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This study explores different understandings of culture and creativity in the Finnish urban 

policymaking. It focuses on the development project of Suvilahti, an old power plant that 

is transformed into work spaces of cultural producers. As a theoretical background it uses 

different approaches to culture-led urban development and asks whether a ‘creative policy 

gap’ exists in Helsinki’s cultural policymaking. By analysing the City of Helsinki’s 

strategies in the field of cultural policy and semi-structured interviews with a sample of 

cultural producers, the study finds that a ‘creativity gap’ exists between the 

understandings of different actors. While planners’ understanding is characterized by the 

neoliberal understanding of creativity, cultural producers mainly understand creativity 

through the value of cultural democratization. The study calls for a wider understanding 

of culture in urban policymaking that recognizes creative activities’ potential also in 

bringing well-being to the society and understands culture’s intrinsic value.  
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Introduction 
The use of creativity in urban policymaking has been explored in a wide variety of 

contexts in the past years, such as in New York (Heathcott 2015), Buenos Aires 

(Lederman 2015), Seoul (Lee 2015), Melbourne (Shaw 2013) and Berlin (Jacob 2010). 

The existing research has however focused mainly on North America, the UK and 

Australasia (Borén & Young 2013). Thus more research is needed on how creativity is 

understood and creativity policies implemented in a broader range of urban contexts. 

Helsinki, the capital of Finland, offers a different cultural context to this discussion. 

Finland as a sparsely populated Nordic country is an interesting add on the discussion of 

creativity, since despite of its fairly peripheral location, it ranks third on Richard Florida’s 

(2011) creativity index. The existing research on creativity in the Finnish policymaking 

has mostly concentrated on analysing the characteristics of creative city policies 

(Anttiroiko 2014), or policymakers’ understandings of creativity (Bontje & Musterd 

2009). To widen the discussion of creativity’s role in Finnish urban planning, this paper 

explores the different understandings that cultural producers have of creativity and culture 

and how these understandings contrast with the cultural policymaking in Helsinki. 

More specifically, the study focuses on Suvilahti, an old power plant that has been 

transformed into a cultural quarter. The study explores how Suvilahti’s potential as a 

cultural quarter is framed in the planning project of the nearby Kalasatama area. The 

policymaking towards cultural quarters is often inspired by a neoliberal agenda, which 

aims at using creative activities as a tool in economic development (Evans 2009, 

Roodhouse 2010, Krivý 2013). The neoliberalist agenda in developing cultural quarters 

is criticized for putting economic values ahead of cultural vitality (Shaw 2013, Mould & 

Comunian 2014). It is however still fairly unexplored what cultural producers who work 

in cultural quarters think of these policies and how they see the potential of cultural 

quarters in urban development. 

By exploring cultural producers’ understandings of culture and creativity both on the 

value level as well as in practice the study contributes to a wider understanding of 

creativity in the Finnish society. This wider understanding can be used for a more 

productive urban cultural policymaking where creative activities have more roles than 

only working as tools in economic development. 

  



 

 

2 

 

1. Aim and structure of the study 
1.1. Aim of the study 

Borén and Young (2013) argue that there has not been enough research on how creativity 

is understood in urban planning. They argue that a ‘creativity gap’ exists in urban cultural 

policymaking, meaning that creativity is understood in a different way by policymakers 

than by those involved in creative activities. Therefore there is a need for research to find 

out what culture actually represents to those who work with culture. Potential questions 

to be answered include whether planners and artists understand each other’s views about 

creativity. Is there co-operation between different actors, and if not, what prevents the 

two groups from working together? Do they even want to work together? 

As was argued in the introduction, the research on this field in Finland is still lacking. 

The aim of the study is thus to analyse how creativity is understood in the Finnish context. 

To provide more knowledge on culture on planning in a local context, I have chosen to 

research the development of the cultural quarter of Suvilahti in Helsinki and the 

understandings of culture and creativity included in this process. Suvilahti is an 

interesting example of planning of a cultural quarter, because it is a policy influenced 

project, which began as a top-down initiative. First I will research what kind of values the 

City of Helsinki attaches to culture and creativity and what is the aim of the Suvilahti 

project. After this I research the meanings of culture and creativity that cultural producers 

working in this area have. The study will thus contribute to the forming of more detailed 

knowledge on the ‘creative policy gap’ and the role of culture and creativity in planning 

cultural quarters. 

My research on urban policymakers’ and planners’ ideas on creativity is based on 

analysing different policy and planning documents as well as previously conducted 

research by Krivý (2013). Krivý has researched the discourses that urban planners have 

embedded in culture and creativity in planning the transformation of Suvilahti from a 

former gas plant into a cultural quarter. He however has not interviewed the cultural 

producers working in this area. Thus it is interesting to know, whether the understandings 

of cultural producers working in this area differ from the understandings of planners and 

policymakers. To research cultural producers’ understanding of culture and creativity, I 

have interviewed nine cultural producers who currently work in Suvilahti and one who 

has worked in different urban planning projects in Helsinki. To bring up the 

understanding of Kaapelikiinteistö, which is the managing company of Suvilahti, I have 

interviewed their Managing Director. By comparing the understandings of different 

actors I research how they view the potential of Suvilahti as a cultural quarter. 

My research question is: Does a creative policy gap exist in Helsinki’s cultural 

policymaking? 

 

1.2. Structure of the paper 
The structure of the paper is following: In the next chapter I present the theoretical 

framework of the study, which includes different models of attaching culture to urban 

economic development and the theory of creativity gap in cultural planning. After this I 

explore the spatial organization of culture in cities. In part three I introduce the current 

planning in the field of culture in Helsinki as well as the planning project of Suvilahti 
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from power plant to a cultural quarter. In part four I explain the research design including 

the research questions, data collection methods and how I have analysed the data. In part 

five I analyse Helsinki’s strategic thinking in the field of culture and in the sixth chapter 

I analyse the interviews with cultural producers. The paper ends with conclusions. 
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2. Theoretical framework 
2.1. Neoliberal shift in planning 

Culture is a complicated concept to define. Anthropological way, culture has been 

understood as the way of life of a people, a status that links people belonging to the same 

group. Culture gives people identity (Jenks 1993, 8). Globalization has increased 

interaction among people with different cultures. As a result, awareness of differences 

between cultures has increased. People now reflect more of their culture and are more 

conscious of culture (Ardalan 2014, 31). On the other hand, culture has also been used to 

describe human creative achievements, such as literature and music. Culture is 

understood as a specialist activity, which requires training (Jenks 1993, 8-12). But how 

is culture understood in urban planning? 

The value of culture in urban development is often understood in instrumental terms. It is 

understood as a specific system within society that can produce measurable positive 

effects (Krivý 2013). The new valuation of culture as a tool is due to the increased 

competition between countries and cities. In the age of globalization, place has, perhaps 

controversially, become all the more important. Urban centres now play an essential role 

in fostering growth in their region and thus competition of firms, investment and tourists 

has increased between cities (Legnér & Ponzini 2009, 13). In many capitals and larger 

cities, planners and policymakers are trying their best to keep up with the competition to 

belong to the so called group of ‘global cities’ instead of falling to periphery. Local 

culture is a way of differentiating the city from other places in the world. By creating 

difference, culture is expected to make cities stand out and seem interesting (Krivý 2013).  

Cities are both physical and psychological places. They are not just locations, they have 

identities that are created by people. The sense of place is created in socio-spatial 

interactions, where people are active agents. People and organizations try to affect the 

physical and mental constructions of cities, because places influence the identity of people 

living and working there (Perkins & Thorns 2012, 14-22). Thus the relationship between 

cities and their residents appears to be reciprocal: Cities affect their residents’ identity 

and the residents affect city’s identity. The competition between cities has increased the 

need to create selling brands to cities that improve their identity and thus appeal to new 

residents. Culture has gained an important role in creating images of cities.  

The increased competition has led to the development of cities according to the private 

interests (Kalyukin et al 2015). The economic factors now control urban planning and 

cities are promoted as marketplaces. They appear as places for customers instead of 

citizens (Madanipour 2005). Politics arises when people have to negotiate the change of 

place. Thus urban planning is not a neutral activity, it is political. However, decision-

makers are influenced by political, economic, social and cultural processes around them, 

both on local and global level. Thus decisions affecting a certain place are not only 

influenced by the place itself but decision-makers’ understanding on different ongoing 

processes (Borén & Koch 2009). 

Culture has become a tool in fostering growth and making cities more competitive in the 

global market. There is an ongoing process of “culturalization of products and 

productization of culture” (Lysgård 2012) which means that while produced goods 

increasingly have semiotic and cultural meanings, culture has also become a product, seen 

as something that can be consumed (Scott 2014). Culture is now taking a place among 
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the main industries in many contemporary cities. This is often how the city administration 

understands culture, when they are trying to employ it in realizing certain objectives 

(Krivý 2013). City-based cultural planning has quickly spread in the postmodern world 

while governments try to boost their declining cities. Culture is now an industry replacing 

manufacturing in post-industrial cities (Evans 2009, 34). Culture is seen as a tool to 

transform post-industrial cities to cool places that attract the “creative class”, investment 

and capital (Florida, 2005). Cultural development has indeed become almost synonymous 

to economic development (Stevenson 2004).  

During the last few decades, the notion of creativity has risen on the side of culture. Krivý 

(2013) argues that creativity corresponds to the operationalization of culture as a tool 

generating economic value.  The notions of creativity have rapidly increased in urban 

policy because the understanding of culture as a tool in economic development fits well 

with the existing neoliberal agenda. Creativity policies are easy to implement and 

incorporate into existing policy (Peck 2005). 

Expectations of culture’s and creativity’s power as tool generating economic value are 

demonstrated in governments’ attempts in measuring the value that culture is producing. 

One of the first attempts to measure the size of the cultural sector was made by the 

European Union (KEA European Affairs 2006) in a report which discovered that the 

cultural and creative sector represented 2,6 % of Europe’s GDP making the contribution 

higher than for example that of real estate activities. However, estimates of the size of the 

cultural sector or the value of culture in economic terms are hard to make due to 

difficulties in defining the sector (Pratt 2013, 36-37). It is still true that cultural trade is a 

significant sector around the world, especially in many Western countries, where cultural 

industries are amongst the fastest growing industries (Montgomery 2007, 56). Even if the 

value of culture in economic development can be proven by statistical analysis, it can be 

a too simplistic understanding of culture. This kind of understanding can be harmful, 

because it might lead to promoting only certain type of creative activities, for example 

megaprojects instead of more marginal but innovative ones (Borén & Young 2013). 

 

2.2. Culture-led economic development models 
Using culture in urban development is not a new phenomenon, but the aim of culture-led 

development has changed in time. According to Bianchini (1993) the major change in 

many west European countries was influenced by the economic change in 1970s and early 

1980s. In 1970s the cultural policymaking was dominated by social and political concerns 

and the policymaking emphasized everyone’s right for accessing culture. The 1980s turn 

to more right-wing politics however, directed the attention towards the revitalizing power 

of art and culture and the economic impact of cultural industries. Cultural policies were 

seen as a tool in economic development. Similarly, Silvanto et al (2008) distinguish three 

phases of twentieth century culture use in planning in Finland. During the first phase that 

lasted until 1960s, the importance of the preservation of the high arts as building the 

national image was stressed. Culture did not however have a major role in urban 

development. During the 1970s culture gained a social purpose. An idea of 

democratisation of culture emerged, promoting everyone’s access to culture. The 

potential of culture as bringing equality in society was noticed and the city policies 

focused on removing obstacles that prevented certain groups of people from participating 

in cultural activities. According to Silvanto et al (2008), the third phase of economic 
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cultural policymaking began slightly later in Finland than in the Western Europe, in the 

1990s. Heikkinen (2000) explains that Finland experienced an economic boom in 1980s 

and thus there was no need to change its development policies. The followed economic 

chrisis in 1990s brought a change and the economic values began to control urban cultural 

policymaking. Like in other Western countries, culture is now seen as a catalyst in urban 

development, enhancing the physical environment as well as attracting investment 

(Montgomery 2007, 143-144). 

There are different types of strategies in attaching culture to urban economic 

development. Exploring scholarly ideas of cultural economy development, Grodach 

(2013) has identified five different approaches to culture-led urban development: The 

conventional model, the creative city model, the cultural industries model, the cultural 

occupations model and the cultural planning model. In this section, I take a look at these 

different models. 

The conventional model to cultural economy development presents art and culture as tools 

to brand the city and to make it look attractive in the eyes of the rest of the world to 

compete for firms, investment and tourists. Thus cities finance all kinds of different 

cultural activities to create a vibrant cultural life (Grodach 2013). Another strategy is to 

invest on a single flagship building inspired by such examples as Guggenheim in Bilbao 

or Tate Modern in London to brand the city (Evans & Shaw 2006). This process of 

branding and place-making is a marketing strategy through which cities try to enhance 

their image and gain symbolic capital and economic growth (Hoffman 2011, 57-70). Even 

if the model has worked in strengthening local economies and creating so-called ‘urban 

renaissance’, the long-term sustainability of the projects is questioned (Cameron & 

Coaffee 2005). Critiques point out that the model benefits the private sector at the expense 

of the local population (Grodach 2013). 

The creative city model has mainly got its inspiration from Richard Florida’s (2005) 

creative class thesis. According to Florida (2012, 38-39), people are classified as members 

of the creative class by their occupations. The group consists of a wide range of highly 

skilled professionals, such as business executives, engineers and artists. Florida (2012, 

228-236) argues that since we are moving towards a knowledge-based economy, the 

creative class has a major role in creating economic growth. Thus, unlike the conventional 

economic development model suggests (Grodach 2013), regions should try to attract 

talented people instead of companies because jobs will follow the creative class. Instead 

of financial capital, human capital is now the key to growth. Florida (2005, 249) argues 

that places should be ‘diverse, tolerant and open to new ideas’. According to this thesis, 

art and culture are able to create interesting places that attract the creative class. Creative 

cities model has quickly become popular in urban planning because it is easy to translate 

into action. Most measures proposed by creativity strategies are fairly modest and 

affordable. The popularity of the creativity strategies can also be explained because they 

fit well with business-oriented political thought that often directs urban development 

(Peck 2005). Florida’s thesis has however received a substantial academic critique. 

