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    How to Use this Rough Guide ePub


   

   

   This Rough Guide is one of a new generation of informative and easy-to-use travel-guide eBooks that guarantees you make the most of your visit – before, during and after your stay. Use this eBook both to plan your trip and explore your destination when visiting. So, before you depart, check out the illustrated Introduction, plan your itinerary using the wealth of suggestions on offer, or simply browse the guide and be inspired.


   

   The best way to explore this guide is to begin at the main table of contents. The first section of the eBook gives you a flavour of the destination, with must-see sights and suggested itineraries. This is followed by: the Basics – essential practical information; the best sights, area by area; listings on everything from hotels and restaurants to festivals; and Contexts, the history of the destination and its presence in popular culture. 


   

   Shorter contents lists appear at the start of every section in the guide, and are designed to make chapter navigation quick and easy. You can jump back to these by tapping the chapter-heading links that sit with an arrow icon at the end of every article. 


   

   Every area of the destination has a clear and beautifully presented map. Depending on your hardware, you will be able to double-tap on the maps to see larger-scale versions fill your screen. 


   

    As you use this guide, you’ll notice that some entries are marked by a small Rough Guides “running man” icon; this denotes the “authors’ picks”. You can select your own favourites and create a personalized itinerary by bookmarking the sights, venues and activities that are of most interest, giving you the quickest possible access to everything you’ll need for your time away. 
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Introduction to Finland

Undoubtedly one of Europe’s least understood countries, Finland is also one of the continent’s most enigmatic and intriguing places to visit. Scrunched into the eastern pocket of Scandinavia and flanked to the east by the lengthy Russian border nearly all the way to the Arctic Sea, this captivating cultural anomaly remains the most unique of all the Scandinavian nations, having long cultivated a strong and distinctive sense of identity. Finland offers its citizens one of the world’s most enviable standards of living, to say nothing of a stellar transport system, cradle-to-grave infrastructure and extremely safe cities and towns. Tack on to this a hip, happening and ridiculously walkable capital, and an enviable collection of national parks, birch forests and immaculate waterways – rivers that empty out into the Baltic and Bothnian seas as well as nearly 200,000 inland lakes – and you can see why Finns have kept their fabulous country a secret.

Finland was long a pawn played between the rulers of the Swedish and Russian empires, but since its independence in 1917, the country has fully come into its own. That Finns speak a language unrelated to most European tongues hasn’t made being accepted any easier, of course – though their near-native fluency in English certainly has.

However the Finns’ ties to their own history and traditions should not be underestimated. This is by far the most ethnically homogenous nation in the EU, with very little foreign immigration – though the countenance of the country is changing, especially in the capital. Since Finland was part of both Sweden and Russia for eons, it has only recently had the opportunity to play any decisive role in European affairs – and it has risen to the occasion with strong social democratic principles, an excellent welfare and social services system and an interest in the environment and sustainable industry that is decades ahead of many other nations. Though on the whole Finns tend to be more taciturn, introverted and reserved than other Nordic peoples, once they invite you into their homes – and their saunas – you’ll find them to be extremely welcoming, good humoured and great fun.

Although Finland is one of Europe’s largest countries geographically, it maintains a dependable railway system that stretches from the far south all the way up to Rovaniemi in the Arctic north, covering most all major cities in between – and when trains don’t go to some of the smaller settlements, buses generally will. The many islands that make up Finland’s archipelagoes, meanwhile, are linked by regular (and often free) ferries. The bulk of visitors are drawn to the major cities of Helsinki, Turku and Tampere – all sizable settlements with a striking small-town charm. Still, it would be a shame to miss some of the more pastoral areas of the country – many of them gorgeous, Arcadian little settlements – especially as Finland’s sense of place in the modern world is strongly tied to the past of its rural villages. After the sauna and monster-mask heavy metal bands, Finland is perhaps best known for its great outdoors: millions of acres of forests, plains, meadows, rivers, lakes, islands and beaches.


Fact file >
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Fact file


• Finland is one of the five Nordic nations and, with a total land area of 338,145 square kilometres, one of the largest (it’s slightly smaller than Germany). The population is 5.35 million – with an average of seventeen people per square kilometre, this is the least densely populated country in the EU. A mere 2.2 percent of the population is made up of foreign-born citizens and their descendants. Unemployment averages 6.8 percent, above the European average.

• The standard of living in Finland is one of the highest in the world – income tax hovers around 31.5 percent (lower than the other Nordic countries), and 22 percent VAT is levied on most goods. In return Finns receive free, comprehensive social welfare.

• Finland is not called “the land of a thousand lakes” for nothing; in fact there are 187,880 of them, more lakes than any other country in the world. Lakes make up ten percent of the country’s land mass; forests cover nearly seventy percent of what’s left.

• The human population of Finnish Lapland is 188,000. The reindeer population is 210,000.

• According to a recent study, Finland is the least corrupt, most competitive and most democratic country in the world – and it’s near the top of the list for environmental sustainability and technological innovation, too.

• Finland has nearly one sauna for every two people.

• Finns are the world’s highest per-capita consumers of coffee, drinking some 5.7 cups a day, or 10kg per year.
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Where to go

Nearly all visitors get their first glimpse of Finland through dynamic, spirited Helsinki, the country’s largest transport gateway and an absolute must see, given that it is one of Europe’s most culturally vibrant and exciting cities – and fundamental to understanding what Finns are really about. Handsome and historic, Helsinki offers visitors a clutch of interesting museums, intriguing architecture, cutting-edge design shops, an enviable café and restaurant scene and a simmering nightlife. In summer the entire city is overtaken with concerts, performances and festivals – many of which are free.

Outside Helsinki are a number of coastal destinations easily reached by a short bus or train ride, including riverside Porvoo with its distinctive crimson buildings, the one-time spa resort town of Hanko and the maritime centre Kotka. If your interest lies in things nautical, you’ll definitely want to get to know Finland’s southwestern pocket, where the main settlement is Turku, a relaxing spot that is much more sleepy town than second city, whose collection of likeable museums and active student life make it great for a few days of cultural (and hedonistic) exploration.

Immediately north of here are the towns of Rauma and Pori, the former known for its well-preserved, centuries-old wooden buildings, the latter for hosting one of the best annual jazz festivals in Europe. Splayed off the southwestern coast is an archipelago of some 20,000 islands and skerries, easily accessible from Turku thanks to a series of free ferry connections – and perfect for a few days’ seaside cycle. Still further off into the Baltic are 6500 more specks of land that make up the autonomous province of Åland, a place that is – culturally, linguistically and geographically – much closer to Sweden than Finland. Its laidback capital of Mariehamn is a great place to hole up for a few days as you gear up for a jaunt around any number of seriously idyllic islands.

Along the country’s eastern fringes fronting the Russian border stretches the region known as Karelia, a place of slender lakes, Russian Orthodox churches and old wooden summer homes. The very name Karelia evokes strong emotions for both Finns and Russians alike, and the entire area became symbolic of Finnish independence and national identity after years of having its eastern fringes consistently shaved off and handed over to the Russians. The rural landscape here was the inspiration for the national epic Kalevala, and its strategic location for years made it both a target and a line of defence; the world’s longest man-made bunker, the 1200-kilometre Salpa Line built during World War II, slices through the region’s heart. Some aspects of the Karelian past can be found in the fortresses of towns such as Lappeenranta and the historical museums of cities such as Joensuu. North of here is the region of Kainuu, a thickly forested spot whose pines once produced the bulk of Finland’s tar export and are now extremely popular among trekkers (and brown bears), especially along the well-known UKK hiking route fronting the Russian border.

West of Karelia is Finland’s Lake District, a sprawling chunk of land smack in the middle of the country that is characterized by thousands of waterways, the largest of which, Lake Saimaa, is Europe’s fifth largest and runs into Lake Ladoga and Vyborg in Russia. This is an ideal part of the country to get to know the great outdoors, with lakeside settlements that run the gamut from sleepy, quaint Savonlinna – which is sleepy and quaint only outside of its world-renowned month-long summer opera festival – to lively, industrial Tampere, the perfect port of call for an afternoon or evening lake cruise. West of here along the Bothnian coast lie a series of towns that hold the lion’s share of the country’s Swedish-speaking population. The central settlement here is bilingual Vaasa, a marine and arts centre named after the Swedish king of the same name, while north near the Swedish border is Oulu, a somewhat livelier place and certainly more urbane in sensibility, but also a great jumping off point for exploring Finland’s more exotic pastures further north.

By far Finland’s most dramatic landscape is found in the northernmost reaches of the country, where the sprawling landmass of barren tundra and dense forests known as Finnish Lapland covers nearly half the country and provides a home to the region’s indigenous people, the Sámi. Far up here, away from the cares (and many of the facilities) of the modern world, the region’s few main settlements – Rovaniemi, Muonio and Inari – serve as adequate introductions to the ways of the North, with more than enough to occupy you for a day or two. But to really get to know how magical Lapland can be – at any time of the year – you’ll want to suit up, arm your pack with provisions and venture into the wilds, where Finland really shows her true colours.


Fox fires and midnight suns >
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Fox fires and midnight suns


One of the Northern Hemisphere’s most spectacular visual experiences is the Aurora Borealis, or Northern Lights – bright, fiery tapestries of hazel and amber that flicker and stretch across the heavens. Known in Finnish as revontulet (lit. “fires of the fox”), the country’s northern reaches are some of the best places in the world to see them. The lights are best seen on clear nights in rural areas from February to March and September to October. The further north you are the better: in some parts of northern Lapland there are as many as 200 displays per year. If you’re hoping to take snapshots of the aurora sky, remember to use long exposures – between 5 and 60 seconds – and bring a tripod. In the summertime, meanwhile, the midnight sun – 24 hours of daylight – is visible from anywhere north of the Arctic Circle during high summer.

[image: ]






< Back to Where to go



When to go

Mention the very word “Finland,” and most people will shiver at the very notion of the place, with images that involve frozen tundra and thickly iced lakes. Despite sitting fairly far north, Finland maintains a relatively mild climate, thanks to its many lakes and the warming Gulf Stream that flows in off the Norwegian coast – though the weather can change quite quickly, especially during the winter. Rainfall levels are moderate and more or less constant throughout the year, with an annual average of 65cm; the coast and the northern stretches tend to rain less than in the south and in the interior.

In the south, spring usually begins around mid-April, though it can remain chilly in a number of places until May, especially in Lapland, where it’s not unheard of to find snow hanging around until nearly the beginning of summer.

