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Finland, and housing today (April 2007)
By Anne Viita, Director of the Union of Finnish Tenants, Vuokralaisten Keskusliitto. 
anne.viita@vuokralaistenkeskusliitto.fi  
Finland recently held Parliamentary elections, in which 200 people were elected as Members of Parliament. Seats in the Parliament were distributed as follows: Centre Party: 51, National Coalition Party: 50, Social Democratic Party: 45, Left Alliance: 17, and Green League: 15. The election result in Finland reflected an increase in conservatism, which is a growing trend in many other European countries as well. 

Disappointingly little attention in the election debates was paid to housing affairs and the cost of housing.

There are dramatic regional differences in the rental housing markets in Finland. In communities with net emigration, empty buildings are being torn down with state subsidies. Meanwhile there is a growing shortage of reasonably priced flats in southern Finland and in centres of population growth in general.

In the past few years, low interest rates have encouraged a large number of Finns to buy homes. The focus on owner-occupied housing has added more flexibility to the rental housing markets. Prices of housing in the Helsinki area are very high for professionals in the service industries. In addition, it is taking an increasingly long time to sell flats.

Some families are taking on housing loans at a high level of risk; a change in the interest level can drive people into financial difficulties easily. 

Negotiations are under way to include a housing policy programme covering the rental housing market in the Government programme.  

Non-profit rental housing production was fairly modest in 2006: There were 706 new housing loans subsidised by the State Housing Fund (ARAVA) and 2,302 new interest subsidy loans – in other words, loans for a total of 3,008 flats. In 2005, the corresponding figure was 3,600, as compared with 9,800 at the beginning of the decade. The majority of the production takes place in the growth centres, although in the past few years other regions have seen some growth in production. Non-profit rental housing production is carried out primarily by municipalities or municipally owned companies.

Rental flats show a very high occupancy rate (about 97–98%) in the growth centres. This suggests that the number of flats for rental is not sufficient for the tenants. In situations such as major renovation or other extensive repairs, landlords cannot offer any temporary housing for the tenants, as the occupancy rates are sky-high already.

A positive trend from the tenants' perspective is that major institutional landlords have become more favourable to rent reductions in connection with the renovation of flats. According to Finnish law, the level of rent must be reduced if the flat is not in the agreed or in standard condition. 

A report is being prepared on the reform of the housing support system. The current system is fairly complex in terms of administration, and the applicant cannot be provided with an estimate of the amount of potential support beforehand. 

The purpose of the reform proposed by the Ministry of the Environment is to make the system clearer and simpler for the applicant, and to revise some of the criteria. Compared with the existing system, the reform may lead to an outcome where it is more affordable for tenants to live in larger flats in ‘worse’ locations. In the existing system, the size of the flat and the rent play a significant role. 

Since the housing courts were abolished in 2003, parties to a rental agreement have had to take their disputes to a district court. This, however, is a very expensive forum for settling disputes. A new body, the Consumer Dispute Board, commenced activities on 1 March 2007.  From the beginning of March, parties to a rental agreement have had the opportunity to take their disputes before this board. 

