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FOREWORD  

The Norwegian Ministry of Justice (NOMOJ) commissioned the National 
Research Institute of Legal Policy to carry out an overview study of the 
Finnish legal aid system in 2007. The study should cover not only the 
system of legal aid in a narrow sense, including the public legal aid 
attorneys and the legal aid by the private attorneys, but also other legal 
advice services in Finland. In addition, the study should explain the context 
in which the legal services operate, including the Finnish court system and 
alternative dispute resolution systems.  

This study has been carried out by LLM Henriikka Rosti, LLD Johanna 
Niemi (f. Niemi-Kiesiläinen) and PhD Marjukka Lasola (f. Litmala). Rosti 
has gathered the information and written most of the study, Niemi has 
supervised the project and drafted the concluding parts and Lasola has 
done most of the original research that is the basis of chapter 3.  

We wish to thank several people whom we have bothered with our 
requests for information. Especially Leading Public Legal Aid Attorney 
Liisa Vehmas inspired us with her enthusiasm for the legal aid and helped 
with inside information about the working of the system. Director Merja 
Muilu and her staff at the Ministry of Justice have helped us with 
information and comments. Many other people whom we thank for advice 
are mentioned in the list of interviewed persons. We also thank those 
whose work we have relied on. Most of them are appropriately referred to 
in the footnotes but many providers of home pages remain anonymous. 
LLM Diane Pilkinton-Pihko has read the report and helped us with the 
English language. Professor Jon Johnsen, our contact person in Norway, 
has shared with us both his knowledge about and dedication to the legal 
aid. One anonymous referee has accepted this manuscript for publication 
and we thank him/her for valuable comments.  
 
Helsinki, May 28th 2008 
 
Marjukka Lasola  
Research Director  
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I   INTRODUCTION 
Henriikka Rosti and Johanna Niemi 

 
 

 
 
 
1 Purpose and Goals of the Report 

Free legal aid was earlier conceived as a charity for the poor. During the 
past decades, the scope of legal aid has been broadened to encompass per-
sons with a moderate income. Thus, we can say that legal aid is undergoing 
a transformation moving from aid for the poor to a basic civil right.1  

Today, legal aid is acknowledged as a human right. According to the 
human rights conventions, the right to a fair trial includes the right to 
receive legal assistance, to be represented by counsel in court and to 
receive such assistance for free, even when the defendant has no sufficient 
means to pay for it. Although human rights conventions mention explicitly 
only the defendant in a criminal trial2, in practice the right to a fair trial 
equally applies to civil rights and obligations. This practice also 
encompasses the right to free legal assistance where the safeguarding of the 
rights of the party so require.3 

Most of the legal aid schemes are familiar with the difficulty to provide 
the service at a reasonable cost. In addition, the quality control of legal 
services is not exactly straightforward. In principle, quality control requires 
another lawyer which easily inflates the cost to be as much as or even more 
than the service itself. Consequently, most legal aid schemes struggle with 
the problem of increasing costs.  

According to the comparative studies by Francis Regan and Jon T. 
Johnsen, the Finnish legal aid system is known for its efficiency and good 
quality of services.4 In addition to their observations, Marjukka Litmala has 
shown that the ‘stakeholders’ in the Finnish society seem to be rather 

                                                 
1 See LaVM 22/2001. From poor relief to a civil Right? was the title of the first 
evaluation report of the Finnish legal aid reform in 2002. See Litmala and Alasaari 2004.  
2 European Convention of Human Rights 1950 art 6.3 (c); UN Convenant on Civil and 
Political Rights, 1966, Art 14.2 (d). This right is not without restrictions, but if the needs 
of the defendant so require, the assistance must be granted.  
3 This principle was confirmed by the European Court of Human Rights in Airey v. 
Ireland in 1985. About legal aid as a human right see Johnsen 2007.  
4 Regan and Jonhsen 2007. 
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content with their legal aid system.5 One peculiarity with the Finnish legal 
aid system is that it relies on the services of both the public legal aid 
offices and private attorneys. Basically, a party taking a case to trial has the 
right to choose between public and private legal aid.  

Against this background it is understandable that as the reform of legal 
aid became topical in Norway, the Norwegian Ministry of Justice 
(NOMOJ) became interested in the Finnish legal aid system and decided to 
commission a study on it from the National Research Institute of Legal 
Policy in Finland. One of the primary purposes of this study is to give a 
detailed description of the Finnish system of legal aid (see Chapter III) and 
to review the evaluative studies on the 2002 reform.  

Legal aid is, however, only one part of the broader framework that has 
the purpose of helping people to exercise their rights. The legal aid service 
is sometimes subsidiary to other services and in some cases legal aid is not 
granted if other assistance is deemed sufficient. In the discussions with the 
representatives of the NOMOJ, it soon became clear that their interest of 
knowledge included a broader approach to access to justice and to other 
means of getting legal advice, as well as assistance and representation that 
can affect the demand and need for legal aid.  

Consequently, this study has a dual purpose, the second of which is to 
present a broad picture of different legal services in Finland. The focus of 
Chapters II and IV of the study is on legal and quasi-legal services that 
give advice to or assist the client in different legal negotiations, 
administrative and judicial procedures and courts. In the section on legal 
advice we also include legal information given by the authorities 
personally, over the phone and online.  

While Chapter II gives an overall picture of such services, in Chapter 
IV we describe in detail three most important of such services: 1) consumer 
advice, 2) debt counselling, and 3) refugee advice. All three services give 
legal or para-legal advice and assistance to their clients, and thus most 
resemble legal aid.  

In the discussions with the NOMOJ, it became clear that some features 
of the Finnish legal system are essential for understanding the functioning 
of legal aid. In particular, the Norwegians found it essential to understand 
the structure of the Finnish court system, which consists of general courts, 
administrative courts and a number of special courts and tribunals, in order 
to understand the access to justice and the need and functioning of legal 
aid. Not only do the provisions on legal aid differ somewhat depending on 
the nature of the case but also, and even more importantly, the practice 

                                                 
5 Litmala and Alasaari 2004; Litmala, Alasaari and Salovaara-Karstu 2007. 
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may vary in different courts. Because a considerable portion of legal aid in 
civil matters is allocated to child custody cases, it is important to 
understand how these cases are handled. Therefore at the end of this 
introduction, we explain the basic features of the Finnish court system and 
give a brief description of child custody procedures.  

Initially, the Norwegian reform process concerns only legal aid in civil 
matters. Since the reform of legal representation in criminal matters may 
follow and since legal aid in civil and criminal cases in the Finnish system 
is overlapping and cannot be separated in all respects, both parts of the 
legal aid are explained in this report. The focus, however, is on civil 
matters.  
 
 
2 Methodology and Data 

The aim of this study is to give an overall picture of legal services and a 
detailed description of the legal aid system in Finland. While we have been 
able to rely on existing research on legal aid, debt counselling and the duty 
of the authorities to give advice, most other services have not been covered 
by earlier research. This situation has had an effect on the methodology of 
this study.  

The impact of the legal aid reform in 2002 has been analyzed in a 
research project at the National Research Institute of Legal Policy.6 The 
reports of this project have been an important source for Chapter III on 
legal aid, which also uses traditional legal sources and methods. The 
Institute has also conducted plenty of research on indebtedness, including a 
report on debt counselling7 that has been the basis of the section IV.2.  

The overview of legal services in Chapter II of this study is based on 
information from various sources. The main sources of the study are 
statutes, regulations, other public documents, available statistics, user 
studies, annual reports, information leaflets, Internet sites and previous 
research by various organisations. In some cases the information has been 
complemented with short interviews.  

Different types of official and unofficial websites are a significant 
source of information for this report. When possible, the information given 
in the webpages has been controlled from another source (e.g. annual 
reports etc. See II.2.2). 

                                                 
6 Litmala and Alasaari 2004; Litmala, Alasaari and Salovaara-Karstu 2007; Litmala 
2004, 155–168.  
7 Valkama 2004. 
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One starting point for this Finnish study has been the approach chosen 
in the Norwegian Statskonsults project on legal services in Norway8. Our 
aim was to make these two reports as comparable as possible since the 
Statskonsult study has given inspiration for the search of various entities 
that provide legal advice and assistance. Due to the differences between the 
systems in these two countries we were not able to follow the Statskonsult 
study very closely.  

Although this report is written in English, we have included the titles of 
Acts in Swedish. With the reference number in the Författningssamling 
(type 731/1999), all statutes can be found in official Swedish versions at 
www.finlex.fi. A number of most important statutes are translated into 
English and can be found at that same site. The Bills, Regeringens 
propositioner, can be found in Swedish at www.eduskunta.fi (svenska; 
Rikdagsärenden och dokument). The Supreme Court cases are published 
either in Finnish or in Swedish, depending on the language of the parties. 
The ‘title’ of the case is published in both languages and can be found at 
www.finlex.fi under rättspraxis.  

 
 

3 Background  

3.1 The Finnish Court System 

The most typical feature of the Finnish court system is the distinction 
between the general courts and the administrative courts.9 These two court 
systems have different procedural laws and rules, which has a decisive 
bearing on the costs of litigation and the need of legal aid. In addition, there 
are a few other courts that have a specifically defined jurisdiction over a 
certain group of matters. In these special courts either the procedural law of 
the general courts or the administrative courts is applied. In some special 
courts, both rules of procedure can be applicable depending on the case.  

The general courts include district courts (in the first instance), the 
Appeal Courts and the Supreme Court. The number of district courts has 
been declining as bigger court units have been formed and there are 
currently fifty-three District Courts and six Appeal Courts. The goal is to 
have 25 district courts with a population basis of at least 100 000 each 
through the merger of several small district courts.10  
 
                                                 
8 Kartlegging av rådgivnings- og konfliktløsningstilbudet i Norge 2008. 
9 About the Finnish court system see Jokela 2002, 365. 
10 OMTR 2007:12.  
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Figure 1.1  The Finnish court system  
 
The administrative courts include eight administrative courts at the 
regional level, plus the Supreme Administrative Court. The Administrative 
Courts, with a staff of 440, handle about 24 000 appeals each year and the 
Supreme Administrative Court about 4 000 appeals and petitions yearly.11 
The largest groups of cases in the Supreme Administrative court are social 
welfare and health care (22.5 %), taxation (19 %), building and 
environment (22 %).  
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Figure 1.2  Matters in administrative courts, 200712 

                                                 
11 Supreme Administrative Court, Annual Report 2006 available in www.kho.fi/en.  
12 Source: http://www.statfin.fi; http://pxweb2.stat.fi/Database/StatFin/oik/haloikr/ 
haloikr_fi.asp. 
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The procedures in the administrative courts are regulated in the 
Administrative Judicial Procedure Act (AJPA).13 The administrative courts 
have jurisdiction over appeals from decisions of administrative authorities, 
most notably, of local government, other local decision-making bodies, 
entities of state government and other bodies vested with public power. 
Moreover, disputes between administrative authorities or between a private 
party and an administrative authority involving use of public power can be 
processed in administrative courts. Thus, almost all disputes that involve 
the use of public power are handled by the administrative courts.  
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Figure 1.3  The Administrative appeal system14 

                                                 
13 Administrative Judicial Procedure Act (Förvaltningsprocesslagen 586/1996).  
14 Source: Supreme Administrative Court, Annual Report 2006, http://www.kho.fi.en. 
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According to the Constitution (Finlands grundlag 731/1999) 118.3 §, the 
general courts have jurisdiction over cases involving the use of public 
power when an individual seeks damages or demands a criminal 
responsibility for an action or decision that has been caused or committed 
in the use of public power.  

Even though the division of jurisdiction between the general courts and 
the administrative courts is basically clear, it may seem arbitrary in some 
cases. For example, regional planning and the use of real estate falls under 
the jurisdiction of the local municipalities and regional consortia of the 
municipalities, and the appeals to their decisions are made to the 
administrative courts. However, these kinds of appeals often concern 
disputes between neighbours on the appropriate use of real estate, the 
nuisance caused to neighbours and so on, i.e. disputes that (theoretically) 
could be handled in the district courts as private law suits. One curiosity 
that can be mentioned is the appeal process of the Evangelical Lutheran 
church in Finland, the dominant religion. Their appeals can be handled in 
the administrative courts. Thus, private citizens have litigated over the right 
to a place in the family grave (located at the church graveyard) in the 
administrative courts. One would expect that such disputes between the 
members of an extended family that have almost no connection to the 
public administration would be handled in the general court. 

The specialisation of the modern society led to the establishment of 
special courts in the mid-twentieth century. Now the trend has been 
reversed and the policy is to channel all or most of the civil and criminal 
matters to ordinary courts. The most obvious evidence of the new policy 
has been the abolishment of water and land courts in 2000 and 2001, 
respectively. Their jurisdiction in civil and criminal matters was transferred 
to district courts and in the case of administrative appeals from the 
decisions of environmental authorities to the administrative courts. Today 
only the labour court, the market court and the insurance court have 
jurisdiction in civil matters. However, a number of boards and tribunals 
have been set up to process specific types of disputes (see section II.5). 
  
 
3.2 Legal Procedure and Costs in Administrative Courts   

The procedure in the administrative courts is regulated by the 
Administrative Judicial Procedure Act (AJPA).15 The procedure differs in 
many important aspects that are relevant for the costs of the parties from 

                                                 
15 Förvaltningsprocesslagen 586/1996. 
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the procedure in the general courts. The most striking difference is that the 
procedure in the administrative courts is, as a main rule, a written 
proceeding. Oral hearings have become more common through recent 
reforms but it is still the discretion of the administrative court to deem 
whether an oral hearing is necessary. In practice, oral hearings are common 
in child protection cases and in asylum and deportation cases.  

Compared to the procedures in general courts, the scarcity of oral 
hearings in administrative courts reflects a more fundamental difference in 
principles. While in the general courts the parties, the civil litigants or the 
prosecutor, are responsible for presenting the case and gathering and 
presenting evidence (dispositive principle and adversial principle), in the 
administrative courts the court has control over the procedure and what 
evidence or materials are needed (indispositive principle or inquisitorial 
principle). The rules of procedure in the AJPA are general; the procedure is 
flexible and can be adjusted to the needs of the case.  

Most importantly, the ideology of the AJPA and the administrative 
courts is that a lay person should be able to pursue his or her case in the 
court without the help of a lawyer. Therefore, the court should be active in 
directing the complainant to bring forward needed evidence and the court 
can even obtain evidentiary documents by its own initiative. In practice, 
however, in child protection cases and asylum cases, the client usually 
needs a lawyer.  

This is the background for different regulations of legal costs as 
compared to the general courts. The court fees are generally at the same 
level in general courts and the administrative courts: 82 euros in the 
administrative courts and the appeal courts for a criminal matter, 164 euros 
for civil cases in appeal courts. In the administrative courts, however, a 
number of matters are exempted from the court fees. For example, matters 
concerning social security, taxation and aliens are exempted from the 
fees.16 

The rules concerning the party costs in the administrative courts are 
quite the opposite of those in the general courts. In general courts the main 
rule is ‘the looser pays it all’, that is the loosing party has to compensate 
the legal costs of the winning party, with the exception of family law cases 
(for more details see section III.2.2). In the administrative courts the main 
rule is that each party bears its own costs. The exceptions to this rule are: 
1) The main rule would lead to unreasonable consequences. 2) An error on 
the part of an authority has caused the appeal. 3) A private individual may 

                                                 
16 Court fee Act (Lag om avgifter för domstolars och vissa justitieförvaltningsmyndig-
heters prestationer 701/1993) 3 and 6 §.  



 

 

9

be liable for the costs of a public authority, but only if the complaint has 
been manifestly unfounded.17 
 
 
3.3 Child Custody Procedure 

In Finnish legislation the custody of children is based on both an Act and 
Decree on Child Custody and Right of Access.18 The purpose of the Act is 
to ensure the child’s balanced development and well-being according to the 
individual needs and wishes of the child. Child custody should secure 
positive and close human relations particularly between the child and 
his/her parents. The guardian of the child has the right to make decisions in 
matters concerning him/her. Normally, the guardian has both the custody 
of the child as the everyday care of the child and the guardianship as the 
power to make decision concerning the financial relationships of the child. 
In some cases the custody and guardianship can be separated. This section 
is written with the starting point in the normal situation, in which they are 
not separated. 

The custody of the child may be determined on several grounds. If the 
parents of the child are married at the time of the birth, the custody of the 
child is decided solely on the basis of marriage – both parents have the 
custody of the child. If the parents of the child are not married at the time 
of the birth, the mother of the child is the sole guardian. If the parents get 
married later, they will both become the guardians. 

In certain situations, the custody of the child is decided on the basis of 
an agreement between the parents or a court decision. For example, the 
sole custody of a mother by virtue of birth may be changed to joint 
custody. In order to be effective, the agreement must be confirmed by the 
social welfare authorities19. 

The question about the child custody  may also arise when the parents 
divorce. Parents have no legal obligation to conclude a confirmed 
agreement about the custody of the child or to take the matter to court. In 
this case the custody of the child remains the same as it was before the 
divorce20. However, an agreement that is not confirmed by the welfare 

                                                 
17 Otherwise, provisions of the Code of Procedure Chapter 21 on the legal costs are 
followed as far as they are appropriate. AJPA Chapter 13, 74–75 §.  
18 Child Custody and Right of Access Act (Lag angående vårdnad on barn och 
umgängesrätt 361/1983, later abbreviated to CCA); Child Custody and Right of Access 
Decree (Förordning om vårdnad om barn och umgängesrätt 556/1994). 
19 CCA 8.2 §. 
20 See Valjakka 2002, 65. 
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authorities is not enforceable. Thus, it is often expedient to settle the 
question of custody through an officially confirmed solution. 

There are two alternative ways of getting an enforceable decision on 
child custody.21 The simplest and the most common procedure is that 
parents draw up an agreement either by themselves or with the help of the 
social authority of their local community. The agreement is then confirmed 
by the communal social board. The other way is to file a custody action in 
the district court. Besides a separate matter in the court, child custody cases 
may also arise in the context of a divorce proceeding or in a case 
concerning the maintenance of a child. Because there are no statistics about 
the specific content of these accessory matters, it is impossible to give the 
specific number of custody cases handled by courts. According to one 
study, separate and accessory court cases are estimated to constitute some 
10 percent of all child custody matters.22 

In the custody agreement or a court decision it may be decided that: 
1) the parents have joint custody and the child will reside with one of 

the parents if the parents do not live together, or 
2) one of the parents has the custody (single custody) and the child has 

a right of access to the parent with whom he or she does not live23. 
 
The task of the social welfare authorities is to assist the parents in drawing 
up an agreement on child custody, right of access and residence. A great 
majority of all custody  decisions are confirmed by the welfare authorities. 
In recent years the number of cases settled by the Social Welfare Board has 
been around 40 000 cases per year. In addition to child custody, these 
agreements also include settlements about the right to access and residence.  

The majority of the agreements confirmed by the Welfare Board are 
new agreements. In recent years new agreements have constituted about 85 
percent of all confirmed agreements. Most of the agreements also relate to 
child custody. In 2006 approximately 84 percent of the agreements 
concerned custody and 15 percent were related to the right of access or 
residence. 

If the parents are not able to agree on the custody of the child, the 
matter will be solved by a court. In 2006 general courts solved a total of 
2 010 custody cases. As can be seen from Figure 1.4, the number of 

                                                 
21 Act on Enforcement of Decision on Child Custody and Right of Access (Lag om 
verkställighet av beslut beträffande vårdnad om barn och umgängesrätt 619/1996) 1 §; 
CCA 8 §. 
22 Valkama and Litmala 2006, 23. 
23 CCA 7 §. 
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decisions on child custody  made in court as well as custody cases in 
general has increased steadily in recent years. 
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Figure 1.4  The number of cases concerning custody 1996–200624 
 
Welfare officials have a significant role in the process of co-ordinating the 
status and the conditions of the child in a divorce situation. Welfare 
officials help the parents to draw up an agreement on custody and related 
rights, arrange mediation in family matters, confirm custody agreements 
and prepare circumstance clarifications for district courts.25 They also help 
the parents to find an amicable solution, if the parents are disagreeing on 
the enforcement of a confirmed agreement or court decision. 

When confirming a custody agreement, the welfare officials have the 
authority to confirm joint custody or single custody. The officials may also 
confirm the right to access and residence according to the decision of the 
parents. However, welfare officials do not have the right to confirm 
agreements that include more elaborate details, e.g. about the distribution 
of work between the parents.26  

The total number of court cases concerning custody, right to access and 
residence has almost doubled in ten years. The main reason for handling 
custody cases in a court of law is that the parents are not able to agree on 
the custody. However, in certain situations the court may also handle 
undisputed custody cases. The parents may agree on the custody, but still 
wish the agreement to be confirmed by a court. Cases concerning so-called 

                                                 
24 Valkama and Lasola 2008, 12; Valkama and Litmala 2006, 20;  
http://www.stakes.fi/FI/tilastot/aiheittain/lapsuusjaperhe/lapsenelatusjahuolto.htm. 
25 Auvinen 2002, 121. 
26 Valjakka 2002, 64. 
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side custody, in which someone other than a parent is given a status as a 
supplementary guardian with the consent of the parent guardian, are also 
typically undisputed. Recent research indicates that slightly less than 70 
percent of all custody cases are actually disputed.27 

Around 40 percent of the court cases are new decisions and the rest 
concern altering former decisions. In a great majority of these cases the 
custody of a child is being disputed. Some disputes tend to come to the 
court repeatedly. According to a recent study one quarter of the custody 
cases in district courts and one third of the cases in the appeal courts 
concerned a case in which the custody had already before been decided by 
a judgement.28 

All things considered, disputed custody cases in district courts 
constitute a rather modest part of all custody matters handled by the 
authorities. A recent study shows that the total number of disputed cases in 
courts is around 2 000 cases per year. Consequently, given all cases yearly 
solved by the social welfare authorities and district courts, the proportion 
of disputed cases is four to five percent.29 

 
Legal aid. If the custody dispute, despite the efforts, cannot be solved by 
social welfare officials and is taken to a court of law, the parents may be 
eligible to apply for legal aid for the court proceedings. The use of legal 
services and the use of legal aid have been examined in a recent study 
concerning child custody disputes30.  

According to the study, it is often necessary to use legal assistance in 
disputes concerning child custody. Most commonly, a client had been 
assisted by an advocate, but the use of public attorney was also rather 
common. A petitioner had used the services of an advocate in about half of 
the cases handled in district courts. Respectively, the proportion of help 
provided by public attorneys in district courts was 40 percent. In courts of 
appeal, the appellant was helped by a public attorney in every sixth case. 

The use of legal aid in child custody cases seems to be common. In 
district courts, almost 60 percent of the applicants received legal aid for 
handling their matter. In over a third of all disputes, the applicant was 

                                                 
27 Valkama and Litmala 2006, 29. 
28 Valkama and Lasola 2008, 55. 
29 Valkama and Litmala 2006, 31–32. In the research, the total number of disputed 
custody cases has been evaluated based on the sum of the following cases: a) actual 
disputed custody cases in court and b) custody cases arising in the context of divorce 
proceedings. 
30 Valkama and Lasola 2008. The research material consists of 529 child custody 
decisions collected from district courts from 14.11.2005 to 13.2.2006 and of 257 child 
custody cases handled in courts of appeal during the year 2006. 
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granted legal aid free of charge. Among the applicants receiving legal aid, 
the proportion of clients who received legal aid with a deductible was one 
quarter. In proportion, in courts of appeal, up to 70 percent of the 
applicants were granted legal aid for handling their custody dispute. Over 
half of these legal aid clients received legal aid free of charge.  
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Figure 1.5 The financing of legal services in child custody cases handled by 

courts31 
 
All in all, it can be said that the proportion of legal aid as a financing 
method in child custody disputes handled in general courts is rather high. 
The proportion of legal aid also seems to increase if the dispute proceeds to 
a superior court.32 

                                                 
31 Valkama and Lasola 2008, 87.  
32 Valkama and Lasola 2008, 87–88. 
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1 Introduction 

In this Chapter, we present an overview of legal and semi-legal services 
available in Finland. In this overview, we have included quite different 
bodies and practices but all of them have a common denominator, i.e. they 
concern legal advice or assistance in some form.  

This Chapter begins with a description of the general duty of the 
authorities to provide advice, including advice on the proceedings and 
practices in their jurisdiction, and the development of legal information on 
websites in Finland. It then moves on to describe specific bodies and 
institutions that have as their main duty or as a central part of their duties to 
provide legal advice or assistance in their specific fields. These bodies have 
an important role in giving advice. However, legal representation in the 
courts is rarely ever included in their duties.  

The latter sections of this Chapter are connected with alternative 
institutions as compared to courts and, thus, focus on the access to justice 
rather than on legal assistance. Here we describe the ombudsman 
institution in Finland. We cover different types of ombudsmen and we have 
tried to include those ombudsmen who in some way help the citizens to 
pursue their claim in some legal proceeding. We also cover giving advice, 
including advice on legal matters, since this is an important part of the 
duties of each ombudsman. In addition, the Chapter gives an overview of 
mediation services in Finland, as an alternative way to dispute resolution 
that may have great an impact on the need of legal services.  
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2 Supply of Legal Information  

2.1 Duty of the Public Administration to Give Advice  

 The new Admininstrative Act (AdmA)33 that came into force 1.1.2004 
increased the duty of the administration to include giving advice to the 
citizens. According to the previous Administrative (Proceedings) Act 
(598/1982), the duty to give advice was limited to the questions concerning 
the formal proceedings. The new AdmA also gives the administration the 
duty to give advice on material issues falling within the competence and 
responsibilities of the administrative body in question.34 

The importance of the AdmA has to be stressed because it is applied by 
virtually all administrative bodies. In addition to all state and municipal 
authorities, including the agencies directly under the Parliament, the act 
also applies to independent public law institutions, such as Finland’s 
Central Bank or KELA (the Social Insurance Institution of Finland), state 
enterprises, public law associations and even private entities when these 
bodies perform public law tasks.35  

The duty to give advice concerns the administrative matters that fall 
within the competence of the administrative body in question. However, 
the authority is also responsible for directing the customer or for 
transferring a document to the competent authority if the matter falls 
beyond its competence.36  

The duty to give advice includes the duty to answer questions by the 
customers. The advice may be given orally, over the phone or in writing. 
Following the amendment by the Administration Committee of the 
Parliament, the advice is free of charge.37  

The advice should cover information about the procedure in the 
authority as well as information about the subject matter, for example, 
about how similar cases have been previously handled and decided. The 
authority is not required to assist the customer in the writing of or filling in 
an application.38 

The application of the Administrative Act is supervised by the higher 
authorities and, due to complaints by the public, the Chancellor of Justice 
and the Parliamentary Ombudsman. Before the new AdmA, both the 

                                                 
33 Administrative Act (Förvaltningslag 434/2003). 
34 RP 72/2002, 13, 33.  
35 AdmA 2 §; RP 72/2002, 44–49. 
36 AdmA 21 §.  
37 AdmA 5 §; 8.3 §; HaVM 29/2002 The Report of the Administration Committee, 8.  
38 RP 72/2002, 58.  
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Chancellor of Justice and the Parliamentary Ombudsman had reminded the 
administrative authorities of their duty to give advice to the citizens.39 
Since the new act came into force in 2004, complaints concerning the duty 
to give advice seem to be relatively scarce.40 There are, however, three 
paramount decisions by the Assistant Parliamentary Ombudsman stressing 
that phone lines set up for giving advice must also be free of charge.41  

In addition, the advice given to clients must be correct. Incorrect advice 
by the authorities can lead to the responsibility of the state to compensate 
for possible damage or costs. The state responsibility for wrongful advice 
on a point of law (e.g. requirement of a work permit) was the issue in a 
case recently decided by the Appeals Court of Eastern Finland ISHO: 
2007:19. The court held that the state can be held responsible for mistaken 
advice but that in this particular case the claimant should not have relied on 
the advice without further investigation of the law. 

The implementation of the new Administrative Act has been evaluated 
in a recent study commissioned by the Ministry of Justice. According to 
the study, the duty to give information has not been experienced as a big 
change in the work of the authorities.42 The advice given even seems to go 
beyond the legal obligations of the authorities. Many authorities stated that 
they sometimes help the customers to fill applications, which is not 
required by law. As a critique towards the duty to give information, it was 
mentioned that email requests for information are arduous and sometimes 
misleading. The customers who were interviewed were mostly satisfied 
with the information they were given (78 % satisfied, 8 % not satisfied).43  
  
 
2.2 Information Channels  

Nowadays one of the quickest, easiest and cheapest ways to gain 
information from different areas of life is the Internet. The Finns are also 
connected to the Internet; the rate of Internet access in age-groups below 

                                                 
39 RP 72/2002, 13, 57.  
40 Miettinen and Kuosmanen 2006, 50–53. 
41Assistant Parliamentary Ombudsman 23.6.2005 (revenue service), 3.11.2005 (AKE, 
the Finnish Vehicle Administration), 22.6.2006. (KELA, the Social Insurance Institution 
of Finland). 
42 Miettinen and Väätänen 2006, 37.  
43 Miettinen and Väätänen 2006, 39, 96. The customer interview covered only 101 
visitors in the offices of tax service, KELA, building authority and vehicle inspection. 
The sample does not allow for very far reaching conclusions but at least no general 
discontent was discovered.  
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50 is almost hundred per cent.44 The most common use of public Internet 
services is the search for information. About one third of the users have 
also used the public services electronically.45 

Nearly every organisation and interest group has at least some sort of 
websites with a presentation of their services and contact information. But 
as with any information source, information retrieval from the Internet is 
not totally unproblematic. First, one can never be sure whether the content 
of the website is reliable and accurate. Information provided in the Internet 
is often unorganised and no one has overall control over the contents of 
different webpages. Secondly, the amount of information on the web is so 
extensive that it might be hard to determine which information is accurate. 