Markusen (2006) for example critiques the creative class as a fuzzy concept, pointing out 

inconsistencies in grouping occupations into creative and non-creative ones. O’Connor 

and Shaw (2014) argue that the creative city discourse is problematic as an economic 

approach only and that a more progressive understanding of creativity is needed for 

developing good cities. Similarly Peck (2005) argues that the creative cities model 
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channels a neoliberalist policy that supports gentrification as a predominantly positive 

process. 

The cultural industries model focuses on the commercial cultural industry. These 

industries are usually highly specialized in a certain field and form clusters of companies 

that work on the same cultural sector. Cultural industries are usually depended on part-

time and project-based employment and other supplies relevant to their sector (Grodach 

2013). Clustering to a certain area is useful, because it makes it possible for different 

actors to network and share infrastructure (Legnér & Ponzini 2009, 17). Sharing of 

knowledge and ideas makes clusters often centres of innovation (Montgomery 2007, 12). 

Cultural industries model stresses the importance of supporting industries by educating 

people to the field and developing infrastructure (Grodach 2013). The cultural 

occupations model draws a difference to the cultural industries model, stressing the fact 

that cultural industries include everyone working in the field, even those who are not 

involved in creative tasks. Therefore cultural occupations model concentrates only on 

those workers who produce cultural content. According to Markusen (2010), a large share 

of cultural workers are actually self-employed and not necessarily work for the cultural 

industries. Thus she argues that policymakers should take into account the full range of 

cultural organizations and actors working in the region and consider inventing on small 

scale actors in addition to the cultural industries. 

The cultural planning model focuses on neighbourhood-level development through art 

and culture. The focus is on locating and supporting local cultural producers to develop a 

certain area (Grodach 2013). It stresses the importance of supporting community-based, 

bottom-up cultural activities. According to Evans and Foord (2008) the expectation of 

cultural planning is not only to create economically but also socially sustainable 

communities. It aims at spreading cultural facilities equally around the city to increase 

the quality of life and liveability of the community. According to Montgomery (2007, 

145-147), cities have often adopted a holistic view of cultural planning that does not only 

include performing and visual arts but also creation, cultural industries and the culture of 

place, such as architecture. Thus culture is not seen as a separate activity from the rest of 

the society, it is rather a wide set of activities and perspectives. This understanding of 

culture has caused the emergence of cultural planning as a holistic approach, which 

includes developing and managing cities through cultural development on multiple levels 

from social, political and environmental level to a more symbolic level. Thus cultural-led 

development cuts across the sectors of cultural production, cultural consumption and 

place (see Figure 1). Because the cultural planning model stresses a bottom-up approach, 

city’s role is to be open and flexible. Evans and Foord (2008) argue that creative activities 

are often spontaneous and unexpected which is why the city should stay open to support 

these activities. In addition to supporting bottom-up cultural projects, the city should also 

consult citizens of their preferences of cultural services and produce them accordingly.  
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Figure 1. Holistic approach to cultural planning. Source: Montgomery (2007, 145). 

 

2.3. The creative policy gap 
Grodach’s (2013) categorization of culture-led development models is based on scholarly 

ideas of the phenomenon. Trip and Romein (2014) however argue that the actual policy 

development rarely follows the academic models and in practice these ideas are 

transferred into policymaking in simplistic ways, often based on too few scholarly 

sources. Planners and politicians also interlink and modify different models to suit their 

purposes (Lysgård 2012). Increased global competition has made cities adopt similar 

patterns in their urban transformations. Too often cities engage in copying and 

reproducing strategies that have had good outcomes in other cities without taking into 

account the local conditions (Ong 2011, 13-15). Considering that the aim of cultural-led 

development projects is to make cities interesting by creating difference, it is somewhat 

incongruous that they end up replicating the same projects. Markusen et al (2008) stress 

the fact that policymakers should put more thought on deciding what kind of strategies 

they want to use. Anttiroiko (2014) argues that local conditions determine what kind of 

tools and strategies best suit the development. By taking into account the local conditions, 

culture-led development projects can create difference and make the cities stand out. 

Planners should be more aware of the semiotics of the space as well as the social processes 

that maintain it (Lehtovuori et al 2015, 139). 

Similarly, Borén and Young (2013) argue that creativity has to be understood and 

produced in its context. According to them, urban policies have lately been especially 

influenced by the Floridean creative city thought. This creative turn in urban planning can 

also be noted in the increase of the creativity discourse, due to which the focus has been 

more in creativity instead of culture (Ratiu 2013).  Borén and Young (2013) argue that 

policymakers are prone to adopt creative city policies because they see creative policies 

as an easy fix to economic problems. Creativity policies are also easy to implement and 

to combine with other models of cultural planning, such as the cultural industries model, 

or creative industries, like they are now often called. Reproducing creative city strategies 

is problematic because the understanding of creative activities is often too simplistic and 

uncritical, because this might lead to supporting only certain mechanical types of creative 

activities such as promoting megaprojects and -facilities. Creativity has potential in 

revitalizing cities, but it could be used in more productive ways. 

Borén and Young (2013) have identified a creative policy gap in planning, which means 

that creativity is understood in a different way by planners than by those involved in 

creative activities. The gap prevents policymakers from incorporating a more detailed 

understanding of creativity in planning. Possible differences in the understanding of 
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creativity between cultural producers and planners include timescales, working practices 

and ideologies. Policymakers lack the understanding of cultural producers’ needs but also 

they do not appreciate the knowledge that cultural producers have. On the other hand, the 

multiplicity of different city agencies that work on the urban cultural policy field suggests 

that policymakers have different motivations and expectations to cultural policy. Some 

city agencies and policymakers are more interested in the human, social and symbolic 

capital of culture while others see its value in economic development. Similarly, artists 

and other cultural producers consist of a wide group of people who have different 

ideologies and goals. Thus we should not conclude, that politicians and planners all try to 

promote the creative city and use it in economic development while artists and cultural 

producers would only be interested in social well-being and the symbolic value of art. On 

the contrary, cultural producers most likely also want to benefit economically from their 

activities.  

However, despite of the different understandings that policymakers have, in practice 

economic perspectives have dominated the creative policymaking. Therefore Borén and 

Young (2013) argue, that there is a need for finding new ways of using creativity in urban 

planning. To find new, more productive and rewarding ways of using creativity in urban 

development, policymaking should embrace creativity in a broader sense, taking into 

account all different understandings of culture. By co-operating with local cultural 

producers, policymakers can find more productive ways of using creativity. Borén and 

Young (2013) argue that new governance spaces need to be developed in order to close 

the creative policy gap. These spaces would engage different actors and allow interaction 

between them. In addition to this we need more scientific research on the understandings 

of creativity in society. Especially interesting is to research the meanings that are given 

to culture in local level, focusing on site-specific cases. It is also important to widen the 

perspective from the creative policies of big world cities and research how creativity is 

conceived in diverse settings. To increase knowledge of creativity policy in new settings, 

I am researching the understandings of creativity and culture in the process of 

transforming an industrial area of Suvilahti in Helsinki to a cultural quarter. The next 

section focuses on cultural quarters and how they are used as a culture-led development 

strategy. 

 

2.4. The spatial organization of culture 
Art and culture often make places interesting, which attracts other people to these 

previously neglected areas, rising their value in turn. This happened for example to the 

cultural district SoHo, which emerged in 1970s to an industrial loft district in New York 

City. In a decade the rents had increased so much that most artists could not afford them 

anymore (Zukin & Braslow 2011). This kind of culture-led gentrification processes have 

not occurred without been recognized by urban planners. According to Lehtovuori and 

Havik (2009, 210) planners have understood the value of marginal places and try to use 

this originally bottom-up process as a tool to upgrade areas. By developing and branding 

marginal areas they try to attract artists to an area to start the regeneration process.  

Abandoned industrial neighbourhoods are brought to an upswing by transforming them 

into cultural districts, clusters or quarters. These are distinct geographical areas, which 

are devoted for cultural and artistic activities. In the past this kind of areas were often 

formed spontaneously because by concentrating on a certain area, cultural producers can 
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form useful synergies. The difference between cultural districts, clusters and quarters is 

what kind of cultural production they house. In Figure 2 I have summarized the 

characteristics of these three types of cultural centres. Cultural clusters are formed by 

cultural producers from a certain cultural industry. They can be formed by any kind of 

cultural industry from art to design (Legnér & Ponzini 2009, 18-20). The term cultural 

district is usually used to describe neighbourhoods with a strong cultural focus. According 

to Santagata (2002) they can be divided to four groups. The first group comprises of 

industrial cultural districts that focus on producing art and design. Second group consists 

of institutional cultural districts, which have a legal protection to the cultural goods and 

services they produce. These can be for example wine regions that have a legal protection 

to the name of the wine they produce. Third group is museum cultural districts that are 

constructed around museum networks. The last group is metropolitan cultural districts, 

which are urban neighbourhoods devoted for arts and cultural services. 

 

Figure 2. Spatial organization models of cultural producers. Adapted from Legnér & 

Ponzini (2009, 20). 

 

Suvilahti belongs to the third category of cultural quarters. Roodhouse (2010, 24) defines 

cultural quarters as follows: 

“A Cultural Quarter is a geographical area of a large town or city which acts as a 

focus for cultural and artistic activities through the presence of a group of buildings 

devoted to housing a range of such activities, and purpose designed or adapted spaces 

to create a sense of identity, providing environment to facilitate and encourage the 

provision of cultural and artistic services and activities.”  
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Mould and Comunian (2014) identify three types of cultural quarters: one which is created 

around a flagship cultural institution; another which works as a cluster for cultural and 

creative production and third where cultural producers share the space with retail and 

other commercial actors. 

Many cultural quarters have emerged in old, abandoned industrial areas. Artists have 

often been attracted towards former industrial zones that have provided both inspiration 

and affordable workspaces. Montgomery (2007, 17) argues that the central locations and 

the adaptability of buildings are main factors that attract creative people to former 

industrial zones. The derelict, abandoned spaces enable the development of new and 

innovative things. There is a certain sense of freedom in these places that holds potential 

for creative people (Lehtovuori & Havik 2009, 210). It is however not only the physical 

structure of the places that appeals to artists. Cameron and Coaffee (2005) argue that 

artists also identify with the culture of working-class neighbourhoods, which contrasts 

with the conventional middle-class values that are dominant in the society. Post-industrial 

sites around Europe have indeed transformed into sites of cultural production.  

One debate about cultural quarters considers the choice between bottom-up and top-down 

approach in developing cultural quarters. Should cultural quarters just be let to emerge in 

the city or is it possible to establish them through political intervention? Many writers 

question if it is possible to exploit the originally bottom-up process. Like Lehtovuori and 

Havik (2009, 214) ask, “didn’t creative places exist despite, rather than thanks to the 

established politics?” (Emphasis original.) Shorthose (2004) sees it problematic that the 

objects of cultural development are defined beforehand by policymakers in institutional 

cultural quarters. According to him, this can lead to neglecting informal cultural activities. 

It is important to take into account the organic cultural activities, because they are more 

flexible and can easily adapt to changes in society unlike more institutionalized forms of 

culture. It is however possible to develop cultural quarters with taking into account the 

organically developing culture. The appropriateness of a policy approach depends on the 

cultural environment and the wished outcomes. Similarly, Porter and Barber (2007) argue 

that it is almost impossible for the city to not intervene the development of cultural 

quarters and thus it is more interesting to discuss the different governance approaches in 

relation to establishing cultural quarters. They stress the importance of more flexible 

government modes in developing cultural quarters. These should be more inclusive, 

taking into account the opinions and expectations of the creative people working in these 

quarters. Lehtovuori and Havik (2009, 214) argue that if cultural quarters are going to 

improve the needs of creative work and communities, the places need to have some self-

regulation as well. Thus clear agreements with policymakers and creative groups are 

important for the success. In addition to this, if cultural districts are going to support 

creative activities on a long run, they need to be committed in providing low rents and 

political freedom, since these are what cultural producers need to be able to sustain their 

work (Zukin and Braslow 2011). 

Today, most cultural quarters are policy induced, top-down projects, which have gotten 

their inspiration from successful spontaneous projects like SoHo (Roodhouse, 2010). 

Within the last decade, interest towards cultural quarters has risen exponentially (Mould 

& Comunian 2014). Cities across the world try to copy the success-stories by establishing 

their own cultural quarters to compete against other cities. Most often, the rationale 

behind establishing a cultural quarter is economic development. Cultural quarters are 
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viewed as tools to create urban and economic regeneration. Their primary function is 

usually making profit and creating economic development, and Mould and Comunian 

(2014) argue that the neoliberal and economic framework is often so dominant in cultural 

quarters that there is hardly any space for culture. However, social and cultural rationales 

for cultural quarters exist as well. Cultural quarters with a social rationale support the 

areas identity, for example distinct ethnicity. Cultural rationale is often connected to 

historic preservation. Economic, social and cultural rationales are not necessarily 

exclusive and some policy initiatives have tried combining different rationales in the same 

project (Evans 2009, 41-42). 

Another question is, whom do the projects serve? Cultural quarters are criticized of 

potentially causing gentrification that can lead to displacement of marginalized and 

poorer communities (Porter & Barber 2007). The top-down quarters seem to be very 

dominated by the development agenda and the achieved development mainly benefits the 

already affluent group of the society and can risk creating exclusionary spaces 

(Roodhouse 2010, 28). Evidence of the impact and achievements of cultural quarters are 

often moderate (Evans 2009, 54). While copying cultural quarters, planners seem to forget 

that the point of cultural life is to produce difference and express identity, character and 

uniqueness (Montgomery 2007, 299). Shaw (2013) argues that economic development 

occurs at the expense of cultural vitality. Rising rents drive out marginal producers 

destroying the genuine diversity that made the place interesting at the first place. 

Especially the small-scale creative and cultural producers need to fight for their space in 

cultural quarters when they are developed according to the economic and commercial 

interest (Mould & Comunian 2014). Thus it is argued that cultural quarters should be 

rooted in the local culture, history and context (Porter & Barber 2007). 

One way of rooting quarters to their local culture is to house them in historically preserved 

buildings, and thus heritage plays an important role in many of them. Most quarters 

embrace the heritage of the place for example by keeping the old industrial name of the 

buildings. Evans (2009, 44-45) argues that the role of heritage is in strengthening the 

identity of the places to make them more distinguishable. This relates to the process of 

aestheticization of cities that aims at making them more marketable (Scott 2014). The 

main motivation of transforming historical places to cultural quarters is rarely to preserve 

the heritage. Evans (2009, 44-45) found out that the policy rationale behind establishing 

cultural quarters is most often creating economic development and employment followed 

by regeneration.  However, even if heritage-preservation might not be the primary intent 

of these projects, the heritage is seen as something that gives cultural value to the area 

and it is used as a tool for place-making and establishing new place-identities. Krivý 

(2013) argues that bottom-up cultural quarters lack a certain identity in the beginning, 

because it is slowly created during the process. It kind of enables the emergence of new 

things that no-one has projected an identity to the place beforehand. Thus policymakers 

should not decide for an identity to quarters in advance but rather let it be created 

naturally. 