Definitively the best time to visit Finland is during the summer months of June, July and August, when the climate is warmest, the days are longest and the blossoming landscape at its prettiest, and when tourist facilities and transport services operate at full steam. Remember though that August is holiday month for Finns, who tend to head en masse to the countryside or the coast just after midsummer – though even then, only the most popular areas are uncomfortably crowded. Summer is almost always sunny and clear, with temperatures rarely stifling: the warmest month is July, which averages 17°C (62°F), though highs of 26°C (32°F) are not uncommon, especially in the interior. The best times to visit Helsinki are May, early June and September – though you’ll find plenty going on throughout the year.

Visually speaking, autumn is a superb time to visit the country, especially in Lapland during ruska-aika (russeting): the lower fells become bathed in golds and oranges, bracken and beech glow bronze, poplars cloak the hills in yellow and the higher hills turn a deep crimson. Bear in mind though that the coastal waters can be fairly nippy as early as September, and that most sights and attractions have reduced hours outside of high season, from mid-September onwards.

Long, dark and cold, Finnish winters are nevertheless far from inordinately severe or intolerable. Although temperatures can drop as low as minus 7°C (19°F) – and at times colder – things generally tend to hover just below freezing. The best part about the chillier months is the amazing variety of outdoor activities, which include cross-country skiing, snowmobiling, ice diving, jumping off an ice breaker into freezing cold waters and – of course – that most quintessentially Finnish of pastimes: broiling in a rural sauna, then cooling off in the frigid waters of a nearby lake. During the darkest months, when daylight is in short supply, pints of beer and slugs of national drinks such as salmari and fisu – admittedly extremely acquired tastes – help to keep the cold at bay, and Finns muster up no small amount of charm and hospitality, especially if it involves passing on their quirky traditions and wry humour to the unsuspecting visitor.
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23 things not to miss

It’s not possible to see everything that Finland has to offer in a single trip – and it would be foolish to suggest you try. What follows is a selective taste of the country’s highlights (in no particular order), from imposing castles and fine museums to vast rural landscapes and scattered islands.



01 Jugendstil architecture, Helsinki • The distinctly Finnish interpretation of Art Nouveau is found throughout the capital in façades, interiors, sculptures – even entire railway stations.
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02 Husky safari, Muonio • Grab the reins and head out on an unforgettable adventure through a winter wonderland, led by a pack of sled dogs across the tundral plains and through the dense boreal forests of Lapland’s most intimidating wilderness.
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03 Cathedral, Turku • Finland’s first capital is home to the country’s largest church, rebuilt several times over but standing tall and elegant, and holding the ornate marble tomb of Catharine Månsdotter, Queen of Sweden.
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04 Nightlife, Helsinki • The Finnish capital presents an enviable collection of chic lounges, speakeasies, bars and clubs, a handful of which offer tempting newfangled cocktails. Birch root or sea buckthorn martinis, anyone?
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05 Summer cycling, Åland • Hop on a bike, board a gratis ferry and head off to explore Åland’s 6500 islands: idyllic, hushed spots perfect for pedaling through at your own pace.
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06 Glass igloos, Kakslauttanen • These modern, transparent-roofed steel cabins give you near-perfect views of the Arctic heavens, allowing you to drift off to sleep below the Northern Lights, the midnight sun or simply the twinkling stars – all the while basking in Lappish chic.
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07 Festivals • The Finns’ quirky, off-beat sense of humour has spawned some of the world’s most unique festivals, including a high-heel race, a mosquito-swatting contest and a wife-throwing competition.
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08 Dining out • Put away your inhibitions and preconceptions: Finnish cuisine these days is some of the most inventive, daring and tempting anywhere, with wunderkind chefs and the freshest of locally sourced ingredients.
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09 Pihlajasaari, Helsinki • Island-hopping off the capital’s coast is as easy as a fifteen-minute ferry ride to this narrow isle of wild flowers and pine trees, perfect for sunning, swimming and – if you’re so inclined – going au natural on the best of Finland’s best nude beaches.
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10 Designer shopping, Helsinki • Jostling with Copenhagen as Europe’s reigning polestar for picking up gorgeously designed housewares, clothing and objets d’art, Helsinki has hundreds of great shops.
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11 Snow Castle, Kemi • Every winter, cold-blooded architects butt heads with frosty sculptors to build a functioning castle (and snow hotel, restaurant, chapel and ice bar) entirely out of frozen H2O.
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12 Sand Castle, Lappeenranta • Every summer, this Karelian fortress town gathers some 3 million kilos of sand at the marina to erect a colossal, near life-size sand castle – the largest in the country.
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13 Santa Claus, Rovaniemi • Good old Saint Nick resides far up in the Finnish Arctic, where he accepts visitors year-round into his workshop – and multiple souvenir shops.
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14 Sámi Culture, Inari • The indigenous inhabitants of Lapland have managed to forge a complicated – but largely prosperous – relationship between old and new, fusing their traditions with modern technological innovation.
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15 Opera Festival, Savonlinna • There can be no better venue for a glorious aria than the enormous forecourt that graces the medieval lakeside Olavinlinna castle, site of one of Europe’s most revered opera festivals for an entire month during the summer.
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16 Arctic icebreaker, Kemi • Explore the confluence of steel, ice and sea on a day aboard the Sampo icebreaker, where you can don a drysuit and dive into the icy waters at the gateway to Finnish Lapland.
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17 Midnight sun, Finnish Lapland • There’s little more magical than staying up late on a summer’s eve to gaze out at the sun flirting with the horizon at 1am, a defining characteristic of the Arctic firmament.
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18 Kiasma, Helsinki • A stand-out modern art museum, Kiasma shows off regular cutting-edge installation, sculptural, video and print works inside a mountainous slab of titanium smack in the city centre.
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19 Valamo Monastery, Lake District • Set deep in the forests where the lakeland meets the Karelian countryside, this uncharacteristically lively Orthodox cloister is best arrived at by boat to the monks’ private mooring – and best experienced on an overnight stay in one of their lodgings.
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20 Bothnian beaches, Kalajoki • Images of Finland may not exactly scream sun, sand and surf, but that doesn’t stop the crowds of Finns who flock to this coastal town to take in the long summer days, warm waters and great beach scene.
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21 Lake cruise, Savonlinna • A lake cruise in the Finnish summertime offers the opportunity to take in the country’s most enviable scenery at a leisurely pace – and maybe dine on smoked herring and hear some foot-stomping Dixieland jazz.
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22 The Old Town, Rauma • Day trippers in the southwest flock to the cobblestone lanes of this eighteenth-century hamlet, filled to the brim with charismatic old wooden buildings.
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23 Hiking, Kainuu • The trails that run along the Russian border in the northern reaches of Kainuu offer the chance to explore one of the world’s most remote regions.
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Getting there

Given the extremely long distances and journey times involved in reaching Finland overland, flying will not only save you considerable amounts of time – but money, too. The main gateways are Helsinki and Tampere, though in winter destinations in Finnish Lapland such as Rovaniemi and Kittilä are also served by a number of direct charter flights from abroad. Air fares are generally cheaper when booked as far in advance as possible. Midweek travel is less expensive than weekend departures.


Flights from the US and Canada >
Flights from the UK and Ireland >
Flights from Australia, New Zealand and South Africa >
Trains >
Ferries >
Airlines, agents and operators >




Flights from the US and Canada

Only one airline operates from the US to Finland: Finnair flies from New York (JFK) to Helsinki once daily all year round. During the summer months, Finnair also operates from Toronto to Helsinki, though departures are not daily. Less expensive tickets can sometimes be found on European airlines routing via their home hub, for example British Airways via London Heathrow or Icelandair via Keflavík, or on American carriers who operate via various European cities such as Paris, London or Stockholm. From New York a return midweek fare to Helsinki (8hr) will cost around US$950 in high season, US$750 in low season. From the West Coast (journey time at least 16hr), you’ll pay around US$200–300 more. From Canada, fares from Toronto (journey time 10–14hr depending on connections) are Can$1100–1300 in high season, Can$850–1050 in low season. From Vancouver, they’re around Can$500 higher.

< Back to Getting there

Flights from the UK and Ireland

Flights for Helsinki and Tampere leave from several UK airports. Flying to Finland with Ryanair to Tampere or easyJet to Helsinki is usually the cheapest way of getting there. Single fares can be as low as £20 and sometimes less than that, though in the case of Ryanair it is rare for flights to Tampere to be discounted to rock-bottom prices, unlike many other destinations in the network. In peak season, a return price of around £100 is more realistic, depending on how early the booking is made and the choice of departure dates.

The other main airlines serving Finland are British Airways, Finnair and Blue1, who offer return tickets to Finland starting around £150. The Latvian airline, Air Baltic, can also be useful in reaching provincial cities in Finland via its hub in Riga, though it only operates from London Gatwick in the UK and Dublin in Ireland. From Ireland, Finnair and Ryanair also operate direct services to Finland. In the wintertime, there are direct charter flights – including a number of “Santa Special” day-trips – from the UK to Lapland; Rovaniemi, Kittilä and Ivalo are the most popular destinations.


roughguides.com

Find everything you need to plan your next trip at www.roughguides.com. Read in-depth information on destinations worldwide, make use of our unique trip-planner, book transport and accommodation, check out other travellers’ recommendations and share your own experiences.
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Flights from Australia, New Zealand and South Africa

There are no direct flights to Finland from Australia, New Zealand or South Africa and by far the cheapest option is to find a discounted fare to London and arrange a flight to Finland from there. All air fares from Australian east-coast gateways are similarly priced, with the cheapest deals via Asia starting around Aus$1800. From Perth or Darwin, flights are around Aus$100 less. From New Zealand reckon on NZ$2500 as a starting point from Auckland, NZ$250 more from Wellington. From South Africa, count on around ZAR7300 from the cheapest return from Cape Town.
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Trains

Getting to Finland by train is much more expensive than flying. There are no through tickets and the total cost of all the tickets you’ll need, including the final ferry crossing from Stockholm to either, Mariehamn or Helsinki, is likely to cost around £400–500. Hence, it’s worth buying a rail pass instead; a global InterRail pass (from £240) or Eurail pass (from US$511) are the best options. From London trains go via Brussels, Cologne, Hamburg and Copenhagen to Stockholm, from where you catch a ferry to Finland. A typical journey will involve changing trains four or five times, plus the transfer to the ferry, and takes around 36–40 hours.
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Ferries

The following companies operate daily departures between Stockholm and Helsinki, allowing rail passengers to make the final connection of a land/sea journey to Finland: Silja Line (www.tallinksilja.com; 16hr; €31 obligatory cabin, €52 car) and Viking Line (www.vikingline.fi; 16hr; €36 deck passenger, €42 car). Frequent discounts are offered by both throughout the year and you can occasionally land a bed in a four-person cabin for around €20.