Bearing these restrictions in mind, the Internet is a useful and efficient 
information source. For example, different types of official and unofficial 
websites are a significant source of information for this report. In this 
report however, when possible, the information given in the webpages has 
been controlled from another source (e.g. annual reports etc.). In this 
section, we will describe the information about Finnish law available on 
the net, based on the experience of preparing this report. 

Generally speaking it is quite easy to find information about Finnish 
law and instructions for different types of situations related to legal matters 
from the Internet. The solving of almost any legal problem can be started 
by typing words related to the issue to Google or to some other search 
engine. If the citizen knows which organisation or institution handles 
matters related to his or her problem, he or she may naturally start the 
search from the webpages of the organisation in question. The websites 
usually have at least contact information for further assistance. 

The information needed in this report was also rather easy to find from 
the net. For example, several ombudsmen and boards have their own 
websites. However, the availability of the information about municipal 
institutions, such as the Social Ombudsman, depends on the quality of the 
municipal’s websites in general. In this respect, the webpages of big cities 
did not seem to be any better than those of smaller municipalities. Most 
private organisations also had at least some sort of webpages. It seems that 
for small private organisations, websites may nowadays well be a rather 
significant way of providing information about their activities. 

Considering general data retrieval about legal matters, the best websites 
are the ones that offer a wide range of legal and non-legal information in 
their field of speciality. Many Finnish organisations as well as official 
                                                 
44 Julkishallinnon verkkopalvelut 2007. http://www.vm.fi/vm/fi/04_julkaisut_ja_ 
asiakirjat/03_muut_asiakirjat/omnibus_ 008.pdf 
45 Julkishallinnon verkkopalvelut 2007. 
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government institutions include e.g. different types of statistics and annual 
reports in their webpages. Some examples of good and informative 
websites are the webpages of the government tax office, the Guarantee 
Foundation (see 2.3.8) and the Consumer’s Insurance Office (see 2.3.10).  

One of the most extensive and informative webpages related to the 
Finnish legal system are the official websites of the Finnish judicial system 
www.oikeus.fi. These pages offer a vast amount of basic information 
concerning the functioning of the Finnish court system, enforcement, 
prosecutors and legal aid. If a citizen needs legal counselling, but does not 
really know where or how to handle his or her matter, he or she may also 
call the legal aid directory service (see 3.4.1). The phone number for the 
service can be found from the front page of the www.oikeus.fi. 
 

 
 
 
The official webpages of the judicial system are available in several 
languages. And more generally speaking, when a foreign person needs to 
search information from Finnish webpages, being unable to speak Finnish 
is usually not a problem. The majority of the Finnish institutions and 
organisations provide on-line information in various languages. Since 
Finland is a bilingual country, all the authorities have both Finnish and 
Swedish websites. In addition, government webpages, such as websites of 
the Finnish ministries are also available in English. The Ministry of Justice 
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also offers a significant amount of brochures related to legal issues in 
English (http://www.om.fi/en/Etusivu/Julkaisut/Esitteet). Moreover, many 
private organisations have at least a summary in Swedish and in English. 

However, many organisations seem to frequently update only their 
Finnish websites. Thus, the English version of the webpages might be 
incomplete or outdated. Even the official webpages of different authorities 
might not have the latest information in foreign languages. Because of this, 
if possible, one should always check the accuracy of the information from 
another source.  

A good source of information about Finland and its legal system in 
general for foreigners can be found at this Internet address 
www.infopankki.fi. This website is designed especially for immigrants and 
it contains essential information about Finland in general as well as 
information related to certain topics, such as work, education and social 
services. The service is sponsored by the Ministry of the Interior, the 
Ministry of Education and the participating cities.  
 

 
 
 
Finally, one of the official websites containing basic information about 
Finland and its legal system is the Internet portal www.suomi.fi. Suomi.fi 
is a collection of information important for the everyday life of citizens and 
produced by public administration organisations and major national non-
governmental organisations. Suomi.fi includes texts, links, eServices, 
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forms, acts, decrees and news. The portal is available in Finnish, Swedish 
and English. The English version is specifically intended for foreigners 
who are living in or moving to Finland and who do not speak Finnish or 
Swedish.46 Translations of the Finnish acts can be found at the legal data 
basis Finlex.47 
 
 
3 Legal Advice by Private Sector and   
 Non-Governmental Agencies 

3.1 Introduction 

The main provider of legal services in the private sector is the Bar. Their 
activity is, however, only briefly covered in this report and the purpose is 
only to give relevant information for understanding their role as providers 
of legal aid (see 2.3.2). Hence, their services to the business community do 
not belong to the scope of this report. Equally, legal services that are 
mainly and increasingly provided for the business community by 
consultancies fall outside the scope of this report. For the purposes of this 
report, pro bono work by the members of the Bar is relevant.  

Besides the Bar and legal aid offices, a number of private sector and 
non-governmental agencies offer different types of legal services to 
citizens. The majority of these legal services are produced by corporations 
and associations and they are related to the branch in which the agencies 
operate. These services are presented in this Chapter. 
 
 
3.2 The Bar Association 

The Finnish Bar Association is an autonomous organisation pertaining to 
public law.48 The functioning of the association is regulated by the 
Advocates Act49. In Finland advocates and/or lawyers do not have a 
monopoly in providing legal services. Traditionally, anyone has had the 
right to provide professionally legal advice and assistance. However, this 
right was radically curtailed in the 2002 reform of legal aid. Since then, 
only persons who have a Masters degree in law from a Finnish university 
                                                 
46 http://www.suomi.fi/suomifi/english/general/about_suomifi/index.html.  
47 www.finlex.fi. See 1.2.  
48 The following paragraph is based on Suomen asianajajaliitto 2006 (the Finnish Bar 
Association’s Annual report 2006); www.asianajajaliitto.fi.  
49 Advocates Act (Lag om advokater 496/1958).  
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or an equivalent degree from an ETA country may represent clients in the 
court.50 

Only the members of the Finnish Bar Association are under the 
supervision of the association and have the right to use the title “advocate” 
(asianajaja). Anyone applying for a membership in the Finnish Bar 
Association must have completed a Master of Laws degree and must have 
at least four years experience in the legal profession. The members must 
also pass a special examination and fulfil the other suitability requirements 
listed in the Advocates Act. At the end of 2006 there were a total of 1 777 
advocates and 1 086 law firms in Finland. All together 129 of the Bar 
members were public legal aid attorneys employed by legal aid offices.  

Over half of the advocates work as the sole lawyer in their office. Only 
seven per cent of the advocates’ offices had more than five lawyers.51 The 
median billing of an advocate (excluding the VAT) was 150 000 euros and 
the median income 63 000 euros in 2006.52 

According to a recent research conducted by the Bar Association, there 
are significant differences in the invoicing between advocates depending 
on their field of speciality. Lawyers that handle mainly business law cases 
have notably higher hourly wages than lawyers handling mainly non-
business cases; that is other civil and criminal cases. The hourly wages of 
the advocates also vary depending on the size of the law firm. Small offices 
that only have one or two layers charge less than bigger law firms. Rates 
are also a little higher in the Helsinki area and in the big cities than 
elsewhere. In 2006 the average hourly wage for an advocate was 177 euros. 
This wage is almost double compared to the hourly wages of 91 euros paid 
to private attorneys for handling legal aid cases.53 

The prices of legal services provided by advocates and other service 
providers have also been surveyed by the Country Administrative Boards 
of Eastern Finland and Oulu.54 The survey confirms the perception that 
legal services provided by advocates are usually somewhat more expensive 
than the same services provided by other lawyers, including bank lawyers. 
However, there are significant differences in the prices between the 
advocates. For example, the price for drafting a deed of distribution of the 
property between spouses varied from 255 euros to 1 220 euros.55 

                                                 
50 Code of Judical Procedure 15:2 (Rättegångs Balk, later abbreviated to OK), 
amendments 764/2001 and 259/2002. 
51 Asianajajatutkimus 2007, 5.  
52 Asianajajatutkimus 2007, 14, 16.  
53 Lahtinen 2007, 7–8. 
54 Oulun lääninhallitus 2004; Itä-Suomen lääninhallitus 2005.  
55 Oulun lääninhallitus 2004, 6.  
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In addition to the members of the Bar, other lawyers also offer legal 
services on a professional basis. The number of law offices that are not 
members of the Bar has been estimated as 600–700.56 Since these offices 
are not required to register, it is difficult to estimate the exact number. As 
long as these lawyers have the Master of Laws degree, they are also 
allowed to provide legal services within the legal aid system. The lack of 
supervision of their activity is, however, generally considered a problem.  

Private advocates play an important role in legal aid, especially in 
criminal matters and in family law cases as will be explained in Chapter III 
of this report.  

The Finnish advocates have not traditionally had publicly known pro 
bono activity. However, during the past few years, several big offices have 
developed pro bono activities. Besides offering the legal services of its 
members, the Finnish Bar Association also offers a free consultation in all 
legal matters. Advocates have voluntary receptions in library facilities in 
about 15 localities around the country. The receptions are usually held 
from one to four times a month and the lawyers offer general guidance 
related to legal problems. In this reach-out program, the advocates do not 
draw up documents.  

Since 1998, the Finnish Bar Association has offered a mediation 
program, accepted rules of mediation and educated its members to act as 
mediators. The mediation is confidential and its costs are divided equally 
between the parties. The program has not been very popular so far and only 
a few disputes have been mediated. The rules and a standard contract can 
be found at www.asianajajat.fi.  
 
 
3.3 Legal Advice in Labour Relations 

Finland has one of the highest rates of union membership in the 
industrialised world, with approximately 80 percent of employees 
organised in trade unions.57 All the unions have organised into three labour 
confederations, SAK (Central Organisation of Finnish Trade Unions), 
STTK (Finnish Confederation of Salaried Employees) and AKAVA 
(Confederation of Unions for Academic Professionals in Finland). All 
together, the number of members in the confederations is over 2 000 000 
employees. 

                                                 
56 Litmala 2000, 200 and Litmala 2004, 146.  
57 The following paragraph is based on the webpages of www.akava.fi; www.sttk.fi; 
www.sak.fi.  
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At the cost of a membership fee, most trade unions offer assistance and 
legal aid to their members in legal matters related to working life and 
labour law. Most disputes over terms of employment are settled by the 
trade union lawyers in negotiations with the employer or the employer’s 
union. It is very seldom necessary to take a matter further to court. 
However, if solving the matter does require taking legal action, the union 
lawyers usually also give judicial aid in the case of conflict. Some unions 
refer their members to private advocate’s offices that specialise in labour 
law. In these situations, most trade unions have special arrangements for 
providing either free or very low-cost services to their members. 
 
 
3.4 Bank Lawyers and Estate Inventory Offices 

Simple legal matters related to civil law are often handled by bank lawyers. 
The services of the banks are specially relied on in areas, in which there are 
only a few private attorneys.  

The job description of a bank lawyer in these places may be rather 
diverse. In addition to their main tasks, bank lawyers may draw up simple 
legal documents and solve simple legal problems for the clients of the 
bank. Legal services provided by bank lawyers pertain to civil matters, 
usually to family law or to real estate matters. The lawyers may, for 
example, draw up marital contracts or documents for purchase of real 
property. There are no statistics available for the amount or the specific 
nature of these services.  

A study concerning the prices of the legal services discovered that the 
price requests of bank lawyers for drafting different types of documents are 
usually at the mid-level. The prices between different banks also vary less 
than the prices between law offices. In 2004 the average charge of bank 
lawyers in Northern Finland for drafting a deed of distribution of property 
between spouses was between 310 and 337 euros. The average charge of 
advocates for drafting a similar document was about 100 euros higher.58 

Finnish estate inventory offices are legal agencies that are concentrated 
in offering legal services related to family law. The services of the estate 
inventory offices mainly concentrate in estate inventories and distributions 
of an inheritance, but some of them may also draw up wills, deeds of 
donation and other documents. Some estate inventory offices are 

                                                 
58 Oulu and Kuusamo area; see Oulun lääninhallitus 2004, 6. 
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independent and others, such as HOK-Elanto estate inventory offices,59 
work in context of an undertaker’s office.  

The employees of the estate inventory offices are lawyers but usually 
not advocates. The offices usually only handle undisputed cases. If the 
parties are unable to reach a settlement with the help of the estate inventory 
lawyer, they have to file for an executor to perform the inventory and the 
distribution of an estate. No official statistics are available for the accurate 
amount of the estate inventory offices.  
 
 
3.5 The Consumers’ Association 

The Finnish Consumers’ Association is an independent organisation that 
promotes the interests and rights of consumers.60 The association aims to 
promote consumer awareness and advance consumer interests in society 
and on the market by the means of informal action. The objective of the 
Consumers’ Association is to further the principles of fairness and 
sustainable consumption. Both private individuals and other associations 
may join the association. At the moment, the Consumers’ Association has 
64 local and regional consumer associations and 11 national federations, 
unions and associations as its members. The activity of the association is 
funded by membership fees and public grants. 

The Consumers’ Association offers free consumer guidance and legal 
consultation to its members through phone helpline. The association also 
has a chargeable phone service that offers guidance in consumer matters. In 
addition, there are separate chargeable helplines offering guidance in 
housing and real estate problems and in disputes related to tenancy 
relationships. 
 
 
3.6 The Finnish Real Estate Federation 

The Finnish Real Estate Federation is the central association of property 
owners and landlords in Finland.61 Nowadays there are 20 000 member 
properties. The Real Estate Federation provides its members advice on 
legal, technical, fiscal and economic matters. The most important activities 
are legal counselling by phone and written statements about the problems 

                                                 
59 http://www.perunkirjoitustoimisto.fi.  
60 The following paragraph is based on the webpages of www.kuluttajaliitto.fi; Suomen 
kuluttajaliitto 2006 (engl. the Finnish Consumers’ Association 2006). 
61 The following paragraph is based on the webpages of www.kiinteistoliitto.fi.  
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of the members. The functioning of the federation is funded through 
membership fees as well as dividend yields and other exterior profits62. 

The federation has 26 member associations, one of which is nationwide 
and the other 25 local. The members of the local associations are mainly 
housing companies. The nationwide association is the Finnish Lessors’ 
Association, which represents private landlords. The Lessors’ Associa-
tion63 offers legal phone counselling related to tenancy relationship for its 
members on weekdays (from 9 a.m. to 3 p.m.). In addition to legal 
counselling, the members of the Lessors’ Association may also use the 
economic and tax counselling provided by the Real Estate Federation. 
 
 
3.7 The Tenants and Residents’ Associations 

The Central Association for Tenants is a non-political and independent 
association with the purpose of supervising the interests of tenants. The 
association promotes the development of rental residence and offers 
counselling and education related to rental habitation. The functioning of 
the Association is mainly funded through membership fees as well as a 
government subsidy.  

An essential part of the service of the Central Association for Tenants is 
a phone service helpline. The call costs 1.67 €/minute plus a local call 
charge and is open for everyone. Members of the association have their 
own service line available at the local call charge. Approximately twice a 
month the Central Association for Tenants also has a lawyer reception at its 
office. The reception fee for non-members is 20 euros per 20 minutes. 
Legal counselling does not include assignments or written statements; 
those services are charged separately. 

The Residents’ Association is an independent organisation that aims to 
promote reasonable and secure living and a healthy residential 
environment. The association is also primarily an interest group for tenants, 
but its sphere of operations covers all forms of habitation. The objective of 
the Residents’ Association is to promote fair and balanced regional 
development in habitation matters. 

The Resident’s Association also has a phone service that operates from 
Monday through Friday. The service line is open for everyone and the cost 
is the same as that for the Central Association for Tenants (1,67 €/minute 
plus a local call charge). The members of the association only pay the local 
call charge. 
                                                 
62 The Finnish Real Estate Association’s Annual report 2006, 4. 
63 http://www.suomenvuokranantajat.fi/.  
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3.8 The Guarantee Foundation 

The Guarantee Foundation is a national social organisation which assists 
private persons in financial crisis with solving their debt and repayment 
problems64. The objective of the foundation is to improve management of 
personal finances and promote independent coping in society.  

The Foundation was established in 1990 and its activity is focused 
primarily on assisting persons who have been discharged from institutions 
and persons who are in long-term non-institutional care to cope with their 
debt crisis. As a consequence of the depression in the early 1990s, the debt 
problems of other households increased as well. The services of the 
foundation were then extended to match the need and to serve anyone with 
serious debt problems. Since the 1990s, debt counselling has become a 
responsibility for the local communities and the role of the Guarantee 
foundation has shifted back towards its original mission.  

The foundation is primarily funded by Finland’s Slot Machine 
Association (RAY).65 

The Guarantee Foundation serves citizens by offering free phone 
counselling and guaranteeing restructuring loans. The Debt Line -phone 
service is open Monday through Friday and is meant for anyone who is 
having trouble with debt and payments or whose family members are. The 
customers may call the line anonymously and all discussions are strictly 
confidential. 

 In 2006 the helpline counselled 3 100 callers and received 11 000 call 
attempts. The duration of the calls varied from a couple of minutes to half 
an hour, the average duration being 13,5 minutes. Men and women were 
equally represented among the callers. Most of the customers called about 
their own debt situation and many of them had problems with consumption 
credits.  

In addition to Debt Line service, the Guarantee Foundation offers 
guarantees for the restructuring loans given by private banks to private 
persons with excessive debt. The bank loan is used to pay off several debts 
with one restructuring loan. The guarantee will not be granted if the 
situation with the debts can be solved by other means.  

In 2006 the Guarantee Foundation received 717 warranty applications. 
Many of the applications came from economic and debt counselling offices 
in Helsinki and Vantaa. The applicants also had assistance from 
guardianship services, legal aid offices and congregations. The foundation 
                                                 
64 The following paragraph is based on Takuu-Säätiö 2006 (engl. Guarantee Foundation 
2006). 
65 http://www.ray.fi/inenglish/raytietoa/index.php.  
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secured 327 loans with the average sum being 17 000 euros. In total, the 
number of loans guaranteed at the end of the year 2006 was 2 884 loans 
amounting to 23 million euros. 
 
 
3.9 Taxpayers’ Association  

The Taxpayers’ Association of Finland is an independent civic organisa-
tion with the purpose of promoting moderate and equitable taxation. The 
association provides information in tax questions and aspires to reduce tax 
burden and related public expenditure. The association represents both 
individual and company taxpayers. Thus, in addition to private persons, 
also craftsmen, partnerships, companies, cooperatives, foundations and 
associations may apply for membership. At the end of the year 2006 the 
Taxpayers Association had 201 624 members. The functioning of the Tax-
payers Association is funded through membership fees. 

The association has 15 tax lawyers that can be consulted in tax 
questions. Most of the tax guidance is phone counselling, but the members 
of the association may also seek consultation by visiting the office. Phone 
helplines for the members are open from Monday through Friday at the 
cost of a local call charge. The association also has a chargeable helpline 
for anyone with tax problems. The cost of the service is 2 €/minute plus the 
local cost charge. In 2006 the association received 23 681 member calls 
and 2 137 chargeable helpline calls. Most commonly the queries by the 
customers related to inheritance and capital gains taxes. 
 
 
3.10 Consumers’ Insurance Office 

The task of the Consumers’ Insurance Office66 is to give guidance and 
advice to consumers in insurance matters.67 The office also settles disputes 
between the insurers and policyholders. Its field of operation comprises all 
lines of voluntary insurance as well as workers’ compensation, motor 
vehicle liability, patient insurance and environmental insurance. The 
Consumers’ Insurance Office is a member of the Finnish insurance sector’s 
contractual consumer organisation. Along with its independent tasks, the 
                                                 
66 The official name of the Consumers’ Insurance Office is The Finnish Insurance 
Ombudsman Bureau. Since the office does not have an actual position of Ombudsman, 
we have chosen to use the translation mentioned above in order to avoid 
misapprehension. 
67 The following paragraph is based on Kuluttajien vakuutustoimisto 2006 (engl. the 
Finnish Insurance Ombudsman Bureau 2006). 
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office functions as a secretariat for the Finnish Insurance Complaints 
Board. 

Customers may contact the Consumers’ Insurance Office by phone or 
email or by visiting the office personally. The office provides information 
about the insurance legislation and handles complaints related to insurance 
matters. The average time needed for investigating a case ranges from two 
weeks to a couple of months.  

In 2006 the Consumers Insurance Office received 8 033 enquiries and 
complaints. Most of the customers (88 percent) first contacted the office by 
phone. The largest line of contacts related to household insurance and 
personal accidents insurance. These insurance types accounted for a little 
over one third of the cases. 

All services of the Consumers’ Insurance Office are free of charge. The 
costs of this insurance office are covered by the Federation of Finnish 
Financial Services, which represents the banking and insurance sector. In 
2006 the expenses of the office were 1 397 713 euros. 
 
 
3.11 Advisory Office for Bank Customers 

The Advisory Office for Bank Customers is an independent counselling 
authority that gives advice and recommendations to private individuals and 
small companies in banking-related matters.68 The services of the Advisory 
Office are free of charge and the costs of the office are covered by an 
annual appropriation provided by the Federation of Finnish Financial 
Services. The main purpose of the Advisory Office is to promote mutual 
trust between the banks and their private and small corporate customers, as 
well as to develop the day-to-day banking practices through voluntary 
cooperation. 

The office provides information about the content of legislation related 
to the banking branch and can also be contacted in matters related to 
proceedings available to the customer when resolving disagreements with 
the bank. The Advisory Office does not provide legally binding decisions 
but it strives for a voluntary dispute settlement between the bank and the 
customer. The office may also submit a written recommendation for 
settling the matter. The settlement proposals and recommendations of the 
Advisory office usually lead to a voluntary settlement. However, should 
the settlement fail to lead to a result, the office provides guidance in further 
steps in the matter. 
                                                 
68 The following paragraph is based on the Advisory Office for Bank Customers’ Annual 
Reports 2005 and 2006. 
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In 2006, a total of 1 478 new customers contacted the Advisory Office 
in banking matters. Matters related to payments and to the use of accounts 
were the principal reasons for contacting the office. Almost 90 percent of 
the customers contacted the office via phone, but the number of customers 
that seek guidance by email is constantly increasing. Almost three quarters 
of the cases were settled over the phone. Issues that could not be solved 
over the phone were processed and investigated by the Advisory Office. 
The average time for processing these cases was from two to five months. 
 
 
3.12 The Feminist Association Unioni 

The Feminist Association Unioni is a non-governmental organisation 
promoting women’s position in society.69 The Unioni seeks to raise 
feminist consciousness in women and to promote political, economic, and 
social equality between the genders. To promote its goals the Unioni makes 
public statements, publishes expert opinions on women’s issues and 
comments on pending legislation. Nowadays, Unioni is the founder of the 
independent rape crisis centre Tukinainen. 

As a concrete service, the Unioni offers legal help for women free of 
charge. Once a week on Wednesday evenings from 5 p.m to 7 p.m., 
lawyers offer advice to women with legal problems. Lawyers give general 
advice and may comment on drafts of legal documents.  

 
 

3.13 Monika–Naiset liitto 

The Multicultural Women’s Resource Centre, Monika, is an independent 
association that aims to help immigrant women and their children who are 
victims of violence.70 Monika distributes information about violence and 
human rights and aims at preventing social exclusion and facilitating the 
integration of immigrants in Finland. Monika offers education and 
consultation to interest groups in its field of speciality. 

Monika offers concrete help to immigrant women through various 
services. The national phone Hotline is open 24 h every day and women may 
call there anonymously to discuss their situation. In addition Monika offers a 
reception for abused women and children, legal counselling, support persons 
and peer groups. In 2004 Monika established a refuge centre MONA for 
immigrant women and children in immediate mortal danger due to domestic 
                                                 
69 The following paragraph is based on the webpages of www.naisunioni.fi.  
70 The following paragraph is based on the webpages of www.monikanaiset.fi. 
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violence. Services of Monika are available in fifteen different languages. In 
2006 over 2 000 women used the services of Monika. 

Activities of Monika are mainly funded by RAY (Finland’s Slot 
Machine Association) and the city of Helsinki. The functioning has also 
been funded by other cities and several ministries.  
 
 
3.14 Victim Support  

Victim Support Finland (formerly known as Finnish Service for Crime 
Victims) is a national organisation with the purpose of offering practical 
advice and psychological support to victims of crime. Victim Support aims 
to improve the social status of crime victims by influencing general 
attitudes and legislation. Victim Support is a co-operated project of the 
Finnish Red Cross, the Federation of Mother and Child Homes and 
Shelters, the Finnish Association for Mental Health, Mannerheim League 
for Child Welfare, the Finnish Federation of Settlements, the National 
Ecclesiastical Board/Division of Diaconia and Society and the Feminist 
Association Unioni. 

Victim Support Finland has several methods for helping its clients. A 
national helpline with trained volunteers operates from Monday to Friday 
and offers customers psychological support as well as practical advice on 
how to proceed with their cases. Callers in need of further support are 
advised to their regional coordinator. Victims of crimes also have the 
possibility to get legal counselling. The phone service is open from 
Monday to Thursday and volunteer lawyers give general advice regarding 
legal procedures and ways to get help. Victim Support also organises 
professionally led “self-help groups” for crime victims where needed. 

In addition, Victim Support offices have trained volunteers who help 
crime victims personally. Volunteers offer a possibility to discuss the 
experience and, if needed, assist in reporting the crime, in drawing up an 
application for restraining orders or indemnity claims and in court 
proceedings. The support person function is part of the legal aid in criminal 
procedure as will be explained in section 3.1.  
 
Table 2.1  Advice by Victim Support 
 
Year 

Helpline 
calls 

Legal Advise 
calls 

Support volunteer 
relationships 

2002 1 150 479 658 
2003 1 359 556 779 
2004 1 531 550 842 
2005 1 797 505 851 
2006 1 391 508 952 
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All services of Victim Support are free of charge. The activities of the 
organisation are mainly financed by RAY. Victim support also receives 
additional funding from the Ministry of Interior and the Ministry of Justice 
as well as from certain municipalities.  
 
 
3.15 Tukinainen – Rape Crisis Centre 

Tukinainen – Rape Crisis Centre (Raiskauskriisikeskus) is a national non-
profit organisation that provides support and guidance for women who 
have been sexually assaulted and abused.71 The primary task of Tukinainen 
is to offer professional help for recovering from sexual assault. Tukinainen 
also supplements public social and health services as well as the official 
systems in its own special field. In addition, Tukinainen influences 
professional and legal practices in order to reduce and prevent violence 
against women, and provides co-operation, consultation and training for 
authorities, educational institutions, and others. 

Tukinainen offers two separate phone lines for helping its clients. Crisis 
Phone operates every day and offers confidential conversation and 
information about sexual abuse and violence. Helpline for free legal 
consultation operates from Monday to Thursday from 2 p.m. to 5 p.m. and 
offers information about sexual harassment and molestation, as well as 
other sexual offences and restraining orders. By calling the helpline, the 
client may also agree on a personal counselling appointment with a lawyer. 

The main area of operation for Tukinainen is to offer first hand mental 
and legal support. Usually the clients receive counselling by phone or in 
person and are then directed further to a legal aid office or to a private 
attorney. In some cases, however, Tukinainen may also offer free legal 
assistance when reporting a sexual offence to police, during preliminary 
investigation, during the actual court proceedings and in divorce 
proceedings. A lawyer from Tukinainen can then serve as legal counsel for 
the client. 

In spring 2004, Tukinainen and Ensi- ja turvakotien liitto (the 
Federation of Mother and Child Homes and Shelters) established a project 
that offers support in legal problems associated with domestic violence. 
The project has its own legal helpline and it also offers legal 
representation. The lawyer of the project has represented about 60 women 
with multiple legal problems. Many of these women have been financially 
non-eligible for the free legal aid (see section 3.3.1) but because of the 
                                                 
71 The paragraph is based on following sources: www.tukinainen.fi; Tukinainen 
brochure; telephone interview Päivi Vilkki-Leinonen 23.1.2008. 
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multiple proceedings, such as protection orders, criminal trials, divorce 
proceedings and child custody  disputes, the legal costs would have 
exceeded their economic capacity. In some child custody proceedings the 
limit of one hundred hours has been a problem. In some cases repeated 
custody proceedings were a big economic burden to the clients. The clients 
of the project have also found it important to have a lawyer who 
understands the dynamics of domestic violence.72 The project ends in 2008. 

All therapeutic and legal services from Tukinainen are free of charge 
for its clients. The activities of Tukinainen are primarily financed by RAY 
(Finland’s Slot Machine Association). 
 
 
3.16 Krits 

Legal aid project for the persons who have recently been released from 
prison was started in 2003 as a trial project by the Probation Foundation. 
The foundation was founded in 2001 after the probation services were 
national. The foundation is a non-governmental organization that provides 
services and support to released inmates.  

The legal advice project in 2003–2005 encompassed the services by one 
full time attorney (Criminal Ombudsman). The project had 305 clients. The 
most common problems related to indebtedness, debt enforcement and 
liability for damages (27 %). Also enforcement of criminal sanctions, 
social law and work and residence permits were common problems. The 
emphasis of the project was on individual counselling and advice. The 
ombudsman works now on a permanent basis and is funded by RAY.73 
 
  
3.17 Conclusion  

The legal services by the private sector and by the non-governmental 
organizations are a heterogeneous group of arrangements. They vary in 
size, organization and mission. With the exception of the Bar, the services 
are related to a specific field of law or activity.  

In the private sector, the coalitions of banks and insurance companies 
have built an advice organization for their customers. These organizations 
offer advice and semi-structured mediation services to the clients of their 
host companies. The number of contacts was nearly 1 500 for the Advisory 
Office of the Banks and about 8 000 for the insurance sector.  