While understanding the value of cultural quarters in cities, it is often ignored what 

happens inside these places. What kind of networks the cultural producers have, how does 

the cultural exchange work in cultural quarters? Without co-operation, cultural quarters 

are just concentrations of cultural action, which does not itself bring lots of value to the 

place. Without cultural exchange, lots of potential is lost and there is less probability for 
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innovation (Evans 2009, 57). Mould and Comunian (2014) argue that to acquire a more 

detailed understanding of cultural quarters, we need research on those who build and use 

cultural quarters. This study aims at increasing knowledge on processes inside cultural 

quarters. 
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3. Helsinki 
3.1. Urban planning in Helsinki 

Helsinki is the capital and largest city of Finland. In March 2015 Helsinki had 623,732 

inhabitants (Väestörekisterikeskus 2015). The metropolitan area of Helsinki has around 

1,4 million inhabitants, which means that every fifth person in Finland lives in the 

metropolitan area (Helsingin kaupungin tietokeskus 2015b). Helsinki metropolitan area 

dominates the Finnish economy producing 36% of the GDP. The global financial crisis 

in 2007-2008 and the continued recession in European Union hit the Finnish economy 

hard. The economy has not recovered, and the growth of GDP is still close to zero. 

Compared to the rest of the country, economic development is better in the Helsinki 

metropolitan area, which is experiencing slight growth (Helsingin kaupungin tietokeskus 

2015a). 

The population density of Helsinki, 2928 inhabitants per km² remains quite low. Helsinki 

is however experiencing fast population growth and by 2050 the city is estimated to 

already have 860,000 inhabitants. The significant population growth is putting pressure 

on developing the city. To answer the challenge, Helsinki is preparing a new City Plan, 

which should be submitted to Helsinki City Council in 2016. The draft of the plan was 

completed at the end of 2014. The aim of the plan is to create a more urban, denser city 

structure. According to the draft there is building potential for 45,000 new inhabitants and 

65,000 new jobs in the central Helsinki (City of Helsinki 2015). 

These estimates include areas that are already under construction, the largest of them 

being Jätkäsaari, Pasila and Kalasatama. After the construction of a new cargo harbour 

further away from the city centre, these former industrial areas were freed up for new 

development. Located only five minutes from the city centre, Pasila used to be a railway 

yard area that still functions as a public transport terminal. The area is developed mainly 

as a commercial area including a shopping centre and offices. By 2040, Pasila will have 

1,000,000 m² of office space and 40,000 jobs. In addition to this it will be home for 12,000 

new inhabitants. Jätkäsaari, a former harbour, is developed to a residential area. By 2030, 

Jätkäsaari is home for 18,000 new inhabitants (Uutta Helsinkiä 2015). Third big 

development is ongoing in Kalasatama, another old harbour. Because Suvilahti is located 

in Kalasatama, its transformation is directly linked to this bigger development in the area. 

Kalasatama is together with Pasila part of the new development that aims at extending 

the city centre northwards by creating a new business centre (City of Helsinki 2015). I 

will discuss Kalasatama’s and Suvilahti’s planning process further in detail in following 

sections. However, first I want to take a look at culture’s role in urban planning in 

Helsinki. 

 

3.2. Culture and creativity in Helsinki 
Helsinki is the centre of culture in Finland. The national cultural institutions, such as 

National Theatre, Opera and National Museum are all located in Helsinki. So are the main 

event venues, such as Helsinki Arena that hosted Eurovision Song Contest in 2007. Latest 

big investment in culture was the building of Helsinki Music Centre, opened in 2011 and 

located opposite to the Parliament House, now working as a home for two symphony 

orchestras. Higher education in the field of art and culture in Helsinki is offered in 

University of Arts.  With few exceptions, it is the only university offering master’s level 
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education in fine arts, music and theatre in Finland. Cultural sector is also a major 

employer in Helsinki. Estimates of the size of the cultural sector differ according to what 

is counted as part of it. While art, entertainment and recreation are estimated to have 

18,000 jobs (Helsingin kaupungin tietokeskus 2015a), cultural industries are counted to 

have as many as 47,000 jobs (Askelo et al 2014). This sector is estimated to be one of the 

fastest growing economic sectors in the future (Helsingin kaupungin tietokeskus 2015a). 

The concentration of cultural services means that there is high supply of different events 

and exhibitions. Inhabitants of Helsinki are very satisfied of the cultural facilities of the 

city. In a study conducted by European Union (2013) 95% of respondents said they were 

satisfied with cultural services, ranking Helsinki second highest compared to other EU 

capitals. 

Since the early 1990s, Helsinki has been working in establishing an image of itself as a 

cultural centre, comparable to other European cultural centres. In 1993 the city applied 

for the European City of Culture event, making it the first time when Helsinki used the 

cultural sector in promoting itself (Heikkinen 2000). The city adopted a new approach to 

culture, seeing it as a tool in place-making and city marketing. The aims of the City of 

Culture project were to improve the quality of life of city residents and to raise 

international awareness of Helsinki. With the help of British consultancy firm Comedia, 

Helsinki built a culture strategy presenting itself as a European city, belonging to the core 

instead of periphery (Heikkinen 2000). In 2000 Helsinki got the title of European City of 

Culture, sharing it with eight other cities. During the European City of Culture year many 

festivals, happenings, exhibitions and other kinds of cultural events took place in 

Helsinki, creating a positive buzz in the city. However, the positive outcomes did not last 

long. When the City of Culture year ended, national and European Union financing to 

cultural actors stopped causing many small companies offering cultural services to close 

down their businesses (Kulonpalo 2009). 

Kulonpalo (2009) argues that after the European City of Culture year, culture was pushed 

aside in the policymaking to make place for the creative city discourse, putting more focus 

on technology and ICT-sector. Indeed it seems that the city had not quite understood the 

value of culture yet. This is elaborated in the case of Makasiinit, which has been the 

biggest planning conflict in Helsinki in decades (Lehtovuori & Havik 2009, 212). 

Makasiinit were the state railway’s warehouses, located in the centre of Helsinki, opposite 

to the Finnish Parliament. When the industrial use of the warehouses stopped in 1980s, 

the place started filling with different cultural producers, and in 1990s, the place became 

one of the most popular event venues in Helsinki. The city had however decided to 

demolish the buildings because it saw better use for the expensive land in centrum. 

Despite of the huge popularity of the place and a public movement defending the 

buildings and extensive media coverage on the issue, they were demolished in 2006 

(Lehtovuori et al 2015, 127-133).  Interesting in the case of Makasiinit is, that in 2011 the 

Helsinki Music Centre was opened to the place of Makasiinit. The Music Centre is home 

to two symphony orchestras and a university-level music school and thus work as a 

cultural centre for a very different type of public. It aims at being an internationally 

meaningful music centre (Helsingin kulttuurikeskus 2012). While Makasiinit was open 

for everyone, and offered culture for “the common people”, the Music Centre obviously 

serves for only a certain type of audience. This was also the topic of a wide public debate 

at the time (Lehtovuori 2011). The fact that Helsinki chose to tear down the Makasiinit 
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buildings and build the Music Centre instead, gives an image what kind of cultural 

services the city planners thought are suitable for this kind of central place in the city. 

Another example when the cultural producers had to fight for their space in the city is the 

Cable Factory, located south of the city in the West harbour. In 1989, after Nokia stopped 

the cable production in the factory, it began leasing the premises to artists and other 

cultural businesses. The town plan however, suggested transforming most of the building 

to house public services. In the case of Cable Factory, public movement and support from 

cultural figures and the media made city change its mind and preserve the buildings in 

1990. Lehtovuori and Havik (2009, 222) suggest that the cultural approach won in the 

case of the Cable Factory, because due to the ongoing recession at that time the city saw 

the preservation of the building as an economically wise decision. The Cable Factory 

soon became an institutionalized cultural centre, managed by city-owned real-estate 

company Kiinteistö Oy Kaapelitalo and hosting large-scale events and three state 

museums. It is now seen as a successful example of culture-led development in Finland, 

inspiring other projects such as Suvilahti (Krivý 2013).  

Arabianranta is an example, which did not develop as a spontaneous project but neither 

was it fully imposed from the top. The Arabia Factory, one of the largest porcelain 

factories in Europe, was located in the Arabianranta area. After restructuring of the 

porcelain plant, the buildings became available, and in 1980, the University of Art and 

Design Helsinki moved to the old factory. This led into a long transformation of the area. 

The city began planning the area in 1990s, using ‘design’ as the main theme. The presence 

of the Art and Design University has influenced the planning of Arabianranta area as a 

design centre of Helsinki (Van Tuijl et al 2013). Design has been incorporated into 

various functions in the area, such as housing, education, business and innovation and the 

aim of the project was to make Arabianranta ‘the leading centre of art and design in the 

Baltic area’ (City of Helsinki 2007). Construction of the area began in 2000 and the 

speciality of the Arabia district is that the developers were required to invest 1-2% of 

construction costs in art works. An Artistic Director was employed to coordinate the 

process of creating sculptures and installations in the area (Sepe 2014). Arabianranta now 

functions as a base for many design-led companies, both Finnish and international, and it 

is considered as a success planning story in Helsinki (Van Tuijl et al 2013). 

Lehtovuori and Havik (2009, 212) argue that the Makasiinit conflict changed the city’s 

cultural policy. It made the planners and policymakers understand the value of events and 

their importance for people. According to them, the new understanding of events in city 

administration even led Helsinki branding itself as the “city of events”. It seems that in 

the 2010s, Helsinki has again began exploiting culture and creativity in urban 

development. In 2011 a study was conducted to explore the possibility to build a 

Guggenheim museum to Helsinki (Armstrong 2011), however it is still unsure if the 

museum will ever be built. In 2012 Helsinki was chosen as the World Design Capital. In 

2014 Helsinki also joined the UNESCO Creative Cities Network, which aims to promote 

culture and creativity through international cooperation (UNESCO 2014). 

 

3.3. Suvilahti 
Constructed in 1908-13, Suvilahti was Helsinki’s first power plant, used for electricity 

and gas production. The art nouveau -style buildings were designed by architect Selim A. 
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Lindqvist and engineer Jalmar Castrén. Suvilahti’s premises consist of a power plant, two 

gas towers and eight other buildings as well as a 2.5 ha yard (see Figure 3). The buildings 

of Suvilahti are qualified as significant culture environment and they received a heritage 

protection in 1993. The power plant in Suvilahti closed down in 1974 and the gas plant 

in 1994. In 1970s a theatre used the buildings of the electric power plant. After this the 

building was transformed into warehouses and exercising place of the workers of the new 

power plant Hanasaari, which was built next to Suvilahti (Suvilahti-työryhmä 2007). 

 

 

Figure 3.  Map of Suvilahti (source: map © OpenStreetMap contributors, CC BY-SA) 

 

In 1996 the City of Helsinki began thinking a new use for the buildings in Suvilahti. The 

first plan, conducted together by City Planning Department and architectural office 

Schulman Oy suggested three possible uses for the premises: sport halls and a swimming 

pool, cultural production such as film production or ‘cultural park’ for small creative 

industries and festivals (Krivý 2013). The possible uses were however restricted, because 

the buildings are protected and thus cannot be modified much. In addition to this, the soil 

in the area is contaminated from the industrial use. Further restrictions are caused by the 

Hanasaari power plant, which is located next to Suvilahti and is expected to operate until 

2025-2030 (Uutta Helsinkiä 2015). Suvilahti’s transformation for cultural use was 

strongly supported by the head planner of Kalasatama project and the mayor of Helsinki 

(Krivý 2013). In 2007, the mayor founded the Suvilahti working group (Suvilahti-

työryhmä) to prepare a study of the transformation of the area. 

In their final report, the Suvilahti working group presented that the area would be devoted 

for cultural use. The main argument advocating the cultural use was that culture fits well 

with the character of the area. In addition to this the report pointed out that the significance 

of culture for the city of Helsinki has risen and there is a strong demand on work spaces 

for artists and other culture workers (Suvilahti-työryhmä 2007). There was no conflict 

when planning the transformation of Suvilahti to a culture factory, on the contrary, the 
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government policies were well aligned. Krivý (2013) argues that this was due the 

establishment of the Cable Factory as a success story, which had established a consensus 

within the planning administration that culture is important and useful. As I noted in the 

previous section, there have also been other culture-led development projects in Helsinki, 

such as Arabianranta, which are considered as planning successes. These as well as the 

Makasiinit case have most likely played a role in influencing the understanding of culture 

and creativity within the city administration in addition to the Cable Factory. 

Currently, the cultural factory of Suvilahti is ‘running’ and providing studios and 

performance spaces for artists and other cultural actors. All available work spaces of 

Suvilahti are fully rented. Suvilahti’s website lists 89 different organizations or persons, 

who work in Suvilahti (KOY Kaapelitalo 2015). These range from self-employed cultural 

producers renting a studio to bigger cultural organizations. The biggest cultural 

organizations are two circuses and a performance centre. The strong presence of these 

organizations has influenced the brand of Suvilahti as a centre of performing arts. There 

are a range of other types of tenants as well, for example photographers, a graffiti art 

gallery and organizations that do not have much to do with culture or creativity, such as 

a sausage factory’s office. The building of the old power plant works as Estonia centre, 

housing different organizations that support Estonian culture and companies in Finland. 

In addition to permanent residents, different kind of events take place in Suvilahti, such 

as a popular second hand market. The largest music festivals that are held in Helsinki, 

namely indie music festival Flow, and metal music festival Tuska, take place in 

Suvilahti’s yard in summer. These highly popular festivals also brand Suvilahti since 

most young people in Finland know these festivals (KOY Kaapelitalo 2015). The gas 

tanks of Suvilahti are still empty. One of the tanks is mainly an iron frame, and the other 

one was filled with poisonous material, which needs to be emptied. The city has begun 

the restoring process of the gas tank in 2015. It is still open, what the city will do with the 

tank afterwards, but currently the plan is to rent it for ELMU, which offers training and 

performance spaces for musicians (Uusivaara 2015).  