Both companies have a year-round overnight service, leaving at 5pm and arriving at 9.30am, and both also run a twice-daily service from Stockholm to Turku, which takes ten or eleven hours (Silja cabin €15.50, €21 day, €42 night; Viking Line foot passenger €10). Quicker still (4hr) are the daily services between Stockholm and Mariehamn, run by Viking (passengers €11, car €11). Prices for all the routes are usually cheapest on daylight trips outside of the summer months and during the week.
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Airlines, agents and operators

Airlines

Air Baltic www.airbaltic.com. 


Air Berlin www.airberlin.com. 


American Airlines www.aa.com. 


Blue1 www.blue1.com. 


British Airways www.ba.com. 


Continental Airlines www.continental.com. 


Delta www.delta.com. 


easyJet www.easyjet.com. 


Finnair www.finnair.com. 


Icelandair www.icelandair.com. 


KLM (Royal Dutch Airlines) www.klm.com. 


Lufthansa www.lufthansa.com. 


Ryanair www.ryanair.com. 


SAS (Scandinavian Airlines) www.flysas.com. 


United Airlines www.united.com. 


Rail contacts

European Rail UK 020/7619 1083, www.europeanrail.com. 


Europrail International Canada 1-888/667-9734, www.europrail.net. 


Eurostar UK 0870/518 6186, www.eurostar.com. 


Rail Europe US 1-888/382-7245, Canada 1-800/361-7245, UK 0844/848 4064, Australia 03/9642 8644, South Africa 11/628 2319; www.raileurope.com. 


Ferry contacts

Tallink Silja www.tallinksilja.com. 


Viking www.vikingline.fi. 


Agents and operators

Don’t be put off by the idea of an inclusive package, as it can sometimes be the cheapest way of doing things, and a much easier way of reaching the remote areas of northern Finland in winter. City breaks are invariably less expensive than if you arrange the same trip independently. There are also an increasing number of operators offering specialist-interest holidays to Finland, particularly Arctic expeditions.

5 Stars of Scandinavia 1-800/722 4146, 5stars-of-scandinavia.com. The American specialist in holidays to Finland including city tours to Helsinki, Turku and Naantali, as well as excursions to Finnish Lapland and the Lake region.



Canterbury Travel 01923/457017, www.laplandmagic.com. The market leaders in short trips to see Santa Claus on the Arctic Circle with an impressive range of departures from most UK regional airports.



Discover the World 01737/218800, www.discover-the-world.co.uk. Experienced and well-respected specialist UK operator with years of experience in arranging holidays to Finnish Lapland including everything from bear-watching in Kuhmo to skiing inside the Arctic Circle.



MyBentours 02/9241 1353, www.myplanetaustralia.com.au. The leading Australian specialist to Finland offering air, rail and ferry tickets as well as dogsledding tours in Finnish Lapland.



North South Travel UK 01245/608 291, www.northsouthtravel.co.uk. Friendly, competitive travel agency, offering discounted fares worldwide. Profits are used to support projects in the developing world, especially the promotion of sustainable tourism.



Scantours 020/7554 3530, www.scantours.co.uk. A wide range of holidays to Finland from this London-based tour operator, including skiing in Ylläs, visits to Lake Inari and dogsledding at Harriniva near Muonio.



STA Travel US 1-800/781-4040, UK 0871/2300 040, Australia 134 782, New Zealand 0800/474 400, South Africa 0861/781 781; www.statravel.com. Worldwide specialists in independent travel; also student IDs, travel insurance, car rental, rail passes, and more. Good discounts for students and under-26s.



Trailfinders UK 0845/058 5858, Ireland 01/677 7888, Australia 1300/780 212; www.trailfinders.com. One of the best-informed and most efficient agents for independent travellers.



Travel CUTS Canada 1-866/246-9762, US 1-800/592-2887; www.travelcuts.com. Canadian youth and student travel firm.



USIT Ireland 01/602 1906, Northern Ireland 028/9032 7111; www.usit.ie. Ireland’s main student and youth travel specialists.




Six steps to a better kind of travel


At Rough Guides we are passionately committed to travel. We feel strongly that only through travelling do we truly come to understand the world we live in and the people we share it with – plus tourism has brought a great deal of benefit to developing economies around the world over the last few decades. But the extraordinary growth in tourism has also damaged some places irreparably, and of course climate change is exacerbated by most forms of transport, especially flying. This means that now more than ever it’s important to travel thoughtfully and responsibly, with respect for the cultures you’re visiting – not only to derive the most benefit from your trip but also to preserve the best bits of the planet for everyone to enjoy. At Rough Guides we feel there are six main areas in which you can make a difference:

• Consider what you’re contributing to the local economy, and how much the services you use do the same, whether it’s through employing local workers and guides or sourcing locally grown produce and local services.

• Consider the environment on holiday as well as at home. Water is scarce in many developing destinations, and the biodiversity of local flora and fauna can be adversely affected by tourism. Try to patronize businesses that take account of this.

• Travel with a purpose, not just to tick off experiences. Consider spending longer in a place, and getting to know it and its people.

• Give thought to how often you fly. Try to avoid short hops by air and more harmful night flights.

• Consider alternatives to flying, travelling instead by bus, train, boat and even by bike or on foot where possible.

• Make your trips “climate neutral” via a reputable carbon offset scheme. All Rough Guide flights are offset, and every year we donate money to a variety of charities devoted to combating the effects of climate change.
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Getting around

Save for the fact that traffic tends to follow a north–south pattern, you’ll have few headaches getting around the more populated parts of Finland. The chief form of public transport is the train, backed up, particularly on east–west journeys, by long-distance coaches. For the most part trains and buses integrate well, and you’ll only need to plan with care when travelling through sparsely inhabited areas such as the far north and east. Feasible and often affordable variations come in the form of ferries, planes, bikes, and even hitching – car rental is strictly for the wealthy.

The complete timetable (Suomen Kulkuneuvot) for train, bus, ferry and air travel within the country is published every four months; it’s sold primarily at large bookshops for €30. This is essential for plotting complex routes; for simplified details of the major train services, pick up the Rail Pocket Guide booklet, available at most train stations for around €1 (or downloadable as a PDF for free from www.vr.fi).


Trains >
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Trains

The swiftest land link between Finland’s major cities is invariably the reliable train service, operated by the state railway company, Valtan Rautatie (VR). Large, comfortable pikajuna (“express” trains, though often quite slow), super-smooth IC (inter-city trains) and an increasing number of state-of-the-art tilting pendolino trains serve the principal north–south routes several times a day, reaching as far north as Rovaniemi on the Arctic Circle, although occasional services penetrate as far north as Kemijärvi. Elsewhere, especially on east–west hauls through sparsely populated regions, rail services tend to be skeletal and trains are often tiny two-carriage affairs. The Arctic North has a very limited network of services. More details on Finnish Railways can be found at www.vr.fi.

InterRail, BIJ and ScanRail passes are valid on all trains; if you don’t have one of these and are planning a lot of travelling, get a Finnrail Pass before arriving in Finland (you can’t buy it in Finland itself) from a travel agent or Finnish Tourist Office (for addresses, see Tourist information). This costs €129 for three days’ unlimited travel within a month, €131 for three days, €175 for five days or €237 for ten days. Otherwise, train fares are surprisingly reasonable. As a guide, a one-way, second-class ticket from Helsinki to Turku (a trip of around 200km) costs around €28; Helsinki to Kuopio (465km) €56; and Helsinki to Rovaniemi (900km) €81.

Tickets are purchased for specific dates and times, though there is no fee if you want to change the date or routing. Some journeys also allow you to break your journey en route – check when you purchase. You should buy tickets from station ticket offices (lippumyymälä), although you can also pay the inspector on the train. If there are three or more of you travelling together, group tickets, available from a train station or travel agent, can cut the regular fares on journeys over 80km by at least 15 percent (20 percent for parties of 11 or more). Senior citizens, those over 65 with valid identification, are entitled to a 50 percent discount on regular tickets; pensioners under 65 must purchase a Finnish Senior Citizens railcard (€9). The cost of seat reservations depends on the distance travelled but is generally around €5 – remember that although they are not necessary on express trains, reservations can be a good idea if you’re travelling over a holiday period or on Fridays or Sundays.
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Buses

Run by local private companies but with a common ticket system, buses cover the whole country, and are often quicker and more frequent than trains over the shorter east–west hops, and essential for getting around the remoter regions; they are not necessarily cheaper than trains, however. In the Arctic North there is a very limited railway network, so almost all public transport is by road, hence it’s here that you’ll find buses most useful. The main operators are Gold Line (016/334 5500, www.goldline.fi) and Eskelisen Lapin Linjat (016/342 2160, www.eskelisen-lapinlinjat.com).

The free bus timetable, Suomen Pikavuorot, lists all the routes in the country and can be picked up at most long-distance bus stations but is not very user-friendly, especially if you’re not fluent in Finnish. Schedules and detailed information in English on travel in Finland by coach and bus can also be found at www.matkahuolto.fi/en. South of the Arctic Circle, you’re more likely to use the excellent network of rail services than endure the hassle of buses.

