Allocation Concerasitics argue that the reform has not adequately balanced the focus
between health and social services, with the latter often receiving less attention and funding. This
imbalance calls for a more equitable approach to ensure that all aspects of sofaad \aed
effectively addressed.

1 Regional Disparities in Service Implementati®mnificant variations in how services are
implemented across different regions highlight the challenges of applying a uniform approach to
diverse demographic and economic conditions. This suggests that reforms need to be more tailored
to regional specifs to be truly effective.



Economic Implications and Public Sentim&ht financial burden of the reform is a major concern,
influencing both public opinion and policy debate. The emphasis on costly health service
enhancements has sparked debates over resource distribution, with some stakeholders worried
about the potentiaheglect of other critical public tasks such as social services and education.

Reform Implementation: Key Challenges and Practical Effects

T

Persistent Issues and Delays in Implementafitye: health and social care reform in Finland has
faced repeated delays, exacerbating existing issues that could have been addressed sooner. Over
the past decade, necessary changes and investments have been deferred in anticipation of political
decisionsleading to inefficient use of time and resources.

Regional Variability and Implementation Hurdlgse diversity in regional characteristics, such as
urbaniation levels, population density, and existing health and social service frameworks, has led
to uneven effects of the reform. Areas with previous integration experiences, like South Karelia,
report smoother transitions and less disruption.

Gap Between Expectations and Outcomé€Bere is a noticeable discrepancy between the
anticipated benefits of the reform and the actual experiences, particularly regarding service
accessibility and economic sustainability. This gap has resulted in public dissatisfaction and
underscores the neefdr transparent communication and more realistic ggeiting.

Financial Constraints

T

Underestimation of Financial Requirememntgsspitethe financial planning for the reform, notable
budget deficitswere recorded at the county leveUnanticipatedfactors such as demographic
changes, the effects of COMIB), inflation, and staffing challengdgmve increasedhe financial
strain,demonstratinghat the initial cost projections were overly optimistic

Immediate and Ongoing Financial Straiiie need to standardize operations and integrate systems
has imposed immediate financial burdens on the WSCs, with significant costs associated with salary
harmongation and IT integration. These ongoing expenses continue to exceed budget expectations,
challenging the financial viability of the reform.

Structural and Strategic Financial Isséestieving financial stability remains a major concern for
WSCs given the scale of the reforms. The rigid budget timelines have proven unrealistic, leading to
discussions about potentially merging counties to enhance economic efficiency, althoughdhis coul
introduce new costs and integration challenges.

Operational Challenges

1

Workforce Shortage$VSCs face significant challenges in staffing, particularly in critical healthcare
and social service roles. The reliance on temporary agency workers due to staff shortages has
further strained financial resources.

Complex Organisational Structurg$e transition to a centraéd system has not only increased
labourcosts but also added complexity in meeting statutory service standards, complicating service
delivery and elevating administrative expenses.



Service Delivery

T

Economic and Organizational ConstraiMéSCs are under considerable economic pressure,
compounded by workforce shortages. The focus on immediatecadstg rather than longerm

service sustainability raises concerns about the stability and adequacy of health and social services.
Impact on Service Accessibilifyne centrasation of services has notably reducaccessibility,
particularly affecting smaller communities and leading to widespread public discontent. Decisions
driven primarily by economic considerations have had a disproportionate impact on vulnerable
populations such as the elderly and those witlitéichaccess to transportation.

Strategic Responses and Public Perceptiomesponse to staffing and structural inefficiencies,
WSCs are exploring solutions like improving working conditions and integrating digital technologies
to streamline services. However, these kbagn strategies do not immediately resolve the pressing
issues of service reduction and accessibility, continuing to @@odgtonomic efficiency over
enhancing public welfare.

Cooperation with Stakeholders

T

Shift in Servic®elivery:The reform has shifted substantial responsibilities from municipalities to
regional Welbeing Service Counties, affecting health, social, and rescue services. While there is
some acceptance among municipal representatives, concerns about decreasedtyausthdr
challenges in collaboration have arisen, reflecting diverse opinions about the reform's impact.
Challenges and Collaboration EffoBSbrts to foster positive relations between municipalities and
WSCs face ongoing issues, such as disputes over rental payments and reductions in services to
outlying areas. Collaboration with NGOs is also fraught, with limited success noted, emghasizing
necessity for robust collaborative frameworks amidst organizational changes. The role of regional
councils in this cooperative landscape also needs further clarification and development.

Democratic Impact

1

Limited Autonomy and Central Contrblespite Finland's ratification of the European Charter of
Local Sel6Government, practicalncertainties,and extensive toglown controls on WSCs raise
concerns about their operational and financial independence, highlighting a discrepancy between
the anticipated regional seffovernance and the realiplthough Welbeing Service Counties are
theoretically autonomous, in reality, their decisimaking capabilities are significantly constrained

by central government @vsight. This control extends to financial limitations and predetermined
service standards, which restrict operational flexibility and the ability to tailor services to local
requirements. The stringent regulations and absence of independent financiaaesfor WSCs
underscore these limitations.

Challenges in Democratic Representatidf8C councilhereinafter also referred to as "county
councils) are designed to serve as democratic bodies that oversee service delivery. However, their
influence is severely limited by financial constraints and cesetiatontrol over service standards.

This situation reveals a significant gap between the intended democratic governance and the actual
operational limitations, where councils have restricted capacity to enact meaningful changes or
make autonomous désions.In response to the survey question, councillors acknowledged that
their influence on WSC activities is very limited. More than half of the respondents in the
guantitative study indicated that they either have no influence at all or have it rarely, With584



feeling that they are able to effectively influence decisions regarding the implementation of tasks
by county administration.

1 Impact of Cumulative Mandateshe prevalence of cumulative mandates, where individuals hold
multiple politicalroles, undermines the effectiveness of WSC governance. This scenario can lead to
conflicts of interest and shifts focus from regional priorities to municipal or national concerns,
adversely affecting the ability of officials to make decisions that aiigmegional needs.

1 Restricted Public Participatiomithough mechanisms exist for public involvement in WSC
operations, the actual impact of citizen and advisory council input (such as from Youth Councils and
Councils of the Elderly) is minimal. Bureaucratic complexities and economic pressures sybstantiall
limit meaningful public engagement in decisinaking processes, thereby diminishing the
responsiveness of WSCs to the distinct needs and voices within their communities.
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Summary of recommendations:

The report, being analytical and evaluative, aims to highlight issues needing attention rather than
providing a detailed strategy for resolving problems caused by systemic solutions. It identifies
developmental barriers that require coordinated efforts and the creation of solutions for achieving
redefined goals.

The research results led to two types of recommendations: those directly addressing participants'
demands and those summarising conclusions from both interviews and the survey.

The primangenerarecommendation is to avoid hasty actioRgespondents emphaeid the need for

time to properly test newly createdountiesand public service delivery methods, as the initial
implementation phase involved developing and ogimgi new solutions. Immediate changes could
cause additional turmoilt is also worth noting, in line with thehcil ofEuropeRecommendatioron

the processes of reform of boundaries and/or structure of local and regional authorities



(CM/Rec(2004)12)that the effective implementation of any public sector reform requires proper
preparation and testing. In the initial phases, it necessitates time to establish and agree on priorities,
accuratelydefine,and verify objectives, and develop agregmn methods of operation. This process
generally cannot be completed in a short period, and hasty actions may lead to missed opportunities
for testing and findguning the implemented solutionsurthermore éany process of reform should in

its preparation, decisiommaking, implementation and evaluation be based on institutional dialogue that
YSSia GKS LI NIFYYSGSNAR 2F STFSOGAGSySaaszr GNIyaLl NB
(CM/Rec(2004)1,21.17) dSustainability and Lortgrm Orientatior is one of the 12 principles of good
democraticgovernance promoted by the Council of Euroféis principle means that management
processes in the public sector, including implemented reforms, programmes, and legislative changes,
should be designed and conducted in a way that ensanesng other thingshe stability of institutions

and social processes. Too frequent changes lead to social disorientation, chaos, and loss of trust in public
institutions. Therefore, any ideas for modifying the SOTE reform should be approached cautiously,
based on evidencand testing solutions, rather than solely on political decisongetimesdriven by
differentgoals.

An important aspect of implementing the reform should be the utilisation of diverse experiences and

best practices. As indicated in the Council of Europe recommendation on local and regional public
AaSNIBAOSAE o0/ akwSOOHANTONUL I aiddikrBatedad weEebSHry; Bigtlhinery for2 dzf R
consultation, ceoperation and cenanagemerXA Yy 2 NRSNJ (2 SadlofAakK aeySNH
(11.4).The mrticipantsin the studyalsosuggested legislative changesmprove coordination between

sectors particularlyregarding information sharing between healthcare and social care, to sgptimi
operations and reduce costgloreover, there waa call for better exchange of experiences between

county administrative structures to share good practiegsted to reform implementation and public

service delivery. This includes competency development programmes for county administration and
improved government guidance.

The following four specific recommendations have been formulated based @oltbetedresearch
material:

1) Increase local autonomy and flexibility in task execution

Finland has extensive experience with decentralisation of public authority and autonomous
municipalgovernance. These experiences should be leveraged in planning any changes to the
tasks carried out by WSCs. The study showed that the current democratic model of county
government structures is inefficienthe research consistently emplsasi the significance of
autonomy for newly formed institutional entities in financial and operational matters, as
supported by the European Charter of LocalSelfernment. According to the Charter, localself
government includes the right and ability o€&l authorities to manage a substantial share of
public affairs under their own responsibility. However, despite Finland's formal ratification of the
Charter, the current study reveals ongoing uncertainty regarding the practical extent of
autonomyof theWelkbeing Service Countids.a notification to the Council of Europe on 15 July

7 https://search.coe.int/cm#{%22CoEldentifier%22:[%220900001680abeb87%22],%22s0rt%22:[%22CoEValidationDate%20D
escending%22]}



2021, Finland's Minister for Foreign Affairs stated that Finland does not consider itself bound by
Article 4.2 regarding the establishment of "wellbeing service counties" (\QGsle 4.2 gives

local authorities the freedom to act on matters within their competence unless assigned to
another authority. This notification raises questions whether WSCs are regarded by the
government as full local segjbvernment bodies.

Considering the research resulitds necessaro strengthen the autonomy of WSisleciding
on local methods of service delivery. Counties should have the freedom to shape standards and
define detailed implementation policies. Imposing solutions from above often proves ineffective.

Strengthening the democratic infrastructure is crucial to involve citizens actively in the reform
process, thereby increasing transparency, accountability, and public trust in governmental
actions. Citizen involvement should be carried out in accordance with good practices and
standards promoted internationally, including by the Council of Europe. In the guidelines
prepared by the lattér a key principle is that "Participation requires all involved to honestly and
sincerely exchange viewpoints to ensure that the positions of civil society are effectively taken
into consideration by public authorities with decisioaking powers." It is withh emphaséing

that the results otthe conductedstudy indicate significant shortcomings in the participatory
processes related to the operation of WSCs, particularly in terms of genuinely considering
citizens' voices in shaping public policies atthintylevel.

2) Review the financial assumptions and operational solutions

Theprovisions of the European Charter for LocatSelfernment place significant emphasis on
the financial independence of local authorities. Arti¢lie 8f the Charter clearly states thdbtal
authorities shall be entitled, within national economic policy, to adequate financial resources of
their own, of which they may dispose freely within the framework of their powers." The results
of the study indicate that the financial autonomytted counties is questionable.

The financial model for WSCs needs a review, as many counties are driven by fear of termination
rather than effective resource management. Counties manage govermpravided funds,

which doesnot always lead to efficient practicéBhe results of the study indicate, as it was
already mentioned, that the costs of implementing the reform and providing services by the
newly established counties may have been inadequately estimattis context, it ismportant

to highlight the Council of Europe's recommation CM/Rec(2011)1an the funding by higher

level authorities of new competences for local authorjtek A OK Ay Of dzZRS& | RANB
increase of net local costs stemming from a transfer of competence from a higher level to local
authorities, not aiming to change the level of service to the user, should be compensated.
Compensation should be based estimates of the expected net cost of the new competence.
The cost of the transfer of staff, including the estimated wages and conditions of empipyme
should be included 6 0o ®m U0 @

Shttps://www.coe.int/en/web/conventions/fullist?module=declarationsy-

treaty&numSte=122&codeNature=0

9 https://search.coe.int/cm#{%22CoEldentifier%22:[%2209000016807509dd%22],%22s0rt%22:[%22CoEValidationDate%20D
escending%22]}

1C
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A mechanism for bottorap accountability based on local needs is required. The ability of
counties to impose taxes is debated, but shifting financial responsibility to county administration
could be beneficial. Until the funding model is revised, WSGEhfustructures should be e
evaluated to reflect actual service demand, including indemsity and seasonally fluctuating
areas.

3) Improve communication and build public awareness of the reform

Acknowledging the disconnect between the reform's intentions and public perception, there is a
strong call for improving communication and engagement strategies.

Effective communication is fundamental to public understanding of political and administrative
processes. It is a prerequisite for social engagement and, consequently, for fostering public
involvement and shared responsibility for decisions made at theléa@l. The Council of Europe,

in its Guidelines for civil participation in political decision mgking(201783), emphasses the
importance ofpublicaccess to information and the quality of public communication. It highlights
that dinformation shoul be easily accessible, transparent and available to the p(Mi8) and

that ¢at all stages of decision making, all appropriate information should be presented in clear
and easily understandable language and in an appropriate and accessible format, without undue
administrative obstaclés(V.20). Effective communication is essential for building public
understanding of implemented reform processes and is thus crucial for gaining public support.

Therefore, ecommended actions include launching comprehensive and transparent
communication campaigns that clearly explain the reform's objectives, the expected benefits, and
the roles of various stakeholders. Such campaigns should also provide platforms for public
feedback and engagement, helping to build a sense of community ownership over the reform
process and mitigating the impact of negative media portrayals.

4) Adopt a strategic orientation towards continuous evaluation and adaptation of the refidutions

Continuous evaluation and adaptatiof implemented reform solutions are crucial, as their
effectiveness depends on certain assumptions, such as adequate financial support and
democratic oversight mechanisms. Comprehensive monitoring beyond financial indiobtrs
needed to ensure reforms are substantive and beneficial, with reliable and impartial data
collection being essential for effective public communication.

The proposals in this regard directly refer to the Council of Europe's principles of good demaocratic
governance (CM/Rec(2023)®)e recommendation on the processes of reform of boundaries
and/or structure of local and regional authorities (CM/Rec(2004)12hamdcommendation on

local and regional public servig€M/Rec(2007)4 In the first instance, the principle of "Efficient,
effective and sound administration" is emplsadj which refers to management based on sound
processes The recommendationsefer to performance management and comprehensive
process monitoring based arsing documented sources of information, effective planning, and

result monitoringd a 2 Y AG2NAYy 3 (GKS AYLIX SYSyidlFGdA2y 2F NBT

bottlenecks at a timely moment and to allow for the comparison of experiences by the different

20Kt FYR NBIAZ2YLIE | dziK2NAGASA Ay@gd2f OSRE o/ ak
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Implementing the recommendations presented here will require coordinated action from both
governmental institutions and county administrations. A suitable approach for a comprehensive political
review and assessment of the reform's results, which shodllddiea reflection on the validity of the
adopted assumptionsvould be to establish working groupThis group could, for example, with the
support of experts from the Council of Europe, develop specific policy recommendations that should be
introduced in the organisational solutions. The group should agree on the desired directions for change
and prosea strategy accompanied witim action plan to implement these changes.

An important element that should serve as a starting point for the working group's efadtréssing
the dilemmaspresented in the report related to the assumptions on which the reform was built

Economiefficiency vsequality andvell-being The reform aims to provide cesffective and equal

access to health and social care, but these goals have not been achieved. Simplifying the objectives

to merely maintaining service quality at lower costs is deemed socially harmful and calls for a
reasgssment of the reform's assumptions and stratediegddressing this dilemma, the Council

of EuropeRecommendatioron local and regional public servi¢€d1/Rec(2007)Acan be helpful.

It states thatsuch sevicesd | NB 2yS 2F (KS SELINBaarz2ya- 2F 2«
A2PSNYYSyid yR I LR oSNFdzA YStya |G G§KS}xhI RAALR
concern of the local and regional public services shoulddtghten the links between residents,

to prevent damage to the social fabric and to maintain solidarity in local and regional communities

(I.1.b).

U Local atonomy vs.centralisation The reform's democratic mechanisms in WSCs are largely
symbolic, as local authorities face significant financial and organisational constraints, suggesting
that centralised control over service delivery may undermine genuine local governance and
democratic empowermentlf WSCs are to be considered local government rather than
deconcentrated agencies of governmental authority, the provisions of the European Charter for
Local Selb2 SNy YSy iz |a ¢Sttt a GKS FF2NBYSyiA2y SR
should beapplied

U Immediateeffects vslongterm perspective The pressure on WSCs to quickly balance budgets has
created immense stress, leading to concerns that rapid implementation may compromise the
reform's effectiveness, underscoring the need for a more strategic and gradual approach to ensure
sustainable outames. The principles of good governance, adopted by the Council of Europe
(CM/Rec(2023)k clearly indicate that the planning and implementation of public sector reforms
should prioritise longerm effects, suppded by efficient, sustainable, and effective management
mechanisms, transparency of institutional rules, and citizen engagement in shaping public policies.
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1) Introduction

The largest administrative reform in Finnish histeag launchean 1.1.2023. Afteover 150 years of
municipal administration, healthocia) andrescueservices were transferred the new seHgoverning
Wellbeing Services Counties. A quarter of public sperdiddhalf of municipal staffias transferred
from around 300 municipalities to Zbunties and the city of Helsinki

Historical background

The financial crisis of 2007 and the resultitabgl recession hit Finland later but harder thaast
other Europearcountries The full effects were not felt in Finland until 2011, but they caused a major
charge in Finnisleconomicsituation:if before2011 politicahegotiationsconsisted ohllocating extra
funding, after2011 they wereaboutallocatingfunding cuts.

Between 2011 and 2015, the Katainen/Stubb government, despite internal difficulties, made many
attempts to reform health care and social serviCE®e first attempt was based on forming larger
municipalities with tax and population bases large enough to ddygegovernment's original plan was

to force councils into amalgamation, which would have had the effect of reducing their total number
from 336 to around 70. The government believed that such larger units would be able to provide many
public services hile coping with the inevitable increase in their costs. However, a combination of
factors, including leaks of the government's plans to the press, internal pdaliticébns,and bad
political timing, left the sole governmental party supporting it while the five other parties opposed
forced mergers. The plan was duly abandoned.

Another attempt at reform was made in 2018.government workingroup produced a threger
system of municipalitieend servicebased on the number of inhabitanfthe constitutional committee
rejected this model® This was followed in 2014 by garliamentary alparty working groupwhich
proposed the forming dfive healthand social servicaggions made up df9 municipal cooperation
areas. This proposal wasodeemedunconstitutional since it did not include regional elections and
would alsohave curtailed municipal seljovernment.In early 201%n attempt to salvage the failed
proposal by amending the unconstitutional aspects of it was also rejected by the constitutional
committee.

A centreright coalition government formed in 2015 found itself in dire financial situation and with a
Y2dzyGAy3 adariS RSode {ALAENQA 3I20SNYYSyid asSi 2d:
health and social services reform being expectedve sn annual sum of 3 billion euros by 2029 when
compared to the expected trajectory.

{ A LINealth @rid sociadervice reform wasbasedon a compromiseThe government programme
envisaged the creation of up to 19 sgtfverning regionslfhe reform was furthedetailedin difficult
negotiationsbetween governmental parties November 2015w~hich almost resulted in the fall of the
government The resulhg agreement includetl8 selfgoverning regionforming 15 health and social

10|n Finland the constitutional committee of the parliameetxamineghe constitutionality of laws in advanaad there is no
constitutional court. The committee, though made up of MPs in proportion teizkeeof theparliamentary groups, is
expected to be nomolitical and aim for unanimous decisions.
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service areas!! The agreement was critseid for the number of regions, which exceeded $h&2
regions recommended by most expeiS®mexpertsandthe NationalCoalitionPartyadvocatedor as
few asfive regions In April 2016 the agreement was further modifiethsteadof 18 regions forming
15 health and social serviceseas the 18 regionswould eachprovide the servicesxdependently
Regionsvould also gain tasks in additionitealth and sociaervices, relatetbr exampldo agriculture
and water protection. Regions would also be forced to incorporate plbiic services, which was
announced without preparations by officials.