Since 2008, Suvilahti’s buildings and the yard are managed by Kaapelikiinteistö, same 

organization that runs the Cable Factory. Krivý (2013) argues that the city has given the 

management to Kaapelikiinteistö because it wants to shift the process from a top-down 

planning process to bottom-up. Even though Kaapelikiinteistö is now a city-owned 

organization, it emerged from the conflict between city and cultural producers fighting 

for their space in the city. Suvilahti working group recommended giving the management 

to Kaapelikiinteistö, because of their experience and knowledge in art and creativity 

(Suvilahti-työryhmä 2007). Kaapelikiinteistö’s board still consists mainly of artists and 

other people working in the cultural sector. By giving the management to 

Kaapelikiinteistö, city planners are trying to copy the success of the Cable Factory, 

assuming that spontaneous projects will have the best outcomes (Krivý 2013).  

There is however a difference between the Cable Factory and Suvilahti, because the Cable 

Factory began from an initiative by citizens while Suvilahti has been dedicated for 

cultural use by the city. Krivý (2013) argues that planners have tried taking a non-

planning stance towards the development of Suvilahti giving the highest possible 

autonomy to the cultural producers. They see the city’s role as just enabling things to 

happen without dictating how things should happen. They see Suvilahti as an autonomous 

community, which is not governed by the city. It is a creative community, which brings 



 

 

19 

 

together a diverse mix of users and where people spontaneously work together, a living 

organism. However, even though planners present themselves as governing the 

transformation of Suvilahti by minimizing their interventions, in practice they are certain 

that the cultural process will create positive effects to the surroundings of Suvilahti (Krivý 

2013). 

Suvilahti is still not economically profitable to Kaapelikiinteistö. In the Cable Factory, 

the company rents certain percentage of work spaces for commercial actors and certain 

percentage for cultural actors. Rents are higher for commercial actors. Of 

Kaapelikiinteistö’s turnover, 85% comes from long-term rents and 15% from renting 

spaces for events (interview with Sirviö 2015). Suvilahti is however a very different place 

than the Cable Factory. Suvilahti is much smaller and the buildings are all different so 

they are not suitable for all kinds of functions. Many of the rooms are also very big, so 

they are not suitable for smaller cultural producers. Thus it is not possible to limit the 

choice of possible tenants as much as in the Cable Factory. Suvilahti’s premises are now 

fully rented but when new spaces are freed up, Kaapelikiinteistö makes the choice of 

tenants based of how well they fit in the area and its character as well as whether they are 

able to pay the rent. At the moment Kaapelikiinteistö is especially interested in finding 

tenants that would produce services that are open to the public to make the area livelier 

(interview with Sirviö 2015). 

It is no surprise that Kaapelikiinteistö wants to make the area livelier. The main walking 

route towards Suvilahti leads through the area of Sörnäinen, a travel hub were several 

tram lines meet. This is a lively area with offices, restaurants and apartment buildings. 

Suvilahti is separated from this area by a busy road. The difference between the two areas 

is clear, since on a normal day Suvilahti seems almost abandoned. During the days I 

visited Suvilahti, I hardly saw anyone on the huge yard, expect for a circus artist or a 

skater, practicing some tricks (see Figure 5). One the other side of the yard, the still 

functioning power plant is whirring (see Figure 6) and behind Suvilahti’s buildings, I 

occasionally met people painting graffiti. Further ahead, I could see the first buildings of 

Kalasatama and the building site. The old buildings of Suvilahti are very distinctive and 

impressive, however, it is not a place that invites you to stay. The buildings are closed, 

and the only places where you can go in are the small art gallery and restaurant, serving 

mainly lunch. 
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Figure 5. The yard of Suvilahti. Photo: author, 2015. 

 

Figure 6. Hanasaari power plant behind Suvilahti’s graffiti walls. Photo: author, 2015. 

 

3.4. Kalasatama 
Suvilahti’s transformation is linked to the development of the surrounding area, 

Kalasatama (see Figure 7). Kalasatama, ‘the Fish Harbour’, used to be the biggest 

industrial area and the centre of trade in Helsinki. After the city had built a new harbour 

further away from the city centre, Kalasatama’s harbour became purposeless. The harbour 

was closed down in 2008, which freed up the area for new development. The redeveloped 

area of 177 ha, bordering 5km of the shoreline, is one of the largest urban planning 

projects in Helsinki at moment. It is planned to have homes for 20,000 people and 8000 

jobs (City of Helsinki 2013). The construction of the area began in 2009 and even though 

the first buildings were finished in 2012, and the first inhabitants moved to the area then, 

building process is far from finished. It is estimated that the construction process will 

continue until the 2030s. Kalasatama is pictured as a modern new area, which will become 

part of the inner city of Helsinki. There will be a high variety of different housing from 

high-rise apartment blocks to floating houses. Six towers, which will have 22-30 floors 

and of the highest will reach 126 meters, are planned to the centre of Kalasatama, close 

to Suvilahti. The new shopping centre Redi, which will be the largest shopping centre in 

the inner city of Helsinki, will be located in the centre as well. The metro station of 

Kalasatama was opened in 2007 and the centre is planned to be a traffic hub through 

which 25 000 people will travel every day (Uutta Helsinkiä 2015). 
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Figure 7. The plan of how Kalasatama should look after the redevelopment. Suvilahti is 

marked in yellow. Source: City of Helsinki 2013. 

 

The building process of Kalasatama began from the centre of the area, just next to 

Suvilahti. Even though already around 2000 people live in the area, it is still lacking 

services such as shops and public transport. According to Niskanen, who has worked in 

different cultural projects with the residents of Kalasatama, the lack of services has 

evoked much criticism from the inhabitants, of whom many are elderly. The inhabitants 

feel that the area has not met the promises that were made in the marketing of the area 

(interview with Niskanen 2015). The lack of services is explained by the prolongation of 

the construction process of Kalasatama’s centre. This is due to the hard economic 

situation in Europe and Finland in the previous years, which cut investment from the 

building company SRV, responsible for constructing the towers and the shopping centre. 

Lack of money and complaints made of the building process have postponed the 

construction for two years. However, at the end of March 2015, right when I was 

conducting the interviews in Suvilahti, SRV finally signed the construction contract and 

the building process has begun again in the area. The first tower should be finished in 

2016 and the shopping centre will be opened in 2018 (Oksanen 2015).  

The city and the building company have tried to compensate the lack of services in 

Kalasatama by different temporary solutions. For example, a temporary exercising and 

playing ground was built in co-operation with the residents of the area. This has been 

especially popular among children since there is still lack of playgrounds in the area 

(interview with Niskanen, 2015). Another successful example of temporary use was 

Kalasataman Konttiaukio –square, where everyone could organize events with the help 

of a non-profit organization, which provided infrastructure. The square was closed down 

in the beginning of 2015 because the building process reached the square (interview with 

Minerva 2015). At the end of 2015 a pop-up shopping centre will open next to Suvilahti. 

The centre will be built of sea containers and house grocery stores, restaurants and 

clothing stores. The aim of the pop-up shopping centre is to offer basic services to the 

inhabitants of the area but also create a lively area with events. It is expected to be a 



 

 

22 

 

popular hangout place that attracts people from outside of Kalasatama to the area as well 

(Aalto 2015). 

Krivý (2013) argues that planners value Suvilahti mainly in relation to the positive effects 

it can have on the area of Kalasatama. Suvilahti’s role is to bring character and buzz to 

its surroundings. Culture in Suvilahti is seen as creating value in three different ways, as 

economic value, heritage value and societal value. The economic value of Suvilahti is 

seen in relation to the positive effects it is expected to have on the land value in 

Kalasatama. Suvilahti is indeed given a central role in the marketing of Kalasatama. 

Kalasatama’s brochure from year 2011 describes Suvilahti as “a versatile cultural centre” 

which offers “spiritual nourishment” in the form of “circus, theatre, exhibitions and music 

all year around” (Kaupunkisuunnitteluvirasto 2011, my translation). Another brochure, 

from year 2013, is named “Kalasatama – Culture and life close to the heart of the city” 

(City of Helsinki 2013). In this brochure whole Kalasatama is marketed as a cultural hub. 

However, the only cultural services the brochure mentions, are those located in Suvilahti.  

Heritage value of Suvilahti is in the old, protected buildings, which possess a certain 

architectural value. For example, the Partial Master Plan of the area describes the power 

plant as “one of the central monuments of the Finnish architecture” (City of Helsinki 

Planning Department 2008, my translation). The final report of Suvilahti working group 

emphasizes the value of the gas towers as landmarks of the area that strengthen the 

industrial past of the area. The towers are described as good examples of 1900s 

architecture, significant even on European scale (Suvilahti-työryhmä 2007). Krivý (2013) 

argues that protection of the buildings was the priority of the process, and cultural use 

was chosen, because it happened to fit well in the premises without a need to transform 

the buildings drastically. The cultural use however makes Suvilahti even more special, a 

creative community surrounded by the otherwise ordinary city. According to Krivý 

(2013), the heritage value of culture is in bringing difference to the area and makes it 

stand out from the rest. It is something that makes the Kalasatama area interesting and 

appealing. 

Based on his interviews with city planners, Krivý (2013) argues that the culture in 

Suvilahti is also understood as having societal values, such as increasing societal 

wellbeing of the residents in the area. The relevant planning documents or other 

governmental documents do not however mention the societal values. The lack of societal 

values in planning documents and advertising brochures might be due the nature of the 

documents. Like Borén and Young (2013) argued, planning documents can give a 

narrower image of understandings of creativity in city administration that what the reality 

is. Thus, even though according to the analysed documents Suvilahti’s role seems to be 

mostly in branding the area it seems that other understandings exist as well. It is however 

clear that planners and policymakers have been sure that Suvilahti will create value and 

positive effects to the area. It is not valued only on its own, as a cultural quarter, it also 

has a valuable role in the wider context of the development of Kalasatama. 
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4. Research design and methods 
4.1. Research approach 

This is a qualitative study. The difference between qualitative and quantitative research 

is not only about quantification. Qualitative studies are often explorative, deploying 

several methods to explain social phenomena. The strength of qualitative research is that 

it enables the understanding of the phenomenon in its local situation as well as 

understanding of personal experiences and social processes. It is important to understand 

how subjects perceive and describe a life phenomenon, because reality is what subjects 

perceive it to be (Bryman & Burgess 1999, ix-x). According to Bazeley (2013, 4-7), 

qualitative studies are often case oriented. Thus instead of trying to describe the 

characteristics of a larger population, like quantitative studies, many qualitative studies 

are interested in the single entities of the phenomenon. Its focus is on the personal level, 

in subject’s agency. However, since cases are part of a wider group, by investigating them 

we can gain a better understanding of the broader phenomenon. Social structures affect 

people and their behaviour, even though humans are sometimes also able to resist and 

break the structures embedded in society. Thus people’s life experiences are not only 

accounts of their lives but tell us a lot about underlying social structures (Hay 2010, 5-

13). As this study focuses on researching a phenomenon, a cultural quarter in urban 

development, the research focuses on interpretations. In this study each cultural producer 

is seen as a case, being part of the larger phenomenon of cultural quarter of Suvilahti, 

which in turn is part of a larger trend in urban planning. By interviewing several actors 

and their experiences I am trying to form an image of more universal social experiences. 

 

4.2. Data collection 
This study uses planning and policy documents as secondary data and interviews as 

primary data. Secondary data is data originally collected by someone else and for another 

purpose (Smith 2008, 3-4). Helsinki’s Strategy Programme, Culture Strategy and Event 

Strategy as well as different planning documents and marketing brochures of Suvilahti 

and Kalasatama serve as secondary data for this study. These data sources are used to 

provide background to planning in Helsinki and in the case of Suvilahti especially. I am 

using them to establish a picture of how the city of Helsinki understands culture in urban 

development and what kind of strategies it employs in cultural planning. Borén and 

Young (2013) argue that the rhetoric of creativity in planning and marketing documents 

of the city can easily appear as narrow, even though a more complicated and nuanced 

understanding can exist in the city administration. Therefore, the analysis should go 

beyond analysing documents. This is why I also use the results of Krivý’s (2013) research 

where he interviewed city planners in relation to the planning of Suvilahti. This way I try 

to give a more detailed picture of understanding of creativity in city administration in 

connection to the case of Suvilahti. Since my focus is on cultural producers’ 

understandings of creativity, the analysis of the documents has only been the first part of 

data collection and worked as useful background for primary data that consists of 

interviews with cultural producers in Suvilahti. 

Experiences and motivations are best addressed in individual interviews (Lewis 2003, 

58). I chose to do individual semi-structured interviews with the cultural producers, 

because semi-structured interviews give a possibility to focus on certain topics and ask 

more detailed questions. The aim of selecting the interviewees for a qualitative study is 
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not at creating a representative sample but rather at selecting an illustrative one (Valentine 

2005, 112). Therefore I tried to recruit respondents with different backgrounds. I found 

the interviewees by contacting representatives from the biggest organizations in Suvilahti 

via email. I also used the snowballing method in recruiting respondents (Valentine 2005, 

117). This means that while conducting the first interviews, I asked the interviewees for 

information of other relevant actors in the area. I contacted these persons as well and 

scheduled interviews with them. This way I found two more interviewees. During one 

interview I was also introduced to a person working in the area, who agreed to participate 

on an interview as well. Asking suggestions for other research participants from the 

interviewees turned out to be a successful method, because this way I managed to find 

respondents from smaller but relevant organizations in the area and to create a more 

illustrative sample. 

In March 2015 I interviewed 10 cultural producers who work in Suvilahti or in the area 

of Kalasatama. The interviews lasted approximately 45 to 90 minutes and they covered a 

range of topics from their attitudes towards Helsinki’s cultural policymaking to their 

working practices in Suvilahti. The interviewees worked in different positions in different 

organizations or companies in the area. Some of the interviewees were self-employed 

while others were employed by an organization. All of them however worked in creative 

tasks and can thus be grouped under the term “cultural producers”. In two of the 

interviews there were two people present from the same organization. To gain background 

information I also interviewed the managing director of Kaapelikiinteistö, which owns 

and rents the premises of Suvilahti. 

Interviewees in the order of interviews: 

 Aino Toiviainen-Koskinen, Executive Director, Oranssi. 

 Juho Minerva, Chief Cultural Officer, Oranssi. 

 Suvi Kallio, Managing Director, Flow Festival. 