All fares are calculated according to the distance travelled: Helsinki to Turku (160km) costs around €28, Helsinki to Kuopio (400km) around €58. Express buses charge a supplement of approximately €3 per journey and are worth it for the correspondingly faster journey times. All types of ticket can be purchased at bus stations or at most travel agents; only ordinary one-way tickets can be bought on board the bus, though on journeys of 80km or less there’s no saving in buying a return anyway. On return trips of over 80km, there is a reduction of ten percent.
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Ferries

As lake travel is aimed more at holidaying families than the budget-conscious traveller, prices are high considering the distances, and progress is slow as the vessels chug along the great lake chains. One exception is the southern archipelagos – the islands off Turku and Åland – where ferry travel is an essential (and thus markedly inexpensive) mode of transport. Still, even in other regions, if you have the time, money and inclination, it can be worth taking one of the shorter trips simply for the experience. There are numerous routes and details can be checked at any tourist office in the country and at Finnish Tourist Offices abroad; we’ve detailed some of the more scenic routes in the Guide.
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Planes

When bought in advance, domestic flights can be comparatively cheap as well as time-saving if you want to cover long distances, such as from Helsinki to the Arctic North. That said, travelling by air means you’ll miss many interesting parts of the country. Finnair (www.finnair.com), Blue1 (www.blue1.com) and Finncomm (www.fc.fi), which operates the biggest domestic network in Finland, offer a variety of advance-purchase low fares which can be checked and purchased online. Youth fares are available for 17–24-year-olds and offer a fifty percent discount on the normal fare, though it’s usually cheaper to book a regular single ticket well in advance. Flights operate daily between most large cities, and one-way fares start at €38 including taxes, though to ensure seats this cheap you must book several weeks in advance.
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Driving and hitching

Renting a car is extremely expensive in Finland (as is petrol), and with such a good public-transport network, it’s only worth considering if you’re travelling in a group. The big international companies have offices in most Finnish towns and at international arrival points. If you’re in Helsinki it’s also worth checking the local company Transvell (08000/7000, www.transvell.fi), a subsidiary of SIXT. They all accept major credit cards; if paying by cash, you’ll need to leave a substantial deposit. You’ll also need a valid driving licence, at least a year’s driving experience, and to be a minimum of 19–24 years old, depending on the company you rent from.

Rates for a medium-sized car start at around €50 per day, with reductions for longer periods – you’ll pay upwards of €300 for a week’s use. On top of this, there can be a surcharge of up to 75 cents per kilometre (which may be waived on long-term rentals) and a drop-off fee of around €150 if you leave the car somewhere other than the place from which it was rented. For more details on car rental before arriving in Finland, visit the website of one of the international companies mentioned below, or ask at a Finnish Tourist Board office.

If you bring your own car to Finland, it’s advisable (though not compulsory) to have a Green Card as proof that you are comprehensively insured in the event of an accident. Some insurers in EU countries will offer you a Green Card for free as part of your insurance package, whilst others will charge a premium. Further information about driving in Finland can be obtained from Autoliitto, the Automobile and Touring Club of Finland, Hämeentie 105A, 00550 Helsinki (09/7258 4400, www.autoliitto.fi).

Once underway, you’ll find the next financial drain is fuel, which costs around €1.40 a litre (unleaded), though bear in mind that in rural areas, especially in Lapland, fuel is considerably more expensive than in Helsinki. Except in the far north, service stations are plentiful and usually open from 7am to 9pm between Monday and Saturday, and are often closed on Sunday – although in busy holiday areas many stay open round the clock during the summer. Larger towns will also have automatic pumps which function round-the-clock and accept cash and credit cards, though many of these machines do not recognize foreign cards. Though fuel prices may well impoverish you, take some consolation in the fact that you can drive on all Finnish motorways for free, as there are no tolls.

Though roads are generally in good condition there can be problems with melting snows, usually during April and May in the south and occasionally early June in the far north. Finnish road signs are similar to those throughout Europe, but be aware of bilingual place names; one useful sign to watch for is Keskusta, which means “town centre”. Speed limits vary, though generally the legal limit is between 30kph and 40kph in towns, and from 80kph to 100kph on major roads – if it’s not signposted, the basic limit is always 80kph. On motorways the maximum speed is 120kph in summer, 100kph in winter.

Other rules of the road include using headlights all the time when driving outside built-up areas, as well as in fog and in poor light, and the compulsory wearing of seatbelts by drivers and all passengers. Penalties for drink-driving are severe – the police may stop and breathalize you if they think you’ve been driving erratically. In some areas in the north of the country, reindeer and elk are liable to take a stroll across a road, especially around dusk. These are sizeable creatures and damage (to the car) is likely to be serious; all such collisions should be reported at the nearest police station and the Finnish Motor Insurers’ Centre (Liikennevakuutuskeskus), Bulevardi 28, 00120 Helsinki (09/680 401, www.lvk.fi), which can also help with local breakdown companies.

Hitching is generally easy, and sometimes the quickest means of transport between two spots. Make sure you have a decent road map and emergency provisions/shelter if you’re passing through isolated regions. While many Finns speak English, it’s still handy to memorize the Finnish equivalent of “let me out here” (jään pois tässä).

Car rental agencies

Auto Europe www.autoeurope.com. 


Avis www.avis.com. 


Budget www.budget.com. 


Easy Car www.easycar.com. 


Europcar www.europcar.com. 


Hertz www.hertz.com. 


Holiday Autos www.holidayautos.co.uk (part of the LastMinute.com group). 


SIXT www.sixt.com. 
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Cycling

Thanks to the enlightened attitude to visiting the great outdoors, Finland’s broad-minded dogma of jokamiehenoikeus (Every Man’s Right) makes the country one of the best in the world for cycling, allowing anyone to bike anywhere in the countryside.

Villages and towns may be separated by several hours’ pedalling, however, and the scenery can get monotonous. The only appreciable hills are in the far north and extreme east. You can take your bike along with you on an InterCity train for a €10 fee – as this isn’t too common a practice you shouldn’t need to reserve a spot ahead of time. Finnish roads are of high quality in the south and around the large towns, but are much rougher in the north and in isolated areas; beware the springtime thaw when the winter snows melt and sometimes cover roads with water and mud. All major towns have bike shops selling spares – Finland is one of the few places in the world where you can buy bicycle snow tyres with tungsten-steel studs. Most youth hostels, campsites and some hotels and tourist offices offer bike rental from €10–15 per day, €50–60 per week; there may also be a deposit of around €30.
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Accommodation

Whether you’re at the end of one of Finland’s long-distance hiking trails or in the centre of a city, you’ll find some kind of accommodation to suit your needs. You will, however, have to pay dearly for it: prices are high, and only by staying in a youth hostel, making use of special offers or travelling during low season will you be able to sleep well on a budget.
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Hotels

A Finnish hotel (hotelli) is rarely other than polished and pampering: TV, phone and private bathroom are standard fixtures, a breakfast buffet is invariably included in the price, and there’s generally free use of the sauna and swimming pool, too. Chain hotels dominate mid- to upper-level accommodation in most cities, and many of the rooms follow a very strict, homogenous layout. Costs can be formidable – frequently in excess of €120 for a double – but planning ahead and taking advantage of various discount schemes and seasonal reductions can cut prices, often to as little as €50.

One trend that’s catching on in Finland is that of the unmanned concept hotel, in which guests book over the internet or by toll phone call, receive a password to enter their room and carry out their entire stay with zero interaction with on-site hotel staff – who, incidentally, don’t exist. Rooms are sleekly designed with many environmentally aware considerations, and while they might feel very Ikea-furnished, they are nevertheless a welcome change from the predictable furnishings of so many large Finnish hotels. The best aspect is the price: as low as €39 or so per night in some cases, though to get these rates you need to book several weeks in advance. Omena Hotel was the pioneer of this idea – they have seven such hotels in southern Finland (and over a dozen more planned for the rest of the country. Other companies such as GreenStar have since added their own hotels to the mix. Note that booking a room in these hotels via the internet is free, while phone bookings incur a hefty surcharge – often as much as €9 – which explains why we only print the website for such hotels.

Room rates vary depending on the season and whether there is a town festival being staged; on the whole, though, accommodation is much more expensive on weekdays and in winter. This is especially the case at the larger, business-oriented hotel chains (Cumulus, Scandic, Sokos and Best Western) in major cities, when winter weekday prices can frequently be double that of a weekend in the summer; there are frequent bargains at such hotels during July and August, and on Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays throughout the year. Exact details of these change frequently, but it’s worth checking the current situation online or at a local tourist office. Reductions are also available to holders of Helsinki Cards and the similar cards issued for Tampere.

Otherwise, between July and August you’re unlikely to find anything under €50 by turning up on spec, except of course in a youth hostel. Hotels in country areas are no less comfortable than those in cities, and often a touch less costly, typically €50–70. However, space is again limited during summer. Expense can be trimmed a little by using the Finncheque (www.finncheque.fi) system: you buy an unlimited number of €41 or €50 vouchers, each valid for a night’s accommodation for one person (double occupancy), plus breakfast, in any of the 110 participating hotels from June to September (weekends-only the rest of the year). The two price categories correspond to the quality of room. There’s a full list of places to buy the cheques and the addresses of all the hotels included in the scheme are on the website. Don’t worry about buying more vouchers than you might need – they are refundable at the place of purchase.

In many towns you’ll also find tourist hotels (matkustajakotit) or guesthouses (majatalot), more basic types of family-run hotels, though the qualitative difference between these and standard hotels may only be that they’re not owned by a chain. They charge €30–45 per double room and sometimes have cheaper wood cabins out back, but may well be full throughout the summer. The facilities of summer hotels (kesähotelli), too, are more basic than regular hotels, since the accommodation is in student blocks which are vacated from June to the end of August: there are universities in all the major cities and in an impressive number of the larger towns. Reservable with any Finnish travel agent, summer hotel prices are around €35 per person. Bear in mind that identical accommodation – minus the bed linen and breakfast – comes a lot cheaper in the guise of a youth hostel.
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Youth hostels

The easiest and cheapest place to rest your head is often a youth hostel (retkeilymaja). There are seventy such hostels throughout the country, in major cities (which will have at least one) and isolated country areas. They are run by the Finnish Youth Hotel Association, Suomen Retkeilymajajärjestö (SRM). It’s always a good idea to phone ahead and reserve a place, which many hostel wardens will do for you, or book online at the address below. If you’re arriving on a late bus or train, say so when booking and your bed will be kept for you; otherwise bookings are only held until 6pm and reception often closes around 8pm, though you can usually check in later, provided you let staff know in advance. Hostels are busiest during the peak Finnish holiday period, roughly mid-June to mid-August. Things are quieter after mid-August, although a large number of hostels close soon after this date – check that the one you’re aiming for doesn’t. Similarly, many hostels don’t open until June.

Overnight charges are generally around €20 per person (though can be as little as €10 and as much as €50), depending on the type of accommodation, with hostels ranging from the basic dormitory type to those with two- and four-bed rooms and at least one bathroom for every three rooms. Bed linen, if not already included, can be rented for an extra €3–7. With a Hostelling International Card (not obligatory) you can get a €2.50 reduction per person per night. The SRM publishes a useful free guide, Hostels in Finland, available directly from them at Suomen Retkeilymajajärjestö, Yrjönkatu 38B, 00100 Helsinki (09/565 7150, www.hostellit.fi), listing all Finnish hostels, and the very helpful staff there can also provide a free map showing locations.