                                                 
72 Interviews with Tanja Noponen 1.2.2008 and Sanna Kaitue 4.2.2008.  
73 http://www.krits.fi/NOVPRO/krimas_loppuraportti.shtml 
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The legal counselling service with the largest number of inquiries is 
that of the Tax Payers’ Organization with 15 lawyers. The service that is 
funded by the membership fees received approximately 26 000 helpline 
calls in 2006. Specializing in tax law, the organization probably meets a 
considerable part of the demand for legal advice in this field.  

The non-governmental organizations are mostly funded by the lottery 
funds (RAY) and small membership fees and donations. The RAY funding 
seems to be quite essential for the legal advice and counselling programs of 
these organizations. The purpose of RAY is to fund projects, not 
permanent activity. The organizations we have presented here do perform 
functions, such as victim support and rape victim counselling, that should 
be organised on a permanent basis. The Guarantee Foundation is an 
example of counselling that was initiated as a RAY project within the 
Foundation and later transferred to the local communities.  

The legal services provided by non-governmental organizations have 
grown out of their main activity, which seems to be victim services with an 
emphasis on violence against women. Within these organizations, the legal 
counselling works closely with the main activity of the organization. In 
addition, non-governmental organizations also offer legal advice in family 
law related matters. A special aspect of the advice by these organizations 
seems to be that the caller may remain anonymous. The victim support 
service also provides support persons who have an important role in the 
criminal procedure (see section II.2.4). Even if the numbers of calls to the 
helplines are not very big in all instances, these organizations seem to fulfil 
important functions that are not covered by other services in the society.  
 
 
4 The Role of Ombudsmen  

4.1 Introduction  

The ombudsman institution is a Swedish innovation from 1809 that has 
spread all over the world. The first Finnish Parliamentary Ombudsman was 
appointed right after the Finnish Independence in 1919. The Parliamentary 
Ombudsman, which oversees the duties of the authorities ensuring that 
they follow the law, is still at the heart of the ombudsman institution. The 
Parliamentary Ombudsman and her two deputies receive annually over 
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3 500 complaints from the public.74 The majority of the complaints concern 
different parts of the criminal justice system and the social services.75 

The lawyers at the Parliamentary Ombudsman’s office give advice over 
the phone on a number of enquiries from the public.76 The Parliamentary 
Ombudsman is not, however, included in our overview of the ombudsmen 
because advice is only a secondary part of her main activities. 

The ombudsman institution has proven to be quite successful. In 
addition to spreading to other jurisdictions, including the EU, new 
ombudsmen specializing in different topics and groups of people have been 
established.77 In Finland we have ombudsmen for minorities, equality, 
patients, consumers, data protection, social welfare, children,78 the elder 
and the disabled. The roles for these ombudsmen have been defined in 
different ways and in different documents. Some of them have a 
responsibility to receive and to take a position on complaints from the 
people whose rights have been violated. Practically all of them have the 
responsibility to disseminate information on the respective law, to promote 
the goals of the relevant legislation and to monitor the implementation of 
the relevant laws.  

The aim of this report is to cover all such ombudsmen whose duties 
include giving advice and/or assistance to individuals in their respective 
fields. The following presentation will give a short overview of the duties 
of the respective ombudsmen and describe their activity in legal and semi-
legal advice and assistance.  
 
 
4.2 The Ombudsman for Minorities 

The Ombudsman for Minorities is an independent authority with the task 
of supervising the implementation of the ethnic non-discrimination 
principle.79 Administratively, the office of the Ombudsman works in 
connection with the Ministry of Interior, but the Ombudsman is 
independent in its actions. The functioning of the Ombudsman is based on 

                                                 
74 Parliamentary Ombudsman 2006, 24.  
75 Härmälä and Tala 2000, 143. The Chancellor of Justice also receives a number of 
complaints from the public.  
76 Parliamentary Ombudsman 2006, 23.  
77 Härmälä and Tala 2000, 148.  
78 Act on the Child Ombudsman (Lag om barnombudsmannen 1221/2004). 
79 The following paragraph is based on Parliamentary Ombudsman of Finland 2006. 
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the Non-Discrimination Act as well as the Act and Decree on the 
Ombudsman for Minorities.80  

The task of the Ombudsman for Minorities is to provide information to 
citizens and to monitor the implementation of equality in practice. The 
Ombudsman also advances the status and legal protection of ethnic 
minorities and foreigners in society, promotes good ethnic relations and 
supervises compliance with the prohibition of ethnic discrimination. 
Ombudsman’s duties also include the tasks that were formerly assigned to 
the Ombudsman for Foreigners.  

The jurisdiction of the Ombudsman only covers the supervision of 
ethnic discrimination. Discrimination cases based merely on language, 
sexual orientation, ideology or disability, which are forbidden grounds of 
discrimination,81 fall outside the scope of his/her authority. 

The office of the Ombudsman can be contacted by anyone who has 
experienced or observed discrimination based on ethnic origin. Citizens 
may also contact the Ombudsman on behalf of another person or as a 
group. The customers are mainly served by providing them information 
and support in problematic situations. The Ombudsman may support the 
customers in finding an amicable solution to their situation or advise and 
guide them to the correct authority. In certain situations, however, the 
Ombudsman may take supplementary measures by taking a case further 
either to the National Discrimination Tribunal or to the police for 
investigation.82 The Ombudsman can also give assistance or provide legal 
aid in a case that has considerable significance for the prevention of ethnic 
discrimination.83 

The personnel resources of the Ombudsman’s office are mainly 
targeted at responding to customer contacts. In 2006, the office of the 
Ombudsman handled 645 customer cases. Nearly half of the cases (48 %) 
dealt with discrimination or inappropriate treatment, 23 percent with issues 

                                                 
80 Non-Discrimination Act (Lag om likabehandling 21/2004); Act on the Ombudsman 
for Minorities and the National Discrimination Tribunal of Finland (Lag om minoritets-
ombudsmannen och diskrimineringsnämnden 660/2001); Decree on the Ombudsman for 
Minorities (Statsrådets förordning om minoritetsombudsmannen 687/2001; as amended 
1397/2007). 
81 Constitution (Finlands grundlag 731/1999), 6 §; Non-Discrimination Act 6 §. The 
Ministry of Justice (OM) has appointed a Committee to prepare a reform of anti-
discrimination law that would give the same protection to all grounds of discrimination 
12/42/2006. For more information see Mellanbetänkande av jämlikhetskommissionen 
2008:1. 
82 Before 2001, the former law (446/1991) gave the Ombudsman duties that were related 
to individual cases of asylum and deportation processes.  
83 Act on the Ombudsman for Minorities and the National Discrimination Tribunal of 
Finland (Lag om minoritetsombudsmannen och diskrimineringsnämnden 660/2001), 4 §. 
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relevant to the Aliens Act and 29 percent with other issues, such as 
problems with integration.  

In 2006 most of the appropriations granted to the office of the 
Ombudsman were spent in wages. In addition to the Ombudsman himself, 
the office of Ombudsman is staffed by five senior officers, a planning officer 
and a special secretary. In total 434 768 euros was spent on labour costs and 
49 374 euros on general expenditure such as materials and travel services. 
 
 
4.3 The Ombudsman for Equality 

Ombudsman for Equality is an independent authority set to monitor the 
compliance with the Act on Equality84 between women and men.85 The 
jurisdiction is based on the Act and Decree on the Ombudsman for 
Equality and the Equality Board.86 The Ombudsman is appointed by the 
Council of state and the term of office is five years. The Office of the 
Ombudsman operates in connection with the Ministry of Social Affairs. In 
2006 the Office of the Ombudsman employed 12 persons.  

The task of the Ombudsman for Equality is to promote the purpose of 
the Equality Act by means of initiatives, advice and counselling. The 
Ombudsman also gives information about the Act and its application, and 
monitors the implementation of equality between women and men in 
different sectors of society. 

The office of the Ombudsman for Equality can be contacted by anyone 
who feels they have been discriminated. As a rule, the Ombudsman only 
gives advice and counselling. The office helpline received 644 phone calls 
in 2006. An important part of the activity of the Ombudsman are written 
opinions on the complaints of persons who feel that they have been 
discriminated. In 1998, the Ombudsman received 176 such complaints.87  

However, in a matter of considerable significance, the Ombudsman 
may assist a person in a court of law or take the case further to the Equality 
Board. In practice the Ombudsman for equality mainly gives advice and 
provides counselling. So far the Ombudsman has not assisted anyone in 

                                                 
84 Act on Equality between Women and Men (Lag om jämställdhet mellan kvinnor och 
män 609/1986). 
85 The following paragraph is based on Tasa-arvovaltuutettu 2006 (engl. the Annual 
Report of the Ombudsman for Equality); www.tasa-arvo.fi. 
86 Act on the Ombudsman of Equality (Lag om jämställdhetsombudsmannen och 
jämställdhetsnämnden 610/1986); Decree on the Ombudsman of Equality and the Board 
of Equality (Förordning om jämställdhetsombudsmannen och jämställdhetsnämnden 
739/1986). 
87 Härmälä and Tala 2000, 173.  
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court, but has been heard as a witness and as an expert witness. The 
decisions of the Ombudsman for Equality cannot be appealed.88  
 
 
4.4 The Consumer Ombudsman 

The Consumer Ombudsman monitors compliance with legislation 
concerning the protection of consumers’ rights. By virtue of the Act on 
Consumer Agency89 the Director General of the agency serves as the 
Consumer Ombudsman. Administratively the Consumer Agency operates 
under supervision of the Ministry of Employment and Economy.90 The 
Consumer Agency promotes and executes consumer education, directs the 
municipal consumer advice, carries out research related to consumer 
matters and takes initiatives to improve the consumer protection.  

The task of the Consumer Ombudsman is to ensure consumers’ 
economic, health and legal position and to implement consumer policy. If 
the Ombudsman perceives an entrepreneur to be engaging illegal activities, 
he or she is obliged to take action. Most cases are solved by negotiations. 
The Ombudsman has powers to impose prohibitive orders to entrepreneurs 
who engage in illegal activities and to take such entrepreneurs to court.  

As a rule, direct consumer assistance is centralised to municipal 
consumer advisers. In certain situations however, if the matter is significant 
as regards to public interest, or the entrepreneur does not comply with the 
decisions of the Consumer Disputes Board, the Ombudsman may assist the 
consumer. The Consumer Ombudsman may bring individual or groups of 
cases to Consumer Disputes Board. The Ombudsman may also assist a 
consumer in a court of law if the case fulfils the above mentioned 
conditions.91 The Ombudsman may in such a court case bear the court costs 
that the law suit causes to the consumer. The Consumer Ombudsman has 
assisted a consumer in a court of law in a few cases per year.92 The majority 
of the notifications to the Consumer Ombudsman concern breaches in 
marketing or in terms of agreement between the consumer and the 
entrepreneur. These cases are mainly solved through negotiations or by 

                                                 
88 Härmälä and Tala 2000, 170.  
89 Act on Consumer Agency (Lag om Konsumentverket 1056/1998), § 1; Decree on 
Consumer Agency (Förordning om Konsumentverket 1057/1998). 
90 Until 31.12.2007 Ministry of Trade and Industry.  
91 Act on Consumer Agency 9 §. 
92 The Consumer Ombudsman and lawyer from her office have assisted consumers in 37 
cases since 1998. Email correspondence with lawyer Jari Suurla, Consumer 
Ombudsman’s office 9.4.2008.  
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informing the entrepreneur about the contents of the Consumer Protection 
Act.93 

Furthermore, since 2007 she has an exclusive standing to bring a class 
action suit and as a plaintiff represent several persons that have claims 
against the same entrepreneur94.  

In 2006 the Consumer Agency had 94 employees. Advice to the public 
is an important part of the activity of the Agency. The agency received 
1 367 written enquiries and 6 932 enquiries via phone. The appropriation 
of the Consumer Agency was all together 7.7 million euros. Approximately 
4.3 million euros was used on labour costs. 
 
 
4.5 The Data Protection Ombudsman 

The Data Protection Ombudsman is an independent authority operating in 
connection with the Ministry of Justice.95 The Ombudsman exerts power 
based on the Personal Data Act as well as the Act and Decree on the Data 
Protection Board and the Data Protection Ombudsman.96 The Data 
Protection Ombudsman guides and controls the processing of personal data 
and provides related consultation. The Ombudsman also follows the 
general development in the processing of personal data.  

The primary duty of the Data Protection Ombudsman is to influence, in 
advance, compliance with the legislation concerning the keeping of 
registers. The Office of the Ombudsman provides information on the 
Personal Data Act, aimed at both controllers and data subjects. In addition, 
the Ombudsman makes decisions pertaining to the compliance with 
legislation and implementation of the rights of data subjects. As a rule, the 
statements of the Ombudsman are recommendations and cannot be 
appealed. However, in matters concerning the implementation of the right 
of verification and the correction of personal data, the decisions of the 
Ombudsman are binding and also subject to appeal. 

The Data Protection Ombudsman must be heard in matters of 
preparation of legislative or administrative reforms concerning the 

                                                 
93 Härmälä and Tala 2000, 157–158; The Consumer Protection Act (Konsumentskydds-
lag 38/1978). 
94 Act on Class Actions (Lag om grupptalan 444/2007). 
95 The following paragraph is based on the webpages of www.tietosuoja.fi  
96 Personal Data Act (Personuppgiftslag 523/1999), Chapter 9; Act on Data Protection 
Board and Data Protection Ombudsman (Lag om datasekretessnämnden och 
dataombudsmannen 389/1994); Decree on the Data Protection Board and the Data 
Protection Ombudsman (Förordning om datasekretessnämnden och dataombudsmannen 
432/1994).  
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protection of personal rights and freedoms in the processing of personal 
data. The public prosecutor must consult the Data Protection Ombudsman 
prior to bringing charges based on violations of the Personal Data Act. 
Courts of law are also obliged to provide the Ombudsman with an 
opportunity to be heard in cases concerning related issues. In certain cases 
the Data Protection Ombudsman may bring an act of violation to the 
consideration of the Data Protection Board. 

The focus of the activity of the Data Protection Ombudsman is on the 
organizations that use and register data. The advice and assistance to the 
citizens is one part of this activity. The Ombudsman does not assist the 
citizens in legal proceedings. The public may make inquiries to the 
Ombudsman on the legal handling of personal data. Citizens may also get 
help from the Ombudsman when using their right to the verification and 
the correction of personal data.97 If the registered has no right to verify the 
data, the Ombudsman has the right to control that the register is held 
according to the law. In practice, the public has made annually about 400 
enquiries to the Data Protection Ombudsman.98  

In 2006 the Office of the Data Ombudsman had 19 employees. The 
office received 1 376 790 euros for its operations. A little less than 20 
percent of the appropriation was used on pre-emptive actions and 
approximately 22 percent on the decision-making of the Ombudsman. 
Eighty-two percent of the expenditure consisted of labour costs. 
 
 
4.6 The Patient Ombudsman 

Patient Ombudsman is a health care establishment employee with the task 
of promoting the implementation of patients’ rights.99 The functioning of 
the Ombudsman is based on the Act on the Status and Rights of Patients.100 
Both public and private sector health care establishments in Finland must 
have a Patient Ombudsman.  

If a patient is dissatisfied with his/her care or treatment, he or she can 
make an objection to the director of the health care unit. Patients may also 
submit a complaint concerning their treatment to the relevant State 
Provincial Office. More complex complaints are transferred by the State 
Provincial Office to be dealt with by the National Authority for Medico-

                                                 
97 Personal Data Act 26–29 § (Personuppgiftslag).  
98 Härmälä and Tala 2000, 165. 
99 The following paragraph is based on the webpages of www.stm.fi; www.pvk.fi.  
100 Act on the Status and Rights of Patients (Lag om patientens ställning och rättigheter 
785/1992), § 11. 
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legal Affairs.101 The Patient Ombudsman’s task is to assist the patients in 
submitting an objection or complaint, or a claim for indemnity for 
professional negligence. The Ombudsman will assist the patient in 
initiating the matter and submitting it to the Patient Insurance Centre or 
will provide guidance in submitting a complaint. 

The Patient Insurance Centre handles the compensation procedures for 
patient injuries for both private insurances and the public sector. 
The Patient Insurance Centre will decide whether a patient has sustained a 
compensatory bodily injury in connection with medical treatment and 
health care on the basis of the Patient Injuries Act. In 2006 the centre 
received 7 935 patient insurance claims and decided on 5 886 of those. 
Indemnities paid to patients were in total 26 995 euros.102 
 
 
4.7 The Social Welfare Ombudsman 

Social Welfare Ombudsman is a municipal authority that promotes the 
rights of social welfare clients.103 The jurisdiction of the Ombudsman is 
based on the Social Welfare Clients Act that came into force at the 
beginning of 2001.104 The Ombudsman monitors both public and private 
social welfare services. 

Each municipality has to have a Social Welfare Ombudsman. The 
Ombudsman publishes information on clients’ rights, advises clients on 
matters related to application of the Act and assists clients in filing 
complaints to the responsible officials of the social welfare unit or to the 
municipal official in charge. If clients are dissatisfied with the treatment or 
service they have received, they can ask the Ombudsman to act as an 
arbitrator.  

The Social Welfare Ombudsman monitors development of the status 
and rights of clients in the municipality and submits a report on this to the 
municipal executive board annually. Municipal authorities are responsible 
for ensuring access to the services of the municipal social services 

                                                 
101 Act on National Authority for Medicolegal Affairs (Lag om rättsskyddscentralen för 
hälsovården 1074/1992). 
102 If a patient is dissatisfied with a decision of the Patient Insurance Centre, he or she 
can bring the matter to the Patient Insurance Board or file a civil suit in the district court. 
See 2.5.5. 
103 The following paragraph is based on www.sataehp.fi/sosiaaliasiamies;  
http://www.stm.fi/Resource.phx/eng/subjt/socwe/rights/index.htx. 
104 Act on Social Welfare Clients (Lag om klientens ställning och rättigheter inom 
socialvården 812/2000). 
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ombudsman and for ensuring that these services are impartial. Same person 
can act as the Social Welfare Ombudsman for several municipalities. 

In addition to municipal Social Welfare Ombudsman certain 
municipalities have voluntarily established an office of Ombudsman for the 
Disabled. The task of the Ombudsman is to promote the rights of disabled 
people. Some associations, such as the Finnish Association of People with 
Mobility Disabilities, also have an employee called Ombudsman for the 
Disabled. Both the University of Helsinki and the University of Turku are 
planning to establish posts for an official solely concentrating on 
promoting the rights of disabled students. 
 
 
4.8 Conclusions 

In addition to the Parliamentary Ombudsman, other new Ombudsmen have 
been founded since the 1970s. These new ombudsmen are often 
commissioned to work with issues that have become topics of new 
legislation, for various reasons. It is often thought that the new legislation 
needs new expertise that is best generated in the ombudsman’s office. 
Typically, their duty is to monitor the realisation of ‘new’ rights that 
concern groups or interests for which traditional legal safeguards through 
courts and other similar bodies are not deemed sufficient or practical. The 
ombudsmen monitor the interests and rights of groups of persons who in 
one way or another are regarded as weak members of the society, such as 
ethnic minorities, patients, disabled and children. Examples of ‘new’ 
interests that are monitored by an ombudsman are privacy in data 
protection and consumers (in the 1970s). Often these newly discovered 
interests and weak groups overlap as in the case of newly appointed 
Ombudsman for Children.  

Unlike the Parliamentary Ombudsman, the special ombudsmen’s 
central duty is to monitor how the interest and rights included in their 
mission are implemented in the general policies, law reforms and practices. 
As Härmälä and Tala point out, even though the point of view of the 
ombudsmen is that of the citizens (or immigrants), the focus of their work 
is on the authorities as regulators and the institutions, the practices of 
which are relevant for the rights concerned.105  

These general policy goals of the ombudsmen could be in conflict with 
their duty to monitor the rights of individuals. As Härmälä and Tala argue, 
this is not necessarily so. To a large extent, the contacts with the groups 

                                                 
105 Härmälä and Tala 2000, 179.  
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concerned direct the activity of the ombudsmen. In the design of the new 
ombudsman institutions, there have been different standpoints on how 
much assistance they should give to members of the public.  

From the point of view of legal services, it is important to note that 
advice to the members of the public is an essential part of each 
ombudsman’s activity. How this part of their duties is carried out in 
practice seems to vary a great deal, however. Much of the advice is given 
over the phone in relatively informal discussions. The Equality 
Ombudsman has developed a practice of written opinions on whether a 
certain conduct can be classified as discrimination based on gender. This 
practice comes closest to the traditional way the Parliamentary 
Ombudsman works. The Ombudsman for the Minorities mainly directs 
individual complainants to the correct authorities for help or assists in 
making a criminal complaint.  

Legal assistance of the members of the public is mentioned in the 
respective laws as one of the tasks of the Equality Ombudsman, 
Ombudsman for Minorities and the Consumer Ombudsman. Such 
assistance can be given when the matter has importance for the general 
mandate of the Ombudsman. The Consumer Ombudsman has recently got 
a more effective means for her disposal as group complaints and class 
action suits have become possible. In practice, legal assistance has not been 
an essential part of the activity of these Ombudsmen. Only the Consumer 
Ombudsman has initiated law suits in district courts and even he has done 
it very seldom. In contrast with other ombudsmen, the big part of the 
activity of the Patient Ombudsmen and the Social Service Ombudsmen is 
to help patients to file complaints about misconduct in health care or social 
services.  
 
 
5 The Role of Different Boards 

5.1 Introduction  

The Ombudsmen that were discussed in the previous section do not usually 
have powers to give binding decisions on cases. However, the Consumer 
Ombudsman and the Data Protection Ombudsman have power to impose 
injunctions or give other binding decisions. But in most cases, such 
jurisdiction lies in the courts or specific boards that have a parallel 
jurisdiction with the Ombudsman.  

In this section we shall look at the activity of some of these boards. The 
purpose is to mention such boards that have a dispute resolution function 
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and to which an individual can make a complaint. Therefore, the Equality 
Board, which only handles matters at the initiative of the Equality 
Ombudsman, labour market organizations and the courts, is not included.  

In addition to the dispute resolution function, the boards also play an 
important role in social security matters, in which they serve as first 
instance courts in the administrative court system. Their role in these 
matters is discussed in section 2.5.6.  
 
 
5.2 The National Discrimination Tribunal  

Section 6 of the Non-Discrimination Act prohibits discrimination on the 
basis of ethnic or national origin. The National Discrimination Tribunal of 
Finland (later Discrimination Board) is an independent organ promoting 
this legal principle.106 The jurisdiction of the board is based on the Non-
Discrimination Act and the Act on Ombudsman for Minorities and 
National discrimination Tribunal of Finland.107 The competence of the 
Discrimination Board is limited to cases that concern discrimination based 
on ethnic origin. The board handles cases relating to ethnic discrimination 
insofar as they do not touch on an employment relationship or a service 
relationship governed by public law – matters that fall under the 
jurisdiction of general or administrative courts. 

The Discrimination Board consists of a chairman, six members and a 
secretary. The chairman and the members are part-time elected officials. 
The chairman, secretary and at least three members must be qualified for 
judicial office. The term of office for the board is four years. The board 
handles cases based on written complaints and the cases are decided in 
written procedure. 

Any victim of ethnic discrimination may submit a matter to the 
Discrimination Board. A case concerning ethnic discrimination may also 
be submitted by the Ombudsman for Minorities. The Ombudsman as well 
as the courts, other public authorities and voluntary associations, may also 
request a statement from the Discrimination Board on the application of the 
Non-discrimination Act.  

A decision of the Discrimination Board has the same legal effect as a 
judgement by general court of law. However, the board does not replace 

                                                 
106 The following paragraph is based on the Discrimination Board’s Report 2004–2006; 
the webpage of http://www.mol.fi. 
107 Non-Discrimination Act (Lag om likabehandling 21/2004); Act on the Ombudsman 
for Minorities and the National Discrimination Tribunal (Lag om minoritetsombuds-
mannen och diskrimineringsnämnden 660/2001). 
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any existing legal remedies or review tribunals. It does not have the 
authority to revise the decisions of other public authorities. If a case has 
been or is to be taken up by another authority, the Discrimination Board 
may not investigate it.108 The purpose of the Discrimination Board is to 
offer a quick and affordable alternative for court proceedings.  

The Discrimination Board may confirm a conciliation settlement 
between the parties or prohibit continued or repeated behaviour that 
infringes the prohibition of discrimination. The board may also impose 
conditional fines to enforce compliance with its decisions. The 
Administrative Act (434/2003) that is applied in the procedural issues in 
the Board. Decisions of the Discrimination Board may be appealed to an 
Administrative Court.109 The competent Court is the one in the judicial 
district of which the person allegedly discriminated against resides.  

The Discrimination Board is a fairly new organ of legal protection. The 
Council of State nominated the first board in 2004 and the term of office 
finishes in February 2008. Between the years 2004 and 2006 the 
Discrimination Board convened 21 times and examined 100 applications, 
of which the board confirmed a conciliation settlement between the parties 
in two cases. Among other things the applications concerned 
discrimination in welfare services, housing services, proceedings of 
administrative authorities and supply of education possibilities. During the 
examination period the Discrimination Board also gave six specific 
injunctions. 
 
 
5.3 The Insurance Complaints Board 

The Insurance Complaints Board (later the Complaints Board) is an organ, 
which handles insurance related complaints and disputes put forward by 
policyholders, insured persons, injured parties, beneficiaries and insurance 
companies.110 Administratively, the Complaints Board is a member of the 
Finnish insurance sector’s contractual consumer organisation.111 Both 
consumers and corporate customers are entitled to request a statement from 
the board. By request the board may also give a statement to a court of law. 

                                                 
108 Non-discrimination Act (Lag om likabehandling 21/2004) 13 §.  
109 Act on the Ombudsman for Minorities and the National Discrimination Tribunal 7j § 
(Lag om minoritetsombudsmannen och diskrimineringsnämnden amendment 22/2004); 
Non-discriminatoin Act 18 §. 
110 The following paragraph is based on Vakuutuslautakunta 2006 (engl. the Insurance 
Complaints Board’s Annual Report 2006). 
111 Standing Orders of the Finnish insurance sector’s contractual consumer organisation. 
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Industrial accident insurance and patient insurance are outside the 
sphere of authority of the board. Otherwise the Complaints Board deals 
with all voluntary lines of insurance. The cases are decided in written 
procedure, without the presence of the parties. Thus the board cannot hold 
oral hearings. The average time needed for the processing of a claim has 
hitherto been about six months. 

The Complaints Board is organised under a plenary session and four 
committees. The tasks of the committees are divided according to the type 
of insurance. Half of the committee members in committee I–III represent 
the consumer side and the other half come from the insurance industry. 
Committee IV handles matters concerning the insurances of businesses. 
Therefore, half of its members are representatives of commerce, industry 
and entrepreneurs.  
 
Table 2.2  The Insurance Complaints Board  
Committee Remit Cases solved 
  2006 2005 

I 

- life insurance; private accident insurance; medical 
questions concerning travel insurance or liability 
insurance 

 
181 

 
249 

II 
- liability insurance; legal expenses insurance; travel 

insurance; transport insurance 
 

194 
 

205 

III 
- home insurance; car insurance; real estate insurance; 

boat insurance etc. 
 

211 
 

203 

IV 
- insurances concerning the assets and 
   entrepreneurship of firms and craftsmen 

 
75 

 
72 

Plenary  – – 
Total  661 729 
Dropped cases  112 112 
Total  773 841 
 
 
The statements of the Complaints Board are recommendations. Thus, they 
cannot be appealed against. In 2006 the Complaints Board received a total 
of 779 new requests for statements, of which it settled 733 cases. In 32 
percent of the statements the board took a stand in favour of the applicant. 
As much as 98 percent of the statements were accepted by the insurance 
companies. The cases settled in the board most commonly related to 
general liability insurance, home insurance or personal accidents insurance.  

Customers contacting the Complaints Board get the statements free of 
charge. Equally, if the Complaints Board consults a specialist in a case 
requiring medical or technical expertise the cost are covered by the board. 
The functioning of the Complaints Board is financed by the Federation of 
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Finnish Financial Services. According to the profit and loss statement, the 
expenses of the board in the year 2006 were 168 996,56 euros. 

The objective of the Complaints Board is to provide competent and 
expeditious solutions to insurance disputes. In order to promote this goal, 
the board provides a wide-ranging database of statements that handle the 
most relevant and/or typical complaints made to the board. In its webpages 
the board also provides a service for comparing different insurances. In 
2006 the webpages had a total of 208 000 visitors. 
 
 
5.4 The Consumer Disputes Board 

The Consumer Disputes Board (later the Consumer Board) is a neutral and 
independent expert body that issues decisions concerning disputes 
involving consumer and housing transactions.112 The functioning of the 
board is regulated by the Act on Consumer Disputes Board and the Decree 
on Consumer Complaints Board.113 

The board handles disputes between consumers and business, and gives 
recommendations in disputes between two private persons concerning the 
sale of housing. In order for a consumer to complain to the Consumer 
Board, the product must be purchased for private use and it must be a 
consumer good which is marketed to private persons. Social welfare 
authorities, public health care services, municipal day-care, schools, 
universities and tax authorities are not businesses; therefore, the board does 
not handle cases involving them. The board does not take cases to court or 
assist consumers in legal proceedings. The board can issue statements to 
courts at the request of the court or the parties, or on its own initiative. In 
addition, the Consumer Board guides municipal consumer advisers.  