 Emilia Mikkola, Production Manager, Flow Festival. 

 Marjukka Korhonen, sculptor, creating a public art work to Kalasatama. 

 Ossi Kajas, photographer, Magito Studio. 

 Tuukka Vasama, Chairman, Eskus – Performance Center. 

 Umut Kiukas, artist/owner of a graffiti art gallery, Make Your Mark Gallery. 

 Sami Ylisaari, Executive Director, Cirko – Center for New Circus. 

 Annika Niskanen, performance artist, Kalasataman Taidetalkoot -project. 

 Petri Sirviö, Managing Director, Kaapelikiinteistö. 

 

Semi-structured interviews are focused on themes, rather than having a set of 

preformulated questions (Kvale 2007, 11). Before the interviews, I had prepared a semi-

structured interview schedule covering a series of questions and themes. I adapted the 

schedule to every interview but discussed about the same themes with all respondents. 

The idea of using semi-structured interviews is that the researcher stays open to new and 

unexpected information that might come up during the interview. A limitation of the 

interview method is that the interviewees might predict, what kind of answers the 

interviewer wants to hear and answer to the questions accordingly. Thus it is important 

for the interviewer to be aware of his or her own presuppositions during the interview and 

give the interviewee a possibility to bring up themes and information that might conflict 
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these presuppositions (Kvale 2007, 11-23). Respondent’s answers can also be ambivalent 

and even contradictory, so it is important to stay sensitive to the information provided 

during the interview (Brinkmann & Kvale 2015, 30-31). My interview questions were 

open so that the interviewees were able to bring up things that they found important. My 

aim was rather to make the interviewees speak than control the topics that they should 

speak about. I found out that this method suited best in collecting information about the 

respondents’ understandings. I do not see it as a fault that as a researcher I had some 

presuppositions of the topic. On the contrary, I considered the times when the 

respondents’ answers conflicted with my presuppositions very fruitful in enhancing my 

understanding of the topic. 

Interviews took place at Suvilahti. Participants could choose the place where the interview 

was held so that they would feel comfortable with the location. Most interviews were held 

at respondent’s workplaces, except for two that were held at a café. According to Davies 

(2010, 137), the place where the interview is conducted can have an effect on the 

information gathered. Davies argues that if interviewees are interviewed at work, they 

will most likely behave in a professional manner. Since the topic of interviews was related 

to interviewees’ professional life, their workplaces were the most natural surroundings to 

interview them. The disadvantage of conducting the interviews at the workplaces was that 

the respondents were occasionally distracted by other people. On the other hand, this gave 

me a possibility to shortly meet other people working in Suvilahti and even find one more 

respondent.  

Conducting the interviews in Suvilahti also gave me a possibility to visit the buildings to 

observe them. I was given tours around the buildings to show how they are used and what 

kind of other actors are residing there. I used observation as a method to provide 

complementary evidence to interviews. Observation and collecting visual data are 

methods to triangulate verbal data. However, observation is more than seeing, because 

registering sounds and smells also contributes in interpreting the experience of the place 

(Neuman 2006, 396). During the two weeks that I was conducting interviews in Suvilahti 

I spent a lot of time in the area, making notes and taking pictures of the surroundings. 

This enabled me to gain a deeper understanding of the place.  

I recorded all interviews as well as took notes during them. All interviews were conducted 

in Finnish, because that is the language the respondents are most capable of expressing 

themselves. If the interviews were conducted in English, there would have been a risk 

that the some information or expression would have been left out. Since my mother 

tongue is Finnish, I was able to fully understand respondents. Afterwards I transcribed 

the recorded interviews to written form. In the analysis section I have used quotes of the 

interviews. The quotes are translated from Finnish to English by me. I have tried to 

maintain the original wording and tone of the quotes, however, sometimes translation 

from word to word was not possible. 

 

4.3. Reliability and validity of data 
The reliability of data refers to the replicability of the research findings. It is however 

questioned, whether it is possible to repeat a qualitative study, because the study results 

depend on the research time, situation and the researcher (Lewis & Richie 2003, 270-

271). For example, different interviewers using the same interview schedule can produce 
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different knowledge, because the knowledge is influenced by the interview situation and 

interaction between the interviewer and the interviewee. Even if the interviewer is open 

to the information, his or her foreknowledge of the topic affects the understanding of 

interviewee’s answers (Brinkmann & Kvale 2015, 30-31). However, what can be 

expected from a qualitative study is the replicability of the main research results, in other 

words that the same elements and meanings connected to the phenomenon would occur 

outside the study population. Even if it would not be possible to repeat a qualitative study, 

its reliability can be increased by giving the readers detailed information of how the 

researcher has arrived to a set of conclusions (Lewis & Richie 2003, 271). My research 

focus is on understandings on creativity. I assume that even though particular answers 

during the interviews might have been influenced by the research situation, the overall 

image that I have formed of the understandings of the research population could be 

replicated by another researcher. 

The validity of the data in qualitative research relates to the interpretation and 

representation of the data. To assure the validity of the research, the interpretations should 

be supported by the data (Peräkylä 2011, 365). The researcher should reflect the research 

phenomenon in the same way as the study population would reflect it. This includes such 

concerns as whether the respondents have had a chance to fully express themselves and 

if the research findings are portrayed like the research population portray them (Lewis & 

Richie 2003, 274). In interpreting the results I have tried to elaborate as clearly as possible 

how I arrived to my conclusions. Like I explained before, during the interviews I gave 

the respondents a possibility to express their ideas as openly and fully as possible. I have 

tried to ensure that their voice is also heard when I analyse the interviews. This way I 

have tried to ensure that the interpretation of their understandings responds to the reality. 

 

4.4. Ethical issues 
Ethical issues of interviewing include informing the participants about the purpose of the 

research, ensuring confidentiality of the data and taking into account the possible 

consequences of the study (Brinkmann & Kvale 2015, 93-96). To ensure that all 

respondents were giving their informed consent to participate in the study, I contacted 

them beforehand by email explaining the research topic and purpose. In addition to this, 

I began the interviews by explaining the aim of the research and how the data will be 

used. According to Neuman (2006), the information that respondents give should be kept 

confidential. This means that by reading the research, the reader is not able to identify a 

given person’s responses. Ryen (2011) however points out that sometimes research 

subjects want to be addressed by their names. I have decided to use the respondents’ 

names in this study because all of them agreed to be presented with their names. I think 

that this also shows respect to the respondents that they are mentioned by their name in 

the research. To decrease the potential harm that this study could cause to the respondents, 

I have left out parts that could possibly harm the respondents while reporting the data. To 

protect the confidentiality of the information, it is also important to take into account how 

the data is stored and archived (Lewis 2003, 68). The interview recordings and transcripts 

have been stored confidentially during this research as well as after the research is 

finalized. Taking into account the possible consequences of a study includes protecting 

participants from harm during the interview (Lewis 2003, 69). Since the research topic is 
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not especially sensitive, it is not likely that the interview situation was unpleasant or 

otherwise harmful for the respondents. 

 

4.5. Data analysis 
My approach to analysing the data is phenomenological. Phenomenology uses inductive 

reasoning which means that instead of testing existing theory wrong or right, the ideas 

rise from the material itself. Thus analysis of the data is not influenced by the theory, even 

though the results are reflected to the theory. In inductive reasoning, by researching 

multiple cases comparisons between them can be made which makes the results more 

broadly applicable (Brinkmann & Kvale 2015, 30-31). 

I began analysing the interview data by coding it. In qualitative research, coding is rather 

a means of managing data than reducing it. Through coding, data can be connected to 

other data which enables finding ideas (Crang 2005, 223). Coding is a way to move from 

data to describing it and finally to analyse it. First stage of coding is to identify and label 

codes, and the second stage involves interpreting the codes and developing categories or 

clusters from them (Bazeley 2013, 125-127). I began the coding by printing the transcripts 

and reading through the material several times. While reading, I searched for parts that 

were connected to my research topic. I located similar passages of data and grouped them 

under themes in order to categorize the data. Instead of having predetermined categories, 

I created the codes while working with the data, locating parts where respondents 

discussed similar topics. Thus I tried to stay open to information provided by the data. 

However, the literature reading has probably influenced the analysis as well. The codes 

that emerged from the data have worked as a base for my analysis. 

Meanings are always a construction and interpretation of the researcher and other 

researches could construct different meanings from the same interview. Viewpoints and 

values of the investigator affect the construction of meanings. Postmodern thought 

acknowledges the multiplicity of meanings, but does not consider it as a drawback, 

because knowledge is always dependent on local social construction of reality. Thus, it is 

hardly possible to find a universal truth in social research. Knowledge is produced during 

the interviews in the interaction between the interviewer and the interviewee. It is 

dependent on the location, context and the relation between the participants. However, 

the production of knowledge also continues in transcription, analysis, and reporting 

(Brinkmann & Kvale 2015, 61-65). 

  

4.6. Limitations of the study 
A concern on the validity of the research is whether the results can be generalized to other 

settings (Peräkylä 2011, 373). This study is limited on researching the cultural producers’ 

understandings in a specific geographic location, in Suvilahti. Thus the study does not 

answer how all cultural producers in Helsinki understand culture and creativity but how 

cultural producers working in this location understand them. It would be interesting to 

study different cultural quarters in Helsinki and make comparisons between them, 

however due to the time limitations this was not possible. However, the richness of 

qualitative research is on the ability of exploring cases in depth (Lewis & Richie 2003, 

267) and therefore it does not necessarily have to aim at being directly generalizable to 



 

 

28 

 

other cases. Indeed, concentrating on Suvilahti allowed me to form a more detailed picture 

of the understandings of this group of cultural producers and this place. I have however 

tried to make the research results more generalizable by reflecting them on previous 

research on the topic.  

Another limitation, which I have already mentioned before is that I have based my 

analysis of Helsinki’s understanding of culture and creativity in the strategies that the city 

has published instead of conducting interviews with the public administrators. Analysing 

documents can however give a limited view on the understandings that exist in the city 

administration. I have tried to add on the analysis of planner’s understandings by using 

the results from previous research made by Krivý (2013).  
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5. Cultural policymaking in Helsinki  
5.1. Strategic thinking in the fields of culture and creativity 

In the national level in Finland, a turning point in adopting a creative economy policy in 

planning was demonstrated in the launching of the Development Programme for Business 

Growth and Internationalization of Creative Industries 2007-2013 strategy by the 

Ministry of Education and Culture (Anttiroiko 2014). Published the same year, Helsinki’s 

Economic Development Strategy stressed the importance of creative economy as well, 

identifying creativity as one of the three growth industries (Helsingin kaupunki 2007). 

After this, especially the Ministry of Employment and the Economy has published several 

strategies concerning creative economy. For my analysis I chose to take a more detailed 

look on Helsinki’s Strategy Programme, Culture Strategy and Event Strategy because 

they are the most relevant planning documents discussing culture and creativity in 

Helsinki. My purpose is to establish an overview of the city’s approach to creativity and 

culture and to understand Helsinki’s strategic thinking towards creative and cultural 

economy. 

The most recent Strategy Programme, for years 2013 to 2016, states Helsinki’s vision as 

“a community for all its residents and capital with good services, open decision-making 

processes and flourishing science, art and creativity scenes” (Helsinki City Council 

2013). The strategy presents Helsinki’s cultural targets mainly as part of the objective of 

making Helsinki a more ‘vital’ city emphasizing culture’s role in making city lively, 

interesting and appealing. Two areas of culture and creativity, namely events and design, 

are given most weight in the strategy. Helsinki wants to attract big events but also enable 

a spectrum of different smaller events. Events are incorporated in the marketing of city 

and their role is especially to attract tourists. Tourism is also in focus in Helsinki’s 

attempts in branding itself as a design city but in addition to this, the strategy mentions 

design as one of the growth sectors in the city. The strategy mentions two big projects in 

the field of culture. First one is the building of a new Central Library to Helsinki. The 

decision of the Central Library was made in the beginning of 2015. The library will also 

function as a centre for exhibitions and events and as a non-commercial place that is open 

for all citizens (Helsinki City Library 2015). Another big project in the field of culture, 

mentioned in the strategy is a House of Dance that would work as a centre for dance art. 

The strategy recognizes the power of culture in bringing joy and well-being to citizens. It 

stresses the importance of providing cultural services for all citizens for example by 

opening the city-owned art collections to everyone in a digital form. By increasing public 

art Helsinki aims at bringing art as part of everyone’s life and to enliven the 

neighbourhoods (Helsinki City Council 2013). 

According to Helsinki’s Culture Strategy, for years 2012-2017, culture is valuable on its 

own but it also has many effects in the society:  

“Flourishing art and culture life guarantees the life quality of citizens, strengthens the 

mental well-being, prevents social exclusion and promotes multiculturalism. It 

increases the city’s appeal internationally as well and creates favourable conditions 

for creative economy and employment” (Helsingin kulttuurikeskus 2012, my 

translation).  

The Culture Strategy lists four priority areas that the city wants to develop, namely well-

being from cultural services, multiculturalism, culture as part of the urban structure and 
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culture as increasing the city’s appeal. To increase citizens’ well-being, Helsinki produces 

culture in different institutions such as the city’s theatre and different city owned 

museums. According to the strategy, the city wants to focus especially in producing 

cultural services for children, young people and elderly, because most cultural services 

produced by the private sector are directed to adults. Thus there is not such a strong need 

for city-produced cultural services for adults. Obviously many city’s cultural services, 

such as libraries and museums are directed for all age groups equally. The strategy also 

stresses that Helsinki wants to develop as a multicultural city and become more 

international. Helsinki has an international culture centre Caisa, which has aimed at 

increasing multiculturalism and interaction between people from different backgrounds. 

Even though the strategy considers the centre as important, it tells that the centre is 

expensive to run and that its functions will most like be terminated or emerged to other 

cultural centres (Helsingin kulttuurikeskus 2012).  

Previously Helsinki used to build cultural centres to all of its new areas. These centres 

were owned and managed by the city and their aim was to make culture available outside 

the city centre as well. According to Silvanto et al (2008) the building of these centres 

was inspired by discussions of cultural democracy, the idea that all residents should have 

an access to cultural services. The aim was to empower people through culture and offer 

them places where they could spend their leisure time. The possible economic benefits of 

cultural centres were not even discussed while planning the centres. According to the 

Cultural Strategy, Helsinki has now abandoned the strategy of building new cultural 

centres in neighbourhoods. Instead of producing cultural services on its own, the city now 

aims to rather contribute to the costs of cultural services produced by the private sector. 