All youth hostels have wardens to provide general assistance and arrange meals: most hostels offer breakfast, usually for €4–6, and some serve dinner as well (around €7.50). Hostel breakfasts, especially those in busy city hostels, can be rationed affairs and – hunger permitting – you’ll generally be better off waiting until you can find a cheapish lunch somewhere else (see Food and drink). The only hostel breakfasts really worth taking advantage of are those offered at summer hotels, where hostellers can mingle with the hotel guests and, for €5–7, partake of the help-yourself spread.
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Campsites and holiday villages

There are some 200 official campsites (leirintäalue) in Finland, and several hundred more operating on a less formal basis. Most open from May to September, although around seventy stay open all year. The approved sites, marked with a blue and white tent sign in a letter C, are classified by a star system: one-star sites are in rural areas and usually pretty basic, while on a five-star site you can expect excellent cooking and laundry facilities and sometimes a well-stocked shop.

The cost for two people sharing is €18–22 per pitch, depending on the site’s star rating. Where prices for campsites fall within this range, we haven’t given prices within the text (when less expensive, though, we have). Campsites outside major towns are frequently very big (a 2000-tent capacity isn’t uncommon), and they’re very busy at weekends during July and August. Smaller and more remote sites (except those serving popular hiking routes) are, as you’d imagine, much less crowded.

Holiday villages (lomakylä) have been sprouting up throughout Finland in the last few years and there are now over 200 of them. Standards vary considerably, with accommodation ranging from basic cabins to luxurious bungalows. All provide fuel, cooking facilities, bed linen and often a sauna – but you’ll need to bring your own towels. Costs range from €115 to €510 per week for a cabin sleeping up to four people, though for a luxury bungalow you might well pay upwards of €1100.

To camp in Finland, you’ll need a Camping Card Scandinavia, available at every site for €7 and valid for a year. The card is valid across Scandinavia and offers discounts on many campsites all over Finland. If you’re considering camping rough, remember it’s illegal without the landowner’s permission – though in practice, provided you’re out of sight of local communities, there shouldn’t be any problems.
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Hiking accommodation

Hiking routes invariably start and finish close to a campsite or a youth hostel, and along the way there will usually be several types of basic accommodation. Of these, a päivätupa is a cabin with cooking facilities which is opened during the day for free use; an autiotupa is an unlocked hut which can be used by hikers to sleep in for one night only – there’s no fee but often no space either during the busiest months. A varaustupa is a locked hut for which you can obtain a key at the Tourist Centre at the start of the hike – there’s a smallish fee and you’ll almost certainly be sharing. Some routes have a few kämppä – cabins originally erected for forest workers but now used mainly by hikers; check their exact location with the nearest tourist centre. On most hikes there are also marked spots for pitching your own tent and building fires.
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Food and drink

Finnish food is full of surprises and demands investigation, especially now that Nordic cuisine is in the middle of a Renaissance. Food is pricey, but you can keep a grip on the expenses by using markets and Finland’s many down-to-earth dining places, saving restaurant blowouts for special occasions. Though tempered by many regulations, alcohol is widely available and is less expensive than in neighbouring Norway and Sweden.
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Food

Though it may at first seem a stodgy, rather unsophisticated cuisine, Finnish food is an interesting mix of Western and Eastern influences. Firm favourites include an enticing array of delicately prepared fish (herring, whitefish, salmon and crayfish), together with some unusual meats like reindeer and elk – while others bear the stamp of Russian cooking: solid pastries and casseroles, strong on cabbage, pork and mutton.

All Finnish and Scando-European fusion restaurants will leave a severe dent in your budget, as will the foreign places, although the country’s innumerable pizzerias are relatively cheap by comparison. The golden money-saving rule is to have your main meal at lunch (lounas, usually served 11am–2pm, sometimes until 3pm) rather than the much dearer dinner (päivällinen or illallinen, usually from 6pm). Also, eke out your funds with stand-up snacks and by selective buying in supermarkets. If you’re staying in a hotel, don’t forget to load up on the inclusive breakfast (aamiainen) – more often than not a generous buffet table laden with herring, eggs, cereals, porridge, cheese, salami and bread.

Snacks, fast food and self-catering

Economical snacks are best found in market halls (kauppahalli), where you can get basic foodstuffs along with local and national specialities. Adjoining these halls are cafeterias, where you’re charged by the weight of food on your plate. Look out for karjalan piirakka – oval-shaped Karelian rye pastries containing rice cooked in milk (sometimes mashed potato), served hot with a mixture of finely chopped hard-boiled egg and butter for around €2.

Also worth trying is kalakukko, a chunk of bread with pork and whitefish baked inside it – legendary around Kuopio but available almost everywhere. Expect to spend around €4 for a chunk big enough for two. Slightly cheaper but just as filling, lihapiirakka are envelopes of pastry filled with rice and meat – ask for them with mustard (sinappi) and/or ketchup (ketsuppi). Most train stations and the larger bus stations and supermarkets also have cafeterias proffering a selection of the above and other, greasier, nibbles.

Less exotically, the big burger franchises are widely found, as are the often ubiquitous roadside fast-food stands, known as grilli in Finnish, turning out burgers, frankfurters and hot dogs for around €3; they’re always busiest when the pubs shut.

Finnish supermarkets – Sokos, K-Kaupat, Pukeva and Centrum are widespread names – are fairly standard affairs. In general, a substantial oval loaf of dark rye bread (ruisleipä) costs €2, eight karjalan piirakka €2.50, a litre of milk €1, and a packet of biscuits around €2. A usually flavoursome option containing hunks of meat and vegetables, Finnish tinned soup (keitto) can be an excellent investment if you’re self-catering.

Coffee (kahvi) is widely drunk – per capita, more than anywhere else in the world, in fact – and costs €1.50 per cup; in a baari or kahvila (bar or coffee shop) it’s sometimes consumed with a pulla – a kind of doughy bun. It’s normally drunk black, although milk (maito) is always available if you want it; you’ll also commonly find espresso and cappuccino, although these are more expensive. Tea (tee) costs around €1, depending on where you are and whether you want to indulge in some exotic brew. In rural areas, though, drinking it is considered a bit effete. When ordering tea, it’s a good idea to insist that the water is boiling before the teabag is added – and that the bag is left in for more than two seconds.

Lunch and dinner

If you’re in a university town, the campus cafeteria or student mensa is the cheapest place to get a hot dish. Theoretically you have to be a student, but outside of Helsinki you are unlikely to be asked for ID. There’s a choice of three meals: Kevytlounas (KL), the “light menu”, which usually comprises soup and bread; Lounas (L), the “ordinary menu”, which consists of a smallish fish or meat dish with dessert; and Herkkulounas (HL), the “delicious menu” – a substantial and usually meat-based plateful. All three come with bread and coffee, and each costs €5–6. Prices can be cut by half if you borrow a Finnish student ID card from a friendly diner. The busiest period is lunchtime (11.30am–12.30pm); later in the day (usually 4–6pm) many mensas offer price reductions. Most universities also have cafeterias where a small cup of coffee can cost as little as 60 cents.

If funds stretch to it, you should sample at least once a ravintola, or restaurant, offering a lunchtime buffet table (voileipäpöytä or seisova pöytä), which will be stacked with tasty traditional goodies that you can feast on to your heart’s content for a set price of around €10. Less costly Finnish food can be found in a baari. These are designed for working people, generally close at 5pm or 6pm, and serve a range of Finnish dishes and snacks (and often the weaker beers; see Drink). A good day for traditional Finnish food is Thursday, when every baari in the country dishes up hernekeitto ja pannukakut, thick pea soup with black rye bread, followed by oven-baked pancakes with strawberry jam, and buttermilk to wash it down – all for around €6. You’ll get much the same fare from a kahvila, though a few of these, especially in the big cities, fancy themselves as being fashionable and may charge a few euro extra.

Although ravintola and baaris are plentiful, they are often outnumbered by pizzerias. They’re as varied in quality here as they are in any other country, but especially worthwhile for their lunch specials, when a set price of around €9 buys a pizza, coffee and everything you can carry from the bread and salad bar. Many of the bigger pizza chains offer discounts for super-indulgence – such as a second pizza for half-price and a third for free if you can polish off the first two.

Vegetarians are likely to become well acquainted with pizzerias – specific vegetarian restaurants are thin on the ground, even in major cities. Now that Finland has opened its doors to immigration, kebab restaurants are found in a number of cities. This isn’t necessarily a cheap option though: most kebab plates or sandwiches will cost upwards of €8.
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Drink

Finland’s repressive alcohol laws are designed to reduce the nation’s boozing, which, as in Norway and Sweden, amounts to a serious social problem. Some Finns, men in particular, drink with the sole intention of getting paralytic; younger people these days are on the whole more inclined to regard the practice simply as an enjoyable social activity, though spend a few nights in any town and you’re sure to witness your share of plastered, stumbling Finnish youth – boys and girls alike.

What to drink

Finnish spirits are much the same as you’d find in any country. Beer (olut), on the other hand, falls into three categories: “light beer” (I-Olut) – more like a soft drink; “medium-strength beer” (Keskiolut, III-Olut) – more perceptibly alcoholic and sold in many food shops and cafés; and “strong beer” (A-Olut or IV-Olut), which, at 5.2 percent, is well on a par with the stronger international beers, and can only be bought at the ALKO shops and fully licensed (Grade A) restaurants and nightclubs.

The main – and cheapest – outlet for alcohol of any kind is the state-run ALKO shop (Mon–Thurs 9am–6/8pm, Fri 9am–8pm, Sat 9am–4pm/6pm). Even the smallest town will have one of these, and prices don’t vary. In these shops, strong beers like Lapin Kulta Export – an Arctic-originated mind blower – and the equally potent Karjala, Lahden A, Olvi Export, and Koff porter, cost from €1.26 for a 33cl bottle. Imported beers such as Stella Artois go for around €2.50 a bottle. As for spirits, Finlandia vodka and Jameson’s Irish Whiskey are €19 and €26.50 respectively per 75cl bottle. There’s also a very popular rough vodka called Koskenkorva, ideal for assessing the strength of your stomach lining, which costs €14.70 for 75cl. The best wine bargains are usually Hungarian or Bulgarian, and cost around €15 per bottle in a restaurant, though you can buy bottles in ALKO for under €6. One particularly Finnish drink worth a try is Salmari, a pre-mixed vodka cocktail of Koskenkorva vodka and salty liquorice.