Over the next two years, several attempts were made to amend the proposed reform plans. But they
all failed.The direct costs of thensuccessfuleform were estimated to be at least 200 million euros,
possibly muchnore, but this was not completely wastedmuch of the preparatory wory officials

and committeesvas utilsed by the next government. There was, however, a wide dissatisfaction with
the inability of the government to get things doraand the publiguarrellingin the social and health
committee did little to raise the prestige of the parliamemnt politics Some ostensibly neutral
institutions, such as the constitutional committee and to a lessemtthe chancellor of justice, were

also seen to havieecomemore politicised.

Parliamentary electiawere held in April 2019In June,a centreleftist coalitiongovernmentwas

formedby the SDPThe Centre The Greensthe Left Allianceandthe{ 4 SRA a K t StkadedS Qa t |
by prime minister Antti Rinnef the SDPIn Decembera political scandal and a rift willne Centre

forced Rinne to resign, Sanna Mamplacing himasthe prime minister. Governmental programme

remained unchanged.

MarinQ @éabinet faced unprecedented challenges in the for@@@¥Ipandemideginning just months
after its inauguration in 202@&nd the Russian invasion of Ukrain2022 Despite these and other
difficulties, the Rinne/Marin cabinet managedpian a health and sociaterviceseform which was
approved in 2021 and implemented in 2023.

The plannedeform was also based @compromisebetweenthe two largest parties of the coalition.
TheCentre repeated its demands afarge number of small regions to safeguard both rural services
andThe Centr® 8 LJ2 6 SNE ¢ K S NS Nationdl 6dalitiod s LNfim&@S keforms with a
strong focus on public services and a rollback of previous outsourcing done by munic{paétlesson
learned was the stripping down of the reform to its essentials: regions wtautdvith only a limited
field of health socialand rescue services, and there would be no other large reforms enacted
simultaneously.

WAYYSQa 32 @SNy ¥Sodopted byl Nidih Fsetlouy iy &eate 18 sgtiverning regions
with elected councildzivecollaborative areas would be formed to sechighly specialised healthcare
services, based on the existifige special responsibility argasachcentred around a university
hospital A special arrangement would be devised for UusirtteaCapital Regioand the Greater
Helsinki aredn cooperation with the relevant municipaliti€sServices would be providedainly by
public providers, witlonly a supporting role played by private and third sectBegions wouldtart

11 The three smallest regions would collaborate with a larger neighBberautonomousegionof Aland was not included in

the reform.

12The Uusimaa region in Southern Finlarsliigenerislt consists of the city of Helsirkidthe municipalities of Espoo,

Vantaa and Kauniainéormingthe Capital Region, a further 10 municipalities belonging to the Greater Helsinldrat&2

other municipalitiesln parliamentary elections forms two districtsHelsinkithe city of Helsinkgnd Uusimadéthe other 25

municipalitiesp LYy {ALAE NQa NBF2NY LI IFYy>S Ad g2df R KI @S F2NN¥SR | &dAy
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funded bystate grants, but a system of regional taxation would be prefgaredobarliamentary afiarty
commissionwithout raising the total tax burden

The special arrangement for Uusimaa was presented in December 2019. Uusimaa would be divided into
four selfgoverning regions, and the city of Helsinki would retaimdependent serviceJhese five

entities would be grouped underthe existing regional consortiynthe HUSGroup, in matters of
specialized healthcare. Thioposal was welleceived by the affected municipalities, bl division

of Uusimadnaving nobeen previouslgssesseth the constitutional committewas seen as a possible
problem. The arrangement also causethjor cities outside of Uusimaa to demand special
arrangements as wellvhichwere rejected.

The reform plan was presented in June 2020. The 21 regions and the special arrangement in Uusimaa
were confirmed, eseptfor Eastern Savonia, which would be resolved later. Elections would ke held
early 2022 and regions would begin their work on 1.1.2023. Regional taxation was still being prepared
sofor the momentthe regions would be funded by state grants and clofatrges The plan was met

with a broadly positive responseut n the following months there was also strong criticism from the
largestcities, which accused the funding model of subisigipoorer areas too much at tlexpenseof

the richer areas and cities, and from private health companies unhappy withapesedrollback of

previous outsouriag.

In October 2020the government held internal negotiations to modify the legislation basewme

800 external opinions received from experts and stakeholders. Some concessions were thade on
funding model and outsourcing. The name of the g@iferning regions was changed from regions
(maakuntg to wellbeing servigecounties liyvinvointialuef A G @ & ¢ S 9. TlieSanying was NS | £
consideredemporary, and the term region would be adopted after additional tasks were transferred

to counties. Eastern Savonia viasemainmerged with Southern Savonia, and county taxation was to
come into effect in 202

Parliamentary work on the reform legislation began in February 202laitoh,the commission for
county taxationproposed not to implement the tax. In May the constitutional commitespiested
three major changesconcerning the exact status of city of Helsinokitsourcing,and transferring
municipal property, as well aseveralsmaller changes. This led to an opposition motion of no
confidence, which was defeated.

In June 202%ocialand healthcommittee made the requested modificationisough there was a slight
delay related to the county taxation, whiGdhe Centre now opposedifter untanglinglastminute
constitutional issueshe Parliamentfinally approvedhe health and social services refoom 23 June
2021.lmmediate media reactions consisted mostly of relief that the reform was finally achieved and
retrospectives of the previous failed reform attempts, mixed with cautionary reminders that much work
remainedto be done.

Below is presented a simplified table outlining the division of main tasks between the municipalities, the
wellbeing services counties, and the various institutions on the national level after the implementation
of the health and social services reform.
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MUNICIPALITIHS WELLBEING SERVI{ NATIONAL LEVEL
COUNTIES
Education (from early childhood 1{ Health service$ Higher education
upper secondary)
Cultural, youth, library, and spor| Social services Pensions and social beneffts
services
Urban planning and land use Rescue services Foreign andecurity policy
Water and waste management Internal security
Environmental services Environmental and climate policy
Employment services (transferred frg Agriculture, forestry, and industrial polig
national level in 2025) Transport andcommunications

Tablel: Division of main tasks between levels of government (simpl

First county elections were held in January 2/&2the newly elected county councils began their work
on 1.3.2022. During the next ten months the counties prepéoedhe kickoff day on 1.1.2023 by
forming boards and committeesiring chief executives and other directorssetting the necessary
operatingguidelinesand making budgailans, all of which was heavily reported in the media.

The first few months of Wellbeing Services Counties' (WSCs) operation have been characterised by
organisational activitiestesting the administrative arrangements adopted, implementing services in

the revised structures and creating operational plangHerfuture. In midautumn 2023 health and

social issuesameback to the agenda as counties began announcing their planned spending, services,
and staff cutsdemonstrating aealignment in the public discourse can be seen here. Throughout the
WAYYySkalNAY NBF2NXI |a ¢Sttt Fa {ALAENQa FFAfSR
reform will safeguard the availability and quality of services. Already during thenmewtal
negotiations some experts and editorials called for a new health and social services reform, either led
by the government or more often implemented in the counties. Following this line, prime minister Orpo
and other National Coalitioh | NJpaiti©ans have increasingly stated that only an administrative
reform has been enacted, and now is the time to enact an actual service reform. Counties are
charactersed as a framework under which there is finally a chance to execute the unavoidable
rationalsation of and reduction in services. Although there are sporadic mentions of new and better
ways of doing things, especially digstlon, the stringent financial conditions mean that the bulk of

any service reform will consist of reducing and ceninglithe service network.

Public perceptionf the reform

e

Citizens considerhl t G KOIF' NB | Yl 22NJ LINA2NRG&@Dd Ly | Wk ydz NEB
wellfunctioning healthcare as a major priority for the government, far outpacing all other concerns

13 Municipalities can also assume other taskims://vm.fi/en/localtgovernmenis-dutiesand-activities

14 Unlike municipalities, counties cannot assume other tasiss://vm.fi/en/dutiesand-other-activities

15The provision of certain treatments and operations is centralised on the national level to the university hospitals.

16 Social assistance is divided between national level (basic social assistance) and counties (supplementary and preventive
social assistance).
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(second place was held by education, with 37%).a February 2023 poll citizens chose healthcare as
the last sector where to make spending cuts in if they were necé$sary.

A major survey conducted by the Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare in22@32reported
increased problems with access to health seryiegsecially due to long queues and high clidsairges

There were alsproblems with the equitable access to servi@sspeople with better socioeconomical
position were able taccess services better. This effect was noted to be significant when compared to
other countries, and a major reason for this was the occupational health services provided by
employers'® More recent polling shows thé&t KS LJdzo f A O LISNODSLIiA2y 2F GKS
negative In a poll conducted in December 2628nly 1% of respondents considered the reform to be

very succesiul and a further 10% considered it fairly susfigdsin contrast, 53%onsideredhe reform

to have succeeded very badly or fairly badly. Considering the future, only 6% expected their chance of
receiving equal and higluality services to increase, 24% to stay the same, and 56% expected it to
worsen. Of the respondentenly 5% expected the availability and accessibility of services to improve

in their own municipality as part afcounty, while 23% expected them to stay the same and 58% to
worsen. Pereption of the reform and its future was better in urban areas. In rural areas 69% of
respondents considered the reform to have succeeded very badly or fairly badly, and 81% expected
services to worsen. In no age, social, party, or regional group wasthetgositive perception of the

reform or the future of service€onsidering the priorities of health and social services, the majority of
respondents chose primary health care (63%) as the main area wherenthdg like to see
improvementsSmaller nurbers of respondents chose health promotion (13%), specialised health care
(9%) or social services (4%). Results were broadly similar in different groups. Parallel results had been
previously obtained by a poll conductemongmunicipal leaders, although specialised health care was
much lesgavouredin this group garnering only 1% of responses.

A survey conducted in Autumn 2023 investigdhedreputation of counties among the inhabitan®n
a scale of 1 to 8he countiesCentral Ostrobothnia (3.24) and South Ostrobothnia (3€i®ived the
best results The average was 2.79. The counties received best madczonntability (3.01) and
services (3.01), and worst in leadership (2.60), interaction (2.64) and finance$' (2b@uld be noted
that the methodology used considers 3.00 as the low bound for moderathe Sesults were not
particularlygood for any county

A June 2023 poll amorgalth and social servicdirectors was much more positive than the public:

51% of respondents considered the reform good or somewhat, @i8d bad or somewhat bad, and

27% neither good nor ba@pinions of directors were sharply divided between those who supported
decreasing the number of counties (44%) and those who opposed it (42%). The reverse was the case in
SPOlLtdzZ GAYy3 GKS FAYLFYOAlf NBA2dzNDOS A Vateraid 9®FdidR A NI O (]
not. Questioned on@K A S@A y 3 i K,$he ditBcio’s Wafelndost positiveéi about safeguarding

equal and higiguality service$52% positive, 29% negative) and the availability of services3&8%)

Views on responding to challenges of societal changes were tiecB@8YNet negative opinions were

17Kansalaispulssi January 2024. The most recent Kansalaispulssi poll in February 2024 had the figure for healthcare slightly
lower (58%) but still far ahead education (36%).

18 Kanta Public poll. 1010 respondents. 58% of respondents chose healthcare, with education again second with 49%.
19THLg Healthy Finland Survey 2023.(8) people were surveyed.

20KAKS (Kunnallisalan kehittamissaafitie Foundation for Municipal Development) poll. 1070 respondents.

21T-media, Hyvinvointialueiden Luottamus&Maine survey. 5134 respondents aged 1B5latebthatthose older tharé5

were not surveyed.
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recorded on narrowing differences in health amelfare (29%39%), managing costs (1&%P6) and
especially on the availability of staff (:8386). The biggest change since 2021 weeiavailability of
staff, where positive opinion waalved,and negative opinions had doubled from 27% to 63%.

In the municipalitiessiews on the reform were mixdulit restrained Since health and social costsre
inexorably rising, and the relative costsre the largest in municipalities with the smallest financial
resources, there was wide agreement that some form of reform was nece&lthough the services
transferred to countieaccounted fomvell over half of municipabsts many municipalities had already
produced health and social services within a larger joint municipal autlswitiie change was not as
momentous as it might have seemddhis was especially true in small municipalifigmoll in eagt 2021

for municipaitiesand joint municipal authoigsshowed thensceptical towards the reforma majority

of the respondents did not think that the goals of restraining the increase of costs and safeguarding the
availability of services would be achieved. A majority also felt that municipal views had not been given
due consideratiod? In a poll conducted in late 2023, social and health services reform was considered
the most important challenge to municipaliti€Oneworry for municipalitiess the fate of municipal
property used by the countieBroperty leasewill run until end 0f2025, but after thatmanyproperties

may be left empty, especially considering ¢éix¢éensivecutsplannedto the servicesmetwork. Another

worry was the lack of representation in small municipaliiepreviously notedn a survey of counties

in January 2024 on cooperation with municipalities, 34% of respondents felt that cooperation had been
good or very good, 48% neither good nor bad, and only 13% bad or very bad. According to the
respondents, there had been many segses, bucooperation was hamperday a lack of clear points

of contact, unclear division of tasks (especially in matters of employment, integration of immigdants a
environmental health) and strategic cooperation.

Media coverage

A key part of media coverage is deliveatthe local levelA 2022 survey of local and city newspapers

reported increased cooperation between the newspapers due to the reform. One reported challenge
wasthe lack of local contacts between newspapers and the county offasalgell as the concentration

of communications within county orgahii A 2y a4 NBAGNROGAY3I 20+t 2FFAOA
news stories. Increased workload and need to educate reporters on the complex issues related to
counties were also cited as challengés.

There was a spikia media coveragerhen the counties started their operatioimsJanuary 20234uch

of this reporting cocernedthe potential problems related to payment of salaries, information systems

and other practical changes, which for the most did not end up materializing. Space was also allocated
F2NJ OSNEB 3IASYSNI f Y dziThesafiitide as bréagitBat ofiivatt an3e dixed dzi dzNB ¢
with gloomy predictions of future problems.

After January.the amount of reporting ebbed until late 2023, when there was another spike in
reporting This waselatedto the worsening financial situation of the countiasd includecextensive

22 Kuntaliitto (Association of Finnish Municipalities) Kuntapulssnpgdtrch/April 2021213 respondentsl92 of 293
municipalities (66%) and 21 municipal joint authorities.

23 Kuntaliitto (Association of Finnish Municipalities) Kuinka kuntasi sydkir? November/December 2023. 1101
respondents. Thehareof respondents considering the reform a challenge had risen from 52% to 82% since early 2023.
24 Suomen Lehdistd survey. 37 local and city newspaper editors in chief responded.
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media coverage on the defigiprojected financial cuts, proposed cutbacks of the service netemik
the planned andngoing negotiations for temporary apdrmanentlayoffs of staff. During early 2024,
this coverage formed a significant part of courghated news and was almost completely gloamy
tone.

Little of the reporting is relatetb savings achieved by other means than cutting staff or sergcels
as the digitaiation of servicesand when it is, the reporting stilloften casesegative
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2) Methodology and scope of the research

The research and analysis carried out between March and May 2024 consisted of three main elements:

1) Desk research, including analysigprdviously conducted social surveys, press releases and
other sources related to the preparation and implementation of the health and social services
reform in Finland.

2) Qualitative research, which was conducted in Finland betweks Aoril 2024. The research
involved 17 irdepth individual and group interviews with a total5& people representing
different stakeholder groups of Wellbeing Services Counties (hereafter: WSC) activities.
Respondents included:

a) WSC Chief Executive Officers (4 people)

b) membersof WSC Boardmd administration stafB people)

c) WSC councillor2Q people)

d) Youth Council representatives (4 people)

e) representatives of the Councils of Elderly (4 people)

f) representatives of municipalitieend municipal stakeholdel§ people including 2
mayorsand 1 representative of Kuntalliii@ssociation of Finnish Municipalilies

g) representatives of NGOs2people including SOSTHE-innish Federation for Social
Affairs and Health, umbrella NGO

The qualitative research in its main part was carried out in the following localities:
Lappeenranta, Oulu, Kokkola, Vartaava and Rovaniemi. Individual interviews were also
conducted online.

3) Survey carried out among WSC councillors. The survey was carried out using the CAWI
(Computer Assisted Web Interview) method and it was conducted between 16.04.2024 and
7.05.2024. A total o373 questionnaires were received, representing?® of the total
population of WSC Council membéerbe achieved response rate does not allow the results
obtained to be considered representative under statistical rules. However, it must be
emphasised thathe survey results are consistent with the findings of qualitative researth
as suctshould be regarded as credible and at least indicative

This report focuses on the opinions and attitudes expressed by the research participants. At the
analytical level, however, it goes beyond the presentation of different views and offers a diagnosis
resulting from the combination of often divergent perspezs on the assessment of the impact of the

reform and the conclusions drawn from the confrontation of opinitmghe final part, the report

presents dilemmas and recommendations for possible future actions, based on common European
standards. It refereres the European Charter of Local-8alfernment anather/ 2 dzy OAf 2 F 9 dzNJ
legal instrumentswith the aim of streamlining and improving the adopted legislative and organisational
solutions.

When interpreting the survey data presented in the report, it is important to remember that, firstly,
they reflectO 2 dzy’ Odpiniéng ndtie®than factsand secondly, as is the case with all stakeholders in

the WSC systerthey illustrate a perspective often determined by the fact of holding a specific position
within the system
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The report was prepared IB3r Cezary Trutkowsktentre of Expertise fviultilevelGovernance at the
Council of Européexpert. The information collected as part of the desk research (mainly contained in
the introduction to this report) was compiled dyuso Suutarinnish analyst in the domain of history
and politics.

Quotationsfrom those involved in the research are used throughout the refmittustrate important
themes in the discussions that took place and to represent the phenomena described in the report.
Their selection was in no way selective or-siged. The statements used come from interviewees with
different positions and viewsnothe reform that has taken place. In all cases where revealing the
authorship of statements did not risk losing the anonymity of the interviews conducted, the quotes have
been @companied by a general identification of the stakeholder. It should be noted that the collective
identifiers used in the descriptions of the quotations correspond to the statements of the many different
respondents (as indicated above in the descriptiomosv the qualitative research was conducted).

The participants' statements are quoted in the form in which they were preseirtedost cases, no
linguistic corrections were made to preserve their natural character.

25 The Centre of Expertise helps European countt@iwver good governancat all levels of governmeréind promotes
European standards and best practice in the field. It continuously invests in research and expertise, creates parttierships wi
national and international actors, develops practical tools and enlarges its offer of programmes by adaptio¢hitepecific

needs of the countries. See more informationhdips://www.coe.int/en/web/goodgovernance/centref-expertise
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3) Perception and general assessment ofriéferm

In the view of many participants in the study, the reform of health and social services in Finland has
been unduly delayed. It was repeatedly emphasised that many of today's problems could have been
avoided if changes in the organisation of public seniiteke health and social sectors had been
introduced 15 or 10 years earlier. The last decade was characterised by many interviewees as a time of
waiting for change to comea time that was lost unproductively, so to speak, as necessary investments
were postponed while waiting for systemic changes. Necessary changes wenmadet and
innovations were not implemented while waiting for political decisions.

"You know this Netflix episodes and seastiris was the sixth season! And it went through, but | think
it went through because of COVID. And we didn't have so much energy to oppose it. Because it has been
controversial, this reform, from the main objees to how the reform is carried og&t[CEQ]

An important element influencing the actions taken (or not taken) in the health system was the
reluctance of local authorities to invest in areas over which they knew they would lose control. As a
result, local authorities cut back on spending beyond thet@-day provision of services. Today, these
accumulated backlogs pose a significant problem for many WSCs, which not only face rising service costs
but also need to include necessary investments in their plans. However, with funds generally scarce and
spending having to be cut (more on this later in the report), the necessary investments are often not
made.