Helsinki wants to transform its role from the producer of art to the enabler of art. This is 

seen as a more affordable and flexible model in producing culture. Helsinki is now putting 

lots of expectations on cultural services that are voluntarily produced by citizens 

themselves. According to the strategy, different events that are organized by non-

governmental organizations, such as resident groups, are especially important in areas 

outside the city centre that are otherwise lacking cultural services. By supporting local 

and self-motivated cultural projects the city wants to diversify the cultural services. 

Helsinki finances different events and projects that are organized by citizens. According 

to the strategy, the amount of grants has increased in the past years (Helsingin 

kulttuurikeskus 2012). 

The Culture Strategy mentions transforming old buildings for cultural use as a way of 

promoting the emergence of cultural centres. According to the strategy the buildings are 

suitable for cultural use because they are protected and thus not interesting on the normal 

market. Cultural use is presented as a sustainable option and also a good way to encourage 

the protection of buildings. It is also a way of temporarily filling the empty buildings 

before it is decided how they will be used in the future. Helsinki rents historically 

significant buildings without making profit to keep the rents affordable and this way 

attract cultural users. The Cable Factory and Suvilahti are both mentioned as successful 

examples of the transformation of old buildings to cultural use (Helsingin kulttuurikeskus 

2012). 

Since the strategy is written right before the year when Helsinki acted as a World Design 

Capital, design is given special weight on strategy. Design is described as a source of 

well-being and increasing Helsinki’s competitiveness. According to the strategy, design 
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can be used for social, economic and cultural development, but it is not explained how. 

Like the Strategy Programme, Cultural Strategy rises events as another priority area. The 

role of big events is to improve Helsinki’s reputation, attract visitors and employ people. 

The strategy also stresses the large amount of cultural events held in Helsinki during 

summer and their role in building the image of Helsinki internationally (Helsingin 

kulttuurikeskus 2012). Helsinki also has a separate Event Strategy, which tells that 

Helsinki should apply for more large scale events but also improve its administration so 

that organising events would be eased. The role of events is described very similarly in 

the Event Strategy as in the Culture Strategy. Events role is to making Helsinki well-

known internationally and attract tourists. Events are described as a separate industry and 

Helsinki has to act as enabling the work of this sector. Events are mainly seen from an 

economic viewpoint, and the strategy does not mention the social or cultural benefits of 

events, except for that they provide experiences (Ruoppila 2010). 

The Culture Strategy incorporates creative cities discourse widely. It lists creativity as the 

number one value in implementing cultural policy in Helsinki. It also emphasises that 

Helsinki competes with other cities of talented people, successful companies and 

international investment. The strategy presents culture as one of Helsinki’s strengths in 

the international competition. Helsinki’s role is seen central for whole Finland in fostering 

growth and it is presented as a place where all culture in Finland is located. Art and culture 

in Helsinki are described as original and high-quality, which makes it competitive 

internationally (Helsingin kulttuurikeskus 2012). To foster its image as a creative city 

Helsinki has also hired the creative city consult Charles Landry, who already helped 

Helsinki is building its first culture strategy in 1990s, to conduct studies on culture and 

creativity in Helsinki (Landry & Wood 2010, Landry 2014). In the latest of these studies, 

Helsinki’s creative capacity is measured in Landry’s creative city index. Helsinki scores 

the highest value on the index compared to the other 19 cities that were evaluated before. 

However the comparison is not very interesting considering that other evaluated cities are 

mostly smaller than Helsinki and the list does not for example include any other European 

capitals. Despite of this, the study praises Helsinki as one of “the trendsetters in urban 

life” the last few years (Landry 2014).  

 

5.2. How are creativity and culture understood by Helsinki? 
Helsinki’s strategic thinking in the field of culture reflects three of the different economic 

development models that were identified by Grodach (2013): The cultural industries 

model, cultural planning model and creative cities model. In this part I analyse how 

Helsinki incorporates these models in its policymaking. 

The hard economic situation in Finland has made Helsinki picture itself as the engine of 

growth for the whole country. Considering that every fifth person in Finland lives in the 

Helsinki metropolitan area, it is not surprising that many economic activities are 

concentrated there. Globalization has also intensified the role of cities as global centres, 

increasing competition and the importance of city-level administration (Legnér & Ponzini 

2009, 13). The growing competition and post industrialization, which has decreased the 

profit from traditional industries, have made Helsinki search for new ways of creating 

growth. One of these ways is using culture and creativity as tools in economic 

development. Reading Helsinki’s strategies, it seems that the city has really productized 

culture (Lysgård 2012) and sees it as an industry that can replace manufacturing (Evans 
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2009). This thinking reflects the cultural industries model, which focuses on the 

development of commercial cultural industries that are specialized on a certain cultural 

sector (Grodach 2013). Events and design are Helsinki’s two main cultural industries and 

it puts the most weight on developing these two creative sectors. 

Design in Helsinki has especially characterized the area of Arabianranta, which has been 

successfully developed as a design quarter (Van Tuijl et al 2013). According to the 

strategies, design is expected to be one of the main growth sectors in Helsinki and the city 

is putting lots of effort in improving this sector. Suvilahti on the other hand has grown 

into one of the main event locations in Helsinki due to the suitable large yard. The big 

music festivals that take place in Suvilahti during summer characterize its image. In 

Helsinki’s strategic thinking, events have potential in building Helsinki’s brand as ‘the 

city of events’, a lively city that attracts tourists. The weight is on supporting big events 

that can attract international visitors and employ people. Even though the strategies note 

the cultural and social value of events, these are not elaborated much. The strategy plan 

however does mention that all kinds of events, also smaller ones, should be supported to 

increase the overall amount of events in Helsinki. All in all, events are mainly seen as an 

economic tool bringing money to the city. This is probably the reason why Helsinki has 

created a separate Event Strategy, which mainly concentrates on giving instructions on 

how the amount of events in Helsinki could be increased. 

Even if Helsinki’s strategic thinking focuses on developing the two main cultural 

industries, the city is not purely employing neoliberal thinking in its cultural planning. 

The idea of democratization of culture that emerged in 1970s (Silvanto et al 2008) still 

affects the cultural policy-making in Helsinki. Helsinki also understands culture’s 

potential in fostering citizens’ well-being and increasing communality. To foster well-

being, Helsinki produces many cultural services by itself in different cultural institutions, 

focusing especially on cultural services that are directed to children and elderly, because 

there are not enough cultural services directed to these groups. Helsinki also wants to 

bring art and culture closer to the residents by increasing public art and making art 

available in a digital form. These measures reflect the cultural planning model, which 

stresses the importance of everyone’s equal access to culture (Grodach 2013). The new 

Central Library is also a good example of the city’s aim of opening more public, non-

commercial cultural spaces that are free to access. On the other hand the library will be a 

monumental building in the centre of Helsinki, having a high architectural value. Thus it 

is also a way of increasing impressive architecture in the city, which probably aims at 

improving Helsinki’s brand. 

In addition to the cultural industries model and cultural planning model, Helsinki’s 

strategies employ creative cities language (Grodach 2013). According to the Strategy 

Programme, Helsinki is aiming to be a city with ‘flourishing creativity scenes’ and the 

Culture Strategy emphasizes culture’s power in generating favourable conditions for 

creative economy. According to the strategies, culture’s role is to make city lively, 

interesting and appealing. The city considers creative activities as a way of competing of 

tourists and investment against other cities. The creative cities language is especially 

strong in the Culture Strategy, which stresses that Helsinki is competing of creative and 

talented people against other cities. Helsinki also tries to consciously brand the city as a 

creative city, which is manifested by the employment of the creative city consult Charles 
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Landry to conduct studies in how Helsinki could increase creativity and improve its image 

as a creative city. 

Reading Helsinki’s strategies, planners’ understanding of culture seems instrumental, it 

is a tool that creates positive effects for the society. Like Borén and Young (2013) argued, 

too simplistic understanding of culture can lead to promoting only certain types of 

creative activities, such as megaprojects. It seems that even though the strategies also 

understand culture’s role for example in increasing well-being in the society, it is mostly 

understood as an economic tool. The overall aim of Helsinki’s cultural policy seems to 

be to foster an image of the city as a creative city and more specifically as the city of 

events. This image is expected in turn to attract tourists, companies and investment to 

Helsinki improving its economy. Even though the understanding of culture as an 

economic tool has led Helsinki support big projects, the city does also want to support 

small, local cultural projects. This way Helsinki tries to increase the overall amount of 

cultural projects and events. By reading the documents, it is however impossible to say if 

the city especially supports cultural projects that have a possibility in creating economic 

growth or branding the city. 

 

5.3. How do planners see the potential of Suvilahti? 
In this part, I analyse how planners and policymakers have understood Suvilahti’s 

potential as a cultural quarter. Helsinki’s policymaking towards cultural centres has 

changed in the past years. The city does not build city-managed cultural centres anymore 

and has begun to run down some existing ones, such as the international cultural centre 

Caisa. To replace the city-managed cultural centres, Helsinki hopes that new types of 

‘self-organized’ cultural centres like Suvilahti would emerge in the city. It seems that the 

city values self-organized cultural centres more than the ones it used to manage by itself. 

This implies that the values in Helsinki’s cultural policymaking have changed in the last 

years. Like Silvanto et al (2008) argued, the policy rationale for building cultural centres 

used to be inspired by the value of democratization of culture, empowering people and 

communities by ensuring that cultural services were available for all residents, regardless 

to which part of the city they lived in. It was considered important that all citizens had a 

right to use cultural services close their home. Thus the rationale used to be characterized 

by the cultural planning model (Grodach 2013).  

However it seems that the cultural planning model has been replaced by the creative cities 

model in developing cultural quarters. Indeed according to Anttiroiko (2014), cultural 

quarters can be seen as a community-oriented approach in implementing the creative city 

model in policymaking. The increased interest in using this approach is based on the idea 

that Helsinki should move from producing cultural services by itself to supporting 

services produced by the private sector. In Helsinki’s Cultural Strategy, enabling is 

mentioned as a more flexible way to support culture (Helsingin kulttuurikeskus 2012). 

The current economic situation has probably influenced this shift in policymaking, since 

enabling cultural services is a cheaper option than producing them. Helsinki does still 

produce many cultural services by itself, but it puts more emphasis on cultural services 

produced by the residents themselves.  

Cultural centres’ function is now to brand and boost areas. Turning empty historical 

buildings into cultural centres is also seen as a good way of preserving buildings. It can 
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also be a more affordable way of preserving the buildings, if the cultural producers 

renovate their premises with their own cost. The rents paid by cultural producers can also 

cover some of the costs of renovation. The Cultural Strategy describes cultural use as a 

good temporary solution in using old industrial buildings. Describing cultural use as 

temporary implies that the city plans to take these buildings to other use later on. It is 

possible that planners try to use culture as a starter of regeneration that will attract other 

actors to the area and when cultural use is only seen as temporary, it is easy to later 

transform the buildings to other, more profitable use.  

As Evans (2009, 41-42) argued, there can be multiple simultaneous rationales in 

developing cultural quarters. It seems in the case of Suvilahti, both a cultural and an 

economic rationale have influenced the development. Krivý (2013) argues that the 

cultural rationale came first, because the city saw an undisputed need for protecting the 

historical buildings that are seen as landmarks and valuable examples of the Finnish 

architectural history. Suvilahti’s development as cultural quarter has however been 

connected to the process of building the Kalasatama area. Thus the economic rationale of 

Suvilahti as something that creates positive economic externalities has existed the whole 

time as well, as is often typical in developing cultural quarters (Mould et al 2014). The 

economic rationale is especially clear in how Suvilahti is used in Kalasatama’s marketing 

material. Kalasatama’s marketing brochures praise Suvilahti as a cultural centre that is 

full of cultural services that are available year round. In the marketing material Suvilahti 

is described as a cultural centre of Kalasatama. Thus Suvilahti is presented as something 

that already exists as a cultural centre, waiting for the residents of Kalasatama to use it. 

The marketing material gives an impression that Suvilahti is consciously used as a tool to 

start regeneration in the area. Suvilahti seems like a typical example of a cultural quarter, 

where the heritage-preservation and cultural use are together turned into a tool of creating 

economic development and regeneration. 

Like Shorthose (2004) argued, it can be seen as problematic that the city has decided 

beforehand what the objectives of the development of a cultural quarter are. According 

to him, institutionalized cultural quarters are not as flexible as quarters that have emerged 

as a bottom-up process and thus they do not adapt as well to cultural processes. Krivý 

(2013) argues that Helsinki has tried to solve this problem by adopting a non-planning 

stance in developing Suvilahti, trying to keep their interventions at minimum. Planners 

think that the best results are achieved when Suvilahti can develop ‘organically’, having 

as much self-regulation as possible. The planners think that this will lead to best 

outcomes. Taking a non-planning stance to Suvilahti’s development was inspired by the 

Cable Factory, which is the most widely known cultural quarter in Helsinki and Finland 

and thus it is seen as a success story. This is also the reason why the city gave the 

management of Suvilahti to Kaapelikiinteistö, which manages the Cable Factory. 

I interviewed Sirviö, Kaapelikiinteistö’s Managing Director, of the company’s vision in 

developing Suvilahti. In the interview Sirviö told that Kaapelikiinteistö is still considering 

what kind of approach it should take in managing Suvilahti. Sirviö thinks that there are 

two options how Suvilahti could develop:  

“One is that the developing idea would rise totally anarchically from the community 

there, when our task would be to look to a different direction. Because that would 

probably include features that would not be made in an adequate standard for a city-

owned property or in other ways recommended. Another option is that we would take 
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a tighter hold in the development and work as an engine and defining it. So these are 

the two extremities. We either become intensive property developers there or we give 

it a hippie free town status” (interview with Sirviö 2015). 

It however became apparent that Kaapelikiinteistö would prefer Suvilahti’s community 

to organize and rule the quarter by itself instead of being managed by them: 

“Cultural centres in Finland, as in other places, are managed in a top-down way. 

There is an artistic director and board that decides of the repertoire which is offered. 

If it is a public cultural service, they strive to make performances and exhibitions that 

aim at educating the nation and offering everyone equally the dose of culture they 

need. And then there is another view, that public cultural services should produce 

conditions where interesting things grow by itself. And I’m interested of the latter. I 

would be quite strict that we would not slip from this line. So our job is not to curate 

what our tenants do and not intervene unless they start breaking the law or fighting 

with each other. Our job is to produce conditions” (interview with Sirviö 2015). 