The Consumer Board is divided into two divisions: the General division 
and the Housing division. Both divisions have plenary sessions that handle 
cases of special significance. The divisions are organised into thirteen 
sections, ten in General division and three in Housing division. Cases are 
handled by different sections according to the product involved. The 
Consumer Board is directed by a full-time general chairman and has a 
lawyer secretary. Each section has a chairman along with four members. 
The plenary session of the divisions comprise a chairman, a deputy 
chairman and seven members. The chairman of the Consumer Board 
reviews all section decisions. 
                                                 
112 The following paragraph is based on Kuluttajariitalautakunta 2006 (engl. the 
Consumer Disputes Board); webpage of www.kuluttajalautakunta.fi. 
113 Act on the Consumer Disputes Board (Lag om konsumenttvistenämnden 8/2007). 
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The Consumer Board can make a recommendation regarding 
compensation or leave the matter unresolved. If the board recommends 
compensation, the parties must contact each other to make practical 
arrangements. In recent years the handling of cases has taken from six to 
fourteen months, depending on the nature of the case. However, the board 
may also make a recommendation that no compensation be paid. 
Moreover, the board’s decisions cannot be appealed. The Consumer Board 
issues recommendations based on written complaints. It cannot hear 
witnesses and if a case cannot be resolved without an oral hearing, the 
board cannot make a recommendation. The board does not issue 
recommendations if a case has been taken to court. If a party takes the case 
to court while it is being handled, the board drops the case.  

The Consumer Board’s decisions are recommendations and thus not 
binding. However, businesses comply with the decisions in 70–80 percent 
of the cases. In 2006 the Consumer Board received 4 059 complaints and 
solved 3 977 cases. Most typically, the complaints related to housing trade 
matters and car trade. However, the number of the cases concerning 
construction and renovation have ascended. 
 
Table 2.3  Consumer Complaints Board 
Year Solved Cases Cases/Man-year Costs (€)/Case 
2002 3 294 117 431,22 
2003 3 556 127 446,70 
2004 3 982 142 443,09 
2005 3 404 117 459,37 
2006 3 977 132 391,98 
 
 
The Consumer Board handles cases free of charge. However, the parties 
are responsible for covering their own costs, typically arising from phone 
calls, mailing letters or copying documents. When solving a case, the 
Consumer Board may request a statement from an expert. Expenses from 
these statements are also handled by the board. The activities are funded 
through the state budget. In the year 2006 the board had an appropriation of 
1 629 739 euros, of which it used 1 558 917 euros.  
 
 
5.5 The Data Protection Board 

The Data Protection Board (later the Data Board) is an independent organ 
that uses decision-making power in matters concerning data protection. 
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The jurisdiction of the board is based on the Personal Data Act.114 The 
Data Board grants permissions for the processing of sensitive data and 
deals with questions of principle relating to the processing of personal 
particulars. At the request of the Data Protection Ombudsman, the Data 
Board may: 

• prohibit processing of personal data which is contrary to the 
provision of the Personal Data Act 

• in matters other than those concerning right to access or 
rectification, compel the person concerned to remedy an instance of 
unlawful conduct or neglect 

• order the registration to be ceased, if the unlawful conduct or 
neglect seriously compromise the protection of the privacy of the 
data subject or his/her interests of the right 

• revoke a permission it has granted, where the prerequisites for 
granting the permission are no longer fulfilled or the registrar acts 
against the permission or the rules attached to it.  

 
The decisions of the Data Board are available in the FINLEX database.115  

The Data Board has a chairman, a vice-chairman, five members and a 
part-time secretary. The term of office for the board is three years and 
nominations are by the Council of State. The average time needed for 
processing a case has been just under three months. In 2004 the expenses 
of the Data Board were 14 493 euros. In recent years the board has issued 
an average of eight to nine permissions or orders per year. Although the 
number of matters handled by the board is relatively low, the decisions 
concerning the processing of personal data are significant definitions of 
policy.  

 
 

5.6 The Appeal Boards for Social Security  

The appeal system concerning social security benefits has been organized 
in special appeal boards or tribunals. The decisions made by the social 
security institutions can be appealed to special boards that give binding and 
enforceable decisions. The decisions of these boards can be appealed to the 
Insurance Court. The decisions of the Insurance Court can be appealed 
either to the Supreme Court or to the Supreme Administrative Court 
depending on the matter.  

                                                 
114 Personal Data Act (Personuppgiftslag 523/1999). 
115 www.finlex.fi.  
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Figure 2.1  Social security benefits appeal system116 
 
Different boards specialize in different social security benefits: Appeals 
Board for Employment Accident Insurance (Accident Appeals Board),117 
Workers’ Pensions Appeals Board (Pension Appeals Board),118 Social 
Security Appeals Board,119 Student Allowance Appeals Board120 and the 
Unemployment Benefits Board121. Boards have been vested with a power 
to give binding decisions are especially found in fields that fall between the 
public and the private regulation. The boards have jurisdiction over appeals 
from public sector bodies in social security decisions but also over appeals 
from the private insurance companies that manage legally regulated 
insurance programs.122 The procedural rules in these boards are the same as 
in the administrative courts.123 In 2006, these boards gave over 30 000 
decisions.  
                                                 
116 Source: www.telk.fi. 
117 The Employment Accidents Act (Lag om olycksfallsförsäkring 608/1948); 
http://www.tapaturmalautakunta.fi.  
118 The Law on Workers’ Pensions Appeals Board (Lag om besvärsnämnden för 
arbetspensionsärenden 677/2005) came into force 1.1.2007. The reform merged two 
pension boards into one.  
119 The Act on Social Security Appeals Board (Lag om besvärsnämnden för social 
trygghet 1299/2006).  
120 The Act on Student Allowances (Lag om studiestöd 65/1994) 32 §. 
121 The Act on Unemployment Security (Lag om utkomstskydd för arbetslösa 
1290/2002) Chapter 12 (amended by 1089/2006).  
122 The Employment Accidents Act (Lag om olycksfallsförsäkring 608/1948) 53 §. 
123 The Law on Workers’ Pensions Appeals Board (Lag om besvärsnämnden för 
arbetspensionsärenden 677/2005) 12 §. 
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Table 2.4  Decisions by the social security appeal boards124 
 Decisions  
Appeals Board for Employment Accident Insurance  4 736 (2006) 
Workers’ Pensions Appeals Board 7 800 (2006) 
Social Security Appeals Board 13 593 (2007) 
Unemployment Benefits Board 8 000 (2007, estimate) 
Student Allowance Appeals Board 2 233 (2006) 
 
 
Other boards give only recommendations on the interpretation of the law 
and the compensation level. These recommendations can, however, have 
important authoritative power in the respective field. A process in such a 
board does not rule out an action in the district court in the same matter. In 
a subsequent action in the court, the decision of the board can be replaced 
but the courts often observe their decisions since the boards often have 
specialization in the respective field. Examples of such boards are the 
Consumer Disputes Board (see section 2.5.3), Complaints Board for 
Patient Injuries125 and the Complaints Board for Traffic Injuries.126 Even 
these boards give a considerable number of recommendations. In 2006, the 
Patient Injuries Board gave 1 205127 recommendations and the Traffic 
Injuries Board 2 463.128 
 
 
5.7 Other Boards 

In addition to boards that have been described earlier, there are still several 
boards that complement the system of dispute resolution. Some boards 
have been set up by a branch itself as a means of self-regulation, such as 
Insurance Complaints Board (see section 2.5.2), the Council for Mass 
Media and the Self-Regulatory Committee for Premium Rate Services by 
the mobile phone service providers. Even though these boards only give 
recommendations to the firms in the respective fields their decisions are 
mostly followed. 

                                                 
124 http://telk.fi; http://www.tapaturmalautakunta.fi/; http://www.opintotuenmuutoksen 
hakulautakunta.fi/; http://www.ttlk.fi/tilastotietoja.html. Sosiaaliturvan muutoksenhaku 
lautakunnan toimintakertomus 2007, 5–7. Because of the new organization the Social 
Security Appeals Board is expected to double its capacity in the next few years.  
125 The Patient Injuries Act (Patientskadelag 585/1986). 
126 Law (Lag om trafikskadenämnden 441/2002) and Decree 551/2002. The Complaints 
Board for Traffic Injuries is financed by insurance companies but its activities are 
regulated by law; Law (Lag om trafikskadenämnden 441/2002) 12 §. 
127 Telephone communication 11.10.2007.  
128 http://www.liikennevahinkolautakunta.fi.  
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Also the Bar Association has a board-like procedure for disputes 
between an advocate and his or her client concerning the advocate’s fee. 
The client may ask the Bar Association for a recommendation regarding 
the fee. The recommendation will be given by the Supervisory Board, 
which consists of six advocates and three persons other than members of 
the Bar.129 The recommendation is not enforceable and the procedure does 
not preclude the client from filing a law suit in the district court. 

The Equality Board gives recommendations on the implementation of 
the Act on Equality between Women and Men (609/1986). A citizen 
cannot, however, file a case in the Equality Board. The Ombudsman for 
Equality (see 2.4.2), a labour union or a union of the employers, can file a 
case in the Equality Board, which can also give binding prohibition orders 
on the implementation of the Act. Moreover, the Courts can request the 
Board for an interpretation of the Equality Act. 

In matters concerning the safety of the working environment, a special 
board, the Labour Council, may give exceptions from the legal 
requirements of the law.130 The Labour Council may also give opinions on 
the application and interpretation of certain labour laws. The Finnish 
collective agreements, which are generally applied in the branch, set out 
the minimum conditions of all employment relations in the relevant branch. 
The difficulty has been to identify which collective agreements have such a 
general applicability. After 2001 a special board, Confirmation 
Commission, was set up to confirm general applicability.131 The 
Commission can reconsider its decisions if substantial changes have taken 
place. The decisions are subject to appeal to the Labour Court.132 

 
 

5.8 Conclusions 

The boards are an important part of the Finnish system of dispute 
resolution. The nature of these boards varies from court-like bodies that 
give binding decisions to ones that only give recommendations and to 
contract-based arrangements of branches of commerce. Some of them are 
an alternative to the court proceedings but some of them have the sole 

                                                 
129 The Advocates’ Act (Lag om advokater) 7–7j §.  
130 The Act on the Labour Council and Derogation Permits Concerning Labour 
Protection (Lag om arbetsrådet och om vissa tillstånd till undantag inom arbetarskyddet 
400/2004; replacing act 608/1946).  
131 The Act on Confirmation of the General Applicability of Collective Agreements (Lag 
om fastställande av kollektivavtals allmänt bindande verkan 56/2001).  
132 The Act on Confirmation of the General Applicability of Collective Agreements 9 §.  
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jurisdiction over certain types of cases with a subsequent right of appeal to 
a court. 

The rationale behind these systems is that they offer the customers a 
cheap, efficient and competent procedure to deal with complaints and 
disputes in a specific field of life. They also make it possible to process 
huge numbers of cases. Note, for example, that the appeal boards of the 
social security process more complaints (30 000) than the Administrative 
Appeal Courts (24 000).  

One general advantage of the boards for the consumers or employees is 
that they do not, as a main rule, have the risk that they will be obliged to 
pay the costs of litigation if they loose the case. Neither do they need an 
advocate or other legal assistance in pursuing their claims in the board.  

The regulations of the boards, however, vary a great deal and so do the 
procedural rules that they apply. Generally, each board is regulated in a 
specific statute and no overall coordination of the regulations seems to 
have taken place. Thus, it may be difficult for a customer to know where to 
file a complaint and how to pursue the case. The procedures are in virtually 
all cases on the documents. 

The boards do not preclude the right of access to the court. The court 
procedure is either an alternative to the board or the board is the first 
instance with a right of appeal to the court. Thus, the right to a fair trial is, 
at least in principle, guaranteed by the access to the court.  

The administrative courts also process most of the cases on the 
documents. They arrange oral hearings only in a small number of cases, 
which most often involve child protection or asylum. In other cases, the 
administrative courts can arrange an oral hearing but they seldom do. Even 
if the formal requirements for a fair trial were fulfilled, the written 
proceedings may raise important issues of fairness. The boards and courts 
rely on documentary evidence in cases that may involve difficult 
evidentiary issues and issues of assessment and equity. Examples of such 
matters are assessments of disability in pension complaints and claims 
based on defects in consumer purchases. Recently, the chief justice of the 
Insurance Court, Timo Havu, and the Section Chair of the Consument 
Disputes Board, Timo Salminen, have expressed an interest in arranging 
oral hearings, mainly to improve the legitimacy of their proceedings.133  
 
 

                                                 
133 OHOI 4/2007.  
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6 Mediation Services 

6.1 Mediation in Criminal and Civil Cases 

The terminology for describing the Finnish mediation process in English is 
not fully established. Both the words ‘conciliation’ and ‘mediation’ are 
frequently used to describe the process. The unofficial government 
translation of the act uses the word conciliation, whereas the word 
mediation is used in several other contexts. In this report, the words are 
used as synonyms. 

Governmental organisation of mediation procedure became equally 
available to all citizens throughout the country just recently when the Act 
on Conciliation in Criminal and Certain Civil Cases came into force in 
January 2006.134 

Mediation in criminal cases means a service in which a crime suspect 
and the victim are provided the opportunity to meet confidentially in the 
presence of a conciliator to discuss the mental and material harm caused to 
the victim by the crime and to agree on measures to redress the harm. 
Mediation may also be used in civil cases in which at least one of the 
parties is a natural person. Civil cases other than those concerning claims 
for damages based on a crime may, however, only be referred to mediation 
if the dispute is of a minor nature, taking into account the subject and the 
claims put forward in the case.135  

Mediation is free of charge and expenses are covered by government 
funds. The aggregate appropriation is confirmed annually at a level to 
correspond to the average expenses estimated to arise from the 
maintenance of the mediation offices, of service provision and of training 
for persons engaged in the provision of mediation services. 

In principle any type of crime can be dealt with through mediation, but 
in practice it has rarely been used in cases of serious crimes. A general 
prerequisite for mediation is that the parties have personally and 
voluntarily expressed their agreement to mediation and are capable of 
understanding the process. Before the parties agree to mediation, the 
mediator must explain them their rights and their position in the mediation 
process. Each party has the right to withdraw its agreement at any time 
during the process.136 

                                                 
134 Act on Conciliation in Criminal and Certain Civil Cases (Lag om medling vid brott 
och i vissa tvister 1015/2005 later abbreviated to ConA). Section 6.1 refers generally to 
an article by Kinnunen, Iivari, Honkatukia, Flinck and Seppälä 2008. 
135 ConA 1 §. 
136 ConA 2.1 §. 
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Mediation may deal with crimes that are assessed as eligible for 
mediation, taking into account the nature and method of the offence, the 
relationship between the suspect and the victim and other issues related to 
the crime as a whole.137 The Conciliation Act imposes no general age limits 
for offenders or victims, but a crime must not be referred to mediation if 
the victim is under fifteen years of age and has a special need for protection 
on account of the nature of the crime or his/her age. Underage persons and 
their guardian must give their agreement to mediation in person.138 

Mediation has from the beginning been closely related to social work, 
the prevention of social exclusion and child welfare. The main 
responsibility for development of mediation services falls within the 
jurisdiction of the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health.139 To perform this 
task, the Advisory Board on Conciliation in Criminal Cases is appointed by 
the government for a period of three years.140 The State Provincial Offices 
for their part are obliged to arrange mediation services and to ensure that 
they are available in appropriately implemented form in all parts of the 
province.141  

Mediation may be proposed by the crime suspect, the victim, the police 
or prosecuting authority or some other authority. However, only the police 
or prosecuting authority has the right to propose mediation if the crime 
involves domestic violence.142  

In practice mediation is carried out by mediation offices. Mediation 
offices process proposals concerning mediation and assess whether the 
case at hand is eligible for mediation. When a mediation office accepts a 
case for mediation, it must:  

1) nominate a conciliator;  
2) with the parties’ agreement, obtain documents necessary for 

mediation from the police or prosecuting authority, courts or other 
parties;  

3) find an interpreter if needed; and  
4) after mediation, inform the police or prosecuting authority of the 

mediation process and its outcome.143  
The persons in charge of the mediation services as well as the mediation 
advisors must have an appropriate academic degree. The actual mediators, 

                                                 
137 ConA 3 §. 
138 ConA 2.2 §. 
139 ConA 5 §. 
140 ConA 6 §. 
141 ConA 7 §. 
142 ConA 13.1, 13.2 §. 
143 ConA 16 §. 
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who carry out the mediation, are in most cases trained volunteers. The 
duties of the mediator are to: 

1) arrange mediation meetings between the parties;  
2) conduct the mediation without bias and respecting all parties;  
3) help the parties to find mutually satisfactory solutions concerning 

the crime in order to redress the mental and material harm the victim 
has suffered because of the crime;  

4) give the parties information on available legal assistance and other 
services;  

5) draw up a document on the agreement reached by the parties in the 
mediation process and verify it with a signature; and  

6) after mediation, submit a report on the mediation process to the 
mediation office.144  

 
Mediation takes place without an audience. The parties must participate in 
the mediation process in person. In mediation meetings, the parties are 
allowed to use assistants or support persons if this does not endanger the 
undisturbed progress of the mediation process. Mediation offices must 
interrupt mediation immediately if a party withdraws its agreement or if 
there is reason to suspect that the agreement has not been given 
voluntarily.145 

As stated before, in principle, any type of crime is eligible for 
mediation. Some statistics have been collected about the types of cases 
referred to mediation since the new legislation came into force.146  
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Figure 2.2  Types of cases referred for mediation 1.6.–31.12.2006 
 
                                                 
144 ConA 17 §. 
145 ConA 18,19 §. 
146 Kinnunen et al 2006. 
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As can be seen from figure 2.2, the majority of referred cases are offences 
of violence. Compared to statistics from earlier years, the share of violent 
offences is increasing, especially the rate of domestic violence.147 In 2006 
the total amount of cases in mediation 1.6.2006–31.12.2006 was 3 800 
cases.148 

The purpose of the mediation is to diminish or to eliminate the 
emotional and material damages caused by the crime or the civil dispute. 
Owing to this objective, there are no predetermined boundaries concerning 
the outcome of the process. In other words, the parties have a fairly free 
discretion in defining the suitable redress. The outcomes of the victim-
offender mediation are shown in figure 2.3.149 
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Figure 2.3  Outcomes of the mediation 1.6.–31.12.2006 
 
Financial compensation is by far the single most significant outcome of the 
mediation. However, in cases of domestic violence financial compensation 
is seldom used; instead agreements on referrals to offender’s programmes 
are used.150 

Regardless of the outcome of the mediation, mediation as such does not 
resolve the issue of guilt. Guilt is always determined during the 
consideration of charges or in the court proceedings. However, the 
outcome of the mediation may have a major impact on the legal standing of 
the parties. It can be a significant factor when the prosecutor is considering 
whether or not to prosecute. Mediation may, for example, be a basis for 
restricting the preliminary investigation, waiving possible charges, not 
imposing a sentence, mitigating punishment or changing the type of 

                                                 
147 Kinnunen et al 2008. 
148 Rikossovittelu. 
149 Kinnunen et al 2008. 
150 Kinnunen et al 2008. 
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punishment. Agreement in the mediation does not, however, always 
guarantee a non-prosecution or mitigating punishment. The relevance of 
the mediation is decided by the prosecutor on a case by cases basis.  
 
 
6.2 Judicial Mediation 

The role of mediation in the courts has been under discussion since the 
reform of civil procedure in 1993.151 Finally in 2005, the Act on Mediation 
in Civil Procedure152 was enacted and it came into force in the beginning of 
2006. The Act provides a mediation procedure in the district court that can 
be initiated either before a case has been filed in the court or during the 
civil procedure. In this procedure, the district court judges act as mediators.  

The mediation covers all civil matters, including family matters, such as 
custody, maintenance and visiting rights of children Certain disputes 
concerning children, such as paternity, are excluded.153 The court has 
discretion over whether the dispute is appropriate to mediation. The court 
should pay attention to the possibilities of reaching conciliation, to the 
possibilities of the parties to safeguard their rights, to the framing of the 
dispute and to available alternative procedures, such as the Consumer 
Complaints Board. The object of mediation should be a specified dispute or 
disputes arising from a certain legal relationship, but it is not necessary for 
the claims to be specified.  

The mediation is initiated by a request from a party or both parties and 
only possible with the consent of both parties. If the mediation is initiated 
when the case is pending in the court, the civil process is suspended for the 
duration of the mediation.154  

The mediator is a judge in the same district court, in which the request 
for mediation has been made. The internal rules of the court may allocate 
mediation to a certain judge or to all of them. With the consent of the 
parties, the judge may call an expert to participate in mediation.155  

The mediator can design the procedure rather freely, after a 
consultation with the parties. The law provides only a loose frame for the 
procedure. The mediator shall hear the parties, be objective and impartial. 

                                                 
151 This description is based on Niemi-Kiesiläinen 2007, 67–68. See also Ervasti 2007. 
152 Lag om medling i tvistemål i allmänna domstolar (CivMedAct 663/2005). 
153 CivMedAct 18 §. 
154 CivMedAct 4 §. 
155 CivMedAct 5 §. 
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Specifically, the mediator may have a negotiation with one of the parties 
alone if the parties consent to such procedure.156  

The general rules on publicity of the trial and of the documents are 
applied,157 with the exception of negotiations with one party alone, which 
are carried out in private. The court may make other exceptions to the 
publicity rule. The parties may not invoke concessions made by the other 
party in the mediation in a later trial.158 

The mediator shall promote conciliation. The mediator may propose an 
agreement if the parties agree on such procedure. An agreement that is 
reached in mediation and confirmed by the court has the same legal effect 
as an agreement that has been confirmed by the court in the civil 
procedure.159 Thus, it may be enforced and appealed.160 Both parties are 
liable for their costs and the costs of mediation cannot be recovered from 
the other party in a later trial.161  

It is premature to say how the new mediation procedure will be 
received. So far very few disputes have been mediated in this procedure. 
The number of civil cases in the courts has declined since the 1993 reform 
and one of the most important reasons for the decline has been the 
increased costs of litigation and, in particular, the risk of loosing the suit 
and becoming liable for compensation of the costs of the winning party. 
Thus, an inexpensive, flexible mediation procedure without the risk of 
compensation of the costs may gain polarity in the long run.  
 
 
7 Conclusions  

It is easy to agree with Litmala who stated in 2004 that it is not easy to get 
an overview of the legal services as they are provided in differing forms 
and contents.162 The availability of legal information on the net has 
obviously been a priority in the activities of the Finnish authorities during 
the last ten years. The legal advice has perhaps not received equally much 
attention but has developed in varying forms and in institutional settings.  

                                                 
156 CivMedAct 6 §. 
157 The Act on the Publicity of Court Proceedings (Lag om offentlighet vid rättegång 
(upphävt) 945/1984) and the Publicity Act (Lag om offentlighet i myndigheternas 
verksamhet 621/1999).  
158 CivMedAct 12–13 §. 
159 CivMedAct 7–8 §. 
160 OK 20:5. 
161 CivMedAct 14 §.  
162 Litmala (ed.) 2004, 138.  
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The development of the information society has been one of the 
strategic areas for the Finnish governments since 1994 when the first 
information society strategy was adopted. The goal of the National 
information society strategy for 2007–2015, adopted September 26th, 2006, 
is to make Finland internationally attractive with a humane and competitive 
society that emphasises know-how and services.163 An important part of 
these strategies has been the development of electronic public services. In 
international comparisons of electronic services, Finland has been placed 
among the top countries.164 The strategic goals for the years 2007–2015 
include the facilitation of the informational needs of the citizens, the 
availability of the information in the public administration and the 
promotion of electronic public services.165 

Information concerning law and legal matters is not emphasised in the 
strategy, even though the development of public services through the net 
touches many issues that also have legal content. Therefore, it is interesting 
to see how the goals of the strategy of the information society are realised 
in the legal field. For the purposes of this report we have reviewed a 
number of government webpages and several webpages of different 
organisations for the purpose of finding information on legal services. The 
overall assessment of the availability of legal information has been quite 
positive. Even information in English is quite well available, but the 
updates of those homepages are sometimes a problem. 

We did not systematically review the possibility to electronically file 
and pursue a matter. Some legal procedures are possible to process 
electronically. An example that concerns ordinary persons is the divorce 
process. Another example is debt collection companies, many of which file 
their law suits electronically. However, the electronic services still need 
further development and work on the identification of persons and security.  

Another general issue that was looked into was the duty of the 
authorities to give advice. This duty has been recently backed up by a new 
law on administration and includes advice on general practices within the 
authority, information on how to file a matter or guidance to the right 
authorities. To our knowledge, the duty is generally respected by the 
authorities.  

More individualised legal advice is provided by a number of different 
institutions. Leaving aside the Bar, legal advice is given by many entities 

                                                 
163 Tietoyhteiskuntaohjelma 2006. 
164 Tietoyhteiskuntaohjelma 2006, 12.  
165 Tietoyhteiskuntaohjelma 2006; The Government’s decision 21.6.2007 on the goals of 
the national policy for the information society 2007–2011.  
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that have specialised in their respective fields. These entities vary in size, 
composition, funding and status. 

The government provides legal advice through the ombudsman 
institution. The ombudsmen work in highly specialised fields with 
politically important and even sensitive areas, such as discrimination. In 
these fields, relatively difficult legal issues can also be involved. Therefore, 
several ombudsmen are connected to a tribunal that takes stand on the legal 
issues, mostly on the initiative of the Ombudsman. In the social security 
sector, to the contrary, the boards respond to the complaints of the ordinary 
citizens and handle big numbers of cases.  

In the private sector, legal advice is given by the entities that are 
established by the enterprises, such as banks and insurance companies, on 
the one hand, and by non-governmental agencies, on the other hand. While 
the former seem to have relatively good resources for responding to the 
demand, the nongovernmental agencies are dependent on temporary grants. 
However, they reach groups that are in a difficult position and combine 
legal advice with their main activity, such as victim support. This sector 
seems to be one that could be strengthened in the Finnish society.  

The private sector and the non-governmental agencies do not generally 
provide legal representation. The equality Ombudsman, the Ombudsman 
for the minorities and the Consumer Ombudsman may bring cases to court, 
but the first two mentioned have not done so and even the Consumer 
Ombudsman only very rarely.  
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1 Introduction to the Finnish Legal Aid System 

Legal aid is the granting of state-funded legal assistance needed by people 
who are financially unable to meet the costs involved in a legal case 
themselves166. The Finnish legal aid system has a dual nature: the public 
legal aid offices and the legal aid provided by private attorneys co-exist 
and complement each other. While the public legal aid offices and their 
attorneys give legal aid and advice in all kinds of cases, the private 
attorneys give legal aid in court cases. Hence in a court case, the client may 
choose either a public legal aid attorney or a private attorney who is paid 
by the legal aid funds.  

Public legal aid offices are operated by the state for the provision of 
legal aid. In Finland there are 60 such offices, most of which are currently 
located in the vicinity of the District Courts. In addition, some of these 
offices have branch offices.  

Public legal aid offices are headed by a leading public aid attorney. In 
all, there are some 220 public legal aid attorneys and an equal number of 
clerical workers in legal aid offices. Legal aid offices are divided into six 
legal aid districts (Turku, Vaasa, Helsinki, Kouvola, Rovaniemi, and 
Eastern Finland), each of which is directed by a legal aid director.167 The 
division of legal aid districts coincides with the territorial jurisdiction of 
the Courts of Appeal. 

Historically, when legal aid was introduced in 1955, the aim was to 
provide state-funded legal representation in the courts by private attorneys. 
The first municipal legal aid act was enacted in 1973 expanding the scope 
of the cost-free procedure and establishing the communal legal aid 
offices.168 What was remarkable in the 1973 Act was that the free legal aid 
provided by private attorneys was sustained, leading to a dual system of 

                                                 
166 The Legal Aid Act (Rättshjälpslag 257/2002, later abbreviated to LAA) 1 §. 
167 Law on state legal aid offices (Lag om statliga rättshjälpsbyråer 258/2002). 
168 For history see Jokela 1995, 51; Aalto 1974.  
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free legal aid. The dual system was sustained because the public legal aid 
offices could not cover the whole country.169 An additional reason for 
creating this dual system was that many small communities were served by 
a small legal aid office that could assist only one of the opposing parties. 
The reformers felt that it was also important for the other party to be 
guaranteed free legal aid when necessary.  

The system remained basically the same, with minor amendments, until 
the end of the 20th century when legal aid offices were transferred from the 
communities to the state.170 Since the 1998 reform, the public legal aid 
attorneys have worked as state civil servants. The purpose of the reform 
was also to facilitate the allocation of legal aid to such matters where there 
is real need for legal help. The idea was that the law should facilitate such 
actions that ordinary citizens who pay for the service themselves would 
undertake.171 Therefore, the reform introduced a new test for the need of 
legal aid in matters of minor importance (see section III.3.2). Before the 
reform, legal aid was seldom granted against a deductible by the client,172 
even though the law gave the possibility to require a deductible. The 1998 
reform also facilitated the client’s liability by contributing to the costs of 
the legal aid with a deductible. In addition, the public defender was added 
to the Code of Criminal Procedure173 and the liability of the state to 
compensate for the costs to the defendant when he is acquitted was 
introduced as the main rule.  

The 2002 Legal Aid Act sustained the two-fold system but the public 
and private legal aid systems were brought under the same law. Now, the 
legal aid offices make all decisions to grant legal aid, whether by a public 
legal aid attorney or a private one. The main purpose of this last reform 
was to extend the legal aid, which was mostly used by the poor, to the 
middle-income clients and to facilitate the possibility to get partial legal 
aid.174 The reform also had the aim to restrict the costs of legal aid by 
introducing a ceiling of 100 hours and changing the system of deductibles. 
Furthermore, the competence requirements for private legal aid attorneys 
                                                 
169 Legal aid came to cover the whole country no earlier than 1989 when the local 
communities became responsible for organizing it. 
170 The 1998 reform included a new Law on Public Legal Aid (Lag om allmän rättshjälp 
104/98); Law on State Legal Aid Offices (Lag om statliga rättshjälpsbyråer 106/1998); 
amendments of the 1973 Law on Free Private Legal Aid (Lag om fri rättegång 87/1973) 
and respective Decrees; RP 132/1997. All these laws were replaced by new laws in 2002.  
171 RP 132/1997, 22. 
172 RP 132/1997, 21. According to Litmala (2000, 238), 97 percent of legal aid was 
granted in 1993–1994 without the client’s deductible. 
173 LaVM 17/1997. 
174 Litmala, Alasaari and Salovaara-Karstu 2007, 5–8; RP 82/2001, 48–49; LaVM 
22/2001. Generally about the system in Swedish see Nylund 2002.  
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were raised (see section II.3.2). Legal aid was extended to administrative 
courts. 