Where to drink

Continental-style brasseries or British-influenced pubs are the most pleasant places to have a drink. Frequented by both men and women of all ages, you’re most likely to feel more at home in these familiar environments than in the dingy, generally all-male bars which proliferate in many of the small towns away from Helsinki, especially in the north – these charmless drinking dens are nothing more than places to get seriously hammered.

Most restaurants have a full licence, and some are actually frequented more for drinking than eating; it’s these that we’ve listed under “Drinking” throughout the text. They’re often also called bars or pubs by Finns simply for convenience. Just to add to the confusion, some so-called “pubs” are not licensed; neither are baari.

Along with ordinary restaurants, there are also dance restaurants (tanssiravintola). As the name suggests, these are places to dance rather than dine, although most do serve food as well as drink. They’re popular with the over-40s, and before the advent of discos were the main places for people of opposite sex to meet. Even if you’re under 40, dropping into one during the (usually early) evening sessions can be quite an eye-opener. Expect to pay a €3–5 admission charge.

Once you’ve found somewhere to drink, there’s a fairly rigid set of customs to contend with. Sometimes you have to queue outside the most popular bars, since entry is permitted only if a seat is free – there’s no standing. Only one drink per person is allowed on the table at any one time except in the case of porter (a stout which most Finns mix with regular beer). There’s always either a doorman (portsari or järjestuksenvalvoja) or a cloakroom into which you must check your coat (and bag, if you have one) upon arrival (again around €2). Bars are usually open until midnight or 1am, though a handful may stay open till 2am or, in the case of discos and clubs, 4am. Last call is announced half an hour before the place shuts by a winking of the lights – the valomerkki.

Some bars and clubs have waitress/waiter service, whereby you order, and pay when your drinks are brought to you. A common order is iso tuoppi – a half-litre glass of draught beer, which costs €3–4 (up to €6 in some nightclubs). This might come slightly cheaper in self-service bars, where you select your tipple and queue up to pay at the till. Though saying “beer” and pointing to the tap will generally work, you might get a more friendly response by offering up Yks pist olut, kiitos: Finnish for “A pint, please”.

Wherever you buy alcohol, you’ll have to be of legal age: at least 18 to buy beer and wine, and 20 or over to have a go at the spirits. ID will be checked if you look too young – or if the doorman’s in a bad mood.
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The media

The biggest-selling Finnish newspaper, and the only one to be distributed all over the country, is the daily Helsingin Sanomat (€2), whose online edition (www.hs.fi) also includes a small section in English. Most other papers are locally based and sponsored by a political party; however, all carry entertainment listings – only the cinema listings (where the film titles are translated into Finnish) present problems for non-Finnish speakers. A better bet may be the Swedish-language tongue-twister, Hufvudstadsbladet (www.hbl.fi), a quality daily that can be found in Helsinki. The best information about what’s on, if you’re in Helsinki, Tampere or Turku, is the free City (appearing fortnightly in Helsinki, monthly in Turku and Tampere), which carries regional news, features and entertainment details in Finnish and English; it’s available at tourist offices.

Overseas newspapers, including most British and some US titles, can be found, often on the day of issue, at the Academic Bookstore, Pohjoisesplanadi 39, Helsinki. Elsewhere, foreign papers are harder to find and less up-to-date, though they often turn up at the bigger newsagents and train stations in Helsinki, Turku, Tampere and, to a lesser extent, Oulu.

Finnish television, despite its four channels (one of which is called MTV, but is unrelated to the music station), isn’t exactly inspiring and usually goes off the air at midnight. Moderately more interesting is the fact that, depending on where you are, you might be able to watch Swedish and other Scandinavian programming. A few youth hostels have TV rooms, and most hotel-room TVs have the regular channels plus a feast of cable and satellite alternatives. As with films shown in the cinema, all TV programmes are broadcast in their original language with Finnish subtitles.

The only radio station that non-Finnish speakers are likely to find interesting and useful is YLE Mondo (www.yle.fi/ylemondo), a multi-language channel which relays programmes from foreign broadcasters including the BBC and NPR. Broadcast on 97.5FM in Helsinki, the channel also transmits a short English-language news summary (Mon–Fri 7.30am, 8.55am & 4.29pm) put together by the Finnish national broadcaster YLE. This bulletin can also be heard at the same time in Lahti on 90.3FM, Jyväskylä 87.6FM, Kuopio 88.1FM, Tampere 88.3FM and in Turku on 96.7FM.





Holidays and festivals

Finnish holidays are for the most part organized around the seasons. Most celebrations are lively events, as Finns are great party people – especially once the vodka begins to flow. The highlight of the year is the Midsummer festival, when the whole country gets involved, and wild parties last well into the early hours. The date of Midsummer’s Day varies from year to year but it is the Saturday closest to the actual summer solstice.


Major holiday festivals >




Major holiday festivals

Runeberg Day (February 5). People eat special Runeberg cakes, available in all bakeries, to commemorate Finland’s national poet, Johan Ludvig Runeberg.



Vappu (April 30). One of the most important festivals in Finland, heralding the beginning of spring, with plenty of partying and boozing. The official celebration begins at 6pm in Esplanadi Park in Helsinki where one of the statues is crowned with a white cap.



Juhannus (late June). Midsummer is the event in the Finnish festive calendar. People leave the towns and head out to their summer cottages in the countryside where they light lakeside bonfires, have a sauna, swim and go rowing – and consume much alcohol. Juhannus is celebrated on the Saturday between June 20 and 26, though the main party takes place on the Friday night.



Crayfish parties (throughout August). Held in the August moonlight across the country to say a wistful farewell to the short Finnish summer.



Independence Day (December 6). Known as Itsenäisyyspäivä in Finnish, the day is marked by processions of people across the country carrying burning torches, church concerts and a visit to the President’s residence by the rich and famous, relayed on national television.



Pikkujoulu (throughout December). In the run-up to the festive season, “Little Christmas” is a collection of private parties, sometimes held in public restaurants, where there’s much eating, drinking and merrymaking at this very dark time of year.



Christmas (December 24). Finnish joulu is second only to Midsummer in importance in the Finnish year. At midday in Turku, the former capital, Christmas Peace is declared whilst later in the evening it’s traditional for families to visit the graves of their deceased relatives by candlelight. The traditional Christmas fare is salted ham, which is eaten on December 25 to an accompaniment of pickled beetroot and carrot.



New Year (December 31). Fireworks light up the night skies above Finland as people prepare to usher in the New Year – with much alcohol and dancing in the wee small hours.




Quirky festivals


Some of the world’s most iconic and quirky festivals take place in Finland, primarily in the summer months. We’ve selected some of our favourites below:

Festival of Twangy Guitar Music Nastola. Late June. www.rautalankaa.com.

Sex Festival Kutemajärvi. Late June. www.seksifestivaalit.com.

Wife Carrying World Championships Sonkajärvi. Early July. www.sonkajarvi.fi.

Hay-mowing World Championships Liminka. Early July. www.liminka.fi.

Swamp Soccer World Championships Hyrynsalmi. Mid-July. www.suopotkupallo.fi.

Finnish Pea Eating Championships Metsäkansa. Mid-July. www.juva.fi.

Sauna World Championships Heinola. Early August. www.heinola.fi.

World Championships in Crowbar Walking Tammela. Mid-August. www.forssanseutu.fi.

World Mobile Phone Throwing Championships Savonlinna. Late August. www.savonlinnafestivals.com.

Air Guitar World Championships Oulu. Late August. www.airguitarworldchampionships.com.

Finnish Championships in Berry Picking Suomussalmi. Early September. www.arctic-flavours.fi.
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Shopping

Though Finland is hardly the most affordable place to shop, you can find some unique products that make great gift items. Obvious choices for purchases include any number of design-related goods, including glassware, ceramics, housewares, textiles and fashionable clothing.

Finland is also known for its artisan handicrafts, which include wooden curios (often with a reindeer theme), knives and handwoven ryijy rugs. In Lapland you’ll come across a great number of Sámi handicraft items made of wool (such as colourful mittens or handknitted jumpers) and silver (traditional jewellery is a popular seller). Keep an eye out for the Duodji label, marked on authentic Sámi handicrafts.

Remember, too, that the indoor markets (kauppahalli) in a number of Finnish cities are excellent spots to pick up local foods, some of which you can taste right then and there. Most shops are open Monday to Friday from 9am to 6pm, and Saturday from 9am–3pm. Department stores are often open later and, occasionally, on Sunday.





Sports and outdoor activities

Finland is a wonderful place if you love the great outdoors, with fantastic hiking, fishing and, of course, winter-sports opportunities. Best of all you won’t find the countryside overcrowded – there’s plenty of space to get away from it all, especially in the north. Finnish lakes and beaches are clean and inviting: perfect for rowing, swimming or simply catching a few rays.


Canoeing >
Fishing >
Hiking >
Public access to the Finnish countryside >
Nude bathing >
Saunas >
Skiing and winter pursuits >




Canoeing

With many lakes and rivers, Finland offers challenges to every type of canoe enthusiast, expert or beginner. There’s plenty of easy-going paddling on the long lake systems, innumerable thrashing rapids to be shot, and abundant sea canoeing around the archipelagos of the south and southwest coast. Canoe rental (available wherever there are suitable waters) costs around €3 per hour, €8–20 per day, or €60 per week, with prices dependent on the type of canoe. Many tourist offices have plans of local canoeing routes, and you can get general information from the Finnish Canoe Federation, Olympiastadion, Eteläkaarre, 00250 Helsinki (09/494 965, www.kanoottiliitto.fi).
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Fishing

Although angling and ice-fishing are considered public rights in Finland and require no permit, non-Scandinavians do need a General Fishing Licence if they intend to fish with a lure in Finland’s waterways; this costs €6 for a seven-day period from post offices. In certain parts of the Arctic North and the Åland Archipelago you’ll need an additional licence costing between €5–10 per day and obtainable locally. Throughout the country you’ll also need the permission of the owner of the particular stretch of water, usually obtained by buying a permit on the spot. The nearest campsite or tourist office will have details of this, and advise on the regional variations on national fishing laws.
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Hiking

Finland’s Right of Public Access, jokamiehenoikeus, means you can walk freely right across the entire country. A network of long-distance paths covers the whole of Finland, with overnight accommodation available in mountain stations and huts. The best known of all the trails is undoubtedly the Karhunkierros, which tracks through a deep river valley and canyon, north of Kuusamo, covering a distance of 80km.