Kaapelikiinteistö has consciously taken a role as enabling creative work but not 

intervening on it. It seems that Kaapelikiinteistö has tried taking a non-managing stance 

to managing Suvilahti, corresponding to Helsinki’s non-planning stance and following 

the same ideal that the best results are achieved when Suvilahti can develop on its own. 

Since Kaapelikiinteistö’s roots are in a bottom-up development of the Cable Factory, they 

would wish that similar processes would happen in Suvilahti as well: 

“The origins of the company are in squatting. In principle our whole business idea is 

based on that with a fairly brave grip we have reclaimed spaces and places where 

earlier use has come to an end. That is the company’s vision. But maybe it is my own 

ideal as well. I think they are good values, citizens’ own activity and reuse of 

premises” (interview with Sirviö 2015). 

Thus there seems to be a mutual understanding between the city planners and 

Kaapelikiinteistö, that Suvilahti’s potential as a cultural quarter will be best achieved 

when the quarter can develop on its own. Even if the quarter can develop organically, it 

does not remove the expectations that the city has for it as a way of regenerating the area. 

Sirviö agrees on this expectation: “The building company wants that this forms to be an 

area where bright and fresh urban culture flourishes. They see the selling potential on it” 

(interview with Sirviö 2015). Thus Suvilahti’s potential as a cultural quarter is to preserve 

the heritage but especially to create economic development in the area. 
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6. Cultural producers’ understandings of culture and creativity 
6.1. Analysing the interviews 

In this section I explore cultural producers’ understandings of culture and creativity. I do 

this by dividing the understandings to two main categories that emerged from the data, 

namely the understanding of culture and creativity as tools in economic development and 

the understanding of culture’s and creativity’s potential in democratizing the society. 

These are by no means exclusive categories, since cultural producers’ understandings 

often reflect both ideas simultaneously. After exploring these two categories, I analyse 

how the cultural producers’ attitudes towards Helsinki’s cultural policymaking and 

whether they think that a difference between the understandings of culture and creativity 

exist on the practical level. At the end of the chapter I explore the ideas that cultural 

producers have in relation to the potential of Suvilahti as a cultural quarter. 

 

6.2. Culture and creativity as economic development tools 
Cultural producers understanding of culture’s role in economic development does not 

differ much from Helsinki’s strategic thinking. The understanding is a mixture of the 

creative cities model and cultural industries model (Grodach 2013) in that culture has 

potential in making the city lively and creating a distinguishable identity to it as well as 

in employing people. For example Vasama, who is the chairman of the Performance 

Center Eskus, thinks that culture has potential in building the city’s identity: “I think that 

culture ultimately creates the city’s identity. It is a substantive part of it. -- Culture even 

profiles certain suburbs” (interview with Vasama 2015). Korhonen, an artist who has 

worked in several different planning projects in Finland, and is currently creating a public 

art work to Kalasatama agrees on this. She points out the planning process of Arabianranta 

as a successful example: “It is excellent that it is realized. A long-term work has been 

done there. It shows and it is wanted to be presented as an example. I guess areas need 

differentiation and finding new things” (interview with Korhonen 2015). 

Cultural activities and also be used in creating a distinctive and selling brand to the city. 

Kallio works as the Managing Director of the Flow festival, which has been held in 

Suvilahti since 2007. The festival has constantly grown bigger and by the number of 

visitors, it is the third biggest festival held in Helsinki (Helsingin kulttuurikeskus 2012). 

Ten percent of Flow’s visitors come outside of Finland. Thus it is no wonder that Kallio 

thinks that culture has an important role in building the brand of the city: “for the city’s 

competitiveness and brand the significance is very big” (interview with Kallio 2015). 

When I asked, what is the role of the Flow festival in building Helsinki’s international 

image, she answered: “We think that we have a very big role. -- Our audience consists 

largely of young forerunners, who are opinion leaders and early adopters of trends, and 

this way it has a big significance to the image” (interview with Kallio, 2015). 

Ylisaari, the Executive Director of Cirko, Center for New Circus, agrees that culture is a 

way of branding the city or an area. When I asked if Helsinki could use Suvilahti in 

branding the city he agreed: “They absolutely should. This could be like Senaatintori1 is 

to ship passengers, this could be the travel destination of cultural and urban events. Flow 

                                                 
1 Senaatintori is the centre of Helsinki’s old town. It is a popular tourist destination due to its location next 

to the harbour where cruise ships stop. 
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is already branding this area. And Flow brands whole Helsinki in certain things” 

(interview of Ylisaari 2015). 

It is however not only the events that brand a city. Kiukas, who manages a graffiti art 

gallery in Suvilahti, thinks that street art has an important role in attracting tourists: 

“For example today it was in the news that Rome does not attract tourists with antique 

anymore, but instead with street art. They have now a big project where they have 

ordered 20 national and international artists to paint big street art murals to suburbs. 

And there are cities like Berlin and others that people go and see only for street art. 

Helsinki does not yet have any big murals” (interview with Kiukas 2015). 

Kallio (2015) points out that cultural events do also bring money to the city and employ 

people. She however thinks that it is wrong to value culture only in economic criteria, 

because culture has other values as well: “It is a bit more complex that cultural value. It 

does have economic value but I think it is wrong to count culture’s value only in direct 

economic terms” (interview with Kallio 2015). 

This point made by Kallio reflects the cultural producers’ understanding of culture and 

creativity well. Their understanding matches with Helsinki’s strategic thinking in that 

culture and creativity have potential in creating a brand or otherwise distinguishable 

identity to the city which can be exploited while marketing the city to tourists. Creative 

activities can also be viewed as an industry that employs people and brings money to the 

city. However they also relate other values to culture. These understandings reflect the 

understanding of culture as democratizing the society. 

 

6.3. Culture and creativity democratizing the society 
According to Grodach (2013), the focus of the cultural planning model is to support local 

cultural producers, such as small companies and non-profit organizations rather than 

flagship projects. The model stresses the importance of supporting community-based, 

bottom-up cultural activities aiming at creating not only economically but also socially 

sustainable communities. By mapping the cultural resources of a community and 

strengthening them cultural planning aims at increasing liveability of a community and 

resident’s well-being (Evans and Foord 2008). The cultural planning model is strongly 

reflected in the work of some cultural organizations in Suvilahti. Oranssi is one of those. 

Oranssi is an organization, which helps young people to organize cultural events. 

Established already in 1990, the organization has become a well-known cultural actor in 

Helsinki. For the last six years however, the organization did not have its own premises. 

During this time, Oranssi was involved in organizing events in parks and other public 

spaces. In August 2014, the organization got its own premises in Suvilahti. Instead of 

producing culture by themselves the focus of the organization is in enabling cultural 

activities. Minerva, who works as a chief cultural officer in the organization, describes 

his role as follows: “I try to make the young people organize their events by themselves, 

so that I would not need to do anything” (interview with Minerva 2015). 

Toiviainen-Koskinen, who works as an Executive Director in Oranssi, explains their 

working idea as follows: “We enable cultural action in Helsinki. -- We do not make 

contents. We do not curate the content either. When someone says that they want to 
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organize an event, we do not interfere the content more than that we are politically non-

aligned, religiously non-aligned and our space is free for everyone mentally and 

physically for to come” (interview with Toiviainen-Koskinen 2015). 

Oranssi aims at empowering people through cultural activities so that they would take the 

city as their own. Toiviainen-Koskinen explains why this is important: “People also 

engage much better to their area when they feel that there is something they can do there 

-- that you engage to your area and do not just think that you are in a concentration of 

services where everything is done on behalf of you and you cannot affect things except 

by complaining that something does not work. That you dare to take the space for your 

use” (interview with Toiviainen-Koskinen 2015). 

Performance artist Niskanen has very similar vision in her work. She is working in a 

project in the Kalasatama area that aims at involving the residents of the neighbourhood 

in cultural activities. Rather than organizing events or holding performances, the artists 

in this project want to co-operate with people and show them that they can also be creative 

and participate in making culture. “Artists can also just be partners instead of being the 

ones determining how the art needs to be done. We have hesitated the idea that we would 

arrange an event and then tell people: Now participate!” (Interview with Niskanen 2015).  

According to Niskanen, the need for this project has emerged from the incompleteness of 

the area. Since Kalasatama is created from scratch, Niskanen argues that residents should 

also be part of creating the space. Culture’s role in this project has been in bringing people 

living in this area together and creating communality. 

“Even though the space exists, when you do something creative there together and 

transform the space, it creates the space again and it becomes existent. That has been 

a thing that brings people together. -- We have explored who can do things. Does it 

always have to be that there is the public and then the artist or can the roles be the 

other way around? The focus is on that people would notice that oh, we can do things 

by ourselves! Or, we do not always need to ask permissions for everything! -- Art 

gives the permission that we can do things in another way or ask why we could not 

do things this way. We can take the space and do things by ourselves” (interview with 

Niskanen 2015). 

Also those cultural producers whose work does not especially aim at empowering people 

or improving everyone’s equal access to cultural services agree that culture has an effect 

on increasing citizens’ well-being: 

“It has an effect on residents’ well-being” (interview with Mikkola 2015). 

“It prevents social problems a lot, especially participatory art, but also art that is 

consumed” (interview with Ylisaari 2015). 

“It can have an effect on the quality of life of the residents… but of course it does not 

solve the world peace” (interview with Kiukas 2015). 

Korhonen adds that art can bring up new values and increase the understanding of the 

multiplicity of interpretations of our society: “Art brings different values, different 

contents. Creates spiritual capital to its surroundings” (interview with Korhonen 2015). 

According to Korhonen, art does not however necessarily need to have special effects on 

the society: 
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“Art can also just be purely aesthetical, I think that it brings visual joy. In public space 

art should be happy and positive but that is very artificial and glued on top, it must 

be real. Art is unique and real when it succeeds. But not all works succeed” (interview 

with Korhonen 2015). 

Niskanen (2015) stresses the fact that there might be too many presuppositions of the 

power of culture. It is automatically expected that cultural projects will produce welfare. 

She however thinks that it is wrong to expect that something good always comes up from 

culture, because projects can also fail and have negative effects: “Art has an intrinsic 

value, well-being comes if it comes or does not come. Ill-being can come as well or 

anything. Art can cause so many different feelings” (interview with Niskanen 2015). 

The idea of democratization of culture that is reflected in the cultural planning model still 

has a strong role in cultural producers’ understanding of culture and creativity. Culture’s 

role is to bring content to people’s life and improve their well-being. Creative activities 

also empower people and can work as a way of questioning things in the society. On the 

other hand, cultural producers point out that culture should not always be expected to 

have only positive outcomes. Cultural projects can fail, or they might only appeal to a 

certain group of society. Culture can also be negative, like graffiti which is “like showing 

the middle finger to the society” (interview with Kiukas, 2015). 

Cultural producers understanding that culture is valuable on its own draws a sharp 

contrast to the instrumental understanding of creative activities that was seen in Helsinki’s 

strategic thinking. In the next part I explore cultural producers’ views about how Helsinki 

implements its cultural policies to see if a difference between the different understandings 

is seen in practice. 

 

6.4. The views of Helsinki’s cultural policy 
According to Borén and Young (2013) the creativity gap is often demonstrated in 

different understandings of timescales, working practices and ideologies between the city 

planners and cultural producers. In this part I analyse how the cultural producers view 

Helsinki’s cultural policy. It seems that cultural producers think that the city does not 

quite understand what is needed for creative work. The city is however on the right track 

in developing its policymaking. 

Many cultural producers agree with the policymakers that the city’s role is to be an 

enabler of their work, supporting both financially and technically. Ylisaari stresses the 

city’s role as an enabler of cultural work: “Of course one hopes enabling, that the city 

would enable, that they would not direct the content but they would enable making the 

content. And a little support and dialogue” (interview with Ylisaari 2015). Vasama thinks 

that Helsinki could support cultural work more financially:  

“In Helsinki we have things on average quite well, if you compare how culture is 

supported in the national level, but despite of that the money put in it is very little. 

One hopes that more resources would be put in it” (interview with Vasama 2015). 

The city’s bureaucracy is also critiqued. Kajas is a photographer, who also rents work 

spaces for other cultural producers. He used to work in the cultural quarter of Makasiinit 

until they were demolished. He is also one of the first cultural producers that settled in 
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Suvilahti. Kajas stresses the slowness of the decision-making processes in city level and 

is critical towards city planners’ ability to understand creative activities: “The decision-

makers are 50 or 60 years old, we cannot expect them to understand. They won’t use the 

services here, there is that line between generations” (interview with Kajas, 2015).  

Ylisaari criticises the city for a too short timescales and hopes that the city would have 

more perseverance in its cultural planning: 

“Not two years or five years perspective but for real thinking until the year 2020. If 

something is invested in, then it should be invested in and then look at the results. 

Nothing happens very fast. If I would critique something in the city’s work, it is that 

many things have to be justified again. Also all applications and operating grants, 

they are on year level. And that is pointless waste of resources and energy that they 

use time and we use time, it is running the bureaucracy. Because at the end, without 

any dramatic changes, everything stays the same” (interview with Ylisaari 2015). 

Kallio (2015) agrees on the difficulty on applying for permissions pointing out the 

challenges it sets to arranging events: 

“It is somehow heavy that the decisions are annual. Somehow you would think that 

we have already kind of earned our position in this city and it has been recognized, 

so could it not be said to us that it is sure that we can organise [the festival] in the 

future as well. For example now we do not yet have this year’s final noise permit 

which is an absurd thought, because we have already booked and published part of 

our programme” (interview with Kallio 2015). 

Even though certain city bureaus do understand the value of creativity and culture, 

cultural producers do not think that it delivers to action. Mikkola, who has written a thesis 

about Helsinki’s cultural policy and discussed with many policymakers of the topic is 

well aware of the different strategies of the city, such as the Culture Strategy. She does 

not think that the strategies are actually implemented in policy-making: “The strategic 

thinking does not apply to all city bureaus and levels of work, there is maybe work to do 

that it would be shown on the practical level” (interview with Mikkola 2015). Kallio 

agrees: “The city makes statements and strategies that sound good but they are not 

implemented in practice and in decision-making -- there are good visions but no practical 

strategies” (interview with Kallio 2015). 