G/ 2yONBGS GKAy3I Aa GKIG GKS OAGASAa RARYyUlD Ay@Sai

bad condition. And we don't have enough good working space for people and for the services. And of

course, the cities didn't want to invest beca§eSté 1y So GKFdG GKS NBF2NY A&

member]
At the same time, unfavourable phenomena and problems have not only not diminished but have
actually increased. Healthcare challenges during the recession of the 1990s and early 2000s, such as the
shortage of medical staff and the resulting inadequate oftige chronically ill, were cited as key issues
requiring a change in the organisation of system operations. Today, these phenomena are accumulating,
with a ManpowerGroup report showing that 80% of medical institutions in Finland currently report
difficulties in recruiting qualified staff, which directly affects the quality of health and care services
provided?”.

G228 R2yUG KIF@S Sy2dzaK NBa2dz2NDS & Peogle atdg@ttinglo@ér, ( KSa S

and they need more servicésid we have this urbagaition issue people are living in big cities but we

need to have the services everywhere. And increase in service needs is the biggest problem that we have

now here in Finland. Swe really needed thisreforé @b Dh NB LINBASy d G A B3S8
Many interviewees expressed regret, mainly directed at the politicians, that the necessary solutions
could not have been implemented earlier. It was argued that the period of political haggling,

26|n this way, the statements of interview participants are presented in the report. Their role is illustrative and is totended
familiarise the Reader of the report with the way the participants of the study formulated their assessments. The delection o
guotations was intentional, related to the theses discussed. However, they are not representative and should be treated as
an illustration of certain views and not as a summary of the conakaysEnion of the survey participants (as such does not
exist).

27 hitps://www. helsinkitimes.fi/finland/finlanshews/domestic/2324&killsshortagein-finland-a-growingchallengeamid-
globattrends.html
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procrastination, and overly protracted discussions had done much damage and meant that the
conditions in which the WSC began its work were worse than they could have been if the reform had
been implemented earlier. It seems that this note of regret tgthitical class is also worth highlighting
because, as will be shown below, the current situation requires strong leadership to help calm the mood
and give people hope that things will be handled properly and that all the effort to implement the reform
will not be in vain.

GThis have tried to be done so, so many years and all the political issues always stopipeal Wwa$o

as long as it came, it's a good thing. This reform could be much, muchHEHEED]
At the root of the problems in the health sector are wider social and economic phenomena. Firstly, an
important factor influencing the need for reformnethe ongoing demographic changes associated with
an ageing population and low birth rates. The ageing of the population in Finland is leading to an
increased burden on social security, especially the pension system. In addition, internal migration is
leadng to the depopulation of rural areas and a disproportionate ageing of the population living there.
Yaing people are migrating to the cities because of a lack of prospects and in search of better living
conditions, which poses a particular challenge to public authorities in less urbanised areas. The result in
many cases has been a widening of the developrgap between different regions in Finlaridthe
result is a kind of vicious circle: public services are cut in depopulated areas (due to their increasing
costs and organisational problems), which in turn makes these areas less attractive to live i3 and th
accelerates the process of depopulation. This was pointed out by young people in one of the interviews:

"If you can't provide basic health care services, like a health centre or something like that, it's not a good
starting point for people to move there. It doesn't really attract the migration of labour aged people
there either. And the schools, if theyidlesing down the schools, there will be less pegpetth
council]
At the national level, unfavourable demographic trends are exacerbating economic problems. It is worth
noting that, in addition to the obvious current burden on healthcare and social services (more on this

later), their impact on public finances could b¢astrophic in the future.

"There is a lot of elderly people here, so we have a lot of the services theAmaetady need more

services than the workirage people, and of course we would need the woddegpeople to take care

of them."[CEO]
Current statistics show an unexpectedly large decline in the proportion of young people, which could
lead to an increase in pension contribution rates of up to 30% over the projected period from 2019 to
20852, At the same time, the birth rate in Finland is at a historically low level, which exacerbates the
unfavourable trends. The declining birth rate leads to a reduction in the future labour force, which will
put additional strain on economic growth and wedfaystems. The ongoing demographic phenomena
call for comprehensive strategies aimed at raising the birth rate, increasing laboysddicipation,
and improving the efficiency of public services and pension systems in order to maintain economic and
social stability.

28 https://dsw-europa.de/en/news/2019/08/finnlandemografischeswandelgestalten.html

23


https://dsv-europa.de/en/news/2019/08/finnland-demografischen-wandel-gestalten.html

Increase in the share of the population aged 65 years and over between 2013 and 2023 <>

E-Z' Finland
5.5 4.5 (percentage points)
5
%‘ 45
g 4
& 35
8 38
£ s
€]
1.5
1
05
04
F CEFETCOFLEYS TRV EF LI s Yy Vg gwes

EU, Poland, Bulgaria, Hungary, Serbia: 2023 break in time series.
EU, France, R ia: 2023 provisional/estimated.

Source: Eurostat (online data code: demo_pjanind)

An indirect consequence of these phenomena is the problem of skills shortages, with pronounced
deficiencies in sectors such as IT, engineering and healthcare. Skills shortages are particularly acute in
peripheral regions, affecting key industries and ptigdlg hampering economic growth and
innovatiort®. Measures to address these shortages include encouraging immigration and improving the
quality of education and training programmes to better meet the needs of the current labour market

%0 However, constraints on travailability of public services may limit their effectiveness.

Another issue affecting both the need to implement health and social reforms and the way they are
implemented is the economic challenge. The Finnish economy is in recession and GDP is expected to
fall in the short term. This recession has an impact ogdkernment budget deficit, which is expected

to increase significantly from 1.6 per cent of GDP in 2023 to around 3.5 per cent in the followilg years
Government debt is projected to increase from 75% of GDP in 2024 to 77% in 2025 and 79.2% in 2026.
This increase is partly due to rising expenditure needs, including those related to the provision of public
services in the health and social care sectdver@he data presented here, the widespread awareness
among respondents of the need to reduce public sector spending should come as no surprise, but this
by no means implies acceptance of the processes currently underway.

"There's going to be all the time more and more elderly people. And there's not enough money. So,
something has to be done. But maybe this is too fast? If you really cut that much, then you, you're going
to have a huge problem. People are going to have prmplems.Imunicipal representative]
Awareness of the exhausted utility of the old model of service delivery in health and social care appears
to be widespread. While respondents clearly recognised the benefits of locating services close to where
they live, they also expressed opinions thaady indicate an awareness of the low effectiveness of the
old model in the face of the challenges facing the country. Rising labour costs, increasing demand for
health and social services due to demographic change and, not least, rising logisticgdaisdtmonal
costs meant that smaller local government units had serious difficulties in carrying out their tasks
efficiently. The reform was intended to improve this situation by creating, as the interviewees put it,
'broader shoulders'i.e. shifting esponsibility for particularly problematic services to a higher and wider
level and exploiting economies of scale.

29 https://www.helsinkitimes.fi/finland/finlanshews/domestic/23243killsshortagein-finland-a-growingchallengeamid
globaltrends.html#google vignette

30 https://www.investmentmonitor.ai/tech/helsinkinlandfdi-investmentdemographic/

31 https://www.bofbulletin.fi/en/2022/4/finlands-crisishit-publicfinancesneedstrengthening/
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"The common phrase is broad shoulders. This was the basic idea behind the reform. We wanted to
combine forces. It is believed that larger regions can integrate operations and achieve Bavings.
consolidating all health, social and emergency services under one operator, it was probably thought that
it would be easier to control costs and scrutinise expenses more thoroi@uneillor]
Previous efforts to solve the problem and heal the situation have not yielded satisfactory results. An
attempt to create larger local government units at the basic level (merging municipalities) failed.
According to some of our interviewees, this was duaoth the fear of local communities of losing their
identity and the resistance of local politicians who feared losing influence and power.

"It was about 2014 when we tried to do the reform and then one possibility was that we could have
strong municipalities here in Finland. And | think that it would also be one possibility to do a better social
and healthcare. Because if, for instance,ntaRd, there would be about 20 to 30 municipalities, they
would be much stronger, they would be much easier to marfagenriber of WSC staff]
In contrast, another change, the creation ofcedled hospital districts, was formally successful but did
not produce satisfactory results. Under this approach, municipalities were required to become part of
larger structures responsible for the provismfrspecialised medical services, the costs of which were
to remain part of the municipalities' funding for these services. In other words, the implementation and
responsibility for service delivery was taken away from the municipalities, while the frerdaiged
at the local government level. As a result, contrary to expectations, this reform did not contribute to
reducing the financial burden on municipalities. And because they had lost formal control over the
provision of health services, and their tsosad not been reduced as a result, they began to protest
against the de facto erosion of their autonomy and effective ability to carry out their remaining
functions
"Small communities were not anymore able to provide sermitwkshey had to belong to hospital
districts. Specialised healthcare was already moved into like less than 20 hospital districts and for
municipalities it was obligatory to join this. And then they said that this hospital district just sends bills
to muncipality, which has to pay, while it doesn't have money. Then it has less money for social services,
which were left to municipalities, for primary healthcare and schools, and also other §¢GEs@k.
Finally, the most important issue behind the changes that have been implemented has been the desire,
but also the constitutional necessity, to ensure that citizens have equal access to public services. It
cannot be denied that this is an issue that is @pgarent on the surface. In the interviews, it was
repeatedly emphasised that the Finnish Constitution guarantees equal rights to all citizens, including
rights related to health care, social welfare or security. However, regional differences linkex tof pl
residence, the nature of the infrastructural environment, urbanisation or the economic situation of the
territorial units mean that this diversity cannot be guaranteed. Therefore, one of the objectives of the
reform was to redesign the administragistructures in such a way that they would be able to carry out
the tasks assigned to them with relatively equal effectiveness in the different parts of the country. The
realisation of such an assumption in practice turns out to be highly controversishondents
repeatedly stressed that administrative change alone, especially if it is accompanied by unresolved
organisational and financial problems, will not contribute to the achievement of such a defined
objective.
"Beforehand, we had over 300 municipalities which were responsible foaisohi&dlth services. There
was very big inequality between different municipalities and access to servithext \8éas completely
against our constitutionvhich sort of guaranteed equal social services for everyltj@dyricillor]
In summary, the worsening financial problems resulting from both the financial crisis and the rising costs
of providing public services, as well as the increasing adverse demographic phenomena or, particularly
relevant in recent years, issues related tows@y and social resilience, provide a plausible justification,
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according to the interviewees, for the need for the current reform of health and social services. As one
interviewee noted: "without the reform the situation would be even worse". On the other hand, a
differentiated assessment of the structure of the refierboth in terms of the assumptions made and

the forms of its implementationremains a separate issue. The reform is generally seen as a hecessary
step towards financial stability, with a chance to eliminate-giagding inefficiencies and regional
differences in service provision, which is crucial given Finland's economic constraints. However, the
experience of its implementation so far has been disputed.

A general overview of respondents' perceptions of the reform.

In short, it can be said thagvaluationsof the reform are mixedThere is no clear criticism of the
solutions adopted and implemented, nor is there unconditional satisfaction with the changes
introduced.

The main factor that differentiates the views of the participants in the study is their previous experience
with experimental or pilot solutions implemented in the medical services sector. These, in turn,
generally allow for a moderately positive viewhaf future. In such places the changes introduced with

the SOTE reform are not perceived as particularly acute, nor as overturning the established order of
service delivery. On the contrary, the opinions expressed are dominated by reflections linkexdgo beli
about the temporary nature of current problems and calls for patience in overcoming them.

Another important factor that differentiates the evaluatioase the different perspectives of its
perception, resulting from the different roles played in the system. While the positions of managers
(both CEOs and board members), although critical to a certain extent, are primarily characterised by
their convictions laout the need for reform and the necessity of its further implementation (which may,

of course, be at least partly based on individually defined interests), the views of other stakeholders are
already more diverse and characterised by uncertainty. The latter also resonate with beliefs about the
critical attitude of some groups in society towards the changes being introduced.

@We have succeeded in the transitiomd nowwe are starting to make the structural changeshe

welkbeing services county, how we are producing the services. | would say that the reform is just a
a18tSi2yd 'yR S KIFI@S (2 o0dAftR GKS YdzaotSa yR 21
AdWe have difficulties only in few areas, but those are manageable. Of sveialeays will have some

areas that we have problemisut the big picture ithatg S I NB R2Ay 3 NBIffe gStf dé

o want to be optimistic about that matter. | think tHatr city]will grow and go in a good direction.
But thesmaller municipalities will probably die oathd | like to also think in a realistic way that they
can't continue the respiratory kind of first aid for the smaller counfiésuth Counciepresentative]

df you would ask now the citizeifishey are happy with the reforml think they would be very, very
critical€ [NGO representative]
In aquantitative surveycouncillors were asked to rate how effectively the planning and implementation
of the SOTE reform met its stated objectivls.interpreting the forthcoming results, two key
considerations must be kept in mind. Ryrsbnly a relatively small proportion of councillors (27%)
participated in the survey, which may limit the representativeness of the results. However, the
consistency observed across the data, achieved through triangulating qualitative and quantitative
suney results, lends credibility to tHendings. Secory it is crucial to acknowledge theduncillors
have a distinctive perspective on reform perceptions, influenced by their roles as engaged, yet often
critical, participantsAdditionally, as this report has consistently shown, the views of WSC administration
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members and external stakeholders on the reform often diverge significantly from those of the
councillors.

First of all the surveyed councillors observed that the reform has had only a moderate effect on
reducing inequalities in access to health services and improving communibeingllIn this context,

nearly half of the respondents voiced concerns regarding thevatiiy of this objectiveConsidering

that 24% of respondents believe the reform has neither positive nor negative consequences, only 30%
of councillors remain who view the reform as successful in achiéismalpjective.

OBIJECTIVES of the SOTE reform. Please indicate whether this objective is being achieved in your region?

osiective: Reducing inequalities in health and wellbeing

46,1% Scale: 1-7
N=373

® N
N\_/|
I\ A

1 2 3" 4 5 6 7"
not achieving this objective at all the objective is being achieved

A review of responses to a subsequent survey question, about the impact of the reform on regional
quality of life, where the WSC operates, reveals similar findings. A majority of coundlk¥s) (4
indicated that the reform does not contribute to this gdalightly less thari/3 of respondents
perceived the impact of the reform as moderate, whil&2believed that the reform has resulted in
positive changes.

OBJECTIVES of the SOTE reform. Please indicate whether this objective is being achieved in your region?

opiecTive: Improving quality of life of the region’s citizens

42,5% Scale: 1-7

N=373
27,3%
20,4%

1,4%
f |

1 2 El 4 s 7
not achieving this objective at all the objective is being achieved

- @,
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Uncertainty significantly influences perceptions of the reform, with both temporal aspamtserns
about the futura and substantive aspeatdears regarding the quality and availability of services. It
has frequently been noted, often based on informatfiimm the media, thathe continuation of the
reform in its current form is in doup&nd the method of service delivery is undergoing changes with
unclear future outcomes. Additionally, it is important to note that concerns about service availability
are dten rooted in a lack of ufp-date knowledge or experience.
Qtlstill seemsAaAbit confusing tg the local peoQIe, IAwouId say, as it may seem to the municipality‘s o
SyLxX 28S8Sa a ¢Stto ¢KSNB INB 322R (GKAy3Iazr odzi GKS
services are still a bit of a question mark fentts [member of WSC staff]
As mentioned in the report's introduction, the negative atmosphere surrounding the reform is partly
fuelled by media coverage, which has often been sensationalist and possibly perceived- as fear
mongering. In particulathe focus on financial aspects and related service cuts has not contributed
positively Respondents believe that while the media reports are somewhat accurate, they do not
completely capture the impact of the measures implemented by the WSC.

They only ask about the money. They want to know how the money is being spent. And that's what
people care about. Because the money is bad, they think everything is bad. But | think that people who
actually work with SOTE and are into politics will see wfathe good things that are happening and

how we're building something new here. [NGO representative]

And I'm a bit frustrated about the media when they are writing all the time that services are not getting
better. NGO representative]

The appropriateness of the reform's foundations

The rationale behind the reform of health and social services sparked considerable debbteit First

was noted thatthe service areas being reformed have varying needs and face distinct challenges

Medical services, particularly at the specialist level, were identified as the most costly, problematic, and

challenging to manage effectively, placing significant strain on the entire system. There is a concern that

during the complex process of implementing change, the issues within the medical sector may

dominate, detracting from the necessary attention to social and emergency services. It is important to

note that these concerns are partly based on actual experiences franigimg the work within the

WSC.

NEFtAGE Aa GKFIG Ad KFa 0SSy odaAAtd oAdGK GKS

Ad J2Ay3I Ay (G(KS FdzidzNB 2F o60dzZAf RAYy3I | ySg K3

Ly (K thésoddbside hdvalways been left behind. The health side is so strong, and there is the
Y2ySeés yR GKSNB IINB GKS &0GNRy3 &LR1S&ELISNB2Y A& DPE ¢
oFom the very beginning, especially at national level, the focus has been on health issues. How to
combine the special health services and basic health services. And | would like to say that social services
KIS 6SSy 1 OlAy3 A yhedf héSbighRigksiiOtdezreiokn? hink, that boimes K I G A &
muchon health services. Not understanding that big part of the populagiedsbothé @/ 2 dzy OA f f 2 NE
AdWhen you have that big reform, you have to concentrate for the big taimgjyour own things. Right
y263x AlG asSSya tA1S +if GKS AunicizaNapreserdtatively 8 A RS 2 F (¢

Some respondents noted that while there may be a current emphasisaiti services, this focus is

seen as temporary, linked to the challenging initial phase of the reform. They belieiraptated

coordination and synergies among services will ultimately bring significant beHefitsver, it is

difficult to determine the validity of these beliefs and whether they represent wishful thinking. At
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presentthe risk of unequal treatment across the sectors affected by the reform appears taigible
important to consider how, in light of the economic challenges discussed later in this report, future
misallocation of resources to the narrowly defined needs of the health sector can be prevented.

GL GK2dAKG o2dzi a20AFf FyR KSIFfOdK aSNBAOSaz GKI

benefit. Especially for the clients who need a lot of services. They have many kinds of problems which

would be easier to deal with by social and fiealtO NB LISNR2yy St & . dzi GKA&a ¢St
AYGNRBRdAzOSR>Y 4SS G(K2daAK{G 2yfeé |o2dzi GKS KSIf{iK aSNI

The survey results from councillors suggest that dilemmas regarding the structure of the SOTE reform
are relatively uncommon among this group. The overwhelming majority of councillors believe that
consolidating the three sectors into a single reform wilieve the intended outcomes.