The Legal Aid Act sustains the dual character of the legal aid system in 
Finland. The public legal aid attorneys work in state legal aid offices 
where they provide legal counselling and act as attorneys in the courts. For 
the sake of brevity, we use the term public attorney as a synonym for 
public legal aid attorney. The private legal aid attorneys are mostly private 
advocates who represent legal aid clients in the court proceedings and get 
paid with state funds.  

In addition, the Criminal Procedure Act provides free legal aid in the 
form of the public defender and the victim attorney in the criminal 
procedures concerning serious crimes175. The public defender and the 
victim attorney are paid by the state and they are appointed to represent the 
client regardless of his or her financial position. The scope for the public 
defender and the victim advocate, however, is quite limited (see section 
III.2.4). In less serious crimes, in which the public defender or victim 
advocate is not available, the client may qualify for legal aid.  

Legal aid is, in principle, available in civil and criminal matters and in 
the administrative court proceedings. The importance of the matter is 
central in deciding which cases will be granted legal aid (see section 
III.3.2).  

Concerning court proceedings, the client has the freedom to choose 
either a public legal aid attorney or a private attorney of his or her own 
choice.176 Regarding legal counselling, the choice is limited to the public 
attorneys. Legal aid is not available for legal counselling by private 
attorneys.  

Besides widening the scope of persons eligible for legal aid and 
bringing the two systems under the same law, the 2002 Act also unified the 
procedures for granting legal aid. Thus, nowadays, the decision for private 
attorneys is also made by the legal aid office (see section III.3.3).  

 
 

2 Legal Aid and Legal Expenses 

2.1 Legal Expenses 

The legal expenses are classified as either court fees or party costs. The 
plaintiff or the appellant is obliged to pay a fee for the process when filing 
                                                 
175 Criminal Procedure Act, Chapter 2 (Lag om rättegång i brotmål 689/1997, later 
abbrivated to ROL), see III.2.4. 
176 LaVM 22/2001; LaVM 17/1997. 
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an action. Party costs include the expenses for the evidence as well as those 
to the party itself for the preparation of the case and appearance in the court 
and the advocate’s fee.177 

The court fee covers one official copy of the judgement. The court fees 
are regulated by the Court Fee Act and Decree.178 In civil cases in the 
District Court the fee varies from 70 to 160 euros, and in the Supreme 
Court it can be up to 200 euros.179 There are several exceptions to the 
liability to pay court fees. For instance, the criminal cases are exempted 
from the fees. Civil cases on the custody of children are also exempted 
from the fee. A long list of exceptions covers mostly cases in 
administrative courts. For example, many cases that are initiated by the 
administrative authorities are exempted.  

The parties are initially liable for their own costs. If a party calls a 
witness, that party is liable to cover the expenses for that witness. If a 
witness or an expert is called by the court or by both parties, they are liable 
for the costs jointly.  

Legal aid covers, in principle, all legal expenses, including court fees 
and party costs. When the applicant receives legal aid, he or she is 
consequently released from liability to pay for: 

• the fees and reimbursements for an attorney (either full or in part, 
see section III.3.1) 

• interpretation and translation costs 
• processing fees and document charges  
• the reimbursement of other expenses generated in handling the 

matter by the authorities 
• the corresponding charges by other authorities 
• the costs of evidence, including compensation to witnesses and 

experts if necessary (LAA 4.2 §).  
 
The costs that are covered from the legal aid are, however, regulated 
according to the State Compensation for Witnesses Act and Decree180. The 
remuneration to both the private legal aid attorney and the public defender 
is also regulated by a decree181.  
                                                 
177 Code of Judicial Procedure 21:8 (Rättegångsbalken 4/1734; later abbreviated to OK – 
from Oikeudenkäymiskaari in Finnish). 
178 The Court Fee Act and Decree (Lag 701/1993 och Statrådets förordning 1282/2005 
om avgifter för domstolars och vissa justitieförvaltningsmyndigheters prestationer). 
179 The Court Fee Act 3 §.  
180 State Compensation for the Witnesses Act and Decree (Lag 666/1972 och Förordning 
813/1972 om bestridande om bevisningskostnader med statens medel). 
181 Government Decree on Legal Aid Fee Criteria (Statsrådets förordning om grunderna 
för arvoden vid allmän rättshjälp 389/2002), see section III.7.2. 
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2.2 The Compensation of Legal Expenses 

Even if each party is initially liable for his or her expenses, the court may 
order the loosing party to compensate the winning party for its costs. The 
rules on the compensation of the costs of the winning party vary depending 
on the type of procedures.  
 
Civil procedure. The main rule is that the loosing party has the obligation 
to compensate for the costs of the winning party in a civil suit182. In 
indispositive cases, however, the main rule is the opposite, that is, in such 
cases, the parties remain liable for their own costs, unless there are special 
reasons to oblige one party to compensate the costs of the other party183. 
The indispositive cases are cases that include a public interest. The most 
important group of such cases is cases on family law concerning the status 
of custody cases, for example.  

The court may make exceptions from the rule of full compensation. 
First, if several claims are processed together and the parties both loose and 
win or a claim is accepted only in part, the compensation of the costs may 
be adjusted accordingly184. 

Secondly, the right to compensation may be adjusted if the party has 
caused unnecessary costs by deliberate or negligent actions or omissions. If 
a party has either initiated a trial when the opposing party has given no 
cause to it or caused a frivolous trial on purpose or by neglect, the court 
may order compensation for such costs185. Thus, even if the party wins the 
trial, the winning party may be liable for the costs of a frivolous trial. 
Furthermore, if a party has failed to appear in court or to follow the orders 
of the court, has made a claim that he or she has known to be unfounded or 
otherwise prolonged the trial with an unjustified conduct causing costs to 
the other party either deliberately or by negligence, the party is liable to 
compensate for the incurred costs notwithstanding the outcome of the 
trial186. Besides the party, the representative or attorney of the party may be 
held jointly liable for the compensation of the costs so incurred187.  

Thirdly, if the case has involved legal issues that have been so uncertain 
and unclear that the loosing party has had reasonable grounds to sue; the 
court may decide that parties are partly or totally liable for their own 
                                                 
182 OK 21:1. The description of the cost rules in civil procedure is based on Niemi-
Kiesiläinen 2007, 97–98. 
183 OK 21:2. 
184 OK 21:3; Recent case law HD 2007:96. 
185 OK 21:4. 
186 OK 21:5. 
187 OK 21:6. 
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costs188. This rule was first repealed in the 1993 reform. Since the reform 
of the civil procedure led to increased costs, the cost risk of litigation 
increased and became prohibitive for litigation. The rule on non-
compensation of the costs in cases of legal uncertainty was added again to 
the law in 1999. It seems, however, that it is applied more carefully than 
before the 1993 reform. 

Fourth, in 1999 a possibility to adjust the compensation rules on the basis 
of equity was also introduced taking into account the nature of the case, the 
circumstances of the parties and the meaning of the case for the party189.  

The claim for the compensation of costs when the parties have settled 
the main dispute is sometimes left for the court to decide. The Supreme 
Court has seen no obstacle to such a procedure. It has ordered full or partial 
compensation depending on the content of the settlement190.  

The costs that can be compensated must be reasonable and necessary. 
The compensation of costs may include court fees, evidentiary costs, the 
advocate’s fee and costs of the party for the preparation of the trial. The 
party must present the claim for compensation and a bill of the costs to the 
court before the main hearing is concluded and the decision on the 
compensation of costs is included in the judgement191.  

In summary cases, which are mostly debt collection suits decided in 
written proceedings, the costs that are compensated are regulated by a 
Decree of the Ministry of Justice.192 
 
Criminal procedure. As a main rule, in criminal cases the loosing party is 
liable to compensate the costs of the winning party. This main rule is, 
however, in several ways adjusted to the circumstances of the criminal 
procedure193. In particular, the defendant is not liable to compensate the 
prosecutor for the work done or other general costs of the criminal 
procedure.  

If the defendant is convicted, he or she is liable to compensate the state 
for the expenses pertaining to the evidence. The costs of the evidence are 
regulated by the State Compensation for Witnesses Act and Decree. If it is 
unreasonable, the defendant can be exempted from this liability. If the 

                                                 
188 OK 21:8a; SC 2002:89. 
189 SC 2004:23. 
190 SC 1996:131; 1997:77. 
191 OK 21:14. 
192 Decree of the Ministry of Justice on the Compensation of the Costs of the Opposite 
Party according to Chapter 21 § 8c of the Code of Procedure (1311/2001). After the last 
amendment of the 3 § of this decree (119/2006) the costs may not exceed 192–302 €.  
193 ROL, Chapter 9. 
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defendant is found not guilty, the state compensates his costs, as long as 
they are reasonable, according to the same rules as in a civil procedure194.  

When the defendant is convicted, he may also be liable to compensate 
the legal costs of the victim, including the remuneration of the victim’s 
advocate. If the victim has brought the charges himself or herself, without 
the prosecutor, the rules on the compensation of costs are the same as in a 
civil procedure195. The victim can make claims on damages in a case 
brought by the prosecutor. The legal costs related to such civil claims are 
compensated according to the same rules as costs in a civil procedure196.   
 
Administrative procedure. In an administrative procedure, the main rule is 
the reverse, that is, each party pays his or her own costs. The compensation 
of the legal costs of the winning party should be ordered if it is 
unreasonable to let the winning party bear its own costs.  

As the administrative procedure usually follows an appeal against a 
decision made by an administrative authority, this administrative body is 
considered a party where the compensation of the costs is concerned. A 
private party should not, however, be made liable to compensate the costs 
of a public authority, unless he or she has made a manifestly unfounded 
claim. The public authority should be liable to compensate the costs of a 
private party especially if the proceedings are due to an error by the 
authority.  
 
Compensation of costs and legal aid. Legal aid covers the costs of the party 
receiving legal aid but never the costs of the opposite party. Thus, when the 
loosing party has received legal aid, he or she may end up paying the costs 
of the winning party.  

The legal aid does not change the rules of compensation of the costs of 
the opposing party.197 If the party that has received legal aid wins the case, 
the opposing party is liable to compensate the costs of legal aid to the 
state198. The same rule applies to the remuneration that is paid to the public 
defender, victim advocate or a victim support person199.  

When deciding the case, the court also makes a decision regarding the 
compensation of the costs that have been paid as legal aid. The 
                                                 
194 ROL 9:1a. 
195 ROL 9:8.1. 
196 ROL 9:11. 
197 SC 2005:112; SC 2005:113.  
198 LAA 22 §. The compensation to the state can be mitigated according to the same rules 
as compensation to the winning party; see SC 2005:112. See also SC 1998:112; SC 
2003:38. 
199 ROL 2:10. 
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compensation is due to be paid after the trial, in principle within one 
month, and the interest for the compensation is specifically regulated200. 
 
 
2.3 Relationship to Legal Expenses Insurance 

Legal aid is granted to applicants who lack means to pay for legal services 
themselves. However, as a supplementary condition, legal aid is given 
when the applicant does not have legal expenses insurance that covers the 
issue at hand. This principle has been followed in practice even before it 
was explicitly put into law in the 2002 legal aid reform201.  

Legal expenses insurance was initially introduced in Finland in 1968. 
Legal expenses insurance is an insurance covering legal costs related to 
court proceedings and attorney fees. It is a voluntary line of insurance that 
is typically attached to a home insurance policy. In addition, legal expenses 
insurance may be incorporated in real estate, farm, boat or travel insurance 
as well as business insurance. Many trade unions also offer group 
insurance policies that incorporate legal expenses insurance. The 
Federation of Finnish Financial Services has estimated that around 75 
percent of Finnish households have valid legal expenses insurance. The 
following figure shows the yearly amount of damaging events, where the 
client receives compensation paid by an insurance company based on the 
legal expenses insurance. 
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Figure 3.1 The number of events leading to compensation on the basis of legal expenses 

insurance 2002–2006202 

                                                 
200 OK 21:8.2. 
201 RP 82/2001, 36. 
202 Private insurance group includes household, real estate, farm, boat, travel and self-
employed worker’s legal expenses insurances. The information is based on damaging 
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The total number of events leading to indemnities has in recent years been 
12 000 to13 000 cases per year. Apart from a slight increase in the year 
2003, the amount of losses related to private insurance has remained fairly 
steady. 

Even though the legal aid is generally subsidiary to insurance, in some 
cases legal aid can be granted in addition to legal expenses insurance. If an 
applicant were otherwise granted free legal aid, he or she may still be given 
legal aid so as to meet the deductible of the legal expenses insurance 
policy.  

In exceptional cases, legal aid may be granted for legal costs that 
exceed the maximum coverage provided by a legal expenses insurance 
policy203. In addition, legal aid may be granted if the insurance coverage 
does not in practice cover the legal costs in the matter. This may be the 
case if the applicant is in arrears with his or her premiums204. In order to 
receive legal aid in this type of situation, the applicant must supply a 
pertinent statement from the insurance company. 

 
 
2.4 Relationship to Public Defender and Victim Advocate 

In addition to legal aid, another form of legal representation funded by the 
state exists in legal proceedings relating to criminal offences. The public 
defender, the victim advocate and the support person were introduced to 
Finnish law in 1997 and 1998 in the reforms of criminal procedure and 
legal aid.205 

Under certain circumstances, the suspect of a criminal offence is 
entitled to a free public defender for purposes of criminal proceedings and 
in pre-trial investigations, regardless of his or her financial situation. A 
public defender will be appointed on request by a suspect of an aggravated 
offence, for which the minimum sentence is at least four month in prison, 
and by a person who has been arrested or detained.  

                                                                                                                                     
events statistics received from the biggest Finnish insurance companies: A-Vakuutus, 
Pohjola, Tapiola, If and Fennia. 
203 LAA 3.3. §; SC 2005:4. 
204 SC 2006:100. 
205 The victim advocate and victim support person were included in the Criminal 
Procedure Act (ROL) 689/1997. The public defender was added by the amendment 
107/1998 soon after ROL had entered into force by the 1998 legal aid reform. RP 
82/1995; RP 132/1997. 
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The court may on its own initiative appoint a public defender for a 
person who is under 18 years of age or who is incapable of seeing to his or 
her own defence or when other special reasons so require206.  

Similarly, the court may appoint an attorney and a support person to a 
victim of a crime for purposes of the pre-trial investigation and the actual 
trial in the following situations: 

1) in a case related to a sexual offence 
2) in a criminal case related to domestic violence 
3) in a crime directed towards the life, health or freedom of the 

victim207.  
 
As mentioned, a crime victim may have two kinds of assistance during the 
proceedings. When the crime victim is being heard in person in order to 
resolve the case, an adequately qualified support person may be appointed 
to him or her if it is deemed that the victim needs assistance in the criminal 
investigation or the trial.208 In addition, if the victim wishes to make claims 
in the trial, an attorney may be appointed to him or her. If the victim has no 
claims, he or she may still ask for a support person to be appointed to him 
or her. The victim may thus have either an attorney or a support person, or 
both.  

A victim support person is a volunteer who helps the crime victim 
personally. A support person may just listen to the victim or discuss the 
experience with him or her. In addition to helping in a court proceeding 
and in pre-trial investigations, a support person may already assist the 
victim in reporting a crime, drawing up an application for a restraining 
order or drawing up indemnity claims.209 There are no special 
qualifications for a victim support person. Victim Support Finland is an 
organisation that trains voluntary people and offers them as support 
persons to crime victims (see section 2.3.14). A victim support person may 
also be a social worker or a suitable friend or a relative. A support person 
has the right to remuneration. The remuneration is defined according to the 
LAA 18 §. 

The appointment as a public defender or as an attorney for a victim of a 
crime may be given to a public attorney, a private attorney or another 
lawyer. The appointment is given by the court and it can already be given 
during pre-trial investigations. The fees and expenses of the lawyers are 
paid by the state. In general, the same regulations as in legal aid are 
                                                 
206 ROL 2:1 (Amendment 197/1998). 
207 ROL 2:1a (Amendment 243/2006 2:1a.3); RP 271/2004, 36. 
208 ROL 2:3. 
209 ROL 2:9. 
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implemented.210 An important exception is that a party who would be 
entitled to legal aid against a deductible is not liable to pay the deductible 
(SC 2004:135).  

If the defendant is convicted of the offence with which he or she has 
been charged, he or she is obligated to reimburse the state for the fee of the 
public defender and the fee of the victim advocate.211 If the defendant is 
entitled to legal aid based on his or her financial circumstances, the 
obligation to reimburse the state will be determined accordingly. 
Moreover, in crimes that do not entitle the victim to receive help from an 
attorney or a support person, the victim may be eligible for legal aid.  
 
 
3 Eligibility for Legal Aid 

3.1 Financial Criteria  

The first condition for granting legal aid is the inability to pay for it 
(financial criteria). Additional criteria related to the legal matter are applied 
especially when the need for legal assistance is considered (see section 
3.3.2).  

The purpose of the 2002 reform of legal aid was to widen the scope of 
people who are eligible for legal aid. Hence, the financial criteria for legal 
aid were eased. In addition, the criteria were amended in order to create a 
clear system for partial legal aid and partial contribution by the clients 
themselves. 

Financial criteria for receiving legal aid are determined in Section 3 of 
the Legal Aid Act and in the Decree on Legal Aid212. Legal aid is given on 
the basis of the means of the applicant. The available means of the 
applicant are assessed by making a calculation of the funds available to 
him or her per month. 

The available means and the deposits of the applicant determine 
whether the applicant is given legal aid213. A calculation of the available 
means is performed by deducting certain expenses from the income of the 
applicant. If the applicant is married or cohabits, then the incomes of both 
spouses are taken into account in the calculation.214 If the person applying 

                                                 
210 ROL 2:10.  
211 ROL 2:11; SC 2007:9; SC 2003:93.  
212 Decree on Legal Aid (Statsrådets förordning om rättshjälp 388/2002, later abbreviated 
to LAD). 
213 LAD 1 §. 
214 LAD 2.1 §. 
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for legal aid is under 18 years old, the available means of his or her 
guardian will not be taken into account215. 

 
Income consists of: 

• wages and salary 
• interests and dividends, rent and other income on capital 
• business and professional income 
• child support and municipal child support subsidies 
• unemployment allowances and payments from unemployment 

benefit societies 
• accident insurance allowances and periodic payments 
• allowances and maternity allowances under the Illness Insurance 

Act 
• national pensions and employees’ pensions 
• student subsidies 
• child allowances and home care subsidies.216 

 
In case of fluctuation in the wages or salary of an employee, the available 
means are calculated on the basis of the income from the preceding six 
months. The monthly available means of an entrepreneur are calculated on 
the basis of the annual earnings and capital income as confirmed by the 
final tax statement. If there have been essential changes in the activities 
after the preceding tax statement, the available means may be calculated on 
the basis of the income as estimated for purposes of advance taxes.217 
 

                                                 
215 LAD 3 §. 
216 LAD 10 §. 
217 LAD 11 §. 
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Deductible expenses: 
• taxes or advance taxes and statutory charges connected to a salary 

payable by employees 
• necessary expenses (insofar as they exceed the total of 250 euros per 

month) 
o reasonable housing expenses  rents, apartment maintenance 

charges, house maintenance costs and rent on housing loans 
o day-care fees 
o child maintenance payments  monthly payments determined in a 

court order or a confirmed agreement 
o payments by garnishment of wages 
o payments in accordance with a debt adjustment payment schedule 

• a deduction of 300 euros for each child (also for a child over 18 if 
the applicant in reality maintains the child).218 

 
Persons with means are liable to co-pay for the legal aid they are given. In 
principle, everyone is liable to pay a legal aid charge of 70 euros. The 
purpose of the fee is to channel clients to seek legal aid only in such 
matters in which a self-paying person would take legal action. If the 
applicant is qualified to receive legal aid for free, the charge will not be 
collected219. 

If the applicant is deemed to be able to pay part of the legal services 
him or herself, he or she is liable to pay a deductible. Thus, the total cost of 
legal aid consists of the legal aid charge and the deductible. The basic 
deductible that the applicant has to contribute based on the amount of 
available income is determined as follows220. 
 
Table 3.1  The income levels for legal aid, euros  
Income  Income  
Single person   Applicant’s contribution Spouses, per person App. contribution 
up to 700   0 % up to 600   0 % 
up to 950 20 % up to 700 20 % 
up to 1 100 30 % up to 850 30 % 
up to 1 300 40 % up to 1 100 40 % 
up to 1 400 55 % up to 1 200 55 % 
up to 1 500 75 % up to 1 300 75 % 
 
 

                                                 
218 LAD 2 §, 12–14 §. 
219 LAA 12 §; LAD 20 §. The amendment in the amount of legal aid charge came into 
effect at the beginning of the year 2008. Before this, the legal aid charge was 35 euros 
and it was not collected, if the available means of the applicant were less than 500 euros. 
220 LAD 5 §. 
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Legal aid will not be granted if the available means of a single person 
exceeds 1 500 euros or the available means of spouses exceed 1 300 per 
person. If spouses are opposing parties or are separated by reason of 
irreconcilable differences, legal aid is granted in accordance with the table 
concerning single persons. Under these circumstances, the expenses of the 
applicant will be taken into account insofar as the applicant in reality pays 
them. 

In addition to available means, the granting of legal aid also depends on 
the wealth of the applicant and his or her spouse. If the applicant has 
deposit funds or other easily liquidated assets worth more than 5 000 euros, 
he or she will be liable to contribute an additional deductible. This 
supplementary payment consists of 50 percent of the funds that exceed 
5 000 euros.221 

If the assets of the applicant, excluding a permanent home and a car 
necessary for the work of the applicant, exceed 25 000 euros (or 33 000 
euros for agricultural or business entrepreneurs), one percent of the excess 
value is added to the calculated available income. Assets to be taken into 
account are cash and deposit funds, cars and other comparable objects, real 
estate, shares, mutual funds and other investments and shares in a 
decedents’ estate or in a partnership. If the deposits of the applicant exceed 
5 000 euros, they will not be taken into account as assets but will induce a 
supplementary deductible as mentioned above. 

Both the legal aid charge of 70 euros and the deductible percentage are 
collected from the clients by billing them. The legal aid office sends an 
invoice to the client after the case has been concluded. In a similar manner, 
a private attorney giving legal aid reimburses the client for the deductible 
after the case has been processed in the court. The court confirms the 
attorney’s fee and the deductible. If the client does not pay, the decision of 
the legal aid office and that of the court are enforceable decisions and can 
be used as the basis of collecting the deductible.222 There have not been 
any significant problems with collecting the charges. If the clients are 
estimated to be able to pay for the legal services, they usually also have 
means for paying the deductible in practice.223 
 
 

                                                 
221 LAD 7 §. 
222 LAA 20.2 § and 21 §. 
223 Phone interview with Sahikoski 21.2.2008. 
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3.2 The Need for Legal Assistance 

The need for expert assistance in legal matters is the basic precondition for 
granting legal aid. The need is mentioned as a general precondition in 
paragraphs 1, 5 and 6.1 § of the Legal Aid Act. Paragraphs 6.2 and 7 § 
state certain situations and conditions in which legal assistance is not given 
because of the nature of the matter. In practice, the limitations of 6.2 § and 
7 § set the scope of cases in which legal aid is given. The delimitations are 
defined in law rather broadly and only their interpretation in practice gives 
the concrete guidelines for granting legal aid. These delimitations are 
explained in detail below.224 

Initially, it has to be noted that legal aid is provided for residents of 
Finland, as well as to citizens of a member state of the EU or EEA.225 As a 
rule, legal aid may not be granted to companies or associations. However, a 
private person pursuing a business in his or her own name may be given 
legal aid for a court case related to business. In non-litigation business 
matters, legal aid can be given only by taking due note of the nature and 
extent of the business operations, the financial and personal situation of the 
person and the circumstances as a whole. The purpose of the regulation is 
for legal aid to be granted only to those small entrepreneurs whose 
situation resembles that of the employees.226  

Furthermore, the need for legal aid is mainly assessed only for legal 
assistance and representation. The applicant can be freed from other legal 
expenses (see the list in section 3.2.1) on the basis of financial criteria 
alone if she or he is entitled to legal aid without a deductible. Thus, the 
applicant can be freed from court fees, compensation to witnesses, 
interpretation and translation costs as well as the enforcement charge 
pertaining to the judgement, on the basis of the financial criteria.227 

The need for legal assistance is assessed basically with criteria related 
to the nature of the case. According to LAA 1.2 § legal aid can encompass 
assistance in courts and other authorities. A private attorney can receive 
legal aid only in cases that go to court (8.1 §). The delimitations in 6.2 and 
7 § are related to the nature of the cases.  

According to the 6.2 §, legal assistance is not granted in the following 
matters:  

                                                 
224 LAA 2.1 §. 
225 In detail see LAA 2.2 §. About legal aid for proceedings abroad see LAA 23 §; SC 
2005:65.  
226 LAA 2.3 §; RP 82/2001, 75. In the interview with Vehmas 23.1.2008 it came up that 
in practice this paragraph is rather problematic and hard to interpret.  
227 LAA 4 §; 6.1 §. 
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1) Assistance in petitionary matters, such as undisputed divorces, debt 
adjustments and family matters are only covered by legal aid if there are 
especially weighty reasons for it. If they are disputed, they are handled as 
ordinary civil cases and, thus, legal aid may be granted.228 

2) Legal aid does not cover an attorney’s services in a simple criminal 
case where the prevailing penal practice indicates that the foreseeable 
penalty will not be more severe than a fine or where, in view of the 
foreseeable penalty and the results of the investigation of the matter, the 
access of the defendant to justice does not require an attorney.229 Some 
examples of offences in which the sanction is so foreseeable that assistance 
is not needed are drunken driving (including aggravated drunken driving, 
which leads to a prison sentence), theft and assault, even when the penalty 
is a prison sentence.230 In practice, the prosecutors have adapted praxis of 
giving a proposal for the suitable penalty in the summons. If the 
foreseeable penalty of the crime is imprisonment, legal aid is usually 
granted. However, even in these cases the granting of legal aid is not 
automatic, but the need for it is assessed individually. The same goes with 
minor crimes. A minor offence may qualify for legal assistance if the 
circumstances warrant that. For example, a claim for high damages may be 
a criterion that qualifies for legal assistance. In addition, if the client is in 
need of mental health care or is young, he or she may receive legal aid in 
cases where it would usually not be granted.231 

 
In SC 1999:25 it was held that an assault was such that according to 
established case law, the penalty would only be fines. However, this 
case included evidentiary issues that gave reason to grant the 
defendant legal aid.232 

In SC 1995:7 the defendants, who had been convicted of similar 
crimes, were convicted of theft and aggravated drunken driving and 
sentenced to prison for 75 days and 40 days by the District Court. 

                                                 
228 LAA 6.2 §. The protection order is considered as a petitionary matter in criminal 
procedure. Even if the preparatory works on the Law on protection order quite explicitly 
said that legal aid can be granted in such matters (RP 41/1998), there was some unclarity 
in the beginning. Appeal Court of Eastern Finland 6.7.2004 966: Defendant in a 
protection order proceeding was granted legal aid and an attorney. 
229 LAA 6.2 §. Legal aid was granted to a defendant in a drug offence for which he had 
been detained, even though he had requested legal aid after the detention and explicitly 
denied that he would need a lawyer during the detention; SC 2003:90.  
230 RP 82/2001; LaVM 12/1992. 
231 Interview Vehmas 23.1.2008. 
232 SC 1999:25. En svarande som erhållit fri rättegång hade i ett mål som gällde 
misshandel och i vilket enligt allmän straffpraxis strängare straff än böter inte var att 
vänta bestridit straff- och ersättningsyrkandena. Då det till sakens behandling dock 
hänförde sig sådana bevisfrågor, på grund av vilka svarandens rättsskydd förutsatte 
anlitande av biträde, förordnades biträde.  
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They appealed the sentence but did not deny the criminal acts. Legal 
aid was not granted for the appeal procedure.  

Appeal Court of Vaasa 1989:5: A legal aid attorney was denied 
in a case in which fines were converted into a prison sentence.  

Appeal Court of Vaasa 1993:12: An attorney was appointed in a 
case in which two persons involved in a car crash were prosecuted 
for endangering traffic and subsequently both were fined. The 
appeal court held that the matter was not simple, that it did not have 
minor impact on the party and that the party was not able to defend 
himself without an attorney.  
 

3) In a matter of taxation or a public charge, legal assistance is not granted 
unless there are especially weighty reasons for it.  

4) In a matter where the person’s standing to request a rectification or 
to appeal is based on membership of a municipality or another public 
corporation, legal aid is not granted.233 

It is not a necessary condition that a case goes to court. If the dispute 
has proceeded so far that an application for a summons has been drafted, 
legal aid can be granted to a private attorney for the negotiations to reach 
an agreement between the parties.234 

In these cases (1–4 above) a public attorney may provide legal advice 
or draw up the required documents.235 An important group of matters, in 
which public legal aid attorneys can draw up documents but in which the 
parties are not assisted in court, are divorces and related estate claims and 
divisions of a deceased person’s estate that do not lead to court 
proceedings. 

If the parties are not able to divide the property, they can file for an 
order of executor and be assisted in this process. However, the legal aid 
cannot cover the expenses of the executor or the expenses of the lawyer 
representing the client towards the executor (unless that is a public 
attorney). Thus, when the only property is the family home or equivalent, 
the costs can become prohibitive for the division of the property.  