The nation’s longest trail, the UKK route, is one of the most popular, stretching 240km through pristine scenery from its start point at Koli, north of Joensuu. However, throughout the north of the country walking trails are plentiful: particularly enjoyable hikes can be found within the Lemmenjoki and Kevo national parks near Utsjoki in the far north, as well as in the Pallas-Yllästunturi national park which stretches between Ylläs and Hetta (Enontekiö).
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Public access to the Finnish countryside


In Finland, your right to walk, ski, cycle and ride on other people’s land is enshrined in law, the jokamiehenoikeus or Everyman’s Right. In common with similar legislation in the other Nordic countries, it also allows you to pick wild berries, mushrooms, and unprotected wild flowers, as well as to swim and fish in lakes right across the country. The main exception is the immediate vicinity of people’s homes and gardens where the law does not apply.

However, in true Scandinavian fashion, this freedom brings with it a raft of responsibilities: you must not damage crops, forest plantations or fences, nor may you pitch a tent on land used for farming. The law also obliges you to seek permission from the landowner should you plan to camp for a prolonged period on someone’s land. Driving off-road, lighting fires and disturbing wildlife are also prohibited. Full details on Everyman’s Right can be found on the Finnish Environment Ministry’s website, www.environment.fi.
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Nude bathing

Despite their predilection for taking saunas in the nude, Finns are rather uptight and very un-Scandinavian in their attitude to public nudity outdoors. Hence, sections of some Finnish beaches are designated nude bathing areas, more often than not sex-segregated and occasionally have an admission charge of around €1.50. The local tourist office or campsite will part with the facts – albeit in a rather embarrassed fashion. However, you should encounter no problem sunbathing naked by a secluded lake or in the forest.
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Saunas

These are cheapest at a public swimming pool, where you’ll pay €2–3 for a session. Hotel saunas, which are sometimes better equipped than public ones, are more expensive (€5–7) but free to guests. Many Finnish people have saunas built into their homes and it’s common for visitors to be invited to share one, though men and women are expected to bathe separately. Note that the sauna – and subsequent bathing in the nearest lake – is the one locale where nudity is commonly and publicly practised; it’s fine to take along a towel or bathing suit, but bear in mind that your Finnish host will probably remain au natural (see Sauna section).
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Skiing and winter pursuits

During the winter months, skiing is incredibly popular and in the north of Finland it’s not unheard of for people to ski to work. The most popular ski resorts are Levi, Ylläs and Ruka; these and many others are packed out during the snow season when prices hit the roof. If you do intend to come to ski, it’s essential to book accommodation well in advance or take a package holiday. In northern Finland you can ski from the end of October well into April. Lapland, in general, is the best place to base yourself if you’re looking for winter activities, whether you fancy dogsledding, snowmobile riding, a trip on an icebreaker or a reindeer safari. Bear in mind though that temperatures in Finnish Lapland regularly plummet to -30°C and below, making cold-weather gear an absolute must.
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Travel essentials
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Crime and personal safety >
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Entry requirements >
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Costs and banks

Though the cost of a meal or the bill for an evening’s drinks can occasionally come as a shock, prices in Finland are generally comparable with those in most European capitals, and there is no shortage of places catering for those on tighter budgets, even in the more far-flung locales. Bargain lunchtime “specials” are common and travelling costs, in particular, can come as a pleasant surprise – travel by plane, for example, is exceptionally good value in Finland when tickets are bought in advance.

There are ways to cut costs, which we’ve detailed where relevant, but as a general rule you’ll need £25–35/US$45–65 a day even to live fairly modestly – staying mostly at youth hostels or campsites, eating out every other day and supplementing your diet with food from supermarkets, visiting only a few selected museums and socializing fairly rarely. To live well and see more, you’ll be spending closer to £50/US$100. Banks are open from Monday to Friday 9am to 4.15pm.
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Crime and personal safety

Finland is one of the safest countries in Europe in which to travel. Violent crime is extremely rare though, as in other countries, you should always be aware of petty crime such as pickpocketing. The one exception to this is when alcohol plays a role and some men in particular can become aggressive after an evening’s drinking. However, take the normal precautions you would at home and steer clear of any potential troublemakers.


Emergencies

For police, ambulance and fire service, dial 112.
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Electricity

The current in Finland is 220 volts AC, with standard European-style two-pin plugs. British equipment needs only a plug adaptor; American apparatus requires a transformer and an adaptor.
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Entry requirements

EU, US, Canadian, Australian and New Zealand citizens need only a valid passport to enter Finland for up to three months. All other nationals should consult the relevant embassy about visa requirements. For longer stays, EU nationals can apply for a residence permit while in the country, which, if it’s granted, may be valid for several years. Non-EU nationals can only apply for residence permits before leaving home and must be able to prove they can support themselves without working. Contact the relevant embassy in your country of origin. In spite of the lack of restrictions, checks are frequently made on travellers at the major points of entry. If you’re young and are carrying a rucksack, be prepared to prove that you have enough money to support yourself during your stay. You may also be asked how long you intend to stay and why.

There are few, if any, border formalities when entering Finland from neighbouring Norway or Sweden by land; many of the old customs booths and checkpoints are these days largely abandoned, ramshackle edifices. The same applies when crossing by sea; only by air do you usually need to show your passport. Much more of a headache are crossings into Russia, still full-on bureaucratic nightmares with rubber stamps, scrupulous passport checks and askance eyes cast towards your baggage. In any event you’ll need to plan well ahead to obtain the visa paperwork for a visit – the one exception being the cruises along the Saimaa canal into Karelian Russia.

Finnish embassies

Australia and New Zealand Embassy in Canberra 02/6273 3800, www.finland.org.au. There is also a consulate in Sydney.



Canada Embassy in Ottawa 613/288-2233, www.finland.ca. 


Ireland Embassy in Dublin 01/478 1344, www.finland.ie. 


South Africa Embassy in Pretoria 12/343 0275, www.finland.org.za. There are also honorary consulates in Cape Town and Johannesburg.



UK Embassy in London 020/7838 6200, www.finemb.org.uk. 


US Embassy in Washington, DC 202/298-5800, www.finland.org. There are also consulates in Los Angeles and New York.
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Gay and lesbian travellers

For gays and lesbians, Finland is one of the most liberated and tolerant countries in Europe. Discrimination against gay men and women is a criminal offence and the age of consent is the same as for heterosexuals at 16. Registered partnerships became legal in 2002 giving Finnish same-sex couples the same rights as straight couples in all areas except adoption, and the Helsinki municipality has been campaigning to certify many local establishments as “gay friendly”. Nevertheless, and perhaps as a result of this very tolerance, there is not much of a scene outside Helsinki. SETA, the Organization for Sexual Equality in Finland (www.seta.fi), is a good starting point for information on bars and clubs in the Finnish capital.
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Health and insurance

Under reciprocal health arrangements involving members of the European Union, nationals of all EU countries are entitled to free or discounted medical treatment within the public health care system of Finland. Non-EU nationals have to pay for medical attention in full and should take out their own medical insurance to travel to Finland. EU citizens may want to consider private health insurance too, as it will cover the cost of items not within the EU’s scheme, such as dental treatment and repatriation on medical grounds. That said, most private insurance policies don’t cover prescription charges – their excesses are usually greater than the cost of the medicines. The more worthwhile policies promise to sort matters out before you pay (rather than after) in the case of major expense; if you have to pay upfront, get and keep the receipts. For more on insurance, see below.

Across Finland, the local pharmacy should be able to provide the address of an English-speaking doctor or dentist, though bear in mind in remote districts this could be some distance away. If you’re seeking treatment under the EU reciprocal public health agreement, double-check that the doctor/dentist is working within the system. This being the case, you’ll receive free or reduced-cost/government-subsidized treatment just as the locals do; any fees must be paid upfront, or at least at the end of your treatment, and are non-refundable – a good reason to have a private insurance policy.

You may be asked to produce documentation to prove you are eligible for EU health care and it’s therefore wise to have your passport and your European Health Insurance Card (EHIC) to hand. If you have a travel insurance policy covering medical expenses, you can seek treatment in either the public or private health sectors, the main issue being whether – at least in major cases – you have to pay the costs upfront and then wait for reimbursement, or not.


Rough Guides travel insurance

Rough Guides has teamed up with WorldNomads.com to offer great travel insurance deals. Policies are available to residents of over 150 countries, with cover for a wide range of adventure sports, 24-hour emergency assistance, high levels of medical and evacuation cover and a stream of travel safety information. Roughguides.com users can take advantage of their policies online 24/7, from anywhere in the world – even if you’re already travelling. And since plans often change when you’re on the road, you can extend your policy and even claim online. Roughguides.com users who buy travel insurance with WorldNomads.com can also leave a positive footprint and donate to a community development project. For more information go to www.roughguides.com/shop.
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Internet

Finland comes second only to the US in terms of per-person home internet use, a fact made clear by the near absence of public internet points in many towns, which can come as quite a shock to many travellers to the country. For web and email access, the most reliable option should be your hotel. Free wi-fi connections are offered (having to pay for an internet connection in a Finnish hotel is very rare) which should suit if you have a laptop. Otherwise, many hotels (and even some bars) have a computer terminal or two available for guest use; these are also often free.

Outside of your hotel, another source of internet access is tourist offices, where wi-fi is always free and terminals are either free or very inexpensive to use. Larger towns will have cafés with free wi-fi access for customers, and finally there are public-library terminals, which are always free. Most have short-use terminals, but for anything longer than ten minutes or so you will probably have to book a spot (possibly the day before). As a last resort, you could try to find an internet café, where you’ll usually pay €3–5 per hour.
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Mail

In general, communications in Finland are dependable and quick, although in the far north, and in some sections of the east, minor delays arise due simply to geographical remoteness.