In your opinion, was it right when planning the reform that it should include services from
different sectors (health, social and rescue services)?

absolutely wrong - services in these sectors 4.6%
should not have been combined DA

20,8%

rather wrong - the services of these sectors can
be only partly combined

quite right - it will allow better coordination of
services

absolutely right - having them combined will
force better coordination of related services

39,3%

don't know / not sure Scale: 1-4

N=351

An interesting perspective on this issue emerged during one interview, where councillors were explicitly
asked whether their focus on health sector problems, evident in their statements, might be diverting
attention from other services that are currentyg$ problematic. This question led the interviewees to
engage in thoughtful reflection. It was noted ttiare had been insufficient debate about whether the
structure of the reform was fully justifiedhe response of one interviewee was particularlintgin

this context:

oFor the last two yearsye've been trained to think that this integration is the. k&g've all heard
thousands of lectures on why this integration is the key. And now you're asking us whether it should be
the key. It's difficult for even us Finns, who are very quick to change our minds. I'm not able to say
whether you could have doneghiifferently. | understand that if all the medical doctors and all the
social workers say that this should be integration, | have to believe them because | believe in
professional®¢ @/ 2dzy OAf f 2 NB

Another critical factor affecting the feasibility of implementing the refotimeigliverse developmental
conditions across different regiarsor instance, the southern region of the country has demonstrated
promising economic growth and population expansion, whereas other areas have faced more complex
challenges.
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alL GKAY1 UK loirwdlliiBg setiscesic@uyty isnoge optimistic and positive of this reform
is that we are the only county that is growing and developing. So [the reform] is a challenge but it gives
dzi 322R LRAAGAGS | OGA2YyéE &/ 2dzy OAf f 2NB

a¢KS ydzYoSNI 2F YdzyAOALI t AGASa Ay GKAa O2dzyie Aa
KIS RAFFSNBY(G OKIffSyaSaode w/ 2dzyOAf 2F 9f RSNI &6

aLy [FLXFYR 2NJ a2dziKSNY CAytlyRzZ GKS 42NIR Aa O2Y
AY [FLX YR F2NJ SEFYLX S® ¢KS& | NB dzad SRnunichal KI gAy 3
representative]

The varied conditions for implementing the reform across different regions may necessitate a re
evaluation of some of its fundamental assumptions. For example, it might be benefiecirnsider

the importance of consistency in implementation across regims question the feasibility of
standardsing public service delivery in diverse circumstances. Respondents often esubloars of

0KS NBTFT2N¥Qa LINAYINE 202S00GA0Say SyadaNAy3a GKFG |
practical discssions about the reform revealed some scepticism about these assumptions. Several
respondents suggested that it might not be realistic to expect uniform service provision across different
parts of the country. They proposed that the varied conditions snding service provision might
require distinct approaches to delivering services. Imposingldem regulations will not alter these
disparities. Residents of cities and densely populated areas will inherently have access to a broader
range of services #n those in more remote regions. This disparity is one reason why many Finns choose
to relocate from smaller towns to larger cities, adjusting their living situations to meet their individual
needs.

a ¢ kaék of nearby serviceésunacceptable. It is unfair to the municipal residents who have known the
staff over the years and who are now left with no choice but to travel further afield. The criticism is
O2YAy3 FTNRY (GKS NBAaAARSylad ¢KI SCBoard|i KS oA33Said O

G ¢ KS LlzN1J2 Béng Sefvicds K&inty wad td provide services to everyone. This is quite strange

as a goal, especially if you live in a remote area, where you can't get the same kind of services. It's simply

not possibleThese kinds of goals have been a pipe dream for a white W0 representative]

G¢KS aSNDAOSE 6 SNBs AlyK SieK SKAFNG Sy diy2h Ol S AKOSENGS T2 NJ |
It should be emphasised that constitutional issues lie entirely beyond the scope of the considerations
presented in this report. However, it is also worth mentioning that, firstly, doubts regarding the
possibility of ensuring the same access to publidcgsn different parts of the country and under
different settlement conditions were repeatedly questioned during the interviews. Secondly, in this
context, it is essential to distinguish between the concept of equality, understood as identical conditions
for the provision of services, and the concept of equity in access to adequate quality services despite
differences in the ways they are provided. In the latter case, it is, of course, not about depriving anyone
of the right to public services, but rathabout different ways of providing them. Differences arising
from the characteristics of the settlement network are, after all, objective and are partly (though not
exclusively) the result of decisions made by individuals. Therefore, it is reasonable whibes
emphasising that the answer lies beyond the scope of this report, whether issues related to access to
public services should be part of the consequences of individual decisions regarding the choice of
residence.

The respondents noted significant differences in the models used for implementing public tasks in rural
versus urban areas. It appethere was a discrepancy between the previously mentioned assumptions
of the reform and the actual operational solutions that were ultimately propoBed led to certain
deficiencies in the guidelines, the definition of indicators, and the assessment of factors that could
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impact the system. It was emphsesi that these processes cannot be simplified into mere Excel
spreadsheets or even the most sophisticated financial calculations. Questions were raised about the
number of regions, as well as the variations in their sizes, the nature of their settlemeatksetand

the needs of their populations. These points were made to argue that a rigidly imposed framework on
the WSC might not optise the solutions implemented. Moreover, the expected roles of the public and
private setors in addressing health issues were found to be inadequate in several aspects. Instead of
fostering the anticipated synergies and collaboration, a competition for scarce human resources has
emerged, increasingly challenging WSCs thateas@urce limited

GLGUEE 0S AYyGdSNBatAy3da G2 aSS AT (KAcancréadhgdae t f &

AAT S 2F GKS dzyAaida (G2 NBIA2ya oAttt 02280 STFAOASYC

ahyS 2F (KS A&aadsSa Aa
a2 6SF1 GKFG AdGYya Of SINJ GKSedftf 3I2 o6 Yy NHzZLII ®é @bl

GKFG 6S KI@S (22 Yirye NBIA?2

G,2dz (y26 lo2dzi GKAA aSNBAOS ySSR AYyRSEK LiUA 4 NJ

areas and underestimates them here. Because here, people use so much private sector. And the data
isn't shared with the national data bank, so it doesmow the need. If there aren't any visits, there's no
need. And since people use the private sector here, there's no need for visits. But now that people are
actually using less private sector, because of the recession, our queues are bigger at tlietémed / 9 h 8
Finally, another significant concern for some respondents is the broader impact of the SOTE reform. It
is evident from their statements thttie reform is attracting public attention not only because it alters
the delivery of important services, but also because it imposes a significant financial Binelerry
fact that the reform is underway, coupled with the media coverage it receives, appears to have
stimulated public interest and shaped the debate on the economic situation of the public sector. On
multiple occasions, interviewees emplsasi that the issues, particularly within the health service, have
affected and will continue to affect the overall performance of the state and its agencies. However,
these comments should not be seen as an assessment of the implementation of the refcemasi
noted above, the reform was a response to the growing problems and not a factor that caused them.

GLF LUY &SSAy3 4gKIG KFLIISya (G2 2dz2NJ OKAf RNBy X 2dzN

that our sector is taking so much money, and aIJ thevtime Ies§ and Iesg i§ givjng to tAhe schools. It's not

okay. I'm really concerned as a citizenyfthi 6 S R2yUdid KI @S UAYSde &/ 9h86
As the respondents emphasil, economic considerations and public financial shortcomings were key
drivers behind the SOTE reform. It was widely recognized that these factors significantly influenced the
assumptions of the proposed changes. While acknowledging that macroeconoimis &&etnot be
overlooked, respondents agreed tlaaty evaluation of the reform should account for these influences
separately from the actions undertaken by the WSey concurred that under mofavourable
economic conditions, better outcomes in service development and the achievement of other reform
objectives could have been possible. It is clear that the economic situation played a crucial role in
shaping the reform process, much more so than the refoomid have in improving the economic
conditions.

In light of the foregoing, it is crucial to emplsaghat discussions about the potential impacts of the
reform should not overlook the human factor, especially given the sensitive nature of the sectors
involved. An impartial evaluation of the consequences of the changes being introduced is essential. In
the current public discourse, public servicefien designed for people in challenging life circumstances

- are predominantly assessed through an economic lens, overshadowing their social imperatives.
Meanwhile, the recommendations on godemocraticgovernance developed by the Council of Europe
clearly indicate that one of the fundamental bases for all actions of public authorities should be "the
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provision of higkguality public services and economic, social, and environmental wellbeing." These
were also the publicly declared goals of the SOTE reform. However, it seems that these goals have not
received sufficient attention in the course of actiliis important to remember that the primary focus
of the reform shoulde on addressing relevant societal issues rather than merely the fiscal constraints
of the state budget. While these aspects are undeniably linked, the ongoing discourse and future
considerations of the reform need to fundamentallyenaluate the core issues and faithfully reflect
the original objectives, as embodied in the name of the new administrative struonhieh are
intended to foster conditions that enhance wldling
4 e decisiommakers have forgotten the everyday life. The upper level is so far away from the lower
level.These two levels speak completely different langudgesally feels like the decisiorakers are

very far and not experiencing the everyday $itethe services and the people are not meeting.cob D h
representative]
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4) Reform implementation: key challengeesd practical effects

When considering the challenges of implementing reform at the regional leess#istial to recogse

the diverse conditions under which these changes have occurhegl diversity encompasses multiple
dimensions, including territorial characteristics such as the degree of sati@mj population density,

and the development of communication infrastructure, as well as the size of the WSC. Other factors
include the internal territorial division of the regions, which affects the number of municipal units, the
existing complexity andpeciakation of health and social service systerand the forms of
intersectoral cooperation present before the reform. Additionally, the experience gained from
implementing various pilot projects and prograes has also influenced how the reform has been
carried out and its subsequent impact.

It is crucial to address this final point, as analysing these experiences enables a preliminary assessment
of current processes and the formulation of predictions about their potential consequences. The case
of South Karelia is particularly noteworthy tlas measures implemented there in recent years have
acted as a pilot for the SOTE reform. The feedback from respondents in South Karelia stands in stark
contrast to opinions from other regions; in South Karelia, the reform is seen as less problematic,
chamactersed by fewer uncertainties and more predictable outcomes. Additionally, the interviews
conducted in South Karelia indicate that respondents are generally more optimistic about the reform's
impact, although the current economic factors still pose a fundaatigmtew challenge.

a Ly ( kna socidl addSHealth care was already integrasedhat change was not as big as it was
Ay 20KSNJ LX FOSad o0X0 ¢KSNB 6SNB | FSg LIAtE20 I N
administrational change was not very big. But | think that the financial goals that we now have, that is
the change factot.
A significant challenge in the planning and implementation of the reform hasriasaging unrealistic
expectations Respondents noted thahe public was given promises that proved difficult to fulfil
leading to a harsh reality check between expected outcomes and the actual capabilities of the WSCs. It
was repeatedly emphasid that unpopular and challenging decisions will need to continue, even if they
are not socially palatable. Factors such as the economic situation, severe staff shortages iedpecializ
sectors, and societal changes will necessitate the introduction of solutions to maintain system stability.
Instead of fostering unrealistic hopes for a miraculous recovery, it would be wiser to phepsoeiety
for the inevitability of changeGiven these considerations, it would be beneficial ther public
authorities to develop systemic solutions that could prevent the collapse of the public service system
and help Finns successfully adapt to evolving health and social care conditions.
2SS RARYUG KIFI@S | OftSINIARSIF ¢KIFi ¢S OWarusR R2 gA (
make surahat our expectations match what we can actuallydb 0 K G KS FdzfCEQly 3 6S KI ¢
oSome of the promises made by the ministry at the outset were not redlisticpromised very close
services, and we can't provide them. There were a lot of promise< fnagl®mber of the WSC Board]
aLGUE Of SIENJ GKFEG LIS2LXS 6SNBydid ek NB 2F GKS SE
municipalities. This has undoubtedly come as a shock, given the political promise of a centre in every
municipality. It's now evident that thisisnthgg’ 3 (2 KI LISy ®¢ wbDh NBLINBaASYy
However, it has also been suggested that the promises in question were not always as concrete as
perceived. While it is difficult to prove that specific commitments were unmet, it is important to
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acknowledge that even these vague assurances contributed to the public's overly optimistic view of the
reform's future.

aL GKAY] ,GKS 1$é Ad GKEdG 6S LINEYAASR GKId GKS[\IB
I 02y OSLIU AF AldYa ' 6ARSZ YARRES 2N olaAoO dzy Al dé
However, it would be a mistake to consider the comments presented here as the sole explanation for
the criticism directed at the reform's effeclswould be misleading to attribute social discontent solely
to unrealistic expectationg\ significant proportion of the criticism comes from external stakeholders,
who have pointed out practical issues that could lead to social protests. These issues include the closure
of treatment and care services, reduced service availability, falilityosvns, longer wés for doctors,
and difficulty accessing specialists. Addressing these concerns thoughtfully and constructively will be
important moving forward. Indeed, as one NGO representative rhetorically questioned in an interview:
When there is a clearly problematic reform, is it a question of slightly wrong expectations or poorly made
structures?

Another challenge that respondents identified as contributing to the difficulty of implementing the
reform is, to some extenthe lack of clarity in the legislatiom particular, thersseems to be a need

for greater clarity on the division of responsibility between the newly created counties and the
municipalities in whose territory particular operations are carried lbig.worth noting that some of

the indicated problems may in fact not be the result of provisions that are not quite properly outlined,
but rather an element of difficult negotiations conducted between parties interested in optimising their
budgets. Regdless of which line of interpretation is emphasised, it shoulublbed that the reform at

this stage is still in the process of developing solutions that will be in force in the future.

dThere's still a lot of confusion. For instance, the municipalities are still hoping we'll provide more support
to schools. This could be in the form of psychologists or other professionals to help young people in the
classroon® [CEO]

ClLOMWSH NEIFfAGE

The initial stages of WSC operations, particularly in regions lacking prior pilot schemes, involved the
transfer of responsibilities from municipal entities, the establishment of administrative frameworks, and
the formulation of plans for upcoming taskssicrucial to acknowledge that the-frtonth span from

the inception of the WSCs to the implementation of this research was relatively brief. Consequently,
viewing the research participants' responses as deeply entrenched in the routine activitieseaflthe
established counties is challenging. These responses are more influenced by expectations (sometimes
unmet), planning, and an awareness of challenges, rather than by established operational mechanisms.
This observation is key to understanding the erntFirstlyjt is premature to regard the experiences
accumulated thus far as indicative of the typical operations of WBEdrue effectiveness of their
operational methods and strategic initiatives will only be evident when they are fully impleraedted
assessed over time. It is reasonable to expect that WSC management will continue to evolve and refine
approaches that will eventually standaadithe counties' operations. Secondly, the experiences and
perspectives developed to date may prove inadequate as more time elapses. This could influence
various elements discussed later in the report, such as the role of county councils, cooperatios patter
with external stakeholders, administrative hurdles, and public perceptions of WSC activities.

O0We have to orgase everything and not to endanger the services that are going on. During that time,
we haven't had any real focus on changing anythingd dzi 2dza i G2 {SSL) SOSNEGKAY
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administrationand finding out how things can be reorgdR ®¢ @/ 2 dzy OA f f 2 NB

oWe are still in the middle of the proceks very difficult to say what has changed. Maybe we should

ask the same after two or three years. At the moment it's veryvdifficult to say what has been the impact,

because so fawe see only a lot of work ahedt @/ 2 dzy OA £ £ 2 NB
Survey responses from councillors indiGtack of consensus on the broader impact of the reform
Almost equal groups of respondents considered the reform to be a response to the problems
experienced by society, as well as not being such a response. The mixed experiences to date, shaped by
both theoften-criticisedchanges and the recognition of existing problems the reform aimed to address,
have not led to definitive conclusions. This underscores that the reform is still in its formative stage,
rather than a phase where the introduced changes are being fulbedtili

OBIJECTIVES of the SOTE reform. Please indicate whether this objective is being achieved in your region?

osiecTive: Responding to the challenges of changes in the society

Scale: 1-7
39,7% N=373

33,2%

1

’ L L
1 2

3" 4 5 6 7

not achieving this objective at all the objective is being achieved

The initial implementation period pose®eK | f £ Sy 3S F2NJ 6KS 2{/ Q&4 | RYAYyAa&
to dedicate the entire period exclusively to planning operations. Instead, time had to be allocated to
managing core tasks while simultaneously shaping future patterns of social servicerprBxigrnal
pressures, increasing social discontent, oigdioinal challenges, and financial difficulties were the
primary factors influencing the decisioraking of the governing bodies in the newly established
structures.
aL 1y2e g" KSN\ABV FNB LIS2LX S 6K2 GKAY]1 U th&'reobiyNT G S3e
fpcusjng o 2 ) Qtriﬁié r&ﬁageﬁeﬁ{They'rg trying to cut costs, Which is unders,tandable, but er ,
GKS aeadsSy FyR GKS NBT2miMdparépreseitttize] y2 G + 3I322R &G NI

0So far, there hasn't been much time for strategic thinking. That tends to happen after work or on
weekends. So basically, from eight to four, it's more reactive and conducting meetings and so on. And
that's not ideal for your wotlife balance, but at leasow, in the beginning, that's how it works, because

the days are very, very busy, basicallyySC board member]

Financial constraints

One of the most significant challenges WSCs have éamedithancial constraints. In September 2023,
the total deficit of the counties was estimated at approximately 1.2 billion euros, which increased to an
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estimated 1.35 billion euros by February 2024. Although all counties are projecting deficits, there are
notable variations among them. For instance, the per capita deficit in Southern Savonia is almost ten
times larger than in Helsinkhn important cornerstone of the reform was the assumption that the
changes would bring financial savings. The government allocated ayfaeadjustment period for

the counties, during which they should achieve financial stability and reduce, or ratheletely
eliminate their financial deficits. The deadline was set for the end of 2026, with an indication that failure
to achieve this target could result in the dissolution of the county, either through its merger with
another administrative unit or its division into Eaend the annexation of these territories to other
units.

During the interviews, many participants indicated that the current financial problems faced by the
WSCs stem not from their actions, but from the way the reform was prepared. They pointed out that

the financial needs of the WSCs were not fully understaod the data used was neither complete nor
accurately interpreted, leading to the present difficulties. Moreothe initial assumptions failed to

adequately account for several factothe impact of previous unsuccessful reforms, demographic

shifts, the effects of the COVAI® pandemic, rising inflation, and worsening staff shortages in the health

sector. Another contributing factor is the deliberate underbudgeting by municipalities. Since funding

was partly transferred from municipalities to countiés® SR 2y (G KS F2NY¥SNDa KSI €
expenditures, there was an incentive for municipalities to méaitiese costs to protect their future

funding for other kind of activities carried out.

GThere's no money in the countiéis means we acted in the wrong way. We should have assessed
better what is the need for thisagihg2 LJdzf | GA2y ®é &/ 2dzy OAt 2F 9f RSNX &8

dt all depends on where you set the benchmiarkas set in the wrong years, not the usual ones. But
that's the budget we get from the government, and that's the only money we get. So, for example, at
the end of the year, we really need to think about taking a$h&MNY f 2y (G2 LI & GKS oA

G¢KS LI YRSYAO @SINBR &l g | NBRdzOGAZ2Y Ay 2LISNI GA?2
subsequent funding. This was not a sustainable position. As a consehudgets were set at 6% to
10% below the actual operationalcebts ¢ KA & ¢+ & | OKIFffSy3aAay3a LISNAR2R 7

GL st a G GKS CAYL y OSrecerdiyTHey asked Bie iPtie ladkfoFunding WasA | Y Sy

due to Ehe chosen model. | said no, it'§ not tbat. It‘si inflation and things like that. It's not due to the

Y2RSt ¢ w2 {/ 062FNR YSYO0OSNB
Furthermore the WSCs encountered significant additional costs at the start of their operatioese
expenses were associated with harnsorg separate operational processes, integrating IT systems,
adapting infrastructure, relocating resources, and other similar activities. In essence, all costs linked to
transitioning from the old system to the new one added extra pressure on WSCs badggtéficant
increase in initial county expenditures was also due to salary adjustments. When municipal employees
transitioned to county employment, their salaries were aligned to the higher end of the scale. The
estimated costs for this adjustment vary widely; in 2022, an advocacysatganrepresenting local
government and county employers projected that the annual costs could reach up to 680 million euros.

dt is only natural thatvhen a new system is being created, it will require more resowbes we had
computer programs and other similar systems in place, we had 20 different programs. Everyone had
their own, and we also had to coordinate and develop all other activities. In the beginning, we would
have needed more money to support &i€ouncil of Elderly]

aLy F glex ¢KSy S Gl f | satiodsittingalot obrasgurc@sdmidiedesgy |y S
goes into the transitonphage ! yR ¢S NS &aidAftf Ay GKS GNIyaridiazy
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G¢KS FTANRG O2dzLX S 2F &SI NAZ (GKS O2aita oAttt AYyONBSI
and new business models, and also IT systems. If you have to change all the telephone numbers, and all
the websites, and all the documents, andheait, there's so much extra work in any kind of merged
maybe it was forgotten, or did they just close their eyes? Or maybe they were just hopeful, that if you
YF1S + Kdz3S YSNEHS +d 2yS GAYS (KS ar@giay3a gAitft O:
It is important to note that the current challengaisserved in the implementation of tasks (which will
be discussed further below) should not necessarily be seen as a failure to achieve the targeted public
service model. Respondents empbashatimplementing any new policy requires time, and its effects
might not be immediately apparen€onsequently, it may be necessarydavaluatewhether the
three-year period set for staldlihg the WSC's activities is adequate, particularly as regional authorities'
capacity may be hampered by external factors. ¢vespondents have pointed out that this limited
timeframe for balancing finances may not allow enough time to identify effectivecauisol
mechanisms without compromising service quality. They arguethibagoal of balancing the WSC
budget by the end of 2026 may be overly ambitious and unrealistie significant concern is the sheer
financial cost of implementing the reform. Another worry is the insufficient time available to reergani
the health and social service delivery system more efficiefllys, some interviewees openly admit
that achieving a balanced budget within three years is simply unfeasible.
GThe timetable is a bit too tight for this changer instance, in all areas, we have three years to get the
budgeting right and get the baseline right. If we end up with a deficit, we have three years to make up
F2NI AGPE &/ 9h8
L KFI@S alFrAR G2 GKS 3I208SNYyYSyid GKIFIG L OFryy2i wNB|
YI1S Bl ¢ w/
GL R2yUd GKAYy]l AGUa JI2Ay3 G2 KIFILWSYy Ay Yzad O2dzy
L GKAY]l GKS aAyAadNB 2F CAYylryOS 1y2¢a GKIGZ 0 dzi
dlréAy3 Ad Ay Lzt AO0Odé w/ 9h8
When responding to survey questions, councillors expressed a similarly pessimistic view. They
overwhelmingly indicated that closing the WSC deficit in their region by the end of 2026 was not feasible
and would not be achieved.