The restrictions in 6.2 § do not specifically mention the administrative 
courts. Thus, legal aid is granted in administrative courts and special 
courts, also for private attorneys.236 In practice, however, only a few 

                                                 
233 LAA 6.2 §. According to the Local Government Act the members of the community 
have a right to appeal decisions of the communal decision making bodies 
(Kommunallagen 365/1995) 92.1 §.  
234 RP 82/2001, 87.  
235 LAA 6.3 §. 
236 In 2002 the legal aid was extended towards the administrative courts because the 
exception concerning petition matters was removed from administrative courts. RP 
82/2001, 86.  
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private attorneys specialize in administrative proceedings. Especially 
interest in social security matters that are a considerable part of the work of 
public attorneys has been tepid among the private attorneys. Legal aid for 
administrative court cases is granted both to written proceedings and to 
proceedings with an oral hearing. In administrative courts the proceedings 
are mainly written. However, holding oral hearings and judicial viewings 
has become more common in recent years, particularly in child protection 
and asylum cases.  

Legal aid for different types of boards, which are not considered as 
courts, may be received only from legal aid offices. These procedures 
usually precede the procedure in the administrative court. Legal aid in 
these cases consists of legal counselling and drafting of documents.237 
Especially in social security matters, legal aid is only provided for the 
appeal boards by the legal aid offices but in insurance court also the private 
legal aid attorneys may represent the clients.  

According to 7 §; legal aid is equally dependent on the nature and 
importance of the matter for which the legal aid is applied. Thus, legal aid 
is not given if: 

1) the matter is of little importance to the applicant 
2) it would be clearly pointless in proportion to the benefit that would 

ensue to the applicant 
3) the pursuit of the matter would constitute an abuse of process; or 
4) the matter is based on an assigned right and there is reason to 

believe that the purpose of the assignment was to obtain legal aid.238 
 
There is no equivalent provision in paragraph 7 § as in 6 § for legal advice 
and help with documents by the public legal aid attorneys.  

The need for legal assistance as a general condition is illustrated by two 
cases, SC 2004:113 and 2004:114. These cases were about eviction and 
unpaid rents. The claims were not disputed by the defendant and the only 
dispute concerned how some payments should be allocated to different 
posts.239 The court held that the defendant had no need for legal assistance. 
The District Court had referred to 7 § point 2 and 3 in its decision. The 
Supreme Court referred only generally to the lack of need of legal 
assistance.  
 
 
                                                 
237 See the decision of the Turku Administarative court 07/0805/2. 
238 LAA 7 §. 
239 The main issue in the Supreme Court was the retroactive effect of the revocation of 
legal aid in the District Court.  
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3.3 Procedure of Granting Legal Aid 

In the procedure of granting legal aid, legal aid offices have a dual role – 
the offices both provide legal aid and grant it. If the person in need for 
legal aid wishes to use the services of a public attorney, they must start by 
making an appointment at a legal aid office. An application for legal aid 
can be filed in any of the public legal aid offices, but the nearest office is 
often the most convenient place to start the procedure. 

If the client is applying for legal aid in a court case, he or she may also 
start the procedure by contacting a private attorney of his or her choice. In 
this case, the private attorney draws up the application, which is sent to the 
legal aid office.  

In the application240, the applicant must provide evidence of his or her 
financial circumstances by presenting the necessary receipts (see section 
3.3.1) as well as whether he or she has legal expenses insurance. The 
application must also provide information about the matter for which legal 
aid is being sought. If the applicant requests legal aid for a court case 
handled by a private attorney, he or she must provide the following 
information: 

• in a civil matter the application for summons, the court exhortation 
to respond or to make a statement, or for a special reason provide 
some other sufficient information 

• in a criminal matter the prosecutor’s application for a summons, the 
pre-trial investigation protocol, the injured party’s claim for 
compensation, a medical certificate, or some other sufficient 
information 

• in a petition matter the petition, the response, or some other 
sufficient information. 

 
The application can be filed at the legal aid office in writing or orally. It 
may also be sent to the office by post, fax or email241. The necessary 
documentation must be attached to the application. The required 
information on financial circumstances can include bank statements, social 
welfare decisions and tax certificates. The legal aid office has the right to 
contact authorities and insurance companies to check the validity of the 
information given by the applicant.242 

                                                 
240 See Appendix 1, Application form. 
241 Act on Electronic Service by the Public Authorities (Lag om elektronisk 
kommunikation i myndigheternas verksamhet 13/2003). In the future, the application 
should be possible to fill in the Internet. OMTH 2007:24.  
242 LAA 10.2–3 §. 
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When the applicant arrives at the legal aid office for his or her 
appointment, or the application is otherwise received, the legal aid office 
makes a decision on granting legal aid. If the person is present in the office, 
he or she will normally be immediately informed of the decision. The legal 
aid decision contains the following information: 

• the matter for which legal aid is granted 
• the means of the applicant 
• the date as of which legal aid is granted 
• the benefits deriving from legal aid 
• the possible deductible that the applicant has to pay 
• the name of the attorney. 

 
The client has to pay the legal aid fee of 70 euros. Only those clients who 
receive legal aid without a deductible are exempted from the legal aid 
fee.243  

Legal aid may be granted from the date of the application or, in certain 
situations, retroactively to cover the necessary measures already 
undertaken in the matter. Legal aid covers necessary measures at all levels 
of the court hierarchy. If it is considered justified in view of the nature and 
significance of the case, as well as the value of the object of the dispute and 
the circumstances as a whole, legal aid may be limited to certain given 
measures and to a given number of hours. 

Legal aid covers all the measures of an attorney that are necessary in 
view of the nature and the extent of the matter at hand. The value of the 
object of the dispute and the circumstances as a whole will also be taken 
into account. At present, the services of an attorney are covered for at most 
one hundred hours. However, a working group appointed by the Ministry 
of Justice has proposed the upper limit for legal aid to be reduced to 80 
hours244. For a special reason, the court seized of the matter may decide 
that legal aid is to continue and set a maximum for the billable hours of the 
attorney.  

The ceiling of 100 hours is calculated for each matter separately and it 
includes both counselling outside the court proceedings and representation 
during the trial. Thus, if a client is a party in a criminal case (for domestic 
violence, for example) and has a custody dispute, he or she can use 100 
hours of legal aid for each. In the criminal proceedings the legal aid can be 
granted during the pre-trial investigation. Counselling for the civil suit (one 
100 hours) would cover both negations over the custody of the child  and 

                                                 
243 LAA 12 §; LAD 20 §.  
244 OMTR 2007:4, 27. 
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subsequent proceedings in the district courts and the appeal. When the case 
is finally decided and the verdict becomes final (res judicata), the client 
may instigate new custody proceedings with a new ceiling of 100 hours. In 
practice there seems to be little need to go over the ceiling.245  

If the applicant is discontent with the legal aid decision, he or she may 
file a submission.246 The submission must be filed in writing at the legal aid 
office that made the decision. The submission must mention the decision 
that the submission concerns, as well as state how and on what basis the 
applicant is discontent with the decision. 

If seen necessary, the legal aid office may self-rectify its decision. 
Insofar as the office considers that there is no need for self-rectification, it 
must without delay forward the submission to the court. If the client has 
applied for legal aid for a court case, the submission must be filed before 
the court that has given the decision in the main matter. In matters other 
than court proceedings, the submission must be filed within 30 days of the 
service of the decision of the legal aid office. If the main issue does not go 
to trial, the competent court is the one that would be competent to handle 
the main issue. When the matter does not belong to the jurisdiction of any 
court, the administrative court has jurisdiction in the submissions from the 
legal aid offices. 

The obligation to pay VAT on lawyer services is different for private 
lawyers and for public legal aid attorneys. Private attorneys are obligated to 
pay VAT for their services. This also pertains to situations where private 
attorneys provide their services to legal aid clients. Public legal attorneys, 
on the contrary, provide their services free of VAT.  

The difference has not gone unnoticed. European Commission plans to 
summon Finland to Court of Justice of the European Communities for 
contorting the competition between public and private legal aid attorneys. 
In its statement (2004/4282)247 The Commission considers that the 
dissimilarity in the VAT-taxation contorts free competition at the cost of 
private attorneys. When writing this, the matter has not yet proceeded to 
court. 
 
 

                                                 
245 Litmala, Alasaari and Salovaara-Karstu 2007, 57; the persons we interviewed said 
that such cases very extremely rare.  
246 LAA 24–27 §. 
247 European Commission reasoned opinion 2004/4282. 
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4 Services 

4.1 Legal Guidance Phone Service 

In order for legal aid to be easily accessible for anyone who needs it, the 
state should ensure that the threshold for seeking help is made as low as 
possible. Legal aid is not generally given over the phone. Recent 
development projects, however, aim at giving directions to people on how 
and where to seek legal advice and assistance over the phone. Legal 
guidance services provided by employees of legal aid offices serve this 
purpose.248 

 The objective of the legal guidance services is to ensure timely, 
competent and reliable services for everyone in need of legal help. By 
guiding the citizens to the right authorities, legal guidance services prevent 
misplacing contacts in legal aid offices. Well-timed and sufficient access to 
every-day legal information also enables the so-called “average men” to 
handle simple legal matters themselves, without having to turn to expert 
help.  

Legal guidance services are mainly executed by phone. Phone guidance 
consists of two separate but closely linked services. Services are 
supplemented by webpages and a possibility to get guidance via email. 

The legal aid directory service (FIN: oikeusapuohjaus) is a firsthand 
general phone service for anyone with a legal question or a possible legal 
problem. The objective of the legal aid directory service is to give general 
advice and information about legal matters. Legal aid directory service is 
designed to help the citizens in finding the right authority and to give them 
advice on how to start the procedure to get their matter solved. Due to its 
general nature, the service is available for everyone. There are no financial 
criteria for receiving help from the legal aid directory service.  

In 2006 the legal aid directory service phone line received a total of 
11 468 calls, of which 343 were made to the Swedish-language helpline. A 
little over half of the calls to the Finnish line and three quarters of the calls 
to the Swedish line were answered. The rest of the callers relinquished 
before they were connected to a legal aid secretary. 

The legal aid directory service is provided by 16 legal aid offices 
around the country. Service is executed so that the offices on duty rotate on 
a daily basis. The service is carried out by legal aid secretaries and other 
clerical workers in legal aid offices. Thus, employees giving the advice do 

                                                 
248 The following paragraph is based on Neuvonnan käsikirja (the Legal Guidance 
Manual) 2005. 
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not have legal training, but they have been specifically trained to do 
guidance work. If a matter requires actual legal expertise, the customer is 
directed further to legal aid counselling. 

Legal aid counselling (FIN: oikeudellinen neuvonta) is a legal advice 
service provided by public legal aid attorneys. The purpose of the helpline 
is to offer minor legal advice for people with simple and easily solved legal 
problems. Legal aid counselling is meant for cases in which the customer is 
in need of legal expertise, but the matter is so minor that it can be solved 
over the phone. 

Legal aid counselling works as a support measure for legal aid 
guidance. Due to this objective, the service does not have a national service 
number and it is not directly open for citizens. Customer calls are directed 
to the helpline through legal aid guidance and legal aid offices. For the 
time being, legal aid counselling is of an experimental nature. 
Consequently, public aid attorneys are not obligated to define the financial 
status of the customer. On the contrary, the possible incompetence due to 
the likelihood of bias (through the opposing party) is determined at the 
beginning of every call. In case of such incompetence the customer is 
redirected to another legal aid office.  
 
 
4.2 Legal Aid in Legal Aid Offices and in Court  
 Proceedings 

Legal aid offices provide legal services in all types of matters. That is to 
say, if the applicant fulfils the financial criteria set in LAA and LAD, he or 
she is entitled to receive legal services from a public attorney working in a 
legal aid office. 

The measures taken in matters requiring legal expertise are case-
specific. Some cases may inquire about numerous measures, whereas 
others may be handled during the first visit to the public attorney. When 
solving the client’s case, a public attorney may give legal advice in person 
or by phone, draft different types of documents, help the client to process 
matters with administrative authorities or the registry office, or handle 
negotiations on behalf of the customer. All pre-trial proceedings as well as 
actual court proceedings also belong to services provided by public 
attorneys.  

The most common measure taken in cases handled by legal aid offices 
is giving legal advice to the customer249. The amount of legal advice given 

                                                 
249 See Litmala, Alasaari and Salovaara-Karstu 2007, 29–30. 
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by legal aid offices has in recent years been recorded at about 17 000 
instances per year, that is, about one third of all actions taken. Yet the 
research by Litmala et al. shows that a lot of advice given by the legal aid 
offices is not recorded to the official statistics. A study in three legal aid 
offices showed that about equally many contacts were recorded as clients 
were handled by unrecorded advice. These unrecorded contacts were 
settled with minor advice, guidance to other services, direction to a private 
attorney or by informing the client that he or she does not qualify for legal 
aid.250 Thus, besides the organized legal guidance phone service, presented 
in 3.4.1, a huge amount of unrecorded advice is provided by the legal aid 
offices.  

All measures taken by legal aid offices can be seen from figure 3.2 
below.251 
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other measure 9521 9107 8409 8827 9872 10275

ad.authorities 1161 1194 975 1000 954 1078

ad.court/special court 1010 1116 1164 1058 1184 1308

general court 14017 13332 11519 10900 11811 11237

drafting a document 13210 12445 11945 12712 12653 12338

legal advice 16914 17575 17776 17111 17206 17360
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Figure 3.2  Cases handled in legal aid offices divided by measure 2000–2005  
 
As illustrated in figure 3.2 drafting a document and other associated 
measures accounts for about one fourth of all measures taken. This group 
of measures includes many typical documents such as deeds of 
distribution, wills, marriage agreements and deeds of estate inventories. 

Out of all the cases handled by legal aid offices, roughly one in five 
proceeds to general court. Moreover, cases that lead to proceedings in 
administrative or special courts, as well as contacts with different 
administrative authorities represent about two percent of all cases. A little 
                                                 
250 See Litmala, Alasaari and Salovaara-Karstu 2007, 59–67, 90–91. 
251 Litmala, Alasaari and Salovaara-Karstu 2007, 29.  
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less than one fifth of the actions taken by legal aid offices concern other 
measures. The legal aid reform of 2002 does not seem to have had a 
noteworthy effect on the shares of measures taken by legal aid offices. 

While the public attorneys provide legal services in all areas of the legal 
field (apart from certain exceptions, see section III.3.2), legal aid given by 
private attorneys is limited to legal aid in court cases. If a public attorney is 
disqualified because of a relationship to one of the parties, the case is 
referred to another legal aid office.252 

The limitation of private legal aid to court cases means that a matter 
handled by a private attorney must be likely to proceed as a court case. In 
practice this means that “court cases” also include matters that have not yet 
been taken to court, but are likely to reach trial proceedings. Therefore, in 
criminal matters, a private attorney may be appointed during the pre-trial 
investigations. 

Likewise, in civil matters, it is not always definite whether the matter 
will actually proceed to court or whether the parties will be able to reach a 
settlement before the court proceedings. Therefore, it would be 
unreasonable to limit cases with an amicable solution or mediation to be 
outside the scope of legal aid provided by private attorneys. Hence, the 
applicant may apply for legal aid before the actual institution of 
proceedings.253 
 
 
5 Cases 

5.1 Cases in Legal Aid Offices 
With only a few exceptions, legal aid in public legal offices is given in any 
sort of legal matter. The scope of services given in a particular case 
depends on the nature and importance of the matter. In addition or instead 
of court proceedings, legal services may include legal advice, settlement 
negotiations with an opposing party, drafting of documents, filing of 
appeals and complaints to other authorities, and other such matters. 

In recent years, legal aid offices have annually received somewhat over 
50 000 cases per year. The number of cases has remained relatively stable 
since 1998, when it dropped from 80 000 to its present level.  

                                                 
252 Law on state legal aid offices 10 § (Lag om statliga rättshjälpsbyråer 258/2002). 
253 RP 82/2001, 87. 
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Figure 3.3  Cases arrived and handled in legal aid offices 1993–2007254 
 
There seem to be several explanations behind this rather dramatic change 
in the numbers. Partly, the decline can be explained by the aftermath of the 
economic crisis in the beginning of the 1990s. At that time big numbers of 
cases related to credit and debt were produced due to the situation.255 One 
big group of cases, the consumer debt adjustments, have decreased most 
drastically, from almost 13 000 cases in 1995 to 1 500 in 2001 and just 
over 400 in 2006. Today, the debtors in debt adjustment are helped by the 
debt counselling services in the communities (see section IV.2). In a 
similar manner, the number of civil cases, other than family law, had a 
peak in the beginning of the 1990s, with 20 000 matters in legal aid offices 
in 1992. Their number fell and levelled at about 9 000 from 1998 onwards.  

Against this background, it is difficult to distinguish the impact of the 
1998 reform. However, some features of the reform are likely to have 
resulted in some clients being turned down from the legal aid offices. The 
legal aid fee was introduced by this reform and the client’s responsibility to 
contribute with a deductible was increased. After the reform, the legal aid 
offices were discouraged from recording all legal advice that was given 
over the phone.256 The decrease in measures taken was most evident in 

                                                 
254 Litmala and Alasaari 2007, 30; as amended by information from the Ministry of 
Justice. 
255 Litmala 2000, 215. 
256 Litmala 2000, 215, 220; 2004, 163.  
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legal advice.257 In 2007 the recording of advice has been promoted again 
and 13 000 advice calls were recorded.258 

Contrary to expected259, the number of cases has not increased due to 
the legal aid reform in 2002. The number of cases seems to be 
approximately the same (53 240 cases in 2006) as before the reform 
(53 828 cases in 2001). 

Likewise, the number of cases within different case groups has 
remained fairly unchanged. Figure 3.4 shows the number of cases handled 
in legal aid offices divided by case groups260.  
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Figure 3.4  Cases handled in legal aid offices divided by case group 2000–2007 
 
Almost half of all cases handled by legal aid offices pertain to family and 
inheritance matters. During the 21st century, the number of these cases has 
been over 25 000 per year. Family and inheritance matters include 
marriage law cases, such as division of property of the spouses and marital 
contracts, as well as estate distributions. If the division of property in 
divorce or an inheritance matter is undisputed, there is usually no need for 
legal aid. However, legal aid may be granted for spouses or for an inheritor 
if they are not able to settle the matter themselves. Among other family 

                                                 
257 Legal advice was given in over 30 000 cases annually in the mid-1990s and yet in 
1997 in 28 000 cases. Immediately after 1998 reform legal advice fell down under 
20 000 cases and is now about 17 000 per year. See section III.4.2; Litmala 2000, 220.  
258 Communication by Merja Muilu, Head of the Legal Aid Office, Ministry of Justice, 
7.3.2008.  
259 RP 82/2001, 66. 
260 Litmala, Alasaari and Salovaara-Karstu 2007, 26–27; as amended for 2007. 
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matters, the biggest group is cases pertaining to child custody, right to 
access, residence and maintenance. 

The second largest case group in legal aid offices is cases involving 
criminal offences. During the past years, the number of criminal cases has 
remained stable at roughly 9 000 per year and the share of criminal cases 
has been almost one fifth of all cases. With a slight drop between 1993 and 
1998 at the level of 8 000 cases per year, the number of criminal cases in 
legal aid offices has remained at the same level 9 000 per year, since the 
early 1990s.  

With an almost equal proportion, the share of so-called other 
conventional civil cases is also close to 20 percent of all cases handled in 
legal aid offices. In other words, roughly every sixth case handled by 
public attorneys concerns real estate, debt, rent, compensatory damages, 
employment contracts and torts. 

Between the years 2000–2006, pensions and other social benefits have 
constituted around 4–5 percent of all cases handled by legal aid offices. 
Meanwhile, the share of cases concerning debt adjustment has decreased 
significantly. In the year 2000, the number of debt adjustment cases was 
4 066 and constituted over seven percent of cases handled by legal aid 
offices. In 2006 the proportion of debt adjustments was merely less than 
one percent.  
 
 
5.2 Legal Aid by the Private Attorneys  

In court cases covered by public legal aid, the client may choose between 
being represented by a public legal aid attorney or a private attorney. If the 
client chooses a private attorney, he or she may be represented by an 
advocate or another lawyer who is eligible to serve as an attorney under 
OK 15:2.1. In some specific cases, a private attorney may be appointed in 
matters other than court cases. Fees and expenses of private attorneys are 
also paid from public funds when they serve as a public defender or as a 
victim attorney appointed under the ROL (see section III.2.4). 

Since the 2002 reform, the number of legal aid payments made to 
private attorneys has varied between 30 000 and 33 000 cases per year. The 
number of payments to private attorneys increased after the 1998 reform 
until 2004 from 25 000 to 30 000. An important explanation for this 
increase is the introduction of public defender and victim attorney in 1998. 
Payments to them are included in the number of payments but their share 
can not be separated from the figures. The increase is attributed to the 
district courts, while the payments in the appeal courts remain stable.  
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During the period 2002–2006, the legal aid offices have made between 
22 000 and 24 000 decisions on granting legal aid to the private attorneys. 
These decisions are valid for both district court and appeal court.  
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Figure 3.5  Cases handled by private lawyers by court instances 1990–2007261 
 
As shown in figure 3.6, the majority of the cases handled by private 
lawyers pertain to criminal matters. The proportion of criminal matters has 
in recent years been approximately 85 percent of all cases. Moreover, civil 
matters as well as petitions have both represented less than one tenth of the 
cases. 
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Figur
e 3.6  Cases handled by private attorneys 2002–2007262 
                                                 
261 Litmala 2000, 231; Ministry of Justice, statistics 2007.  
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The payments are made separately for each instance court. In district courts 
the number of cases handled by private lawyers has in recent years been 
between 25 000 and 28 000 cases per year, with the majority being 
criminal cases. In comparison, the number of civil as well as petitionary 
matters has varied mutually somewhat over and under 2 000 cases per year. 
In courts of appeal, the corresponding number of cases has been somewhat 
over 7 000 in criminal matters, a little less than 1 000 cases in civil matters 
and somewhat over 100 cases in petitions. 

The variation in the number of criminal and civil cases in district courts 
and in courts of appeal in recent years is presented in figure 3.7. It shows 
increase in criminal matters in the district courts.  
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Figure 3.7 The number of cases in district courts and in courts of appeal by court 

instance 2002–2006263 
  
 
6 Clientele 

One of the most significant targets of the reform of public legal aid in 2002 
was to enlarge access to legal aid. The proportion of the population eligible 
for legal aid expanded from 45 percent to 75 percent of the citizen. As a 
result, public legal aid now also covers the so-called “middle-income” 
group. The intention of the reform was to transform legal aid from a right 
of people with limited means into the direction of a civil right.264 

                                                                                                                                     
262 Ministry of Justice, statistics 2008.  
263 Civil cases also include petitions. The figure does not cover case group “other cases” 
(ca 100–150 cases per year). Ministry of Justice 2007.  
264 Litmala 2005, 174; Ministry of Justice 2007. 
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According to a follow-up study on the reform of legal aid265, the so-
called middle income group has clearly found the possibility to obtain legal 
aid. Since the year 2003 the share of middle income people amongst all 
clients receiving legal aid has been around 14 percent. The total share of 
clients who pay part of the costs has in recent years been more than one 
third of all clients. Figure 3.8 presents the clientele of the legal aid offices 
divided by the amount of deductible. 
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Figure 3.8 Legal aid offices’ clientele by the amount of the deductible contribution 
2000–2006266 

 
As illustrated in figure 3.8, the share of people who receive legal aid free of 
charge has decreased since the 2002 reform from over two thirds to less 
than 60 percent of the clients. Simultaneously, the number of cases 
received by the legal aid offices has remained more or less unchanged. In 
practice this means that the aim to extend access to legal aid appears to 
have materialised. However, the extension seems to have occurred at the 
cost of those who receive legal aid free of charge. 

The change is even more evident it we look at the effect of the 1998 
reform. Before that reform, up to 80 percent of the clients received legal 
aid without a deductible. Since the share of those who paid in full was 
bigger (12 %), the group that paid a partial deductible was less than ten 
percent.267 

The proportions of deductibles among clients of legal aid offices seem 
to be fairly evenly distributed throughout the country. However, a minor 
                                                 
265 Litmala, Alasaari and Salovaara-Karstu 2007; Litmala and Alasaari 2004. 
266 Litmala, Alasaari and Salovaara-Karstu 2007, 31.  
267 Litmala 2004, 169.  
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exception can be seen in Helsinki and Kouvola districts. In the year 2005 
clearly more people in Helsinki obtained legal aid totally free of charge 
than in other districts. In Kouvola, again, the share of clients paying a 
partial deductible was rather high. In both districts the share of clients 
paying a full deductible was fairly small. 

The following figure presents the case types handled in legal aid 
offices, divided by the amount of deductible paid by the client. 
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Figure 3.9  Cases handled in legal aid offices by the amount of deductible 2005268 
 
Legal aid that is free of charge is most common in cases involving 
pensions and social matters. Most clients receiving legal aid for criminal 
cases also obtain legal aid free of charge. Simultaneously, the number of 
clients paying a full deductible in these case groups is very small. In family 
and inheritance matters, clients who pay a partial deductible have the 
highest representation. The ratio of different case groups has remained 
fairly unchanged since 2003. 

Interestingly, people with a middle income who obtained a possibility 
to receive legal aid through the reform in 2002 are over represented in the 
matters involving family and inheritance, and above all in matrimonial 
matters. Consequently, the share of this group in cases concerning 
pensions, social, criminal and rental issues is lower than on average. 

The relative proportion of clients that receive legal aid totally free of 
charge is most prominent in case groups handled by administrative 
authorities, administrative courts, or special courts. In 2005, approximately 
three quarters of the clients in these groups received legal aid with no 

                                                 
268 Litmala, Alasaari and Salovaara-Karstu 2007, 33. 
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deductible. In cases consisting mainly of drafting a document, over half of 
the clients pay full or partial deductible for their legal aid services. 

The number of clients receiving free legal aid has also been rather high 
in court cases. In recent years, approximately two thirds of the clients have 
paid zero deductible in cases that proceeded to a general court. Research 
shows that the number of clients receiving free legal aid correlates with the 
length of court proceedings. If the case proceeds further in the process, 
consequently the number of clients paying a partial deductible reduces. 
 
 
7 Costs and Financing 

7.1 Legal Aid Offices  

The funding of legal aid comes from the budget via the Ministry of Justice. 
In 2006 the total operational outlay of legal aid offices was 26 248 268 
euros. Different measures of support in financial and personnel 
administration as well as in ADP constituted approximately one third of the 
outlays. Thus, the total cost of the measures taken in legal aid offices was 
16 980 936 euros. The majority (82 percent) of the outlays caused by 
measures taken in legal aid offices was comprised of staff costs. 

The following figure shows the total costs of legal aid offices as 
distributed to various measures taken. The estimate is based on the 
reporting by the legal aid attorneys on the use of their working hours. The 
estimate is made two times a year and can therefore be quite rough.269 The 
proportion of the administrative costs has been constructed by dividing the 
amount of administrative costs in the ratio of the proportions of different 
measures. Thus the division of the administrative costs is only an estimate 
by the researchers.  

 

                                                 
269 The system of monitoring the use of working time (TARMO) is being developed in 
the justice sector. It has been found to be rather inprecise in offices, such as legal aid 
offices, in which the employees estimate the use of working time about twice a year. 
OMTH 2007:29, 21.  
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Figure 3.10  The costs of legal aid offices 2006270 
 
As shown in figure 3.10, the biggest single proportion of the costs in legal 
aid offices pertained to court proceedings in general courts. The great 
majority of the costs in this group were caused by proceedings in district 
courts and almost half of them related to main hearings in district courts. 

The second largest expense group in legal aid offices derived from 
drafting different types of documents. These measures represented 
approximately one fourth of the costs. Other measures such as negotiating 
on behalf of the client or acquiring disquisitions constituted about one 
seventh of all costs. The proportion of expenses pertaining to giving legal 
advice, making legal aid decisions and institution of proceedings was about 
ten percent each. 

The allocation of man-years does not completely coincide with the 
division of costs. In 2006 a total of 319 man-years were used to conduct 
measures in legal aid offices. The allocation of man-years correlated 
essentially with the allocation of expenses. Yet, the biggest single 
proportion, approximately one quarter of man-years, was used for drafting 
documents. Moreover, the proportion of assistance in court proceedings in 
general courts constituted 22 percent.  
 
 

                                                 
270 Based on the statistics provided by the Ministry of Justice, 2007.  
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7.2 Private Attorneys 

Present fee criteria. The fees of private attorneys for assisting legal aid 
clients in court proceedings are regulated by the Government Decree on 
Legal Aid Fee Criteria271. The fees paid to private attorneys are partially 
determined on the grounds of fixed fees and partially on the grounds of 
time used for handling the case. 

The Legal Aid Fee Decree assorts fees according to the stage of the 
procedure. The fee for preparing for a trial in a District Court varies 
depending on whether the matter at hand is a criminal matter (272 euros), a 
coercive means matter (91 euros), a civil matter or a petition (454 or 545 
euros). In civil and petitionary matters the amount of the fee also depends 
on whether the fee is paid for assisting the plaintiff, the defendant, the 
petitioner, or the party to be heard. The attorney also receives a separate 
fixed fee of 200 euros, if there is a need for a continued written 
preparation. Preparations of the trial cover consultation, obtaining and 
perusal of documents, assistance in the application for legal aid and the 
drafting of an application for a summons, a petition and a response, and 
other such matters. 272  

The fee for appearing as an attorney in the oral hearing of the matter is 
the same in all instances (327 euros), if the hearing and journey time is at 
most three hours. Insofar as the hearing and journey time exceeds three 
hours, the fee is assessed by the hour. The hourly rate is 91 euros .273 

The hourly rate for a separately billable journey and waiting time is 72 
euros. However, no fee is assessed for journey time if the matter is heard in 
the attorney’s own court locality. Likewise, for each 24-hour period, a fee 
for journey time is assessed for at most three hours or for a longer period, if 
there is a special reason for it.274 There are also certain criteria for 
assessing the fee of the attorney at a higher rate or at less than the normal 
fee.275 

The total amount of fees paid to private attorneys in recent years is 
shown in figure 3.11. 