Unless you’re on a hiking trek through the back of beyond, you can rest assured your letter or postcard will arrive at its destination fairly speedily. The cost of mailing anything weighing under 50g internationally is 65 cents second class, or 80 cents first class. You can buy stamps from post offices (Mon–Fri 9am–5pm; longer hours at the main post office in Helsinki), street stands or R-Kiosks, and at some hotels. Poste restante is available at the main post office in every large town.
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Maps

The maps in this book should be adequate for most purposes, but drivers, cyclists and hikers will require something more precise. Tourist offices often give out reasonably useful local road maps and town plans, but anything more detailed will require a trip to a bookshop. Freytag & Berndt’s (www.freytagberndt.com) Finland map (1:500,000) is an excellent general-purpose resource, though for more detailed coverage you should resort to the superbly detailed regional maps (1:250,000) produced by Genimap which can be bought in most branches of the national bookstore chain, Suomalainen Kirjakauppa. Akateeminen Kirjakauppa, Pohjoisesplanadi 39, in Helsinki, has a very large travel and maps section, while the Helsinki city tourist office sells a great map and walking guide, See Helsinki On Foot (€2).
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Money

The Finnish currency is the euro (€), which comes in coins of 5 to 50 cents, €1 and €2, and notes of €5 to €500. Note that Finland no longer circulates 1- and 2-cent coins as the government considered them too low a value. The exchange rate at the time of writing was €1.10 to £1, €0.67 to US$1, €0.64 to Can$1, €0.62 to Aus$1 and €0.48 to NZ$1. For up-to-date rates, visit the web site www.oanda.com.

Credit cards are one of the best ways to pay for goods – in addition to being easy to carry around securely, they offer the most competitive exchange rates and few Finnish establishments will charge any over-and-above commission for you to use one. Major credit and charge cards – Amex, MasterCard, Visa, Diner’s Club – are usually accepted by hotels, car rental offices, department stores, restaurants and sometimes even by taxis. However, it’s still advisable to check beforehand.

For cash, your best bet is withdrawing money from ATMs using your home bank debit card. Nearly all foreign bank cards will work in a Finnish ATM/cash machine (known as a pankkiautomaatti), and banks usually give good exchange rates and charge 1–3 percent commission for foreign cash withdrawals. Note that there may be a minimum charge, so it could be worth taking out a larger amount when you use the machine; check with your bank for the charges they apply.

Travellers’ cheques can be changed at most banks, which open Monday to Friday from 9.15am to 4.15pm; the charge is usually €2 (though several people changing money together need only pay the commission once). You can also change money at hotels, though normally at a much worse rate than at the banks. In a country where every cent counts, it’s worth looking around for a better deal: in rural areas some banks and hotels are known not to charge any commission at all.

Outside normal banking hours, the best bets for changing money are the currency-exchange desks at transport terminals which open to meet international arrivals, where commission is likely to be €3–5, roughly the same as at banks, though airport exchange rates are often a little more generous. There are no restrictions on the amount of money you can take into or out of Finland.

< Back to Travel essentials

Opening hours and public holidays

On the following days, shops and banks close and most public transport operates a Sunday schedule; museum opening hours may also be affected. Holidays are: January 1, May 1, December 6, December 24, 25 and 26; variable dates are Epiphany (between Jan 6 and 12), Good Friday and Easter Weekend, the Saturday before Whit Sunday, Midsummer’s Eve, and All Saint’s Day (the Saturday between Oct 31 and Nov 6).

Supermarkets are usually open Monday to Friday 9am to 8pm, Saturday 9am to 6pm. Some in cities keep longer hours, for example 8am to 10pm. In Helsinki the shops in Tunneli are open until 10pm. In the weeks leading up to Christmas some stores and markets are open on Sunday too.

In larger towns, markets usually take place every day except Sunday from 7am to 2pm. There’ll also be a market hall (kauppahalli) open weekdays 8am to 5pm. Smaller places have a market once or twice a week, usually including Saturday.
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Phones

Due to Finland’s ridiculously quick adoption of mobile-phone technology, Finland is no longer building any landline infrastructure, and the once-ubiquitous Finnish public telephones are rapidly on the decline. This decommissioning stems from a deal between Nokia and the Finnish government – one which will install Finns as the world’s foremost users of mobile technology. As the bill for using a hotel phone is often unfathomably expensive, the best bet for making calls is to use your mobile phone or your laptop. If you plan to make a lot of calls while in Finland, you’d be wise to invest in a Finnish SIM card for use in your phone. For around €20 you get a Finnish number plus about sixty minutes of domestic calling time or a few hundred domestic text messages; SIMs are available at R-Kioski newsagents; Sonera and DNA are two reliable companies with good networks and inexpensive rates.

Finland’s international country code is 358 and to ring abroad from Finland you dial 00. Operator numbers are 118 for domestic calls and 92020 for reverse-charge international calls.
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Tax

A sales tax (MOMS) of 22 percent is added to almost everything you buy – but it’s always included in the price. Non-EU citizens can claim a refund at the airport, provided you fill out a Global Refund Cheque at the point of purchase.
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Time

Finland is two hours ahead of the UK and seven to ten hours ahead of the continental US. Clocks go forward by one hour in late March and back one hour in late October (on the same days as in Britain and Ireland).

< Back to Travel essentials

Tourist information

Before you leave, it may be worth checking out the Finnish national tourist information website, www.visitfinland.com, for accommodation listings, bookings and timetables, though much of this information will be readily available in tourist offices once you’re in Finland. Most Finnish towns have a tourist office where you can pick up free town plans and information, brochures and other bumph. During summer, they’re open daily until late evening; out of high season, shop hours are more usual, and in winter they’re sometimes closed at weekends. You’ll find full details of individual offices throughout the Guide.
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Travellers with disabilities

As you might expect of a Scandinavian country, Finland has adopted a progressive and thoughtful approach to the issues surrounding disability and, as a result, there are decent facilities for travellers with disabilities across the country.

An increasing number of hotels, hostels and campsites are equipped for disabled visitors and are credited as such in tourist literature. Furthermore, most mainline Finnish trains have special carriages with wheelchair space, hydraulic lifts and toilets for the disabled; domestic flights either cater for or provide assistance to disabled customers; and ships on ferry routes have lifts and cabins designed for disabled people. In the cities and larger towns, many restaurants and most museums and public places are wheelchair accessible. Although facilities are often not so advanced in the countryside, things are improving rapidly. Many of the larger car-rental companies have modified vehicles available. On a less positive note, city pavements can be uneven and difficult to negotiate, particularly in winter when snow and ice make things worse. For more information contact the Finnish Association of People with Physical Disabilities (Invalidiliitto) at Mannerheiminitie 107, 00280 Helsinki (09/613 191, www.invalidiliitto.fi).

< Back to Travel essentials
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Helsinki and around

Positioned on a rocky headland cradling the Baltic Sea, HELSINKI is one of Europe’s most handsome, idiosyncratic and captivating capital cities. The city maintains a personality that is markedly different from that of other Scandinavian capitals, and in many ways is closer in temperament – and certainly in looks – to the major cities of Eastern Europe. For years an outpost of the Russian empire, its very shape and style was originally modelled on its powerful neighbour’s former capital, St Petersburg, with buildings extant today that are virtual carbon copies of pre-communist structures from the former Russian Empire. Yet throughout the twentieth century Helsinki was also a showcase for the design ideals of an independent Finland, with much of its impressive architecture drawing inspiration from the rise of Finnish nationalism and the growth of the republic. Equally the city’s museums, especially the Ateneum Art Museum and the National Museum, reveal the country’s growing awareness of its own folklore and culture.

Much of central Helsinki is a succession of compact granite blocks, interspersed with more characterful buildings, alongside waterways, green spaces and the glass-fronted office blocks and shopping centres you’ll find in any European capital. The city is hemmed in on three sides by water, and all the things you might want to see are within walking distance of one another – and certainly no more than a few minutes apart by tram or bus. There are stretches of green throughout, including several parks right in the centre, as well as a dozen or so idyllic offshore islands (accessible via regular ferry transport in the warmer months) that are excellent spots for escape. In the city itself, the streets maintain a youthful buzz – particularly during the short summer season, when Finns break out of their shells and take to strolling its boulevards, cruising its shopping arcades and mingling (and drinking to no small extent) in its outdoor cafés and restaurants; everywhere there’s prolific street entertainment. Come night-time the pace picks up significantly, with a prodigious selection of bars and clubs, free rock concerts among the numerous parks, and an impressive quota of fringe events and festivals. The Helsinki Festival (www.helsinginjuhlaviikot.fi), a huge cultural and arts celebration that takes place during the last two weeks of August, is the biggest of these, with performances and activities all around the capital.
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Highlights


Jugendstil architecture The city centre – especially Central Railway Station and the Katajanokka district – is a showcase for this unique style of building design, featuring elaborate decorative mouldings and expert stone-work.



Kiasma This stunning modern design museum, a breathtaking swathe of steel and glass, is a destination in itself – to say nothing of the cutting-edge and conceptual international art installations that grace the interior. 



Mannerheim Museum Finland’s best known statesman, Carl Gustaf Mannerheim, filled his villa to the brim with the spoils of empire – and medals from his illustrious career. 



Suomenlinna The best known of the capital’s offshore ports of call, this former Swedish stronghold makes the perfect summer getaway to catch some rays, sprawl out for a picnic and let the good times roll. 



Dining and bar hopping in Helsinki Having undergone something of a gastronomic renaissance over the past decade, Helsinki’s dining scene is now on a par with its stellar café and bar offerings. 



Hvitträsk Eliel Saarinen and his architect buddies built this beautiful rural retreat to find inspiration among nature and bask in some peace and quiet away from the hustle of downtown; don’t miss the opportunity to do the same. 








< Back to Helsinki and around
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Some history

The dream of Helsinki was born in 1550, when the Swedish King Gustav Vasa was inspired to found a city on the Gulf of Finland’s northern coast in order to catch up with Russia’s expansion of its Baltic trade routes. Vasa’s initial valiant attempts ultimately failed, however, and it would take another century before the city was settled with any success. The choice of sites was moved from the initial location on the Vantaa River a few kilometres south to Vironniemi (its current position of Kruununhaka), but in its early years Helsinki languished, growing erratically on account of the craggy ground of its position and harsh coastal climate. Things only really began to take off after the construction of Suomenlinna fortress off Helsinki’s coast in 1748, which brought thousands of builders and soldiers and their families to the city. And then, in 1808, during the Russian occupation, the entire place was levelled by fire, forcing a rebuilding of the city from scratch – but not before Tsar Alexander I had moved the Grand Duchy’s capital here from Turku.
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