In your opinion, will the financial deficit in WSC operations in your region be eliminated by 20267

definitely not

rather not

rather yes

definitely yes

don’t know / not sure

22,9%

Scale: 1-4
N=351
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At the same time, there is high awareness that the current financial difficulties faced by the WSC might
necessitate the orgasation being split and either merged with other regions or absorbed by another
county. Some experts suggest that such actions could lead to a more balanced distribution of larger
population counties, potentially boosting their economic potential. Howevemyminterview
participants have expressegservations about the cashving potential of such mergees least in the

short term. They believe that merging counties would require further costly investments, amalgamation
of systems, and harmaaition of salaries.

aLdua I warkilealy¥dcusingiei how to get this financial shock to be oveBgithuse in our
legislation, if you don't do it in three years, then you can lose your autonomy. So, this area could be split,
or it could be joined to other areas. | don't know what the thinking behind #Maibe it's that wo
poormakeone rich? I'm not sure, bright nowthe financial shock is the main fogS€EO]
In public debates, three main solutions to the financial challenges have been proposed: (1) increasing
state subsidies, (2) extending the deadline to balance the budget, and (3) granting counties the right to
levy taxes to raise additional funds. The gowernt, however, has reservations about these
suggestions. While the minister did not support an increase in direct grants to counties, he proposed a
ceopn YAfftA2y AYyONBIFraS Ay 3IANryida F2N LINAGEFGS KSt
patients to private providers. Yet, this approach has sparked considerable disquiet among many survey
respondents. Some argue that funnelling support to the private sector during a public sector crisis is
both morally questionable and likely inefficient, withatear evidence that it would benefit the WSCs.
Furthermore, some commentators speculate that the combination of stringent timelines and
inadequate budgets might be a strategic political manoeuvre to encourage county mergers, given that

the current numbenof counties significantly exceeds th&&recommended by most experts.

| dZNNBy Gfexr LildzotAO0 RA&AO2dz2NBES LINAYIFNAf& F20dzaSa 2
prominent position on the political agenda. Financial cuts are at the forefront of most statements made

by research participants. It is crucial to redsgrthat thisfinancialcentric view could potentially

impede the further implementation of the reforit is worth noting that the financial problems are not

so much a result of the WSC's actions but rather a consequence of the previous model ofrpidalic se

delivery, which the WSC has somewhat inherited. Therefore, it is important to avoid the trap of unjustly
evaluating the activities of the newly established structures, where past results are used to assess
current actions.

oNow there is a pani@ panic moel Now we have to do something. And no one knows if they are good
2NJ 61 R RSOAaAA2y&aDPE f 2dzy OAft f 2 NB

aL GKAYyl GKIdGUa y2a O2yy e irébem voald bé disdfike thig withdgtS NIB F 2
thisreformbeé w2 {/ 02 NR YSYOdSNB
As previously mentioned, public expectations have been a driving force behind the changes. It appears
that in 2022 manyreaswere still developing new implementation programmes during the planning
period for WSC activities. While this planning looked promising and was carried out with the
involvement of many stakeholder communities, in 2023 the WSCs were left to addrestemmo
their own, with the result that finances were cut drastically because of decisions coming from
government circles.

G{2> AyAlGAlLffte GKSNB gt+a I YSaalr3dsS GKIG 6SUR adlk N
FYR adzLILI2 NI aSNWPAOSE F2NI fAQAYy3A |G K23Bvebadd ¢ KSy
G2 Odzi 61 O01® .dzi AF¥T 6SUR 6FAGSR F tAGGHES f2y3ISNE
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In conclusion to this discussion on the financial aspects, another finding from the survey of councillors
is noteworthy. One question focused on evaluating how well the financial objectives of the reform have
been met. The responses clearly show that, mting to the councillors, the outcomes of the reform's
implementation so far can scarcely be considered successful.

OBJECTIVES of the SOTE reform. Please indicate whether this objective is being achieved in your region?

ossecTive: Curbing the growth of costs related to the work of the WSC

48,6%
Scale: 1-7

N=373

30,2%

‘ @ 18,8%

8,0%

| 1 [ 1

m—l.

1 2 3 5 7
not achieving this objective at all the objective is being achieved

z

l'd GKS alryYS GAYSI Ay NBTFSNByOS G2 (GKS NBF2N¥XQ&
councillors clearly questioned the rationale behind emphasizing cost containmenrthifdsoof the
respondents stated that the reform should not primarily fomagconomic issues.

Do you personally agree or disagree with the opinion that:
"Cuts in social and health services are necessary at the national level"?

strongly disagree

disagree

agree

strongly agree

don’t know / not sure Scale: 1-4

N=351
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Operationakhallenges

Several orgasational factors are contributing to the current financial difficulties faced by the WSC.
These include high labor costs, the upkeep of a Emgeoften complex bureaucratic structure, and the
need to adjust operations to meet externally imposed service delivery standards.

First and foremost, participants in the study highlighted a créluaftage of staff in both the Finnish
healthcare and social care sectofSurrent projections reveal substantial deficits across various
professional roles, including practical nurses, registered nurses, and social workers. A significant portion
of the existing workforce is expected to retire within the next decade, likebereting these
shortages. As a result, the remaining staff are facing increased stress and workloads, ptaediraily

to high turnover rates. This situation may compel counties to depend on expensive agency staff, further
straining their financial resources.

It is common for different WSCs to encounter distinct human resources challenges. In some units, the
pressing issue is staff shortages, either currently experienced or anticipated due to looming retirements.
Conversely, other units face overstaffing irnaersectors, often a result of orgaaiional changes or

initial staff transfers from municipal units. It is crucial to recmgtiie differences in staffing needs
between the dispersed systems managed by municipal units and the cedtmies establigid post

reform. Despite these differences, all WSCs share the problem dabaircosts, as highlighted by
respondents. This challenge is exacerbated by stiff competition from the private sector. Furthermore,
the shortage of specialists and the significant growth in occupational health services have led to
substantial costs for WSCsthwiimited ability to control these expenses.

O0We need to buy doctors and specialists from private compavtiesh are expensive. They cost three
to four times more than our own employg¢€EQ]

a!'d GKS Y2YSyids 2 yheladkwfial2ompetent Staffde aanbtthadyé dbir olvrastaff
available. The rental agency is more expeniihas economic implicatios @/ 2 dzy OAf f 2 NB
According to councillors participating in the quantitative survey, the reform's objective toseptimi
use of human resources and ensure the availability of skilled workers in the health and social services
sector is not being achieved. More than half of the respondents view this aspect negatively, while only
about one quarter believe that this gosibieing partially met.

OBJECTIVES of the SOTE reform. Please indicate whether this objective is being achieved in your region?
OBJECTIVE: Ensuring the availability of skilled labour force for sufficient availability of services

Scale: 1-7

55,1%
N=373

15,7%

1,7%

4 5 6 7
not achieving this objective at all the objective is being achieved
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The method of filling management positions can significantly impact the performance of WSCs. It was
somewhat surprising during our research to find t@mne key administrative roles within the WSCs
were held by individuals who had temporarily left or suspended their original professions, including
doctors and specialists from various fieldbis observationan be supportedby historical data from

the 2022 county elections in Finland, which saw a significant representation of professionals from social,
health, and rescue serviceswith one in five candidates and one in three councillors coming from these
sectors. While this diverse background brought valuable perspectives to county governance, it also
introduced both strengths and challenges.

On the positive side, these professionals brought spaesmiaéixpertise and a deep understanding of
their respective fields to the decisiomaking process. However, there were concerns about their
potential reluctance to implement budget cuts and a tendency to advocate for reeckifanding for

their sectors. Moreover, the integration of these professionals into county councils exposed
inconsistencies in governance practices, especially regarding recusal protocolso@uiesimposed
restrictions on stdfmembers serving on county boards to prevent conflicts of interest due to their dual
roles as both employees and decisioakers. This issue arose from a lack of uniformity in establishing
separate committees, a practice commonly employed in municigaktigich sometimes led to boards
inadvertently assuming employer functions. This oversight in the legislative framework underscored the
need for clearer guidelines to manage potential conflicts of interest and ensure fair detiing
across all counts

A further challenge facing WSCsnigintaining motivation among administrative and support staff
Employees are acutely aware of the orgari A 2 Yy Q&4 &G NXzZ33tSa YR | NB 02y
Management recoggaeés that fears about potential changes, including the possible liquidation of WSCs

and job losses, are real and impactful. This issue is particularly significant because WSCs are often the
largest employers in many regions, affecting a vast number of paoaglsubstantially influencing the
locallabour markets.

oOur workers worry a lot. What's our future? We go to those negotiations to change the organisation.
We've cut 40% of the directors. That's my main concern at the moment. All the employees are worried
about their work. Will they have work in the futérf?EQ]
To address the staffing crisis, proposed solutions include increasing salaries, enhancing working
conditions, and promoting immigration. Additionally, there is a push to expand educational
opportunities in related fields. However, it is recegdithat the effects of these measures are likely to
be realsed only over the long term.

Management costsissociated with the WSCs, particularly the remuneration of senior officials and
politicians in Finnish counties, frequently surface in public discussions, especially within the context of
broader budgetary constraints. Although remuneration packageduding salaries and meeting

fees constitute a relatively modest portion of overall budgttiejr appropriateness during periods of
financial austerity has been questionédiditionally, the distribution of 'democracy funds' to political
groups within county councils, intended to enhance operational effectiveness and facilitate constituent
engagement, has sparked debate. The varied responses to the allocation and use of these funds reflect
nuanced public views on balancing necessary pobtigedort with fiscal responsibility.

Notably, discussions and meetings during the study revealed that executive salaries and the operating
costs of the county councils attracted minimal attention. This lack of focus may stem from the
perception that these costs are not significant relativeéhtototal WSCs budgets, or from a belief that
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substantial savings in this area are unachievable. Alternatively, it could be that respondentegrioriti
protecting their own interests. Determining the dominant factor is challenging; however, it is significant
GKFG GKA& AadaadzsS RAR y2G SYSNHS Ia | LINAYFNE O2yC

A further source of concerntise extensive bureaucratic structuifgat has inevitably accompanied the
creation of centrased, comprehensive public service systems. While managing this bureaucracy might
seem purely a managerial issue, its significant impact on the implementation of chauoggk not be
2O0SNI 221 SR® ¢KAa FFOGU2NI Ydzad 06S O2yaARSNBR 46KSy
realised. Over time, it is possible that these large, new structures will yield positive economies of scale
in managing public resources. However, at this stage, the complexities introduced by extensive
0 dzZNB I dzONJ Oe O2dzZ R 0S AYLIANRY3A (KS aeadsSyqQa FdzyC
a! LI GASyd ySSRSR I RS@GAOS GKIFG glaydd F@FAtrofsS
KFE®dS GF1Sy 6SS14a (2 2NRSNJAGET oKSNBlFa AlG ¢2dz R KI
GThe organisation is too complex for the current system to be effetiiwesystem is too bureaucratic.
As an example, | was in the hospital the other day. | discussed the reform with the nurses, wbo said it
terrible ¢ Wrediously, we could decide and enhance some way of treating patients. Decisions affecting
our work would be made at the departmgnt head nurse@NeW, they are made at a much higher
tS@Sts G tSrad aAE tF@SNRE dzZJbé wbDh NBLINBaSydGl 472
G¢KSNB KI @S 06SSy I t2G 2F ySg SyLX2eSSad ¢KS (yz2
have changed, and the areas have changed. | hope it won't take five years for the situation to improve.
{22 6S tSIFNY NARIKG y2¢ QodncilofEMerlylK2g (2 YIylF3IS (KA
Finally, it is important to considtire role of service delivery standards in influencing the effectiveness
of WSCsThese standards are often set by legislation and the decisions of supervisory institutions.
Respondents have highlighted that there are instances where the government sets standards for
operations while simultaneously pushing for cost economisatfeating a kind of a conflict of interest
The inspection service, which reports to the government, is then tasked with determining whetier thes
standards are being met, abstracting from the government's explicitly formulated requirement to
enhance the efficiency and cesffectiveness of the WSCs' operations. If the guidelines are not met,
penalties are imposed, which the WSCs have to pay ttdte budget, which in turn transfers money
to the operation of the WSCs. Some respondents expressed frustration about the restriction of their
freedom of action and the illogical impact of government policies on the financial management of
counties and lteir potential to enhance the efficiency of activities undertakérey also complained
that inspections achieve nothing but more bureaucratic work.
MD2OSNYYSyidG Kra =zFf@ANI FYR ! +Ld® o0X0 ¢KS& 3IABS Y3
outsider inspectors who are now giving every week tens and tens of inspections to do this and this and
this. And we don't have any possibilities to responiétfGEQ]
G¢KSe dzadzffeée 2dzad ale e2dz KIS G2 SELX LAY 6KFG
month later.You end up writing and writing and writing different respani$eisey spent all that time
FalAy3 F2N SELXIyLGAazyas GKSe O2dZ R aleées wl Sesx 2¢
O2dzZf R KSt L) dza Y2NB GKIy 2dz&Ad ONBFGAYy3a Y2NB 62N ¢
@The first penalty was for two areas in Finland that hadn't followed some of the rules when they drew
up the plans. They had to pay a fine of around one million euros. That was the first time Valvira had done
it. But they're starting to do that more and radf you don't provide doctors, you're looking at a loss of

millions. And then you don't have any money left to hire those doatorsot sure, | see the point of
this£ [CEO]
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Service delivery

WSCs faced the significant challenge of maintaining the economic sustainability of their operations,
constrained by tight budgets and strict service delivery standards. The reform required extensive
changes, forcing county authorities to make criticalsieas about the locations and methods of service
delivery. Often, this led to cuts and reductions in the existing service structures, which had several
implications. First, the initial stages of the reform were more focused on identifying cost savieigs rath
than orgarsing the new service delivery system. Second, amidst intense public debate and pressure
from external stakeholders, some decisions proved to be temporary, contributing to a perception of
chaos and social confusion.

GhyOS ¢SU@S Odzi GKS aSNBAOSa (2 (GKS tS@St GKIG

we'll be in a position to start developing new thing§. Over the,next three yearswiefliihlave to get

used to the financial shotky R 62 NJ 2dzu0 ¢KIl U f S@St 2F aSNBAOSA
Despite the fundamental financial challenges mentioned earlier, councillors try to maintain an optimistic
outlook on the issues for which they are partly responsible. This optimism is reflected in the survey
results, where as many as tlirds of respondets believed that the WSCs they represent are
generally managing their assigned tasks effectively. However, these results starkly contrast with those
from anonymous interviews conducted across various regions of the country.

In your opinion, is the Wellbeing Services County in your region, in general, EFFECTIVE in
providing quality health, social and rescue services?

definitely not

rather not

rather yes

definitely yes

don’t kno not sure 9
w/ . 2,6% Scale: 1-4

N=373

The most visible and simultaneously most csétiaction by the WSCs vithe closure of existing health

and social service facilitieBhe research repeatedly emptsasi that these closures caused widespread
anxiety among both citizens and municipal authorities. At the same time, it was underscored that the
reform aimed, among other objectives, to opsemservice provision by addressing situations where a
broad array of services was available in almost every small village, serving only a handful of interested
residents.

[N
N>

Gl Faid 6881 68 RAR | NRdzyR Ay Lttt GKS YdyAOALI €A

one of the main issues is the questiohaw we'll be able to take care of our patients and clients when
the counties are shortof monéy? w2 { / 02F NR YSY0oSNB
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[CEQ]
Two particularly contentious issues have arisen from changes in service délieengiocation of
service sites to larger centresdthe perceived deterioration in the quality of services providéd:
first issue has the potential to disrupt established lifestyles in many local communities. The second
primarily causes irritation and dissatisfaction, which could affect the overall perception of the reform.
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During the interviews, respondents highlighted several ongoing changes within the health and social
services sector. Facilities are undergoing reosgdon, with some being relocated or closed
altogether. Notably, adjustments are being made to doctors' working hours and the overall number of
doctors is being reduced. Similarly, nursing homes and social care centres are closing, with a reduction
in avaidble patient slots. Thesehanges have resulted in longer waiting times for specialists and
increased tavel distances for servicdsespondents pointed out, for example, cases where in Lapland
the distance to the nearest hospital can be as much as 300 kilometres, while in cities in the south of the
country most residents live within at most a few dozen minutes' drive from the neawcgty f
Consequentlyin less populated areasany individuals, particularly the elderly who cannot easily travel

and require care, are experiencing a substantial reduction in service accessibility. A specific challenge
has energed for young people with psychological needs; the closure of local services means they often
depend on family members to access specialist care.

aL tAGS Ay | avylrtt (26ysz FyR 6SU@S NBOSyidte t2aid
hours are also more limited. People are stressed about it and worried about the future of th€ town
[Youth council]
G¢KS aSNBAOSaEa Ay 2dzN) 26y 6SNB loazftdziSte ONRETEA
tricky that this situation has changed. So, there have been big changes in the availability of services for
theelderhf YR G KFG YSlIya GKS OKFtfSy3asSa NB LX Syide F2N
The problem of service reduction is starkly evident in the survey responses from councillors. More than
half believe that the reform fails to ensure equal access to quality primary care services for all citizens.

OBJECTIVES of the SOTE reform. Please indicate whether this objective is being achieved in your region?
OBIECTIVE: Safeguarding equal and quality BASIC HEALTH SERVICES for all regions in Finland

Scale: 1-7
53,4% N=373

@ 28,0%
18/6%

8,3%

1 2 3 4 7"
not achieving this objective at all the objective is being achieved

g )
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Interestingly, while the majority abuncillors affirm their belief in the effective measures taken by their
WSC, more than half also recignthat the reform has not improved the availability of basic health
services in Finland. However, data analysis reveals a correlation possibly shaped by local experiences:
respondents who rated the effects of their WSC nfav®urablywere also more likely to believe that

the reform'’s objectiveselated to basic health servicegre being achieved’he chart below clearly

shows that local experiencesesn to have a more significant impact on councillors' beliefs about the
effects of the reform than the generalised opinions circulating in public discourse.

Perception of local vs. national situation

yes 21,3%

no 9,7%

Is the WSC in your region effective in providing
quality health, social and rescue services?

MW not achieving neither M achieving

Reform achieving objective: Safeguarding equal and quality BASIC HEALTH SERVICES for all
regions in Finland

Simultaneously, the survey results show that at the basic-lelaslest to citizens and thus most visible
to them- the issues extend beyond medical services. Councillors' evaluations of the reform's impact on
improving the accessibility of social seggitn Finland are also overwhelmingly negative.

OBJECTIVES of the SOTE reform. Please indicate whether this objective is being achieved in your region?

OBJECTIVE: Safeguarding equal and quality SOCIAL SERVICES for all regions in Finland

Scale: 1-7
N=373

26,6%
0, 0,
20,6% 20,8% 15,9%
5,8%
1,9%
I . 1 I

1 2 3 5 7
not achieving this objective at all the objective is being achieved

1@
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Positive evaluations of local conditions often led to an optimistic outlook on the broader impact of the
NEF2NY 2y GKS &d20Alf &aSNBWAOSa aSO0G2N) a ¢gSttao /
services favourably tended to have similarly @& 2 LAY A2y ad NB I NRAYy3I GKS NB
services.

Perception of local vs. national situation

yes 41,8% 23,4% 34,7%
no 77,7% 12,6%

M not achieving neither M achieving

Is the WSC in your region effective in providing
quality health, social and rescue services?