                                                 
271 Government Decree on Legal Aid Fee Criteria (Statsrådets förordning om grunderna 
för arvoden vid allmän rättshjälp 389/2002, later abbriviated to FeeD). 
272 FeeD 2–3 §. 
273 FeeD, 4, 6 §. 
274 FeeD 4 §. 
275 FeeD 8–9 §. 
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Figure 3.11  Fees (EUR) paid to private attorneys 2002–2007276 
 
As measured by fees paid to private attorneys, the majority of the 
recoverable expenses of private attorneys are caused by handling the court 
proceedings of criminal matters. All in all, fees paid for handling criminal 
matters constitute around 80 percent of all fees paid to private attorneys.  

In district courts the costs of criminal cases have in recent years been 
between 17 million and 19 million euros per year. Fees paid to attorneys 
for assisting in civil matters in district courts have been a little over 2 
million euros and fees for assisting in petition matters have been a little 
less than 2 million euros per year. In courts of appeal, the corresponding 
amount of fees have been a little over 4 million euros for criminal matters, 
roughly half million euros for civil matters and less than 100 000 euros for 
handling petition matters. 

The fees of private attorneys may also be evaluated by measuring the 
average costs per case (figure 3.12) as calculated from the amounts paid 
and the number of payments (figures 3.6 and 3.11).  

                                                 
276 Ministry of Justice, statistics 2007.  
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Figure 3.12  Average cost per case 2002–2007 
 
Average costs per case handled by private attorneys vary depending on the 
case type. The average cost per case in criminal cases as well as in 
petitions has in recent years been a little less than 900 euros per case. 
Meanwhile, the compensation paid to private attorneys for civil cases is a 
bit higher – somewhat over 1 000 euros per case.  
 
 
7.3 Comparison 

In 2006 the total cost of legal aid offices was 26 million euros and of 
private legal aid 28 million euros. Thus, a little over half of the total legal 
aid was paid to private legal aid attorneys. In comparison to the costs in the 
1990s (before the reforms), there seems to be no remarkable change even 
though the share of private legal aid attorneys seems to have decreased 
somewhat.277  

Public legal aid helps more clients than private legal aid attorneys do. If 
the cost per client were assessed on the basis of the total number of 
clients,278 the average cost would be 490 euros for legal aid offices and 
1 120 euros for private attorneys. This comparison does not, however, give 
a fair picture because the private attorneys only handle court cases that are 

                                                 
277 From approximately 54 percent to 51 percent. The comparison is based on figures in 
Litmala 2000, 225, 239.  
278 The legal guidance phone service (III.4.1) and the unrecorded advice by the legal aid 
offices (III.4.2) have not been included in the estimate.  
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probably in average more time-consuming than other cases handled by the 
legal aid offices.  

The legal aid offices estimate their cost of court cases in district courts 
to be one quarter of their outcome on the activity (see section III.7.1). If 
administrative and other such costs are included, the offices would have 
used about 6.5 million euros in court cases in general courts. If this sum is 
divided by the number of such cases, the average would be around 580 
euros, which is far below the average cost of private attorneys. This kind of 
calculation is suspect to many problems in the evaluation of the cost in the 
legal aid offices (III.7.1). It is also possible that the cases handled by 
private attorneys are in average more time consuming than those in the 
legal aid offices. Although this is a rough calculation, the comparison 
indicates that the services of the legal aid offices are at least not more 
expensive than those of the private attorneys.  
 
 
7.4 Reform Plans 

Currently, legal aid legislation is going through yet another development 
procedure. The main target for development is particularly the criteria for 
assessing the fees and expenses paid to private attorneys. The aim of the 
proposition of the working group in the Ministry of Justice is to reform the 
Government Decree on Legal Aid Fee Criteria in its entirety.279 The 
amendment is scheduled to come into effect at the beginning of year 2009. 

The main idea of the amendment is to simplify the fee criteria and the 
procedures for assessing them. At present, determining how much the fee 
of the private attorney may be is toilsome and may even be more time-
consuming than adjudicating the actual principal claim. In particular, the 
assessment of the client’s deductible contribution causes additional work. 
Thus, determining the fees may inflict intractable calculations, especially 
when an attorney has several clients simultaneously.280 

The proposition of the working group is to relinquish usage of fixed 
compensations to attorneys. Instead, the compensation of the attorney will 
be determined on the grounds of time used and thus the compensation will 
be equivalent to the amount of work. Hourly wages will be raised from 91 
euros to 100 euros.281 The hourly compensation for travelling time to court 
will also be raised from 72 euros to 100 euros. The attorney would receive 
a compensation for travelling time to court when the combined travelling 
                                                 
279 OMTR 2007:4.  
280 OMTR 2007:4, 11. 
281 OMTR 2007:4, 14. 
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time exceeds one hour and the length of the one-way journey to court is at 
least 20 kilometres.282  
 
 
8 Evaluations 

In the context of the 2002 reform on public legal aid, a study was 
conducted to find out how different central actors view the effects of the 
reform and the functionality of the public legal system as a whole.283  

The data collection for the study was executed by sending 
questionnaires to different interest groups. The answers received from a 
questionnaire addressed to public legal aid attorneys encompass over 80 
percent of all public attorneys in Finland. In all, 42 percent of private 
attorneys and 58 percent of circuit judges filled in the questionnaire. 
Finally, the study was completed by survey of legal aid clients about their 
opinions and views on the legal aid. A total of 237 clients of public legal 
aid and 32 clients receiving legal aid from a private attorney answered the 
questionnaire. 
 
Public and Private Attorneys. Public and private attorneys generally held a 
positive opinion about the image of public legal aid. Their responses took 
into consideration that there was a fairly favourable attitude towards legal 
aid among the public, and equally so among private law firms and the 
judiciary. Concerning the availability of legal aid, private attorneys were of 
the opinion that there are too many lawyers handling citizens’ legal 
problems on a full-time basis, particularly in the private sector. Public 
attorneys, for their part, generally considered the number of lawyers to be 
sufficient, although to some extent too few particularly in public legal aid. 

The attorneys generally believed that the reform of legal aid has not 
affected, to any considerable degree, the number of clients for public legal 
aid or the nature of the cases. The purpose of the reform, to extend access 
to public legal aid to a larger part of the population, seemed to have 
materialised. Attorneys in both the public legal aid and the private sector 
had noticed that the number of clients who pay part of the costs had 
increased as a result of the reform. 

Attorneys handling public legal aid cases considered it to be a good 
solution to have the legal expenses insurance as primary in relation to 
public legal aid. The attorneys in the private sector had not observed any 

                                                 
282 OMTR 2007:4, 16–17. 
283 Litmala, Alasaari and Salovaara-Karstu 2007; Litmala and Alasaari 2004. 
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significant change in compensations paid by the insurance companies since 
the reform.  

One of the central issues of criticism brought up by public and private 
attorneys was the excess bureaucracy associated with the legal aid system. 
Many of the attorneys favour the idea that decisions about public legal aid 
should be given back to the courts. On the other hand, it takes time to adapt 
to changes and new routines, and the system and practices must also be 
given time to consolidate.  

The Bar Association has also conducted an inquiry among its members 
concerning the legal aid system. The main issue for criticism raised in this 
study was the inconsistent practice of the courts when assessing the fees 
and expenses paid to private attorneys for assisting legal aid clients. The 
attorneys felt that in some cases the courts may cut the remuneration paid 
to the attorney without sufficiently stating the reasons for it. This problem 
was seen to arise mostly in context of very laborious cases that take a lot of 
time to prepare.284  
 
Circuit Judges. The majority of circuit judges held a positive opinion about 
the image of public legal aid. Opinions of the judges on the matter 
correlated with the results received from the questionnaire addressed to 
public and private attorneys. Public legal aid was generally seen more as a 
civil right than as poor relief for the indigent. Most circuit judges were of 
the opinion that the image of legal aid among the judiciary was more 
favourable than or at least as good as it was among citizens or private 
attorneys. The opinions of the circuit judges are presented in figure 3.13.285 
 

0 % 20 % 40 % 60 % 80 % 100 %

poor relief

civil right

advocacy

no
yes
don't know

 
Figure 3.13  The opinions of the circuit judges about the image of public legal aid 
 

                                                 
284 Komi 2005, 14. 
285 Litmala, Alasaari and Salovaara-Karstu 2007, 41. 
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Concerning the availability of legal aid, the majority (56 %) of the circuit 
judges were of the opinion that the number of lawyers providing public and 
private legal aid services is sufficient. However, around one third of the 
judges considered the number of public attorneys to be too few and one 
fourth thought that there are too many lawyers in the private sector. 

As part of the 2002 legal aid reform, the qualification requirements for 
acting as an attorney or a counsel in a court of law were tightened (see 
section 2.3.2). After the reform, the appointment may only be given to an 
advocate or to another person eligible to serve as an attorney (OK 15:2). 
Almost all of the circuit judges were of an opinion that the reform was 
successful. 

The circuit judges were also surveyed about the so-called gratuitous 
appeals. The judges were asked how often they think private or public 
attorneys make gratuitous appeals to courts of appeal They were also 
surveyed about appeals made by clients that have legal expenses insurance. 
The opinions of the judges are illustrated in figure 3.14.286 
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Figure 3.14  The opinions of the circuit judges about gratuitous appeals 
 
The system of free or low-cost legal aid also produces certain types of 
unwanted side-affects. One of the problems relates to customers, who 
repeatedly argue over the same cases. Pertaining to this unwanted 
behaviour, the circuit judges were surveyed about whether they think that 
something should be done to limit the amount of repeated fights in cases 
concerning child custody, right of access and child maintenance. Almost 
two thirds of the judges supported the idea of limitations. Another problem 
that was mentioned was that determining the deductible in some cases can 
be quite arduous.  

                                                 
286 Litmala, Alasaari and Salovaara-Karstu 2007, 47. 
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Clients. The majority (70 %) of the clients held a positive opinion about the 
public legal aid system. As a whole, the clients found the system to be 
equitable and satisfactory. However, many clients considered the 
legislation related to legal aid to be somewhat difficult to understand.  

Generally, the clients of legal aid were satisfied with the services 
provided by legal aid offices. Almost two thirds of the respondents were 
very content with the service. In proportion, the number of unsatisfied 
clients was very small. The opinions of the clients are presented in figure 
3.15.287 
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Figure 3.15  The contentment of the clients with the service of the legal aid office 
 
The majority of the clients were of the opinion that public and private 
attorneys handle their tasks well. Attorneys were considered to be diligent 
and the clients felt that they had been given the opportunity to express their 
opinions. As a rule, the clients were also satisfied with the length of the 
waiting period to the first negotiation. Approximately one fifth of the 
clients considered the waiting time to be too long. Almost all the clients got 
to their first negotiation within 14 days.  

According to the results of the study, almost half of the clients 
discovered the possibility of applying for legal aid from their friends and 
family members. The clients had also received information about legal aid 
from the Internet and other media sources or from other authorities. 

However, a considerable number of the clients did not seem to be aware 
of the restriction concerning the possibility to choose their attorney in 
matters handled outside the court. Two thirds of the respondents believed 
that they also have the right to use the services of private attorneys in non-
litigation cases.  

As legal expenses insurance is primary in relation to public legal aid, 
the clients were asked if they had insurance. Two thirds of the clients did 

                                                 
287 Litmala, Alasaari and Salovaara-Karstu 2007, 80.  
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not have legal expenses insurance. The most common reason for applying 
for legal aid, despite the lack of insurance coverage, was that the legal 
expenses insurance did not cover the legal matter at hand. 

The proportion and type of cases for which the clients had contacted 
legal aid offices was very similar in relation to all the cases handled by 
legal aid offices. Most typically, the client’s cases concerned family and 
inheritance matters. In addition, the number of criminal cases correlated 
with the general statistics of legal aid.  

The purpose of legal aid is to offer legal services for people who lack 
the ability to pay for the services themselves. In relation to this, the clients 
of legal aid offices were asked whether they had ever failed to seek help for 
their legal problems due to the expense of legal costs. Slightly over half of 
the respondents had never encountered this problem. However, the risk of 
legal costs had affected the behaviour of approximately one third of the 
clients at least once. An additional one fifth of the clients had failed to take 
their matter to court due to the fear of having to pay the legal costs of the 
opposing party. Nevertheless, two thirds of the respondents had never 
failed to take the matter to court due to the risk of legal expenses. 
 
 
9 Conclusions 

Typical of the Finnish legal aid system is the coexistence of the public 
legal aid offices and the private legal aid attorneys, funded by a ‘judicare’ 
program. In court litigation the clients have the right to choose either a 
private attorney or an attorney from a public legal aid office. In non-
litigation the client can only get assistance from the public legal aid 
attorneys. The assistance includes advice, preparation of legal documents 
and assistance in negotiations.  

The mixed legal aid system has historical roots in a country that has 
large scarcely populated areas with limited access to all services, including 
legal services. The mixed system was sustained in 1998 when the 
organization of the legal aid offices was reformed. After the 1998 reform 
the number of registered matters in the legal aid offices decreased by one 
fifth (from 70 000 to 56 000). The number of cases was on the decline 
throughout the 1990s because a large number of cases related to 
indebtedness derived from the economic crisis in the early 1990s were 
being processed to the end. 

Therefore the impact of the 1998 legal aid reform is difficult to 
determine. However, some features of the reform are likely to have had an 
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impact. First, the reform introduced a legal aid fee that, in principle, all 
clients (excluding the most indigent) are required to pay. Related to that, 
the middle-income client’s responsibility to contribute with a deductible 
was increased. Second, after the reform the legal aid offices were 
discouraged from recording all legal advice that was given over the phone. 
This last mentioned factor may have had a major impact because the 
decrease in cases was most evident in measures that are recorded as legal 
advice. Later research indicates that the legal aid offices give a lot of legal 
advice that goes unrecorded. In addition, some of the public advocacy 
work by the public attorneys goes unnoticed. It is possible that the VAT 
requirements by the European Union lead to pressures to a closer follow-up 
of the working time of public attorneys.  

The number of cases that the private attorneys handle with legal aid has 
increased somewhat but the introduction of the public defender in 1998 
seems to explain a large part of the increase in payment to the private 
attorneys. The private attorneys have specialized in criminal cases and 
some of them in family law. The procedures in the administrative courts, 
which came fully under the legal aid regime in 2002, have not interested 
the private attorneys.  

In addition to providing legal aid, the public legal aid offices also serve 
as gate keepers to the system. They fulfil the gate-keeping function in two 
ways. First, they make the decisions to grant legal aid on the applications 
that come from private attorneys. If the decision is negative, the private 
attorney can ask for reconsideration and after that the matter can be 
referred to the court. In some cases the legal aid office can also set a limit 
to the working hours that a private attorney may use on the case. Normally, 
the limit or working hours per case is one hundred hours and, according to 
a recent reform plan, it would be eighty hours.  

The gate-keeping function is also executed in a less formal way. The 
legal aid offices give legal aid over the phone or even in the office with the 
purpose of guiding the clients to turn to the right authorities or explaining 
to them that they do not qualify for legal aid. This activity has been partly 
formalized in the legal guidance phone service but it is still also done 
informally. It is likely that some private attorney’s offices also provide this 
kind of guidance.  

The legal representation in courts is given on the same conditions by 
public and private legal aid attorneys. Legal aid covers, as a starting point, 
civil, criminal, administrative and special court proceedings in both written 
procedures and oral hearings. The Legal Aid Act, however, sets some quite 
important limitations to the legal representation. The exclusion of matters 
with a minor importance applies to all proceedings. The LAA also excludes 
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from the scope of legal aid undisputed petition matters in district courts, 
such as divorces. The exclusion of matters concerning taxes and other 
public payments as well as appeals, which are based on the membership of 
the municipality, excludes certain cases from the administrative courts.  

The most important exclusion clause concerns the criminal trial. An 
attorney cannot be appointed if the punishment for the crime in question 
cannot be higher than fines or if the legal protection of the defendant does 
not require an attorney when the foreseeable penalty and the results of the 
investigation are taken into account. The last mentioned group can include 
even cases in which the foreseeable penalty is a short prison sentence. 
However, if the case involves disputed evidentiary issues or compensation 
claims or if the defendant is under-aged or mentally impaired, an attorney 
is appointed.  

The evaluations of the present system show a surprising degree of 
contentment. The private attorneys complain that the compensation levels 
for difficult cases may be on the low side. The courts claim that the 
calculation of the attorney’s fee and the deductible is somewhat 
complicated. The limit of 100 hours per case is generally experienced as 
sufficient but the court may give a permission to go over the limit in 
prolonged custody disputes and other difficult matters. In addition, the 
client’s deductible can become a burden on some victims of domestic 
violence who are involved in several court cases (criminal, protection 
order, division of property and child custody) at the same time. The 
division of matrimonial property when the net assets of the estate are 
modest and the parties cannot agree has also turned out to be problematic. 
Despite these almost anecdotal critical views, the overall evaluation by the 
attorneys, judges and the clients has been very positive.  
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1 Introduction 

This Chapter presents three arrangements for legal and para-legal aid that 
have been organized separately from the legal aid system, that is, debt 
counselling, consumer advice and legal aid for asylum seekers. These 
arrangements have different backgrounds but each of them serves a special 
group of clients with a special legal interest. These services are not limited 
to legal counselling; rather they are connected to other services for the 
clients. None of these services excludes the clients from legal aid. 
 
 
2 Debt Counselling 

2.1 Introduction 

Debt counselling in Finland is regulated by the Act on the Economic and 
Debt Counselling288. The general management, supervision and monitoring 
of debt counselling is the responsibility of the Consumer Agency. 
Furthermore, the State Provincial Offices289 are responsible for ensuring 
sufficient availability of debt counselling within the province.290 

The State Provincial Offices and municipalities are required to make an 
agreement on how the municipality arranges debt counselling services to 
its inhabitants. A municipality may organise economic and debt 
counselling in different ways. It can be arranged as part of the services the 
municipality provides itself. The municipality may collaborate with one or 

                                                 
288 Act on the Economic and Debt Counselling (Lag om ekonomisk rådgivning och 
skuldrådgivning 713/2000, later abbreviated to DebtA). The following section is based 
on: Helesuo 2007; Valkama 2004. 
289 Länsstyrelser.  
290 DebtA 2 §. 
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several municipalities or it may buy the debt counselling services from 
another municipality or get the service through outsourcing.291  

The economic and debt counselling act was introduced in 2000. The 
purpose of the counselling is to provide information and advice to private 
individuals on the management of their household economy and their 
debts. Debt counsellors also assist persons facing debt problems in 
planning their economy and in seeking solutions to their debt problems. 
The aim is to help those in debt to find an arrangement with their creditors 
or to help them to file for debt adjustment. In particular, they help prepare 
the application for debt adjustment and other reports and documents 
required by the law on debt adjustment for private persons.292  

In practice debt counselling services are provided by counselling units 
within the municipalities. A municipality may organise economic and debt 
counselling by establishing one or several offices or posts of a debt 
counsellor. The counselling may be provided by a full-time counsellor or a 
part-time employee. The task may also be combined with some other task, 
for example consumer advice, as long as it does not endanger the 
objectivity and impartiality of the counselling. The biggest cities have their 
own counselling units, but most municipalities organise the service in 
collaboration with other municipalities. In 2006 there were a total of 61 
counselling units, 52 of which were municipal, for over 400 municipalities. 
The spread of counselling services was on average 41 000 inhabitants per 
one debt counsellor. 

The amount of personnel in economic and debt counselling offices has 
varied significantly over the years. During the depression in 1993–1995 the 
number of debt counsellors was high, because several congregations and 
voluntary organisations had many employees. In 2003 and 2004 the 
number of debt counsellors increased again temporarily, as counselling 
units received extra resources as a government contribution. Thereafter, the 
number of debt counsellors has decreased. The following table presents the 
division of man-years of debt counsellors in 2006. 

 

                                                 
291 DebtA 3 §. 
292 DebtA 1 §. 
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Table 4.1  Debt counsellors by man-years 2006293 
Personnel Man-years 
full-time counsellors 122.65 
part-time counsellors 5.23 
lawyers294 4.0 
assistants 27.02 
 
 
At present, debt counsellors are generally quite aged. In 2006 nearly all 
debt counsellors were over 35 years old and 37 percent were between 55 
and 64 years of age. Nowadays economic and debt counsellors must have a 
suitable academic degree. This amendment entered into force on 1.2.2006. 
Debt counsellors, who have worked as counsellors already before this point 
in time, also have the right to continue as counsellors. 

Economic and debt counsellors have a very diverse educational 
background and working experience. Due to the age structure, most of the 
debt counsellors have extensive experience due to their lengthy work 
history. In 2006 more than a third of all counsellors had worked as debt 
counsellors for at least 12 years. The counsellors also had previous 
experience from financing, accounting, social work, consumer advice or 
legal tasks. Nowadays a little less than half of the counsellors have an 
academic degree in economics, social sciences or law. The rest of the 
counsellors have college-level training or some other educational 
background. Most debt counsellors have a permanent employment 
contract. In 2006 about one fifth of the counsellors had a fixed-term 
contract. 
 
 
2.2 Cases 

The number of work performances in economic and debt counselling has 
been followed systematically from the beginning of the year 2001. In 2006 
the total number of work performances was 79 868. The distribution of the 
most common work performances in 2005 and 2006 is shown in table 
4.2.295 

                                                 
293 Helesuo 2007, 6.  
294 The group “lawyers” only includes economic and debt counsellors, who have 
“lawyer” as their working title. Some of the counsellors work under the title “Economic 
and debt counsellor” although they have a legal degree. 
295 Helesuo 2007, 6. 
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Table 4.2  Work performances in debt counselling units 2005–2006 
Work Performances 2006 2005
client meetings 32 501 33 611
clarifying the economic situation of the client 15 868 17 631
settlement proposals for creditors 3 298 3 794
guarantee applications to the Guarantee Foundation 720 1 088
debt adjustment applications to district courts 3 299 3 724
payment schedules to district courts 564 734
control of payment schedules 2 221 2 176
appeals and statements to district courts 2 198 2 330
assisting in applying for maintenance grant etc. 2 021 1 963
control of clients’ additional payments 3 098 2 985
payment schedule modifications 1 046 1 050
payment schedule expirations 64 71
 
 
The goal of the economic and debt counselling is to offer the client his or 
her first counselling visit within 30 days of the reservation. In 2006 the 
average waiting time to see a debt counsellor was 40 days. In five units, the 
waiting time was over 100 days. The waiting time was longest in the 
biggest cities. During the years 2002–2006 around half of the debt 
counselling units over-ran the time goal of 30 days. Table 4.3 presents the 
number of debt counselling units that over-ran the objective waiting 
time.296 
 
Table 4.3 The number of counselling units that over-run the objective waiting time to 

see a debt counsellor 2002–2006 
 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 
counselling units 72 61 61 61 61 
over-runs of the time goal 38 31 34 29 26 
over-runs per cent 53 % 51 % 56 % 48 % 43 % 
 
 
In addition to helping people with debt problems, the DebtA equally aims 
at preventing debt problems through deterrent economic counselling of 
individuals. At present this goal has largely remained secondary. The 
volume of deterrent counselling increased until 2005. However, in 2006 the 
proportion of deterrent economic counselling decreased again. The number 
of preventive economic counselling performances in recent years is shown 
in table 4.4.297 
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Table 4.4  Deterrent economic counselling performances 2003–2006 
Year Deterrent counselling 
2003 2 125 
2004 3 131 
2005 4 399 
2006 2 519 
 
 
A significant reason for the scantiness of deterrent economic counselling is 
the lack of resources. The time and resources of the counsellors are mainly 
used in remedial debt counselling. Although the goal of giving deterrent 
counselling has largely remained without effect, nearly all the clients 
receive remedial economic counselling during their visit. For example, 
clients may be advised on how to adjust expenditure to income. 
 
 
2.3 Clientele 

The clientele of economic and debt counselling services has been studied 
through a client survey conducted as part of a study on economic and debt 
counselling in 2004298. According to this research, the share of women 
using debt counselling services is slightly more than the share of men. 
Men’s debt problems usually relate to business whereas women’s debt 
problems concern consumer debts. A major part of the clients are placed in 
the age bracket 45–54. About half of the clients have some connection with 
business activities and three quarters of them have worked as 
entrepreneurs.  

According to the survey, clients usually have a low level of education. 
The survey found that over 40 percent of the clients had merely a basic 
education. Moreover, the majority of the clients are employed. The average 
gross income in the survey was 1 300 euros per month. The clients with the 
lowest income are single persons, unemployed and pensioners. The 
average debt of a client in the survey amounted to 32 000 euros. The 
debtors whose debt problems related to businesses had the biggest debts. 

Furthermore, many of the clients in debt counselling had been informed 
about the possibility of getting counselling by debt enforcement agents. 
About 40 percent of clients in the survey had learned about the services 
through the media. These information channels were most common among 
clients who were former entrepreneurs. Persons with consumer debts had 
learned about the possibility mainly through friends, the social services 
office or the Guarantee Foundation (see section 2.3.8). 

                                                 
298 Valkama 2004. 
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2.4 User Contentment 

According to the study, the majority of the clients are satisfied with the 
availability of debt counselling. The clients reported that they had to wait 
about four weeks in average before they got their first appointment with the 
debt counsellor. Most of the clients considered this to be a reasonable 
length of time, though some of them considered the waiting time to be too 
long. 

The clients were generally also satisfied with the way in which the debt 
counsellors sorted out their economic position and their debts. About 90 
percent of the customers considered that they had received sufficient 
information from the counsellor. However, many clients seem to have great 
expectations in relation to the debt counsellor and they often expect the 
debt counsellor to perform tasks that actually should fall on the client, such 
as obtaining information about their income and debts. About 90 percent of 
the clients using debt counselling services felt that they had received help 
from the counsellor. The most dissatisfied clients were those who had been 
facing debt problems for a long time and those whose problems derived 
from third party guarantee for loans.299 

 
 

2.5 Costs and Financing 

Economic and debt counselling is given to customers free of charge. 
Municipalities and other producers receive a government contribution for 
the execution of the service.300 The objective of the government transfer is 
to ensure that every municipality is able to provide basic debt counselling 
services to their inhabitants. Due to high demand for counselling, many 
municipalities also allocate additional resources to debt counselling. 

The amount of statutory government contribution to municipalities and 
to other producers of debt counselling is annually determined in the state 
budget. In 2006 specified government transfer encompassed approximately 
63 percent of all the expenses caused by municipal debt counselling 
services. The total amount of specified government transfers in recent 
years is presented in table 4.5.301 

                                                 
299 Valkama 2004, 97–98. 
300 DebtA 4 §. 
301 Helesuo 2007, 8. 
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Table 4.5  The amount of specified government transfer to debt counselling 2001–2006 
year municipal financing specified government transfer (million €) 
2001 0.972 3 111 
2002 0.915 4 183 
2003 1.261 5 685 
2004 1.602 5 685 
2005 1.942 5 311 
2006 2.438 4 311 
 
 
The total cost of economic and debt counselling was about 6.7 million 
euros in 2006. The financing by the municipalities has gradually increased, 
as the proportion of statutory government contribution has decreased. In 
2004 municipalities financed 18 percent of the total costs of municipal debt 
counselling services. In 2006 the financing by the municipalities had 
increased to 37 percent. The amount of financing between municipalities 
varied significantly. Some municipalities did not allocate any additional 
resources to debt counselling whereas the additional funding of the 
municipality was nearly 350 000 euros at its highest. 
 
 
3 Consumer Advice 

3.1 Introduction 

Consumer advice services in Finland are regulated by the Act on Municipal 
Consumer Advice302. Finland’s municipalities are responsible for arranging 
consumer advice services for their inhabitants.303 The functioning of the 
municipal consumer advice system is supervised by the Consumer Agency. 
The town boards or other authorities assigned by them are also responsible 
for supervising the consumer advice services.304 

The municipalities have a fairly free discretion in the manner of 
organising the service. A municipality may organise consumer advice 
service by establishing one or several offices or posts for a consumer 
adviser. The municipality may also collaborate with one or several 
municipalities or buy the services from another municipality. If it is 

                                                 
302 Municipal Consumer Advice Act (Lag om anordnande av konsumetrådgivning i 
kommunerna 72/1992, later abbreviated to CAA). The following section is based on 
Grönlund 2007. 
303 CAA 1 §. 
304 CAA 6 §. 
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impractical to organise consumer advice in any other way, it may be 
provided as an outsourced service.305 

The services may be provided by a full-time consumer adviser as well 
as a part-time employee. The task of a consumer adviser may also be 
combined with some other position, such as social services, under the 
condition that this arrangement does not endanger the objectivity and 
impartiality of the service.  

At present, the gamut of positions and tasks in which consumer advice 
has been combined is wide. There are about forty titles, such as different 
types of secretaries, inspectors, planners, economy and debt counsellors, 
managers and controllers. The educational background of the consumer 
advisers is also very heterogeneous. Many of them have some sort of 
business education. Currently, approximately half of the advisers have an 
academic degree. The number of advisers with a law degree is rather 
small.306  

The purpose of consumer advice is to provide general instructions in 
matters pertaining to consumption. Consumer advisers take part in 
monitoring the price level, quality standards and marketing of consumer 
goods and co-operate with other consumer authorities. Municipal consumer 
advisers also provide individual advice to consumers and assist them in 
possible consumer disputes. Consumer advisers aim to find an amicable 
solution to the conflict between the consumer and the entrepreneur. If 
necessary, consumer advisers redirect consumers to suitable judicial 
organs.307 

In September 2007 the Finnish Ministry of Interior released a 
proposition pertaining to consumer advice and guardianship authority. As a 
part of the project to restructure municipalities and the services that they 
provide, the ministry proposes that consumer advice and guardianship 
services be transferred from municipalities under the central state 
government.308 In practice this proposal would mean that guardianship 
services would be transferred from local register offices309 to legal aid 
offices and consumer advice would be transferred from municipalities to 

                                                 
305 CAA 3 §. 
306 Phone interview Grönlund 28.1.2008. 
307 CAA 2 §. 
308 Sisäasiainministeriön julkaisuja 43/2007. 
309 Local register offices (Magistrate’s offices) are local state administrative 
authorities.309 In addition to acting as a guardianship authority, they are responsible for 
maintaining the regional Population information register as well as other registers. Other 
services offered by local register offices are name changes, performances of civil 
marriages, and other such services. 
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local register offices. The changes are scheduled to come into force at the 
turn of the year 2008–2009. 
 