Minerva thinks that many stumble on the bureaucracy when trying to arrange cultural 

activities in the city: “There is a huge permit jungle in front of you. And then you either 

ignore it and do things just how you like or you spend incredibly much time and energy 

on that” (interview with Minerva 2015) He comments on the public servants’ power in 

giving permissions to arranging events: “As long as they would not take a role of an active 

preventer…” (Interview with Minerva 2015). When I asked if this has happened as well, 

Toiviainen-Koskinen jumps in and says: “Yes, some permissions can depend purely on 

the person who is giving them” (interview with Toiviainen-Koskinen 2015). 

Niskanen agrees that the city should not prevent the residents from taking part in creative 

activities. On the contrary, the city should give the highest possible freedom for cultural 

producers and all citizens in the city: “It is not really recognized how interested people 

are and how much they care about their city. We should let people do things” (interview 

with Niskanen, 2015). 
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Cultural producers’ attitudes towards how Helsinki implements its cultural policymaking 

show that a different understanding of suitable timescales and working practices exists 

between the planners and those who work in creative occupations. Some cultural 

producers even think that the city prevents their work with unnecessary bureaucracy. City 

planners and policymakers are pictured as belonging to another group of people, who 

cannot understand what culture is and what cultural producers need for doing their job. 

The city is critiqued of using culture and creativity in its strategies and in marketing the 

city but not actually implementing the ideas. Cultural producers stress the residents’ right 

in participating in creative activities freely in the city and think that the authorities are 

restricting cultural work unnecessarily much. 

In the last part I explore cultural producers’ understandings in relation to Suvilahti as a 

cultural quarter. I analyse how the cultural producers see the potential of Suvilahti for 

creative work. 

 

6.5. The potential of Suvilahti as cultural quarter 
According to the cultural producers working in the cultural quarter of Suvilahti, it has a 

high potential for creative work. The run-down atmosphere of the old industrial premises 

appeals to the creative people, like Lehtovuori and Havik argued (2009, 210). Vasama 

appreciates Suvilahti’s atmosphere, which is not too polished: “This is really creative and 

inspiring place for us. The spirit of the place is good and it combines to… it is somehow 

appropriately unfinished” (interview with Vasama 2015). Cultural producers appreciate 

that the quarter is devoted for cultural activities. Vasama continues: “There is a lot of 

creative potential and actors who think in a similar way” (interview with Vasama 2015). 

Even though Suvilahti holds a big potential for creative work, two things prevent it from 

acquiring its full potential: The first one is the absence of communality between different 

actors, even though many actors in Suvilahti seem know each other and they have good 

relationships. Toiviainen-Koskinen tells: 

“We have networked really well with all actors. -- We help each other if there is need. 

We have co-worked with the circus and the performance centre. This is developing 

to a very good community. Slowly” (interview with Toiviainen-Koskinen 2015).  

Minerva however jumps in and points out: 

“Well, to that I have to say that we have not co-worked with all. Very, very many but 

if you look at Suvilahti’s website, there are like hundred different artists and 

advertising companies… There are surprisingly many actors here that are not seen. 

Many think that some of those buildings are empty, but there might be ten companies 

and artists and organizations, of which we do not even know in the next building” 

(interview with Minerva 2015). 

Kiukas thinks that co-operation between different actors would increase Suvilahti’s 

potential: 

“There is not that communality that I miss… The city and others, they cannot make 

this place appealing. It is the small actors that can attract people here. Somehow there 

is not that, in the Cable Factory they have the restaurant, where everyone eats and 

everyone gets to know each other, there is not that” (interview with Kiukas 2015). 
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Ylisaari agrees that there is not enough co-operation between different actors. “Suvilahti 

has not really taken off. We have tried to think what could be the way that the actors could 

co-operate” (interview with Ylisaari 2015). The importance of informal meetings 

between different actors in Suvilahti is stressed by the respondents. These are important, 

because in informal situations people are more relaxed and thus brainstorming is easier. 

Kiukas tells that some sauna nights, essential in the Finnish culture, have been organized 

but they have not been as popular as he hoped: “If there are 200-300 tenants here, only 

20 comes. Everyone does not meet” (interview with Kiukas 2015). Kajas agreed on the 

sauna-nights: “We could have sauna nights more often. But it requires that someone takes 

the responsibility. -- There would be a lot of potential to do things, but there is no-one 

who would organize it.” When I asked, who should take the responsibility of organizing 

things, and whether it should be Kaapelikiinteistö, he answered: “No, not necessarily. Just 

someone from this area” (interview with Kajas 2015). 

Sirviö, the Managing Director of Kaapelikiinteistö, has realized that the development of 

Suvilahti’s community might need some encouraging from their side as well: 

“Our task is to enable that all kinds of exciting things would happen. And now it 

seems that the exciting things are not born without that someone would subsidize it. 

We should maybe be able to collect the power of the actors and their input and support 

it and organize ‘round tables’ where our actors could do things more effectively, 

better and in a more interesting way” (interview with Sirviö 2015). 

The second obstacle that prevents Suvilahti from developing to its full potential is that 

the residents and potential customers have not yet found the quarter. Ylisaari points out 

that Suvilahti is still fairly unknown in the city: “We need to remember that almost no-

one knows that there is performance art here” (interview with Ylisaari 2015). He suggests 

marketing as a solution to the problem: “We have thought that there should be a common 

marketing. Everyone does their own thing but the most important would be that people 

would come to the area” (interview with Ylisaari 2015). When I asked Sirviö if 

Kaapelikiinteistö has thought of a marketing campaign for Suvilahti he answered that the 

brand of Suvilahti is still too thin. “It is still unfinished. What is sold there? What are we 

offering in Suvilahti? - - What do the tenants of Suvilahti offer that should be marketed?” 

When I asked if the brand will emerge by itself he answered: “No, I think it is our task to 

develop it. But our company is in a phase of strong growth and we have other projects 

going on as well” (interview with Sirviö). 

Commonly arranged events are suggested as a solution for both attracting more people to 

the area and improving the communality of the quarter. Ylisaari explains why events are 

important: “I think it would be common events. That we would do together and get to 

know each other” (interview with Ylisaari 2015). An example when several different 

actors and organizations worked together in Suvilahti and got a lot of new visitors to area 

is Planet Suvilahti event that was held in summer 2014. Kajas tells: “Something like 3000-

4000 people visited in one night. It was very cool thing. We had a band and 

Kaapelikiinteistö put some money on it as well” (interview with Kiukas 2015). 

Sirviö agrees that Kaapelikiinteistö can take part in arranging events in Suvilahti: “The 

events our tenants produce are also our marketing. They are kind of our face and 

communication outside to the public, to the city and even further away. That is what 
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builds Kaapelikiinteistö’s reputation and makes it interesting” (interview with Sirviö 

2015). 

In addition to events, permanent attractions are needed as well to attract people to the 

quarter. A new award-winning brewery Stadin Panimo was about to open to Suvilahti in 

April 2015, right after I conducted the interviews there. Many hope that the brewery and 

the pop-up shopping centre that opens next to Suvilahti in December will bring people to 

the area in the evenings as well. 

“Now Stadin Panimo comes and the pop-up store, which hopefully has evening-

oriented action” (interview with Ylisaari 2015). 

“The kind of café and restaurant services there could be much more. Stadin Panimo 

will open up in our downstairs!” (interview with Vasama 2015). 

Shopping centre and the development in Kalasatama are seen as possibilities for Suvilahti 

as well. Like Kiukas says: “When the shopping mall comes, we move mentally closer to 

the centre, more people will visit” (interview with Kiukas 2015). Vasama (2015) agrees 

on the huge impact that the development has:  

“Essentially, this area will change when Kalasatama is built. There will be such a 

ludicrous amount of people. And big shopping centre on top of the metro station. The 

shopping centre and the new housing area will bring a lot of people and suddenly here 

in the neighbouring area there will be a lot of people. In a way, people will start 

straying here and the area will become lively” (interview with Vasama 2015). 

It is hoped that the residents of Kalasatama would find Suvilahti. Ylisaari (2015) tells: 

“We try to market us to the neighbouring area, that they would come, that they would 

learn to know us, that they would understand that there is culture in here as well. You 

do not need to go to the city centre you can also get the service here.”  

The development can however also be seen as a threat to Suvilahti. Ylisaari wonders if 

the shopping centre will start gentrification in the area, leading to the replacement of 

cultural producers by commercial actors. When I asked if he sees the shopping centre as 

a possibility to this area, he answered:  

“Absolutely, absolutely. If it will be three times as big as Kamppi2 there will be like 

140 000 people walking through it every day. When there are people they need 

services and when there are services, they will spend time and they will also use the 

cultural services in the area and entertainment services so it will be a big possibility 

to all actors. But on the other hand, when people will come, the richer people will 

come here. When people with more ability to pay come, will the city have pressure 

to rise the rents and does it mean that those who cannot afford… that we need to move 

further away and some Hennes and Mauritz will open here. -- I do not know if it is a 

relevant chimera but it could happen” (interview with Ylisaari 2015). 

Suvilahti does hold a strong potential on its own for housing creative activities. It has not 

however yet achieved its fullest potential. The place is still lacking communality and most 

importantly, visitors. The development in the area of Kalasatama is however seen as a 

possible solution that will bring new possibilities to Suvilahti. This understanding is 

                                                 
2 Kamppi is the biggest shopping mall in the centre of Helsinki. 
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completely against the planners understanding of Suvilahti, who see Suvilahti’s potential 

in developing Kalasatama.  
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7. Conclusion 
The aim of this study has been to research how creativity and culture have been 

understood in the Finnish context and especially in the urban planning in Helsinki. The 

study asked whether a ‘creative policy gap’ exists between the understandings of planners 

and those who are involved in creative activities. Analysing Helsinki’s strategic thinking 

in the field of cultural policy shows that planners see culture and creativity mainly as tools 

in creating economic development, reflecting the neoliberal turn in urban policymaking 

within the last decades. The focus of cultural policy is moving from the idea of 

democratization of culture to that of enabling the emergence of private sector -led creative 

activities that have commercial potential in developing the city. This understanding 

conflicts with the cultural producers’ understanding. In contrast to the planners’ 

instrumental understanding of creative activities, cultural producers stress culture’s 

intrinsic value and creative activities’ potential in empowering people and questioning 

issues in the society. These results imply that a creativity gap indeed exists between the 

understandings of planners and cultural producers. 

A creativity gap does not only exist on the level of ideologies but also in practice. Cultural 

producers criticize the way Helsinki implements its cultural policies pointing out that 

planners and policymakers do not understand what is needed for creative activities. 

Especially the city bureaucracy is seen as preventing the emergence of creative activities. 

The different ideas connected to the potential of Suvilahti reflect how the creativity gap 

also influences the development of cultural quarters in the city. While the planners see 

Suvilahti’s potential mainly as the economic externalities that it can produce for the 

nearby Kalasatama area, such as starting regeneration and attracting people to the area, 

the cultural producers see Suvilahti’s potential mainly as providing good working 

conditions for creative work. Interestingly, the cultural producers see the development of 

Kalasatama as a possibility for Suvilahti to achieve its full potential as a cultural quarter. 

The research results of the understanding of creativity in the Finnish context fit well with 

the earlier research (e.g. Stevenson 2004, Scott 2014, Lysgård 2012) in that planners 

understand culture mainly as an economic tool. Helsinki sees culture as a new industry 

that will work as the engine of growth and pull the city and whole Finland towards a 

future with a more secure economy. Therefore, culture and creativity have acquired a 

strong role in urban planning in Helsinki. It is not necessarily a bad thing that Helsinki 

stresses the role of culture in the city, because it can lead to giving more support to the 

cultural producers, such as providing more work spaces as has happened in the case of 

Suvilahti. However, the neoliberal understanding that focuses on selling the city can lead 

developing the city mainly according to the private interests (Madanipour 2005). This 

consumption-oriented approach (Anttiroiko 2014) in developing the city can be 

disadvantageous since it only benefits the more affluent group of the society. As Borén 

and Young (2013) argued, it can lead in supporting only certain types of creative activities 

where the city sees economic benefits. Despite of the academic criticism towards the 

neoliberal understanding of creativity, reading Helsinki’s strategies it does not seem that 

the neoliberal understanding is fading. On the contrary it seems to be getting stronger as 

was demonstrated in the fact that the city rather supports the emergence of private-led 

cultural services that produces them itself. 

The other finding of the study that the city planners and cultural producers have different 

understandings of creativity and culture evokes questions of where this could lead. If the 
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city continues developing the cultural policy with mainly economic aims it will conflict 

with the aims of those working in creative occupations. This can possibly complicate the 

co-operation between different actors and create confrontations between the cultural 

producers and planners. This creativity gap between the understandings of planners and 

cultural producers suggests that more interaction and discussion is needed between the 

different actors. Planners should take the cultural producers’ understandings into account 

both in cultural policymaking and in implementing the policies in practice. For example 

in the case of Suvilahti the full potential of the quarter could be achieved if the city or 

Kaapelikiinteistö actually listened the cultural producers’ opinions while developing the 

quarter. Rather than deciding beforehand the objectives that a quarter has to achieve the 

city should be flexible and comply with the development. Helsinki could also overall 

benefit from a wider understanding of creativity where culture is not only valued in 

economic terms but also as improving residents’ life quality and well-being. 

Borén and Young (2013) have suggested new governance spaces as a solution that would 

enable discussion between different actors and help closing the creative policy gap. 

Similarly Lehtovuori and Havik (2009) stress the importance of open spaces where 

different actors, such as planners, cultural producers and the urban public can meet and 

discuss. In addition to spaces for discussion, some mediating actors between the different 

parties might be needed since the cultural producers seem to have slight antipathies 

towards the planners and city authorities and they do not think that the city representatives 

understand what is needed for creative activities. Kaapelikiinteistö gives an interesting 

example of an actor that could work in this role since as a city-owned institution which 

has its roots in squatting and a board that consists of cultural producers it kind of works 

in between of the city and the cultural producers. Kaapelikiinteistö has succeeded in 

developing the Cable Factory as a success story but it will be seen, if the company 

succeeds with Suvilahti as well. A follow-up study could further explore 

Kaapelikiinteistö’s role in Helsinki’s cultural policymaking. 

This study has concentrated on the understandings of creativity and culture of a very 

specific group of cultural producers, and how these understandings are reflected to the 

development of Suvilahti as a cultural quarter. To acquire a wider understanding of 

cultural producers’ understandings in the Finnish context, different creative groups such 

as artists could be researched. Comparisons could also be made to other cultural quarters 

that exist in the city as well as different concentrations of cultural activities, such as 

cultural industries clusters. 
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