Reform achieving objective: Safeguarding equal and quality SOCIAL SERVICES for all
regions in Finland

Itis important to understand thahe reduction in services is not only a result of WSC actwasiously
mentioned staffing issues, combined with the overall state ofabeurmarket, have compelled WSC
administrations to implement unexpected measures. While these decisions are not purely economically
driven, they contribute to a wider pattern of transformations within the public sector. These
developments represent a contini@b of trends that predate the reform and have escalated recently.
Many respondents have highlighted that practical constraints often prevent them from delivering
services. This problem becomes especially severe when budget limitations restrict theessaroés

from the private sector.

ahyS 27 (theShoragedotisriicegihith is related tthe shortage of staffof nurses and
R2O02NE® ¢KSe R2yQi 1y26 K2g YdzOK (GKA& Kl a&a G2 R2
other reasons or backgrounds. But that's what they keep saying, that there are more shortages on the
services now. | don't think that's dgatonnected to the reform, though. The problem would be the same
SOSY 6AGK2dzi GKS NBF2N¥YPE w2 {/ 02FNR YSYOSNB
The concentration of health services in larger urban centres appears to have a sound economic
rationale. A larger number of patients can be served by fewer staff, the working time of professionals
whose services are in high demand is better utilised,dbts ©f maintaining a dispersed infrastructure
are reduced, and finally, there is the possibility of combining access to various treatments and health
services in one place. However, from many patients' perspectives, these changes introduce several
challerges, includingonsiderable complexities that are difficult to navigatdditionally, there is a
need to adjust to the loss of previous benefits and the convenience of life that were previously available.

ALYY FFNFIAR GKIFIG GKSaS aSNBAOSa gAff 0S 02y OSyil
ASNBAOSa | yR NBéAﬁéYu?\l'f ASNIPAOSE oAff 060S Y2OSRO
with young children, willbe able to gettéth R2 OG 2 NK Ly F dt EAK LGUEE &GALE
02YS FTNRBYK 12¢ FNB GKS Elzlf)\yquajonmrﬁeed‘{rdaalmsm Hain't go.2 NJ K {
2 AG YR 4580 ¢KS aAddzd GA2Y A& 2yfodncidBEMeflg G2 350
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The introduction of new working practicesignificantly contributes to the ongoing confusion
accompanying reform efforts. Recagmg the influence of entrenched human habits in this scenario is
crucial. Some individuals struggle to adapt to the new environment, often viewing the changes mainly
as barriers to obtaining assistance. The real challenge, however, arises from they mdsslitiduals

in addressing issues, their clinging to outdated operational patterns, and adjusting to a reduced role of
public agencies in community welfare. Clearly, poor communication about the ongoing changes also
plays a role in exacerbating these issues.

&Just because the whole system has moved to a regional base from a municipatigesatanean

that people's minds have moved the®®,we move and share services, but we don't share as much
information as we shoukl[Youth council]

aL 1y2¢ az2vyS2yS gK2Qa 0SSy RAFIYy2aASR 6AGK RAFOSH!
nurse for annual cheakelJa ® b2 ¢ U(KSNBQaKd &FNiIYydPESy2620HHKS Dy gKE
Have you called them to find out why? Because the elderly people are used to everything coming to
GKSYZ IyR (KSeé R2yQi o6lyid (G2 R2 lyedKAy3ad L al A
themandask® 2dz Oy 32 GKSNBodbh . dzi aKSUYa dzaSR G2 &a2YS

NJ;U<

One of the side effects of recent changethésrising cost for citizens to access servidége above

guote illustrates a particular issue: the expense of traveling to relocated facilities, which can be
substantial due to increased distances. Another repercussion is the necessity to turn to services outside
the public system. Those with accés®ccupational health services generally face fewer difficulties.
However, the absence of readily available support from public sector satjamé when needed
compels some individuals to seek alternatives in the prisatdor. Thigpredicament often results in
increased frustration and concerns over the true accessibility of public services.

GTake women's healthcare, for instance. There's a real need for gynaecologists, but the queue to see the
doctor is so long thaa lot of people turn towards the private sectdnd of course, there's a big
exchange of money to get the help they need in ¢ifN& O representatiye

a! t f méntalShéafth serviceyoung people don't necessarily dare to tell their parents about these
things. They just want to go to professional help. And they don't necessarily give their parents so much
information. They just want to take care of things themselves. So, how do fmrey 100 kilometres

away, to the services, alone? Some people think that it's easier just to be alone with these things, and
GKSYy GKAy3a NBFffte 3ISi 62NBSPE o, 2dziK O2dzy OAf 8

aYou have tp rely on yourAcIosg or:mq on a person who hqs a car, to get these sgrvjces. This is the big 3
LINROf SYP ¢KS RAAUlFIYyOSa INB a2 YlIaaArgSoéeé w/ 2dzy OAf
In this contextthe situation for rescue services seems less problematicen queried about the risk
of health sector demands overshadowing WSC resources, none of the participants perceived a high risk
for rescue operations. This is largely attributed to the relatively small portion of the budget allocated to
this type of service@bout 2.5% in some areas), making them less vulnerable to broader economic cuts.
However, the primary concern lies elsewhere. The integratioesafueda S NJOA OS&a ¢80 KAY
institutional framework, which also encompasses medical and social services, poses significant
challengeslt was emphasised thaescue operations and civil security are managed by a different
ministry than health and social services, leading to coordination prolsemmee respondents observed
that rescueservices align more closely with military and police functions than with lceadtiaind social
affairs Efforts to enhance coordination amorggcueservices and their interaction with other public
sectors have been ongoing.was concluded that the inclusion of rescue services in the SOTE reform
was driven more by political considerations than by practical necessity.
LT 4SS t221 +i GKS aSNWAOSazr G(KSe FNB i NBlFRe SE
in 2005. So, it was 15 years of work. And regarding the financial picture with the 24 billion budget 400
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million is for the rescue operations. So, this is not an economic question. This is more of a desire
jdzSadAzyde OYSYOSNI 2F GKS 2{/ .2F NRS
The survey responses from the councillors clearly reflect the consensus among participants in the
gualitative research. Most councillors believe that, in its current form, the reform effectively ensures
equal access tescueservices for citizens across all regions of the country.

OBJECTIVES of the SOTE reform. Please indicate whether this objective is being achieved in your region?

osJecTive: Safeguarding equal and quality RESCUE SERVICES for all regions in
Finland

56,0% Scale: 1-7
N=373

24,5%

A
1 3" 4 5 6 7
not achieving this objective at all the objective is being achieved

1

However, responses to the next question highégdlxisting issues with the reform's implementation,

which were also discussed in the interviews. As noted, the need to cuhawsisipacted emergency
services as well, though to a lesser extent. Councillors monitoring these changes expressed concerns
about the potential future problems that such cesitting could cause in the public safety sector.

OBJECTIVES of the SOTE reform. Please indicate whether this objective is being achieved in your region?

oBIECTIVE: Improving security of citizens

Scale: 1-7
N=373
38,6%

34,9%

10,0%

A L .ﬁ

"1 2 3" 4 5 6 7"
not achieving this objective at all the objective is being achieved
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It became apparent from the interviews that representatives of WSCs management are aware of the
challenging circumstances. At the same time, they emghtisit they have taken steps to ensure their
actions are motivated not only by economic factors but also by a genuine concern for the wellbeing of
citizens and the availability of resources to WSCs. Many highlightetiéhsdlutions in place before

the reform, while beneficial for certain citizen groups, were often not the most ratierakr
financialy or orgargationally. To illustrate, they provided examples of facilities that were underutilized

or designed to accommodate occupancy rates far exceeding what local needs could justify.
Simultaneously, they addressed the concerns by explaining their approach to adjusting services,
emphasising a strategic and thoughtful process instead of mass, haphazestyactured cuts.

They argued that contrary to popular belief, achieving savings in the sector through minor adjustments

is challenging. The majority of costs arise from maintaining an extensive network of both small and large

hospitals. Therefore, it is worth consideridmtt actions taken in some WSCs to reduce desal

services may not always yield the intended benefits.
GLF L Ot2asS (GKS o6lFar0 KSItiKOFNBEI ThadNdotdlotor LI S L
money, buit makes people to be aggressiveally concerned about who is taking care of thEhey
end up going to the special care. It would be a stupid move for me to close the cheap basic care, but to
SELI YR GKS NBlIfte SELSyairA@dS alLISOAlt KSIHfGKOINBO ¢
doLy 20 Key i@ diodidg bnialBhealthntres Healthcentresdon't cost anything. Because there

might be a villagand two doctors live therend they have this healttentre And when they close it
these two doctors go to private sect®o.they lose the whole thing. @/ 9 h 6

GThere are services that you need often and services that you need quite §elderstance, if you

need to meet a physician or a nurse or social worker, that should happen near home when that need is

quite often. But if you need an operation for cancer or change your hips or whatever, that's not so. And

youwillyouneedtogoa®&a FNBY K2YS® {23 AF (GKS RAaGlIYyOS A& |

[Councillor]
On the other hand, the perspective of WSCs' mandagéhat it is impossible to maintain all the services
available to dateln light ofthe current economic situation, changes are necessary. Where there is no
sufficient economic justification for the provisionspkcificservices (which is, among other things, a
consequence of certain population indicators, the availability of professiontie density of the
settlement network), services will be reduced or reorganised. In this way of looking at the reform,
society should prepare itself for further changes, which are simply unavoidable.

The councillors surveyed were reluctant to acknowledge that a future reduction in the range of specialist
medical services might be necessary in their region. These findings are particularly significant
considering the cost constraints, which respondeepeatedly highlighted during the interviews as a
core element of the current situation. Thus, it is essential to explbether the high cost of specialist
services is diverting resources from other sectibrsreby limiting the growth potential of manyS@s.
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In your opinion, will it be necessary in the future to REDUCE the provision of SPESIALISED
SERVICES in the HEALTH SECTOR in your region?

definitely not

rather not

rather yes 18,3%

definitely yes

don’t know / not sure

21,7%

Scale: 1-4
N=351

Simultaneously, councillors showguite a strong suppotbwards maintaining the current system for
financing health service®nlyonefifth are open to the idea that the state should only oversee a limited
range of health servicel.should be noted, however, that this issue clearly has political significance.
Therefore, it is possible that the responses of at least some councillors were motivated not so much by
a genuine assessment of the current situation, but by the need taderavpolitically coact answer.

Please specify whether you agree or disagree with the following opinion:
“Only some medical services should be guaranteed by the State, and some of the most expensive medical
services could be limited”

strongly disagree

disagree

neither agree nor
disagree

agree

20,0%

strongly agree  [BN0) Scale: 1-4

N=373

In the light of the abovet is worthy to understand that local experiences significantly shape views on
the overall performance of the health system. Councillors convinced of a regional need to curtail the
provision of costly specialist services tended to support the survey'soiwipat the state's role in
delivering such services should be restricted.
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Local problems and general opinions on the service delivery system

yes 47,3% 16,2% 36,5%
no 73,5% 12,3% 14,2%

M disagree neither M agree

Will it be necessary in the future to REDUCE the provision of
SPESIALISED SERVICES in the HEALTH SECTOR in your region?

“Only some medical services should be guaranteed by the State, and some of the most expensive
medical services could be limited”

It was repeatedly emphasised that any changes to the scope and structure of the services provided must
be accompanied by the introduction of new forms of service. In the interviews, the term 'digitalisation'
was used in a variety of ways, with some expressing hope and optimism, while others expressed
reservations and anxietyNevertheless, all interviewees demonstrated an awareness that the
digitalisation of service provision is a matter of the near future. In this context, there was a great deal
of discussion about the potential scope of activities that could be transferrges teirtual sphere.
Furthermore,there was considerable debate about the extent to which such a change would bring
benefits and to what extent it would create problems that are not yet apparent today. It was observed
that younger generations are likely to adapt more readily to new forineelationships with
professionalghowever, concerns were raised that this could potentially exacerbate mental health
issues among younger individdanversely, elders may find these forms inaccessible. worth

noting that, like other Scandinaviaauntries,Finland has one of the highest rates of internet usage in
Europe. This is supported by various sources, including Eurostat, which regularly publishes data on
internet usage across EU countries. According to their reports, Finland consistently ranksartapg t
countries for internet penetration and us&geThe Finnish Communications Regulatory Authority also
highlights the widespread availability and usage of$yigled internet across the country, contributing

to this high percentage of internet usefihis suggests that, if the IT revolution is to be a success in
Europe, Finland will be in an advantageous position to achieve this.

32 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistieexplained/index.php?title=Digital economy and_society statistics_
households and individuals
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It was consistently emphasid that any changes to the scope and structure of the services provided
must include the introduction of new service forms. During the interviews, the term 'dafitah’

evoked mixed reactionssome respondents expressed hope and optimism, while others shared
reservations and anxiety. Nonetheless, all interviewees acknowledged that thesaligitabf service
provision is imminent. There was substantial discussion about how many activities could be transitioned
to the virtual sphere. Moreover, considerable debate focused on the potential benefits and the
unforeseen problems suehshift might generate.

Observations were made that younger generations might more easily adapt to new forms of interaction

with professionals, although there is concern about possible mental health impacts among this group.

In contrast, older individuals might find these digifgbroaches less accessible.
aThis digitaBation is a problemAnd there is a huge fear that the services will disappear, and then these
St RSNI e LIS2LXS g2ydi o6S FoftS (2 FAYR (GKS &SNIBAOS:
G2S KI @S (SOKy 2 f{knd df Sdlufiols. Théy h&/R tabletg thidey put some daily
YSIadaNBYSyida 2N GKS RIFEAf@ FdzyOliAzyazr yR GKSy 4S5
aL o0StASGS GKFG GKS yS¢ 3ISy S NhléddpialxlinicskKedse digitzh S | LJi
d20A1Lf YR KSIFfUK OFNB aSNBAOSadE w2 {/ 02FNR YSYc¢
dThe knowledge of using IT among the elderly isnotfigh KA & ONXBI (Sa LINRof Sya oé
a¢tKSe graK (KSe KI @S I R200G2N) SOSNE RIFIed GKSNB® . c
operations have been changed already, and other professionals can take care of a lot of these things.
And sometimes a doctor can be just over the pgoNd 2 SNJ G KS ySidQ w/ 9h8

The survey results indicate considerable resistance from councillors towards the prospect of the

changes discussed. The majority of participants expressed their negative view towards a future vision

where services are primarily delivered remotely, andiphlsontact with a specialist requires travelling

greater distances. However, it is worth noting that opinions on this matter are divided and not

unequivocally negativeresponses from just over oftkird of those surveyed indicate that they accept

suchan outlined vision of the future.
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Please specify whether you agree or disagree with the following opinion:
“In the future, services will primarily be provided digitally, and people may have to travel longer
distances to visit a health care centre”

strongly disagree

disagree

neither agree nor
disagree

14,2%

agree

37,7%

strongly agree 9
gl ag il Scale: 1-5

N=373

In conclusion, it is worth noting that tiservey revealed a spectrum of opinions regarding the changes

being implemented in the field of health and social service delivery. The prevailing sentiment appears

to be one of pessimism and disappointment, yet in many instances, this is accompanied by an

acknowledgment of the rationale behind the reformieverthelessparticipants of the interviews

especially those who observe the activities of the WSCs from the outside, have expressed some difficulty

in accepting the effects of the reform. One of itdmgoals was to ensure that everyone in Finland had

equal access to public servicéhe reform was supposed to eliminate regional differences and ensure

that every citizen could receive the required benefits, as stated in the political declarations. Many

respondents feel that this goal has not yet been achieved. In some places, thendédéehave even

widened, and people are left with the impression that if they want to take care of themselves, they have

to do it on their own. In every interview, peophkd that access to services was getting worse, and that

the only thing that had been achieved was tise problems had become equally shared by all
GhyS 2dzi 02YS 2 Tenicksiate equalhflesdavaildbid di/K2 dey OAf 2F 9f RS NI
az K SNBE GKSNB 41 a P32 2eierydnd Y xhe saime bhdi§erﬂdméee tN& R dzOS R @
UKS NBF2NYXY ySSRa U2 0S NBYSGSRD® .dzui AYy Yé 2LIAYAZ
[NGO representative]

Many respondents have indicated that the objectives set for the newly established WSCs seem nearly

fA1S aYAaaArzy AYLRaaArAotSeéd hy 2yS KI yieedhyydzo f A O

electoral rhetoric and political promises, leading to widespread dissatisfaction as people face

restrictions in public service delivery, including deteriorating access to doctors and social services. On

the other hand, the government is urging WSCsntplement measures to improve the overall

economic situatin. However, it is worth asking: Are these two perspectives not only divergent but in

such a fundamental way that they are irreconcilable? While not explicitly stated, respondents seem to

be urging decisiomakers to recogeé the predicament they are in and to choose a direction. They

argue that the goals set for the reform cannot be met under the current conditions and that decisive

action is needed to rectify the situation. Simply waiting until 2026 will not suSmaalunrest,

dissatisfaction, and aeands for change are likely to worsen if fundamental issues remain unaddressed.
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This view is echoed by councillors who, in response to survey questions, confirmed that the tasks set for
the WSCs appear to be unachievable.

Please specify whether you agree or disagree with the following opinion:
“WSCs face the impossible task of reducing service costs while maintaining their quality and equal access
to services by their citizens”

strongly disagree  WIRPZ

17%%

disagree

neither agree nor
disagree

agree 44,3%

strongly agree
gl ag Scale: 1-5

N=373

Cooperation with stakeholders

The reform introducedignificant changes to the delivery of public services, particularly by shifting a
large portion of responsibilities from the municipal to the regional level. Consequently, municipalities
no longer manage health, social, and rescue services, with théss doiv falling under the jurisdiction

of the WSCs. An important question arises in analysing this shift: How has it impacted municipal
activities, and how have relationships between the new regional administrative structures and
municipal authorities evebd? The research suggests that the change has caused fewer problems than
might have been expected.

Firstly, the perception of the reform by the representatives of the municipalities is ambiQuoase
hand,the transfer of healthcare responsibilities to newly established aafional structures was met

with some relief While one might expect resistance from municipal administrations due to the shift in
competences, in many cases, objections were minimal (though there were exceptions). This acceptance
was partly because the problems associated with delivering healtitesskvere also transferred. &h
research indicates that although there was a notable decrease in municipal budgets due to the reform,
thisreduction primarily affected funds that were already insufficient and challenging to mahages

other hand, shifting services to WSCs did not necessarily alleviate the pressure on local authorities
caused by public dissatisfaction with the reduced local services.

oSome municipalities are still looking in the-ngaw mirror, hoping that we'll be back in the 80s. They're

not discussing the lack of competence or lack of people. They're kind of looking back and trying to adjust

to the fact that these operations areactging and developing. @/ 9 h 8
In certain cases, the transfer of powers to WSCs was perceived as a loss of authority. The issue became
contentious when local politicians began to leverage this fact in their pursuit of electoral votes.
However, representatives from county administrations stressed that such cases were largely isolated.
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They assured that this phenomenon never escalated to a level that could disrupt relationships with
municipalities.
oBecausdhe local politicians and mayors also lost a lot of pawertheir budgets. So, it's tough forv .
those who used to have a lot of power and big budgets and now it's cutén half2 { / 062 NR YSY0
a2Sttx GKSe KIFI@S fz2ad GKS LJZQSNJVAy: fgégyuhé\ﬁeal- yﬁi a2
selfgoverningorganisation,and theystill have big service® X0 ! YR UKS SYLX 2éYSyl
development services will be transferred to municipalities from the Statbey are getting new big
tasks now. [NGO representative]
Secondly, it is evident that bothe municipalities and the WSCs administration are keen to maintain a
positive relationshipHowever, certain contentious issues complicate this effidrese include, for
instance, the rent WSCs must pay to use premises in municipal buildings, and the expectation from
municipalities that WSCs should invest in previously neglected infrastructure. Another significant area
of debate, as previously noted,ra@rns the reduction of services in small towns and peripheral areas.
There is also considerable emotion surrounding the differences in salaries between municipal and
district administrations (following the reform, salaries in the latter were standardised, resulting in salary
increases).
G ¢ KS 2y hard disdussibns weFhave are about moif@y example, one of the discussions we

have is that the municipalities own the buildings we're using for our operations, and the price of the rent
Ada 3ASHGAY3T KAIKSNI YR KAIKSNY LGUYUa NBFEfe LI AyYyTdt

G ¢ KS Ydzy A OA LI -belng serSiées doyhtihavé s Segatisfefarid plan things togeth@ut
a big part of the cooperation should be done in a way that suits the regioAbestometimes they are
y2G R2AYy3I AGPE wbDh NBLINBaSydal GA@Se
GCKSNB Aa | O22LISNY GA2y &l NUzEordstdhceahd may&Sayid thieK S Y dzy
WSC leaders get together once a month. One of the topics on everyone's mind right now is resilience and
preparedness. And we need to work together on this. We also have regular meetings with the
municipalities to discuss dléh and social issu@sté @/ 2 dzy OAf f 2 NB
Some respondents noted that collaboration is often enhanced because, in atsthggarties are, to
a certain extent, represented by the same individuBite issue of combining mandates is explored in
greater detail elsewhere in the report. However, it is important to mention here that although this
practice may lead to conflicts of interest, understanding the factors that influence various perspectives
on WSCs' activities can aid in strategic planning.
GLT YdzyAOALI t AGASE 62N)] G23SHKSNI gAGK 2{/ X GKS& (
that they have the same decisiorakers Some of them are the same. This is something we need to
1SSLI AY YAYR Ay 2dzNJ RSY2ONI GAO aeaitSyoé wbDh NBLX
a [ A Wetel80% of the decisiomakers are the sameSo, it's pretty straightforward: there are two
02FNR& YR GKSYy GKSNX IINB GKAy3a GKIFIG OFydid o6S8 Y
FOOSLIi GKIFG GKSe& O spriefimes theinnyicialitie® tBink ¥héySelodr griicipals dzii
as if we have two supervisors. Then the municipality tells me that they want more people to work in the
schools. So, they want to take the steering wheel. Sometimes this can lead to a conéretsof We
do our best to avoid these situatians. w/ 9 h 8
The survey results among councillors yielded somewhat unexpected findings when compared to the
conducted interviews. It appears that many councillors view cooperation with municipalities within their
WSC territory as either limited or nonexistent. Thesdirfigs raise concerns as the level of cooperation
with municipal authorities could significantly influence the attainment of the reform's regional
objectives. If public authorities within the same area fail to cooperate or only do so minimally, the
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potential for achieving synergistic benefits becomes restricted. While drawing conclusive insights from
a single survey question is challenging, this matter warrants further scrutiny and attention.