 
3.2 Cases 

Since all the municipalities are responsible for arranging consumer advice 
for their inhabitants, it is in principle possible to get consumer advice 
everywhere in Finland. Yet, there may be some situations, such as 
retirement, vacations or the replacement of an employee, when the advising 
service in a certain municipality is temporarily unavailable.  

In 2006, approximately 78 percent of the population fell within the 
scope of full-time consumer advice. The consumer advisers where counted 
as full-time advisers, if they used at least 70 percent of their working hours 
for tasks related to consumer advice. As many communities share the 
services of a consumer adviser or adviser’s office, the country is divided 
into a little over one hundred consultation districts. The spread of consumer 
advice in 2005–2006 is shown in table 4.6.310 
 
Table 4.6  The spread of consumer advice in 2005–2006. *Spring 2006 
 2005 2006 
Municipalities  432 431 
Consumer advisers   

• full-time 51 56 
• part-time 92 85 

Consultation districts 111* 109 
 
 
In general the municipal consumer advisers are contacted about 140 000 
times per year. Approximately 82 000 of the contacts are mediation cases. 
The development in the number of contacts to consumer advice 1992–2006 
is presented in figure 4.1.311 

                                                 
310 Grönlund 2007, 3. 
311 Grönlund 2007, 4. 
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Figure 4.1  The amount of contacts to consumer advice 1992–2006312 
 
The most common reasons for contacting consumer advice seem to be 
problems in housing and car purchase as well as in house renovation. 
Services of telecommunication companies and the purchase and repair of 
domestic appliances also inflict many contacts. 

The number of contacts to consumer advice varies significantly 
depending on the municipality and the consultation district. At some advice 
desks there are only a few contacts per year whereas big municipalities and 
consultation districts receive thousands of contacts every year. In the 
congested areas the clients may have to queue to get consumer advice. 

In some cases the consumer advisers may have to be in contact with 
other consumer authorities in order to solve the case. In 2006 the 
Consumer Disputes Board was contacted by the consumer advisers 1 912 
times in total, an average of 13.6 times per adviser. In addition, the 
Consumer Agency and Consumer Ombudsman were contacted 728 times.  
 
 
3.3 Costs and Financing 

According to the Consumer Advice Act, municipal consumer advice is 
given free of charge313. For the execution of their duty, municipalities 
receive a state subsidy. In 2006 the costs of consumer advice in Finland 
were on average 0,75 euros per inhabitant. The cost estimate is based on 
information given by municipalities in their reports. The range of the costs 
between municipalities was significant. The biggest cost was 1,80 euros 
per inhabitant and the smallest cost was less than 10 cents per resident. 

                                                 
312 There is a minor discrepancy in the statistics, because not all municipalities report 
their functioning yearly.  
313 CAA 4 §. 
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In addition to solving consumer disputes, the purpose of consumer 
advice is to provide general instructions in matters pertaining to 
consumption. The advising is supposed to make consumers aware of their 
rights and prevent consumer disputes in advance. At the moment the 
consumer advisers in most municipalities do not have resources to conduct 
preventive consumer advising. The resources that the municipalities 
allocate to consumer advice services mainly encompass just the “basic 
work” and are not sufficient for wide-ranging educational activities. The 
number of information sessions has been steadily declining.  
 
 
3.4 Consumer’s Safety Network 

In Finland the state and municipalities offer a wide range of help to 
consumers. The starting point for consumer protection is that the consumer 
is entitled to obtain help in order to exercise his or her statutory rights. 
Several municipal and government consumer services are at the disposal of 
all consumers, and they are free of charge. 

Besides municipal consumer advising, consumers have the possibility 
to turn to the Consumer Disputes Board (see III 5.4) or to the Consumer 
Ombudsman (see II 4.4). The Consumer Disputes Board gives 
recommendations in individual disputes between consumers and 
entrepreneurs. The Consumer Ombudsman may intervene in cases of 
illegal marketing and unfair contract terms as well as take such cases to the 
Market Court. The Consumer Agency, which is the central government 
agency led by the Consumer Ombudsman, serves consumers by providing 
information about consumer rights and how to make complaints. It may 
also intervene in cases where product safety is lacking or sales bans are 
needed. Finally, the European Consumer Centre provides consumers with 
information and advice on cross-border trade and consumer protection in 
the EU. The Centre may also provide assistance for the settlement and 
mediation of consumer disputes concerning cross-border trade in the EU.  
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4 Legal Aid for Asylum Seekers 

4.1 Introduction 

An asylum seeker is a person who asks for protection from persecution and 
a right of residence in a foreign country. In 2006 a total of 2 324 persons 
applied for asylum in Finland. In order to receive asylum in Finland, 
refugees must go through the asylum procedure. For this process, asylum 
seekers have the possibility to receive free legal counselling and free legal 
aid. All stages of the asylum procedure require legal expertise and 
specialisation from the lawyers that assist asylum seekers.314 

The legal counselling and legal aid services for asylum seekers and 
other aliens in Finland have been organised through two channels, the 
Ministry of Labour and the Ministry of Justice. The Ministry of Labour is 
responsible for organising the legal counselling given to asylum seekers 
when they first arrive in Finland. The Ministry of Justice is in charge of 
producing legal aid services. 

When an asylum seeker arrives in Finland, he or she is referred to a 
Reception Centre. This free accommodation is often the refugee’s first 
domicile in Finland. The Reception Centre helps the asylum seeker to get 
into contact with a lawyer who gives him or her so-called “first stage” legal 
counselling. The lawyer gives basic information about the Finnish law, 
clarifies the asylum procedure315, helps with the asylum application, and 
prepares the asylum seeker for the hearing by the Police and later on 
asylum interview conducted by the Directorate of Immigration. The 
quantity and the amount of legal services are based on the needs of the 
client. 

The Directorate of Immigration makes the asylum decision after the 
asylum interview. If the asylum seeker receives a negative decision to his 
or her application, the asylum seeker may appeal to the Helsinki 
Administrative Court within 30 days of the notification. For this stage of 
the procedure, the asylum seeker almost always needs individual legal aid. 
The client may also need legal aid in matters concerning the reunification 
of families and passport issues among other things. In practice, the lawyer 
who is assigned as a legal aid attorney for the asylum seeker is usually the 
same lawyer that has given the first stage legal counselling in the 
Reception Centre.  
                                                 
314 The following section is based on the Working Group Proposal 337:2007 of the 
Ministry of Labour; the webpages of www.pakolaisneuvonta.fi (engl. the Refugee 
Advice Centre).  
315 See Appendix 2. The figure is created by Pakolaisneuvonta ry. 
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Legal aid services for asylum seekers in Finland are regulated in the 
Aliens Act.316 According to section nine of the act, the provisions on 
aliens’ right to legal aid are laid down in the Legal Aid Act. The asylum 
procedure in Finland is an administrative matter. For these matters, the 
client can usually only receive legal aid from a public legal aid attorney 
who provides legal advice and draws up documents (see III.3.1). However, 
when an administrative matter is being handled, the counsel assigned to an 
alien may also be a person with legal training other than a public legal aid 
attorney. When handling a matter as referred to in the Aliens Act, a court 
may also grant legal aid to an alien without requiring a statement on the 
financial position of the applicant for legal aid.317 

In practice, legal aid services for asylum seekers are offered from three 
directions: 1) public legal aid attorneys working in a public legal aid office, 
2) lawyers working in the Refugee Advice Centre, and 3) private attorneys 
specialised in asylum matters. Historically, the Finnish Refugee Advice 
Centre has had a significant role in executing legal services given to 
asylum seekers. Until March 2005, the Ministry of Labour and the Refugee 
Advice Centre had an exclusive agreement about organising the legal 
counselling for asylum seekers. Since the expiry of the agreement, 
Reception Centres have organised the procurement of legal services 
themselves and the Ministry of Labour has only been responsible for 
funding the activities. 

Since the Refugee Advice Centre no longer has an exclusive contract 
with the Ministry of Labour about producing legal services for the asylum 
seekers, it has to offer its services to the Reception Centres like all the 
other legal experts. Reception Centres have the power to decide from 
which producer they wish to buy the legal advice services and for which 
cases. However, for the time being, the legal expertise in asylum matters is 
mainly focused on the Refugee Advice Centre. Fairly few private law firms 
and public legal aid attorneys have suitable legal experience to offer their 
services in asylum matters. 
 
 
4.2 Costs and Financing 

Legal advice and assistance concerning the asylum procedure in Finland is 
free of charge for asylum seekers. As previously stated, the activities 
related to asylum procedures in Finland are mainly funded by the Ministry 
of Labour. For the year 2007 the state budget allocated 505 000 euros for 
                                                 
316 Aliens Act (Utlänningslag 301/2004, later abbreviated to AA). 
317 AA 9.2–9.3 §. In practice this rarely ever happens. Communication by Hytinantti.  
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organising legal services for asylum seekers and refugees. This sum also 
includes the fees of the attorneys. After assisting asylum seekers in the 
asylum procedure, attorneys send their invoices to the Reception Centres. 
The Centres then redirect the invoices to the ministry. The legal costs of 
legal aid for the asylum procedure are covered from the appropriation of 
the Ministry of Labour regardless of who gives the legal aid. 
 
 
4.3 The Finnish Refugee Advice Centre 

The Finnish Refugee Advice Centre is a non-governmental organisation 
founded in 1988. It provides legal aid and advice to asylum seekers, 
refugees and other foreigners in Finland. Lawyers of the Refugee Advice 
Centre give legal aid to asylum seekers at different stages during the 
asylum procedure. The Centre also works for promoting the legal rights of 
the aforementioned groups. The organisation is recognised as an expert in 
refugee and aliens affairs in Finland. It is thereby heard by officials and the 
Parliament when new laws concerning foreigners are drafted and passed. 

The Centre works in close co-operation with the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) as well as European refugee 
organisations. The Refugee Advice Centre is a member of the European 
Council on Refugees and Exiles (ECRE) which represents 78 refugee 
organisations throughout Europe. 

At the end of 2006, the Refugee Advice Centre had 11 membership 
organisations. During the year, a total of 14 lawyers and 8 legal advisers 
worked at the Centre along with the supporting staff. The Refugee Advice 
Centre has four offices in Finland in the following cities: Helsinki, 
Kouvola, Oulu and Oravainen. Each office has its own sphere of 
responsibilities, according to which the assignments are determined. Each 
office handles cases related to Reception Centres in their own district. 
Furthermore, the Helsinki office is also responsible for handling matters 
related to administration, personnel and public relations. 

The funding of the Refugee Advice Centre comes from various sources. 
The major part of its funding comes from fees paid by the Ministry of 
Labour, but the Centre also receives other public and private funding. In 
2006 the Centre received an allowance of 30 000 euros from the National 
Church Board and 5 000 euros from the Finnish Red Cross. The cities of 
Helsinki, Kouvola, Vantaa and Oulu also funded the Centre in exchange 
for the counselling given to the immigrants and city employees. In 
addition, the Centre received separate project funding from the Ministry for 
Foreign Affairs. 



 

 

123

4.4 The Working Group Proposal 

The Ministry of Labour has recently set up a Working Group to oversee 
these two actions: 1) to evaluate the implementation, procurement and 
financing of legal advice and legal aid provided for asylum seekers, other 
aliens and victims of human trafficking, and 2) to propose a new legislation 
on these matters.318 The purpose is to ensure sufficient and high-grade legal 
services to all asylum seekers and to clarify the distribution of work 
between different organisations. 

Currently, the public legal aid system is functional as such but it cannot 
respond to all the special needs of legal expertise related to asylum 
procedure. The working group proposes that the Reception Centres 
continue to account for the procurement of legal counselling services for 
asylum seekers. In the future, the Reception Centres would be obliged to 
give all experts an opportunity to offer their services. They should also 
assess and validate the training and experience of the experts. The basic 
legal counselling could also be executed through phone consultation and 
interpretation.  

One of the aims of the proposal is to safeguard the customers’ legal 
protection and their possibility of selecting and, if necessary, changing 
legal advisors. The purpose is to ensure adequate legal services for all 
individuals. For example, in the event that an asylum seeker is underage, 
he or she would always receive individual aid whenever necessary and, if 
desired, their legal advisor could be present in all interviews. 

In the report, the Working Group also emphasised the general need of 
adequate education in asylum matters. As a solution, the Group proposes 
that asylum law be included in the education of law.  

                                                 
318 The following section is based on the Working Group Proposal 337:2007. 
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In this report we have gathered information on the availability of legal 
information, legal advice and legal assistance in Finland. There have been 
noteworthy changes in all three respects over the past ten years.  
 
 
1 Legal Information  

The availability of legal information has increased remarkably. To a great 
deal, this is due to the widening of the Internet and the active information 
policy the Finnish authorities have adapted towards the information 
society. A lot of information on legal issues is available on the Internet in 
Finnish and Swedish. Besides the free legal databank FINLEX, several 
homepages of the authorities and organizations offer basic information in 
their areas. Information pages are produced in English and the homepages 
of the Ministry of Justice also provide some information in other 
languages. So far there has been no evaluation of the accessibility and 
intelligibility of these pages. The production of leaflets with basic legal 
information has, to the contrary, been infrequent and especially the 
production of leaflets in foreign languages.  
 
 
2 Access to Justice through Alternative  
 Dispute Resolution 

The alternative dispute resolution systems were described in Chapter II. 
The review found a variety of alternatives to the general court system. 
Mediation has been recently legalized both inside and outside the court 
system and the number of cases in out-of-court mediation is on the rise. 
The mediation of criminal cases does not replace the court proceedings but 
the prosecutor may take mediation into account when deciding whether to 
bring charges.  
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Several boards have jurisdiction on specific issues. Of national boards, 
only the Consumer Disputes Board processes a big number of cases 
annually. Other boards, such as the Equality Board, the Discrimination 
Board and the Data Protection Board, process a very small number of cases 
but they have an important role in difficult areas of law. In addition, the 
insurance industry has its own boards for settling the compensation levels. 
The boards generally give only non-binding recommendations. The trend 
has been to reduce the number of special courts. In the appeal system of 
social security benefits and pensions both appeal boards and the insurance 
court play an important role and they also process a large number of cases. 
Taken as a whole, the alternative dispute resolution systems do reduce the 
case flow that otherwise would come to the courts. 

The purpose of the alternative dispute resolution systems is to provide a 
simple procedure in which legal aid would not be needed. Legal aid is 
available for court proceedings, including those in the insurance court. The 
legal aid offices can also help the client in the board procedures by giving 
advice and drawing up the necessary briefs when the client needs legal aid.  
 
 
3 Legal Advice  

Legal advice is available from a variety of sources, most of them 
specializing in a certain field of law. The administrative authorities have a 
legal duty to give advice in their sphere of authority. This duty has been 
underscored by a recent change in the law and according to a recent study 
the authorities have taken this responsibility rather seriously. Among the 
central authorities, ombudsmen set to promote special interests, such as 
equality, data protection or consumer rights, give legal information and 
advice in more complicated issues.  

Individualized legal advice on special fields of law is offered by various 
non-governmental organizations. Some industries, especially banks and 
insurance companies, have organized their own customer service and 
complaints procedures that give advice to the customers. Some strong 
interest groups, such as taxpayers, labour unions and real estate owners, 
have also been able to organize a legal advice body that is financed on a 
permanent basis and are able to meet a remarkable number of inquiries. 
The non-governmental sector that helps weak interest groups looks much 
more vulnerable. There are only a few organizations that offer legal advice 
to the victims of crime, such as battered women and prostitutes. These 
legal services are offered on a very small scale in addition to the main 
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activity of these organizations, and they are often funded as special time-
fixed projects by RAY (the lottery foundation). A non-governmental 
organization also provides legal advice for ex-prisoners. Legal aid and, 
more specifically outreach programs, to disadvantaged groups seems to an 
area where the Finnish society could strengthen the services.  

The authorities entrusted with giving legal advice and the non-
governmental organizations do not provide legal representation in 
litigation. However, there are three special services that provide legal 
advice and assistance that comes close to legal aid services: the debt 
counselling, the consumer advice and the legal aid for asylum seekers. 
These services have been organized in different ways: the debt counselling 
by the municipalities together with the state local government, consumer 
advice by the municipalities alone and the legal aid for asylum seekers by a 
non-governmental organization supported by the state. The debt 
counselling service combines the legal assistance with economic advice 
and assists the debtors seeking judicial debt adjustment in the district 
courts. The consumer advice provides mainly advice and support for the 
negotiations with the entrepreneurs but can also help to draft a complaint to 
the consumer disputes board. The consumer advice does not provide 
assistance in litigation. The refugee advice centres give both legal advice 
and represent their clients in the asylum procedure in the administrative 
and court proceedings.  

The debt counselling, consumer advice and refugee advice do not 
disqualify the cases from the legal aid. In simple cases a need for legal aid 
has not been deemed as necessary, but in matters that involve legal issues a 
client can choose between having an attorney and utilizing these services.  
 
 
4 Legal Assistance  

Typical of the Finnish legal aid system is the coexistence of the public 
legal aid offices and the private legal aid attorneys, funded by a ‘judicare’ 
program. In court litigation the clients have the right to choose either a 
private attorney or an attorney from a public legal aid office. In non-
litigation the client can only get assistance from the public legal aid 
attorneys. The assistance includes advice, preparation of legal documents 
and assistance in negotiations.  

The mixed legal aid system has historical roots in a country that has 
large scarcely populated areas with limited access to all services, including 
legal services. The mixed system was sustained in 1998 when the 
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organization of the legal aid offices was reformed. After the 1998 reform 
the number of registered matters in the legal aid offices decreased by one 
fifth (from 70 000 to 56 000). The number of cases was on the decline 
throughout the 1990s because a large number of cases related to 
indebtedness derived from the economic crisis in the early 1990s were 
being processed to the end. 

Therefore, the impact of the 1998 legal aid reform is difficult to 
determine. However, some features of the reform are likely to have had an 
impact. First, the reform introduced a legal aid fee that, in principle, all 
clients (excluding the most indigent) are required to pay. Related to that, 
the middle-income client’s responsibility to contribute with a deductible 
was increased. Second, a new exclusion clause was added to the law i.e. 
matters of little importance. Third, after the reform the legal aid offices 
were discouraged from recording all legal advice that was given over the 
phone. This last mentioned factor may have had a major impact because 
the decrease in cases was most evident in measures that are recorded as 
legal advice. Later research indicates that the legal aid offices give a lot of 
legal advice that goes unrecorded.  

The number of cases that the private attorneys handle with legal aid has 
increased somewhat. The private attorneys have specialized in criminal 
cases and some of them in family law. The procedures in the administrative 
courts, which came fully under the legal aid regime in 2002, have not 
interested the private attorneys.  

In addition to providing legal aid, the public legal aid offices also serve 
as gate keepers to the system. They fulfil the gate-keeping function in two 
ways. First, they make the decisions to grant legal aid on the applications 
that come from private attorneys. If the decision is negative, the private 
attorney can ask for reconsideration and after that the matter can be 
referred to the court. In some cases the legal aid office can also set a limit 
to the working hours that a private attorney may use on the case. Normally, 
the limit or working hours per case is one hundred hours and, according to 
a recent reform plan, it would be eighty hours.  

The gate-keeping function is also executed in a less formal way. The 
legal aid offices give legal aid over the phone or even in the office with the 
purpose of guiding the clients to turn to the right authorities or explaining 
to them that they do not qualify for legal aid. This activity has been partly 
formalized in the legal guidance phone service but it is still also done 
informally. It is likely that some private attorney’s offices also provide this 
kind of guidance.  

The legal representation in courts is given on the same conditions by 
public and private legal aid attorneys. Legal aid covers, as a starting point, 
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civil, criminal, administrative and special court proceedings in both written 
procedures and oral hearings. The Legal Aid Act, however, sets some quite 
important limitations to the legal representation. The exclusion of matters 
with a minor importance applies to all proceedings. The LAA also excludes 
from the scope of legal aid undisputed petition matters in district courts, 
such as divorces. The exclusion of matters concerning taxes and other 
public payments as well as appeals, which are based on the membership of 
the municipality, excludes certain cases from the administrative courts.  

The most important exclusion clause concerns the criminal trial. The 
attorney cannot be appointed if the punishment cannot be higher than fines 
or if the legal protection of the defendant does not require an attorney, 
when the foreseeable penalty and the results of the investigation are taken 
into account. The last mentioned group can include even cases in which the 
foreseeable penalty is a short prison sentence. However, if the case 
involves disputed evidentiary issues or compensation claims or if the 
defendant is under-aged or mentally impaired, an attorney is appointed.  

The evaluations of the present system show a surprising degree of 
contentment. The overall evaluation by the attorneys, judges and the clients 
has been very positive.  
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skatter och avgifter

Hyra eller bolagsvederlag (inklusive värme- och vattenavgifter)

Bostadsstöd och bostadstillägg

Faktiska utgifter för att
sköta skulderna i ett
skuldsaneringsärende:

Arbetsbostad

Dagvårdsavgifter

Räntor för bostadslån

Sammanlagt

3 MÅNATLIGA UTGIFTER

RÄTTSHJÄLPSANSÖKAN 2
Sökandens utredining över sina ekonomiska
förhållanden och sin underhållsskyldighet

Avdrag från utgifter: - 250 €

Lägenhetsyta

Hyresbostad Annan, vad:

€

€

Barnbidrag och
hemvårdsstöd

Förvärvspension

Förvärvs- eller
företagsinkomst

Boendekostnader sammanlagt (från kostnaderna för hyres- eller ägarbostad avdras
bostadsstöd eller bostadstillägg) :

* Till den verkställda innehållningen adderas det eventuella avdraget i
förskottsinnehållningen

Skatt enligt regelbunden förskottsinnehållning*, förskottsuppbörd eller slutlig
beskattning och till den knutna lagbestämda arbetstagaravgifter, per månad:

Utgifter som
beaktas:

Barnbidrag och
hemvårdsstöd

Sammanlagt

Förvärvspension

Förvärvs- eller
företagsinkomst

Dagpenning enligt olycksfallsförsäkring

Ägarbostad
Bostadsrätts-
bostad

Betalas av sökanden

Lägenhetstyp

Arbetslöshetsdagpenningar

r+k/kv

Är det totala utgiftsbeloppet högst 250 €
antecknas kryss i rutan bredvid. ->

Annars avdras 250 €
från utgifterna
och slutsumman antecknas i punkten
"Utgifter som beaktas" ->

Utgifter:

Dagpenning enligt olycksfallsförsäkring

€

Sammanlagt

Hemvårdsstöd

€

Arbetslöshetsdagpenningar

Sammanlagt

Livränta

Övriga kapitalinkomster

SammanlagtPrestationer genom
utsökning:

Prestationer till borgenärer
enligt betalningsprogram
vid skuldsanering:

€

Sammanlagt

Pensioner Folkpension

Underhållsstöd

Dividendinkomster Hyresinkomster

Sammanlagt

€

Skatter

€

Ränteinkomster

Underhållsbidrag

€

ModerskapsdagpenningDagpenningar
och dylika för-
måner Dagpenning enligt sjukförsäkring

Sammanlagt

€

Sammanlagt

€

Barnbidrag

Kapital-
inkomster

Specifikation av inkomster

Övriga
inkomster

Hemvårdsstöd

€

Livränta

Specifikation av inkomster (t.ex. naturaförmåner, stipendier, rehabiliteringsstöd)

Övriga kapitalinkomster Sammanlagt

Pensioner Folkpension

Underhållsstöd

Dividendinkomster Hyresinkomster

Sammanlagt

€
Skatter

€

Ränteinkomster

Underhållsbidrag

€

Dagpenningar
och dylika för-
måner Dagpenning enligt sjukförsäkring

Sammanlagt

€

Sammanlagt

€

Barnbidrag

Kapital-
inkomster

Specifikation av inkomster

Övriga
inkomster

Sammanlagt

Specifikation av inkomster (t.ex. naturaförmåner, stipendier, rehabiliteringsstöd)

Betalas av sökanden

€

Betalas av makan/maken/sambon/partnern

Betalas av sökanden Betalas av makan/maken/sambon/partnern

Betalas av sökanden Sammanlagt

€

Moderskapsdagpenning

€



Antal

Förmögen-
het

Skulder

Som rättshjälpstagare förbinder jag mig att underrätta rättshjälps-
byrån om förändringar i mina ekonomiska förhållanden.

Bostadslån för ägarbostad som används
som familjens stadigvarande bostad (annan än sökandens andel):

Obetalt sammanlagt

Förmögen-
het

Beskattningsvärden sammanlagt

Barn Antal

3

7 UNDERHÅLLSSKYLDIGHET
Barn som fyllt 18 år som bor i samma hushåll som
sökanden och som sökanden faktiskt försörjer:

8 FÖRSÄKRAN OCH SÖKANDENS UNDERSKRIFT

Annan förmögenhet, inklusive bankkonton, tidsbundna depositioner (kontoutdrag skall framläggas), värdepapper och annan lätt realiserbar

6 FÖRMÖGENHET OH SKULDER FÖR PERSONER SOM BOR I SAMMA HUSHÅLL SOM SÖKANDEN

Barn under 18 år som bor i samma
hushåll som sökanden:

Fortskaffninsmedel

Obetalt sammanlagt

Skulder

Andra skulder

5 SÖKANDENS FÖRMÖGENHET OCH SKULDER

Beskattningsvärden sammanlagt

€

Andel i bo, öppet bolag och/eller kommanditbolag

Obetalt sammanlagt

Fortskaffninsmedel

Obetalt sammanlagt

€

Fast egendom eller bostadsaktier, lantgårdens storlek

Lån för anskaffning av bil:

Annan fast egendom och bostadsaktier, storleken på lantgården

€

Bostadslån för ägarbostad som används
som familjens stadigvarande bostad (sökandens andel):

Lån för anskaffning av bil:

Beskattningsvärden sammanlagt

€

Beskattningsvärde

€
Annan förmögenhet

Andra skulder

Sökandens underskrift

€
Beskattningsvärden sammanlagt

Obetalt sammanlagt

€

Används som familjens stadigvarande bostad

Bankkonton, tidsbundna depositioner (kontoutdrag skall framläggas), värdepapper och annan lätt realiserbar egendom

Jag försäkrar att de uppgifter jag givit är sanna och
att jag inte har andra inkomster eller annan egendom.

Datering (ort och tid)

Beskattningsvärden sammanlagt

€

Obetalt sammanlagt

€

Beskattningsvärden sammanlagt

€

€

Beskattningsvärden sammanlagt

€

Beskattningsvärden sammanlagt

€

Beskattningsvärde

€

Andel i bo, öppet bolag och/eller kommanditbolag

Beskattningsvärden sammanlagt

€

Bilen är nödvändig pga. arbetet eller arbetsresor

Fast egendom eller bostadsaktier, lantgårdens storlek

Används som familjens stadigvarande bostad
Annan fast egendom och bostadsaktier, lantgårdens storlek

Bilen är nödvändig pga. arbetet eller arbetsresor

€

€

För detta ärende
har jag inte sökt rättshjälp hos
en annan rättshjälpsbyrå.

har jag sökt rättshjälp hos
en annan rättshjälpsbyrå.



ASYLUM PROCEDURE IN FINLAND

ASYLUM APPLICATION TO THE POLICE
OR TO THE PASSPORT CONTROL

(DETENTION IS POSSIBLE)

TRANSFER TO THE RECEPTION CENTRE

ASYLUM INTERVIEW

DECISION OF THE DIRECTORATE OF IMMIGRATION (DOI)

  NEGATIVE DECISION  POSITIVE DECISION
(INCLUDING EXPULSION)   
     

    SETTLEMENT TO MUNICIPALITY

RIGHT TO APPEAL TO THE HELSINKI ADMINISTRATIVE COURT
WITHIN 30 DAYS FROM THE NOTIFICATION

(THE APPEAL DOES NOT SUSPEND THE EXPU LSION IN THE ACCELERATED

PROCEDURES UNLESS THE COURT DECIDES TO SUSPEND THE EXPULSION)

     THE DECISION OF THE THE DECISION OF THE
DIRECTORATE OF IMMIGRATION DIRECTORATE OF IMMIGRATION
        IS NOT REVERSED      IS REVERSED

        THE DOI GRANTS THE
RESIDENCE PERMIT

     SETTLEMENT TO MUNICIPALITY

RIGHT TO APPLY FOR A LEAVE TO APPEAL FROM THE SUPREME
ADMINISTRATIVE COURT WITHIN 30 DAYS FROM THE NOTIFICATION

(THE APPEAL DOES NOT SUSPEND THE EXPU LSION UNLESS 

THE COURT DECIDES TO SUSPEND THE EXPULSION)

      LEAVE TO APPEAL NOT LEAVE TO APPEAL GRANTED
      GRANTED I.E. NEGATIVE
      DECISION STAYS

   NEGATIVE DECISION     POSITIVE DECISION
  

If the Supreme Administrative Court grants leave of appeal, the Directorate of Immigration can
appeal the Administrative Court's decision that has rejected or amended the Directorate's
decision. 

Refugee Advice Centre 4.6.2004
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