How do you assess the cooperation of the WCS with the municipalities in
the region?

in practice, this cooperation is very limited or
non-existent

cooperation is quite limited and covers only
certain areas of the WSC's activities

cooperation is quite extensive and covers
various spheres of activity of the WSC

cooperation is extensive and municipalities
are important partners of the WSC

1 ()
don't know / not sure | 0,3% Scale: 1-4

N=373

Collaboration between WSCs axd@0Osn service delivery merits distinct consideration. Some services
that were previously managed by NGOs in partnership with local municipalities have now transitioned
to the jurisdiction of WSCs. Although the broader coordination within the WSC framevWarek of
potential benefitsthere is a notable shift towards reducing costs and restructuring service delivery
which has reduced the range of services previously available through municipal collaborations. The
primary challenge is to develop effective co@pen models amidst ongoing orgsational changes
and a lack of established practices. Stakeholders enspbdle importance of ensuring that financial
constraints do not overshadow the benefits of leveraging community resources to tackle local issues
LG GINARSa | t2G 0SG6SSy (GKS RAFFSNBYyd O2dzyiairSa
already before the reform, had cooperation between the municipalities and the NGOs. There were

already structures. And some, because they are new cquhgggon't have the history of this kind of
O22LNIGA2YyS AGUA aGAtt o0SAy3a F2NN¥SRé wbDh NBLINB:
drheWSrovides a lot of support, and that has a big impact on what the third secteb doeso Y dzy A OA LI |
representative]
G2S KI@S y2¢ GK2dAKG F f20 lo2dzi ¢KFG ¢S OFy R2
good cooperation with associations on the county level, like a larger level. It's very, very good. But there
is a fear that they're putting a lot of work & bDha® hy GKS 2G§KSNJ KI yRI (K
[NGO representative]
The survey results shed some light on the extent of collaboration between WSCs-gogeramental
organgations, and unfortunately, the picture is not overly optimistic. Councillors were specifically asked
to rate the intensity of this collaboration in their region, and it appears that experiences vary widely.
Over half of the respondents indicated that cogi®n with NGOs is limited, while just over 40%
acknowledged that the involvement Rf5Osn carrying out tasks through WSCs might be considered
assignificant.
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How do you assess the extent to which the WCS cooperates with NGOs active in
the region?

in practice, this cooperation is very limited or
non-existent

cooperation is quite limited and covers only
certain areas of the WSC's activities

cooperation is quite extensive and covers

0,
various spheres of activity of the WSC SRS

cooperation is extensive and NGOs are an
important partner of the WSC

don't know / not sure 2,1% Scale: 1-4

N=373

One unresolved issue is the questiontleé activities of the regional councils)aakuntien liito}.
Respondents were unable to identify why these structures were left out of the reformhands their

proper role in cooperation with WSCs. However, direct links between the regional councils and the
municipalities were identified, which was seen as a benefit that the current redsritrstandscannot

deliver.

AAAAA

a¢tK2aS FINB y20 RANBOGte StSOGSRXI G(G(KS& FNB | LILRA
development council level, that would mean automatically that cooperation among municipalities would

have to increase so that they come to an agreement 8n tRA A G NRodziA2y 2F &SN
representative]

57



5) The democratic impact; autonomy, subsidiarity, and public
influence

One of the key assumptions underlying the SOTE reform was the implicit establishment of a regional
governance level. However, the newly formed W8@mlly envisioned as regional authorities with
decisionmaking powers vested in an elected council and a board responsible for service delivery
strategies, deviated from this plan in practice, as it was revealed by the interviews.

Organisational and fiscal autonomy

Throughout the research, the autonomy of newly formed institutional entities regarding financial and
operational affairs was a recurring topic. In principle, ¥&tg Service Counties, functioning as

regional local governments, should possess the autgrortailor public service delivery to local needs.

This should be done in accordance with the prevailing legislation, which should not unduly impede their
operational flexibility2 { / & aKz2dz R Ffa2 o6S LINRPOARSR 4AGK (K
implement their activities. This is clearly stated in Article 3 of the European Charter of Local Self
Government, indicating, inter alia, that:

Local sefjovernment denotes the right and the ability of local authorities, within the limits of the
law, to regulate and manage a substantial share of public affairs under their own responsibility and
in the interests of the local population.

Furthermore, the principle of subsidiarity, as outlined in Articlofithe Charter, is also pertinent to
this context:

Powers given to local authorities shall normally be full and exclusive. They may not be undermined
or limited by another, central or regional, authority except as provided for by the law.

At this point, it should be noted that the status of the Charter within Finland's internal legal order
remains unclear, despite its formal ratification in 1991. This issue was highlighted in the monitoring
report prepared in 2017 by the Congress of Local and Regaithorities of the Council of Eurdpe

While it is worth emphasig, as the cited monitoring report does, that Finland enjtlys dverall
positive situation of local and regional democtgtghould also be noted that the Congress report was
developed before the implementation of the SOTE reform and thus referred only to plans rather than
actual changes at the regional (county) level. However, the results of the current study indicate that
there remains some uncertainty regarding the practical extent of the autonomy of regional (county)
structures

33 The European Charter for Local ®fzernment(https://rm.coe.int/168007a08R adopted by the Council of Europe in
1985, aims to protect and promote local sgdivernance by establishing principles for democratic, effective, and efficient local
administration. It mandates that local authorities should have the autonomy to manblgeaitairs, access adequate financial
resources, and participate in decisioraking processes affecting their communities. The Charter also ensures the legal
recognition of local setjovernment and the protection of local authorities' territorial intggi=inland ratified the European
Charter of Local SeéBovernment in 1991.

34 https://rm.coe.int/16806fbfOb
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Firstly, it $worth noting that in the notification submitted to the Council of Europe on 15 July 2021 by
the Minister for Foreign Affairs, Finland confirmed that in relation to the establishment of "autonomous
regions larger than municipalities, i.e., the wellbeimgise countiesFinland considers itself not bound

by Article 4.2. This article stipulates thalbtal authorities shall, within the limits of the law, have full
discretion to exercise their initiative with regard to any matter which is not excluded from their
competence nor assigned to any other authdritiius, the submitted notificatianightbe understood

as confirming thatWSCs are not local sgibvernment bodies in the full sense of the term
Consequently, this means theyacticallydo not bear full responsibility for the public services they
provide.Secondly, Wwen considering financial aspects, it's important to note that WSC budgets are set
at the government level, ancbunties lack independent revenue sourcadditionally government
imposed constraints affect how W$fdvided services are mared) The government has made
numerousprovisions, including the introduction of mandatory nutiggatient ratios and reductions in
waiting times for healthcare services. While these regulations have been met with some challenges,
including the personnel and financial difficulties curremityng the health sector, the government has
been reluctant to roll back these requirements, likely due to the political repercussions.

OActually, the government is controlling the whole system that heavilyydhatould even question
whether it's really the local governmeéat @Y dzy A OA LI £ NBLINBaSyidl G§A@Ss6
G9DBSNE @SIFENI O2YS& Y2NB |yR Y2NB ftrga GKFG are 0K
this is important. Ando,g S R2y 44 KI @S lyeé GKAy3a GKIFG ¢S OlFy 3.
GWe [the municipalities] have a lot more freedom. In fact, we have more freedom now than we used to.
Because before it was like, half the money was for the healthcare system, so you had to do things
0S50l dzaS 2F (KS flgd o0X0 9@Sy G(K2dAK GKSNBUa aidAt
solution to do that. The situation is so different betvany two municipalities in Finlanbecause of
GKS LRLizZ I GA2y FYR RAaAGIYyOSa 0SGeSSy KSY®DE wYdzy)
An additional demonstration dhe considerable toglown impact on WSC activitissevident in the
previously mentioned control measures. The level of external control over county activities is
highlighted by the separation between setting service standards by one party at the government level
and funding provision by another. Thigeefively means thanost crucial decisions are made external
to the WSC frameworkConsequently, county administrations are tasked with difficult decisions
concerning budget cuts and optiatiion, while their capacity to influence policies remains coimgtda
GazySe FyR O2yiGNRBt R2yUG Ftgleéea 32 KFEYR AY KIYRO
requirements. | don't think they work with the finance ministry, which gives us the moiitis/a$hit,

of a mess at the momenthis steering body in the finance ministry doesn't have any power over other
bodies that inspect and give us legally enforced requirements to keep up quality. [CEO]

QQS% of vyhat we do is actually qnforce}irln/lavy. The law says what we should do, what we haveto

R2Z 0KAy3a fA1S KSIfTUOK aSNBAOSazZ az2z0Alf aSNBAOSa:
The statements made by respondents indicate tttee current model of delivery resembles
deconcentratedorms of governance more thalecentralisegublic authority and subsidiary levels of
accountabilityThe decisiormaking capacities, especially those at the disposal of representative bodies,
are currently very limited. Economics is the primary concern, with most other needs and concerns being
overshadowed. Funds are centrally distributed, and serviceedglis largely regulated. WSCs
authorities are pmarily left with decisions about where to cut and how to reduce service delivery. In

35 https://www.coe.int/en/web/conventions/fullist?module=declaratiorsy-
treaty&numSte=122&codeNature=10&codePays=FIN
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this context, many respondents have questioned whetherobjective of such a policy is merely to
transfer responsibility for unpopular decisions to the local politicians

a2 KFd Aa (KS avuricipdities deddadtbeféreiBeyrédaarid they knew what was
neededlt was decided democraticaly.SOA A2y YI {Ay3a g+t a faz2z | 1S& ¥F8
dgThose regions can organise their services so that the social sgrvices which people need very often are
nearby It's not necessary to centralise everytding «w/ 2 dzy OAf f 2 NB

There are serious concerns tithé reform will reducéocal control and subsidiarity in decisimaking

which is key to tailoring services to the specific needs of different communities, especially in remote

and peripheral areasAs previously noted, centrsdtion aimed at streamlining services results in a

delivery approach that is less attuned to the unique needs of local communities. This further erodes the

earlier promises regarding the transformative effects the reform was expected tmlentancing the

welkbeing of local communities

oWe know the local people better and understand the system here. If you think about the state level, for
example, the minister or someone like that, | think they don't know exactly what is needed in different
areas. This system we can have here can be baitgré @/ 2 dzy OAf £ 2 NB

GF @2dz O2YLI NB (g2 YdzyAOALI fAGASEAY GKS aAbGdzr GAz2y
[municipal representative]

Confirmation of the interview results can be found in the responses provided by councillors to the
survey question. The vast majority of them acknowledgedtiieshutonomy of WSCs in planning and
delivering public services is limited or practically-emistent It is worth noting that only 20% of
respondents believed that WSCs can enjoy independence in carrying out their tasks.

How do you assess the autonomy of the WSC in planning and implementation of public

services?

autonomy is very limited or non-existent in practice 12,8%

autonomy is partially limited - many matters are regulated by
legislation or decisions outside the WSC bodies

autonomy is quite substantial - WSC bodies can, in most
cases, decide for themselves how to deliver public services

20%

autonomy is very high - the delivery of public services 3 6%
depends primarily on the decisions of the WSC authorities o

don't know / not sure 1,2% Scale: 1-4

N=373

Therole andactivitiesof WSC councils

The establishment of WSC councils should be seen as a crucial step in ensuring the demaocratic nature
of the WSCs, with councils taking on a policymaking role and responsibility for determining the manner
in which public services are delivered. Councilessjemocratically elected representatives, should
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voice the concerns of citizens and guide the locally determined implementation of public tasks. Within
this context, several key issues deserve attention. Firstly, it is important to evaluate the level of voter
engagement in the creation of these new reg@etative bodies. Essentially, this involves assessing the
degree to which voters perceive a democratic element in the context of health and social services
reform as important. Secondly, it is essential to gauge the actual extent of power and deeisian
autonomy afforded to councillors. Lastly, it is crucial to acknowledge and address the challenges that
councillors encounter in navigating their roles within different authority structures.

Democratic mandate

Although the turnout in the first county elections was less than half, only 47.5%, and the voter profile
heavily skewed, public and media discussion on a possible democracy deficit was muted. The turnout
was considered not ideal, but much better than the-g@lection predictions. Reasons for low turnout

were found in the COVID situation and the counties not yet being in operation, as well as the technical
nature of their field of authority. Some observers also suggested that the voters see parliamentary
eleQlAz2ya a (GKS aNBFf KSIfUiK | yR theRiamndntabdn& Ol A 2y a
in counties. There were also some voices ditigithe political parties and candidates of muddying the

g GSNBR Ay (GKS StSOGAZ2Y OFYLI Ay o6& GFEt1Ay3 | 0o2dz

Another demaocratic issue passed over with only sporadic mentions is the fact that the city of Helsinki
was not included in the elections, as the city council elected in the 2021 municipal elections continued
to direct health and social services. Some olessrnoted that the Helsinki voters had probably not
seen the municipal elections as the moment of decision for health and social issues, but this was not
seen as a major issue.

After the elections, some experts also noted that as voter turnout decreases, thesocmnic profile

and weltbeing of the actual voter increases. This means that those most affected by health and social
services are the ones who, due to electoral hpathave the least influence in shaping their
organization. For example, a study by the European Union's Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA)
highlights this disparity, showing that lower voter turnout tends to correlate with higheresmmiomic

status anong voters, leaving marginalized groups underrepreséntédiditionally, research by the
International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA) supports this observation,
indicating that soci@conomic factors significantly influence voter turnout and political engagéfment

In Finlangdhowever, longerm conclusions should not be made based on the first county elections due

to the exceptional circumstances cited above.

Scope of impact

The interviews yielded some unexpected results. On one hand, the interviewees easily justified the
necessity of count® 2 dzy’ O A f & The\Bdeskribed $hgs® Souncils as vital democratic mechanisms
GAOGKAY GKS O2dzy iNEQ& L2t AGAOFE Odz G§dzNEXZ ONXzOA I f
when asked about the actual role and the extent of the councils' influence on deudtgecisions,
manyrespondents showed confusion. Typically, after a brief pause, they acknowledged that economic

36 https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2021/fundamentaightsreport-2021
37 https://www.idea.int/datatools/data/voterturnout-database
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constraints and externally imposed service standards significantly limit the councils' discretionary
power. Although councils can decide on the locations and scope for service provision, their authority
over how these services are actually delivered resaistricted. Economic limitations further constrain
their capacity to expand or substantially improve services beyond basic delivery levels.

d thinkwe domake decisions within the existing framewétr example, we decide how the money is
allocated between the services, which services are unpaid, and how the special care services are
organised who do we buy them frord? @/ 2 dzy OAf f 2 NB

G.dzi GKSe& KI @S 0SSy areiay3a GKFEG GKS& || NE RA
nothing to choose from. Becautbe only things that we are doing is cutting and sa¥ing w/ 9 h 8
aL R2y4i 1y26 o6Keé 6S ySSR Al wRSY2ONI GAO &G NHzO dz
KFI®?S dzaSR G2 0SS 2y (G2L) 2F LRSSNWE w2{/ 02FNR YSY<

al L2 A

oOur politicians think they have power. But the finance minister wants to take it away. Then there are
these health and social legislation and our ground law, our constitution, which also takes power away.
So, it's very interestinghis tension between these substance laws, the constitution, and then in the
middle which is this local arethis county management and atouncillorg  ®/ 9 h 8
In response to theurvey guestion, councillors acknowledged that their influence on WSC activities is
very limited. More than half of the respondents in the quantitative study indicated that they either have
no influence at all or have it rarely, with only 15% feeling tthey are able to effectively influence
decisions regarding the implementation of tasks by county administration.

Do the Councillors in your area have a real and viable influence on the way
Wellbeing Service County institutions carry out their tasks?

never 12,6%

rarely
sometimes 30,0%
often

always . 1,5%

don’t know / not sure I Scale: 1-5
N=373

13,8%

15,3%

Some respondents sought to justify the role of the councils by pointing out the complexities of the
legislation and emphasiig that the law does not prevent councillors from making decisions. Councillors
were keen to highlight that they have the freedom to express their opinions, put forward positions and
make various proposals. Moreover, several respondents noted that theilsoplayed a significant role
during the initial stages of reform, especially in formulating strategies for the developments @&
However, as it was acknowledgedhis influence diminishes markedly once the transition to
standardsed service delivery is complete.
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the needs of the residents who live here will be sefbhad.is our roleto prioritise the resources in the
regionPe @/ 2dzy OAf f 2 NB
Otherstakeholdersexternal to the councils birtvolved in the formation of the WSCs' activities have
also noted the restrictions affecting the councils' operations. Their remarks appear to be more
straightforward and untainted by attempts to ratiosalithe councils' effectiveness in challenging
conditions.
G¢KS® FNB RAAFLIRAY(ISR® L R2Yy Uthey arkdisgppointedkforthe i K S& I
reformbecause they wanted to make changes, they wanted to make things better. They wanted to have
a say to what part of the services we would kind of develop first. But now that we have the financial

shockall the decisions they are making are mainly how to make the costs kesdéhat's not what
they came here to do. So, | think that a lot of the councillors are disappointed. [CEQ]

a¢tKS O2dzyGé o2l NdecoKrcitnoBut those peo@éFouncirslBimdtheir citizens'
@2A0Sadé w2{/ 021N YSYOSNEB
G¢KS O2dzyOAff 2N oNBFr1a KAa KSEFENL G2 YI1S GKSaS R
In Finland,the councillors leave the regional government, because they can't stand behind their
decision® { 23> AdUAa | 0Ad théydanyhave inuch powerHeir haRisizieRuita | & G K |
GASR® 6X0 LGYA LINROI of & @S Nealrdady dctidedhizthé govethmeriz S | N
that they can't do anything on their owMiiNGO representative]
A&When thiscouncil was electethey had the idea that they could decidea lot of big things. But now
the council gathers about three or four times a YgAIGO representative]
During the interviews, a recurring reflection emerged that deserves further consideration. Respondents
indicated that the current functioning of the WSCs raipesstions about the true intentions behind
the proposed reforms ihealthand social service€onsidering the issues discussed in this report, it
becomes clear that acknowledging the scarcifynaincial resources, the need for c@stvings, service
reductions, and overall economic optation prompts a critical inquiry into the role of democratic
institutions in these processes. It might be argued that the pursuit of savings should be managed by
technocrats, while democracy should focus on meeting societal needs. Meanwhile, democratic
ingitutions face the challenge of implementing unpopular decisions that are hard to justify to the public,
especially when these involve cuts and restricted acmedemanded services.
GhdzNJ LI2f AGAOALF ya FNB | ft Sthelelis notsdmuch that they@dtually ¥ N4za G |
can decide arNow the decisions that the councils are making is mainly how to balance the budget. And
it means, at this situatiomow to cut down the services in local leWghich are not very nice decisions

to be made. And you can say also tigt state has given the dirty work to the local politicians to do
And in that sense, it is not the best way to use the local democracy. [CEO]

a Iee creation of the government agendiestead of WSCslould make people blame the government
for everything And righinow, there is this handwellbeingServiceounty responsible for everythiag
[municipal representative]

Cumulative mandates

The combination of low interest taken in county elections, as evidenced by the low voter turnout, the
need for experienced representatives, and the incentives of political parties $e w@itknown
politicians as candidates has caused a significant overlap in municipal, county, and national
representation.The Finnish political system includes no official or unofficial limits to the cumulative
political mandates a person can hold. A substantial number of MPs have traditionally served also in the
municipl councils, their proportion steadily rising in every election since 1996. This double mandate
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had already been periodically crisail, but the issue was further aggravated by the added third level
of representation.

In January 2022, a total of 1379 county councillors were elected. Of them, 77% were already either MPs,
municipal councillors, or both. Of the 176 MPs from the colfitiagotal of 107 stood as candidates

and were elected to county councils. Of them, only seven were not also members of their respective
municipal councils, so a total of 100 MPs held simultaneous positions on municipal, county, and national
level. Six oftem were also cabinet ministers, and two of them were also chairs of their respective
parties. Of the ten candidates who got the most votes, six were MPs, with a further three elected as
MPs in 2023. The sole ntfiP of the ten was the mayor of Tampere, thegest city in the largest
county.The number of cumulative mandates increased again in the 2023 parliamentary elections. Of
the 200 MPs elected, 177 were municipal councillors and 114 county councillors. 111 MPs were both
municipal and county councilkarOnly 20 MPs were not members of either. A substantial number of
MPs were chairs or vigghairs of municipal councils or municipal boards (70 MPs) or of county councils
or county boards (30 MPs). Five MPs held both municipal and county®*¢hairs.

In much of the public discussion, especially by politicians and parties themselves, the issue is seen as a
practical question of timetables, available hours, and concurrent meetings, rather than that of
democracy and concentration of power. Even the MPRs mghign their other positions frequently cite

lack of time, simultaneous meetings, and personal situations, such as having children, as reasons for
relinquishing some tasks. Only a minority alludes to democratic questions, or in the case of ministers,
invoke conflicts of interests. The system is also adapted to cumulative mandatearliti@ent and its
committees do not convene on Mondays, which is day of municipal council meetings, to give the MPs a
chance to participate.

The overwhelming majority of councillors participating in the conducted survey lean towards a position
that either allows complete freedom to hold mandates in different public administration structures or
allows some possibility of holding at least twoifiass. Only 12% of respondents indicated that holding
multiple mandates should not be allowed at all. 40% advocated for a ban on combining parliamentary
functions with membership in regional and local representative bo@nly 10% of respondents
opposedcombining the roles of county and municipal councillor, while threseters of councillors see

no objections to combining these roles.

38 Total number of MPs iime Rarliament is 200, but county elections were not held Helsinki (23 MPs) or Aland (1 MP).

39 Figures from Kuntaliitto (Association of Finnish Municipalities) report in April 2023. Other sources have slightly different
figures, and there have been resignations as noted below, so the current number of cumulative mandates is slightly lower
than preented here.
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Which of the following sentences best reflects your views on combining mandates?

mandates should be STRICTLY SEPARATED, and any combination of

mandates should be prohibited

combining the mandate of municipal councillor and WSC councillor
should be prohibited. The possibility of combining these mandates 10,2%
with positions in Parliament can be maintained

combining a parliamentary seat with a municipal or WSC councillor’s
seat should be prohibited. The possibility of combining municipal and 38,3%
WSC councillor’s seats can be maintained

combining of councillors’ seats should be FREELY ALLOWED and
should not be restricted (current arrangements should be 35,9%
maintained)

' o,
don't know / not sure l 3,6% N=373

However, many interview participants expressed a different stance. They emphasishdldirg

multiple mandates inevitably leads to a conflict of intetbat is difficult to resolve. Faced with the
economic challenges confronting WSCs and the necessity of making tough decisions regarding the
limitation of public service delivery, combining roles in municipal and county councils is often deemed
irreconcildle, according to the opinions expressed. Similarly, the issue of combining parliamentary
functions with activity in county councils presents challenges. Central authorities often have different
objectives from those that county councils would like to persis has been repeatedly highlighted. It

has been emphasised thtlte current binding rules constitute a significant barrier to the fulfilment of
tasks by WSC administrative structugdscal (municipal) and regional (county) needs often conflict,

and councillors who hold mandates in these structures are unable to make decisions aligned with the

will and needs of different electorates.

dMany councillors do have double hats. From the municipal level, one hat, and then onlbkmgvell
county level, the second haltith these double hatthey aretoo much focused on the municipal level
in their mindset, whilthey should reallgethinking of bigger things @b Dh NB LINBaASy Gl G A BS

a 2e have these top politicians who are members of parliament. They are also in theconcityAnd

in the third placein municipality. Savhich hat are they having on when they are making decisiois@

It's a terrible conflict of interet ! yR GKIFG YIFI18a GKS RSOA&AZY YI |
representative]

a bw come they even have enough time to handle the whole system? And how come they can
concentrate for the things which are happening in one place®d Y dzy A OA LI f NBLINBaSy il

a br councillors are working in the municipalitéso;they arethe same people. Welou have two
masters who to obeyso,conflict of interes€. @/ 9 h 8
Only onethird of councillors consider the potential conflicts of interest resulting from holding positions
in different public administration structures to be a significant issue-tfiives believe either that such
conflicts do not exist or are minor. igtcontrast in viewpoints on cumulative mandates needs to be
underscored: while some councillors view this matter as insignificant, many external stakeholders
perceive it as essential for comprehending the predicaments encountered by WSCs.
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Does the combination of seats in the representative bodies of municipal councils and the
WSC councils result in a conflict of interest in the decision-making of councillors?

it does not in practice give rise to a conflict of interest at all - 13’5%

sometimes it leads to a conflict of interest, but these are very rare

cases 50,0%

quite often it leads to conflicts of interest 23,4%

conflict of interest is in practice inherent in the possibility of 11.79
combining mandates ’ %

' 0
don't know / not sure I 1,5% N=373

Citizenparticipation

One of the fundamental principles of godeimocraticgovernance promoted by the Council of Europe

is the principle of "Democratic participation.” This principle assumesittzatn involvement in public
decisionmaking "should be effective and inclusive" and linked with "meaningful engagement by
governmenaland public institutions with those whom they sen{@rinciple 1)Values related to public
participation are clearly evident in the discouasel legislatiortoncerning the functioning of WSGs.
accordance withthe law, counties are obliged to ensure the availability of diverse and effective
opportunities for public participation in their activitiésThis encompasses the organisation of
discussions and consultations, as well as the right to submit initiatives to the cBuhtieg may also
appoint advisory councils, three of which are mandatory (for youth, elderly, and people with disabilities).
So far, some counties have devised inclusion/participation programmes, and the Finnish Innovation
Fund Sitra has been running experimental participation schemes for residents in seva¢al
However, these efforts have received minimal exposure in national media or public discussion.

During the research interviewepresentatives of WSCs emphasised their commitment to collaborating
with NGOs and involving citizens directly in policymakihg councils' activities, primarily centred
around structured citizen involvement in decisioaking processes related to WSC activities, were
identified as a key feature of their operational framework. This highlights the importance of integrating
effedive mechanisms that enable citizens to actively participate in decisating. However, when
asked about the actual influence of citizens on administrative decisions and the specifics of these
collaborations, responses from WSC representatives tenddedstve. Some reluctantly acknowledged

that citizens' influence is somewhat limitéchey attribute this limitation to the specialised and complex
nature of WSC services, which offer little room for significant input from ordinary residents. Additionally,

40 https://vm.fi/en/opportunitiesto-influenceandparticipate

41 A centralized online service for the initiatives was supposed to be launched by the Ministry of Justice in 2023, but this has
been delayed to 2024ttps://oikeusministerio.fi/en/rightof-initiative

2 AGN} O2yRdzOlila aOKSYSa 2F RSt AOSNIGAOS RSY2ON)} O& Ay (KS
participation in seven countiesttps://www.sitra.fi/hankkeet/asukasosallistuminégvinvointialueilla/
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the challenging economic conditions faced by the counties further constrain the administration's
capacity to meet public expectations, severely restricting the extent to which citizens can influence WSC
policies.

GLT @2dzUNB FIYATAINI 6AGK AG ow0GKS aSNBAOSa AYLX SYS
AG 32Sa o0eé AtaStTFTod . FaArAld allddGA YR alA2l LINRBOI 0f ¢

oRight now, influence is pretty minimal. Everyone in the system says they don't have any power there.
They just have to do the things because of the economic sitaftimmicipal representative]

While the statements made by interviewees can still be considered nudineeaxpinions expressed by
councillors in the quantitative study leave no room for doti#:influence of ordinary citizens on the
activities of WSCs is minim@linly a marginal group of councillors were willing to identify signs of this
influence in the functioning of their county administrative structures.

Do the CITIZENS in your area have a real and viable influence on the way
Wellbeing Service County institutions carry out their tasks?

never 21,6%

rarely

74,9%

sometimes 19,2%

often

5,9%

always Scale: 1-5

N=373

The issue of public involvement in shaping colmigl public services has evoked strong reactions from
various external stakeholders. They have pointed out that despite the launch of various initiatives, their
impact often falls short of expectations.efé is a sense of disappointment that the primary focus of
WSC administration is on achieving economic efficiency, with citizen participation taking a backseat.
While Youth Councils and Councils of the Elderly are mandated by law, their actual infllemaeyon
operations appears to be minimal. Past experiences have not fostered mutual trust, especially when
many perceive discrepancies between official statements and actual practices. This sentiment was
effectively captured by a representative of the sgovernmental sector

d believe thathey want to give us a view, and the feeling that we can particiBatgrom experience,

every time you go and speak to them about somethike regarding our county, every time it goes
always the same line, the meeting. First part is that they say, we're surprised, we don't understand why
you feel this way. Then we explain it. Then they say, oh, we believe you now. And then we say, we have
solutions And they ignore that part. And then they say, we went to this meeting, and we'vehdone t
collaboration But they don't actually do anything about\We, as a youth association, are ready to tell

you how we feel about thise have a view on this. Just invite us. Tell us when you havé/emmeant

to speak to you, and we want you to listen toRuis.hearing us isn't listening to usnd | think that's

the biggest problenWe can say something, but it won't be heard.
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Similarly, some other respondents, such as representatives from the Council of Elderly, echoed this

perspective.
dt's not seen. The Wellbeing Service County has held residential evenings in municipalities where services
have been cut off. I've listened to them. There has been a lot of voice there. | understand a bit of the
pain.l see that it's not listenedto @/ 2dzy OAf 2F 9f RSNI &8
Also, cooperation with negovernmental organisations does not seem to have a significant practical
impact on county administration activities. According to the majority of councillors, the opinions and
demands of NGOs are only occasiorahsideredn action planning.

Is the position of NGOs actually taken into account in the ways in which the
WSC delivers services?

very rarely or not at all 15,7%

only in certain cases 64,4%

in every or almost every
situation

.
don't know / not sure 6,2%
Scale: 1-3

N=373

County administrations' stance towards concerns about a lack of openness to citizen voices is generally
defensiveThey highlight that while citizens demand influence, they often lack proposals that could be
considered, or even lack any specific ideas. Furthermore, the extensive bureaucracy itself poses a barrier
to cooperation with citizensits size prevents focusimg detailed, particular needs and solutions.

AWe try to listen to themWe try to understand our citizens. We try to understand their needs. But at
the same time, we very often tend to behave quite administrative, a little bureaucratic8lotiagre
is this kind of ambivalenédCEOQ]

Efforts related to engaging citizens in the activities of WSCs were particularly noticeable during the
strategic development phase, which was a significant goal in the first operational year for many
counties. These actions may have contributed to theehetixpressed by some administrative
representatives, that citizens' voices are being recogniidagever, also a less optimistic view emerged

from interviews, suggesting that while some initiatives to engage the public are in place, they do not
always traslate into tangible impacts on administrative decistors example of this can bzund in

the statement of one of the WSC administration representatives, who first asserted that a broad
O2yadzZ GFrGA2y LINRPOS&aa KlFra 0SSy AyAGAFGSR F2NJ GKS

43|n interpreting these findings, it is essential to recs@thiat the research was limited in scope and that a comprehensive
examination of the attitudes of ordinary citizens was not its objective.
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a 2e've got questionnaires online and, in the municipalfie8|GOs and with other stakeholders. They
can give us their thoughts on the plan. Its a®r@ NJ LINP OSaas F2N) AyadlyOoSz ¥
X FtYR (GKSys ¢6KSy a1SR (2 6KIG SEGSydG OAGAT Sya
activities, replied:
! OlGdzr ttex @GSNEB fAGHGESe® 2SStttz L GKAYy]l GKS& OFy o
the politicians hear them, and we are ablevtoA see the bigges:c resistance;, and of course the politicians
and the people preparing the budgetaldo RS a2 YS OKIy3Saodé
The democratic mechanism inherent in the WSC structure fails to address the core issue. Councillors
are predominantly perceived as politicians rather than direct representatives of citizens' voices. Their
efforts are mainly directed towards fulfilling theunties' objectives, which primarily revolve around
financial austerity and deficit reduction. Ultimately, the continued presence of councillors within the
WSC frameworks depends on the ability of these structures to demonstrate their effectiveness in
acheving mandated tasks by 2026. Furthermore, insights from the study suggest that bodies like the
Youth Council and Council of the Elderly serve mainly ceremonial and coordinative functions. Their
members act as community representatives, facilitating autisns with WSC administration and
external stakeholders. However, the research findings do not indicate a significant influence of these
bodies on WSC operations or leadership decisions. While the extent of interaction with these councils
varies acrossounties, participants generally perceive their influence as merely advisory or advocative
at best.
aL 32 G2 Ylye LXIFOSad L YSSGi StRSNIXIeée LIS2L) So L ¢
Yesterday | wrote a letter to the members of the WSC. | told them what to pay attention to in the next
meeting. | read their list of issugfCouncil of Elderly]

d'd like to say that in the legislation it is required to listen to the Elderly Council. But then we don't have
the power to make decisions. And it seems like what with listening, what does it matter. It is now being
talked about there, but | don't thinlbaut the power to make decisions in pracfice &/ 2 dzy OAf 2 F 91

G2S KF@S 2dzNJ YSSGAy3Ia y2a GKIG 2 Ftér®developnediofl R2y Ui
what we can necessarily bring to the county. So, it's a bit open yet. But we do give statements to the
council. [Youth Council]

2SS R2ydid 384G I ONR&aa | a
0KS AYAGAIFIGAQGS GKIFG ¢S
[Youth Council]
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To concisely summaei the topic, here is a segment from an interview that vividly illustrates the
challenges related to publmarticipation. It reveals that even with the best intentions and the most
open attitudes, overcoming the broad administrative challenges faced by the WSCs can be challenging.
[CEOQ] But then the question would be, what change do you want? Wheneddh@rong? If you ask
that, then they don't say.
[INT52y QG (KSeé aleée (KSe R2ydid g+yld GKS Odzia Ay &SN
[CEO] Oh, but that's forbidden, because that decision comes from the top.
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6) Conclusions and recommendations

The reform, while essentiatcording to many economic modeffias faced significant obstacles in its
implementation, differing from one region to another. Key issues include handling economic pressures
that impact service quality and availability, balancing cesdtigin with local autonomy and effectively
incorporating various demographic groups into decisiaking processes.

When analysing the implementation and consequences of the SOTE reform, it is worthwhile to refer to
the 12 Principles of Good Governamoatained in Recommendation CM/Rec(2023)5 of the Committee

of Ministers to member Stat#s In this context, special attention should be paid to the principles
related to the practice of good administration:

1 Principle 7¢ Efficient, effectiveand sound administratiorirhere should be efficient, effective
and sound administration throughout government and public institutions, involving all public
officials, in order to promote the wdlkeing of all those they serve, without discrimination,
including through optimisintdpe use of public resources.

1 Principle 8 Leadership, capability arapacity There should be consistent and sustainable
efforts towards strengthening the organisational leadership of government and public
institutions, and the capabilities and capacitiésll public officialsso that the fundamentals
of good democratic governance are effective.

1 Principle 9¢ Responsivenesssovernment, public institutions and public officials should be
responsive to the legitimate expectations and needs of those whom they serve.

All three mentioned principles directly apply to the context of the conducted study results. Although
the administration of WSCs is still in its formative phase, it is important to note that some of their actions
are not solely aimed at optimising sendedivery for the Wellbeing of all those they seiMaut rather

at economic optimisation of the activities undertaken. Issues related to political leadership constitute a
significant area of controversy connected with the practice of "cumulative mandatd#ie resulting
conflicts of interest. The report also repeatedly highlights tiw focus on economic goals
overshadows the responsiveness of WSCs to citimeeslsand combining services from different
sectors within a single reformesults in unequal attention to resolving issues that arise in those sectors.

In the context of evaluating the effects of the reform, it is also important to refer to

1 Principle 1¢ Democratic participatianwhich states that it "should be effective and inclusive,
including regular, free and fair elections to legislatures, assemblies and other public institutions,
in conjunction with meaningful engagement by government and public institutions with those
whomthey serve."

The conducted studies clearly identified a problem of democratic deficits, including limitations on public
participation and the actual influence of citizens on the actions of WSCs.

44 https://search.coe.int/cm/pages/result details.aspx?objectid=0900001680abeb87
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Varied assessments of the reform

As frequently noted in the assessment report, the evaluations related to the implementation and
outcomes of the reform are, at best, varied. On one hand, it was repeatedly emphasised that this change
was necessary and anticipated. On the other, the mgjait participants expressed a level of
disappointment, ranging from mild to pronounced. It was observed that the promises significantly
diverged from the visible effects, with many interviewees even venturing into very pessimistic
predictions about the futre of the entire initiative. However, it is also important to highlight another
critical element. In the responses of many surveyed, there was a clear attitude of determination to
accomplish the tasks set by this change. It was stressed that despitdttheks, the efforts made so
far should not be wasted and every possible action should be taken to ensure that the operations of
WSCs achieve the desired outcomes in the future.
aLUyY y2d | Of I ANID2eitwilliceashdawtd €t HXE LRNBRAOGDOEF G & K tz8
representative]
G428 KIF@S o0dzAft G dzLJ K S NXBunited sgirk tdlnake this wnil@oFtoizf i€ond y R & (|
FOKAS@BSYSyilid 6X0 ¢KAA KI & wednudtdp ibdzL) ol 2 10O $  I2NB2 y )
However, the reform, at least in the form in which it has been implemented, has more opponents than
supporters among the surveyeduncillors Although only a small group of respondents felt that the
reform was not needed at all, a significanimberchose the answer that the reform was needed but
the way it was implemented and the assumptions on which it was based proved to be wrong.

Considering the implementation of the SOTE reform thus far, was it
justified and necessary?

was NOT necessary at all

it was necessary, but NOT IN THE FORM in
which it was implemented

it was necessary and justified AS IMPLEMENTED

don't know / not sure I 1,4%
Scale: 1-3
N=373

In the interviews, however, councillors highlighted that inaction could have led to far more severe
negative consequences for tlsystem, potentially resulting in a far worse situation than currently
observed. Furthermore, they emphasised that the true impact of the reform remains to be seen,
suggesting that the current turbulence might merely be the initial disruptions of change.

df we wouldn't have done it, we would continue on the track of no development praQizalé/have
now much more opportunitieshead than we would have without this refagfCouncillor]

oWe are still in the early stages. The work continues. And | believe that by refining thjsalsmdel
through legislative meangie can establish a good systef this stage, it's difficult to assess whether
the reform has successfully achieved its set gg@lsuncillor]
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