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The Toimi politiikan  
näyttämöllä project
The author’s greetings to the reader

Järvenpää is a growing city located in central Uusimaa.  
Järvenpää has a population of approximately 44,000 people,  
of whom approximately 2,500 are foreign language speakers.  
The City welcomes all of its new residents!

Many municipal residents are interested in shared matters,  
such as services for families with children.  
However, the voice of immigrants is rarely heard in decision-making.  
The aim of the Toimi politiikan näyttämöllä (‘Operate on the political stage’)  
project was to increase the participation of immigrants in municipal politics.

In the project, immigrants living in Järvenpää tried out decision-making  
in the local council. They made decisions on real policy matters  
in two local council simulations, attended an evening session  
and submitted feedback. They also participated in the writing of this guide.

This guide contains one example of municipal decision-making.  
The example is an imagined policy matter about the school network of Järvenpää. 
There is a glossary at the end of the guide that explains  
concepts related to municipal politics. At the end of the guide you can also find  
a list of different ways in which you can influence municipal politics.

This guide is intended for everyone interested in municipal politics.  
The Toimi politiikan näyttämöllä project inspired both the authors of this guide 
and the immigrants who participated in the project to learn about municipal politics. 
We hope that this guide will help spread our enthusiasm and also motivate you 
to participate. We especially hope that the guide will help immigrants  
understand Finnish municipal democracy.  
Your voice can and should be heard in municipal politics! 

Best regards, Pilvi Kallio-Meriläinen, Arja Loima and Meeri Tiensuu
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Maria, Ali and Daniel  
live in Järvenpää –  
they are residents  
of Järvenpää

I would like to influence matters  
that affect me and the other  

residents of Järvenpää.  
That is why I decided to stand  

as a candidate  
in the municipal elections.  
I received enough votes and  

am now serving in the local council  
for the 5th term.  

This position provides me with  
valuable experience  

and the opportunity to improve the 
lives of the residents of Järvenpää.  

Do you vote  
in the municipal elections?

I am a first-year councillor 
and very excited  

about the opportunity to 
influence shared matters! 

However, I am anxious 
about participating  

in my first  
council meeting.

I have been living  
in Järvenpää for 18 years.  

In spite of this, I have never  
voted in the municipal elections!  

Why would I vote?  
Who would I vote for?  
Can I exert influence  

in some other way besides voting?
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Municipal residents  
elect the local council  
to decide on matters 
•  Finland has a total of 309 municipalities in 2021. Some of them are cities. 

•  Municipal residents pay taxes to the municipality,  
and the municipality provides services for its residents.  
Municipal self-government means that the residents of a municipality  
decide on many shared matters themselves, such as sports venues, construction,  
the development of residential areas, recreational opportunities and even school meals.  
However, municipalities cannot decide on everything completely independently,  
as some municipal services are statutory, meaning dictated by law.  
Statutory services include education and early childhood education and care,  
for example.

•  A municipality’s highest decision-making body is the local council.  
The local council, meaning the councillors and deputy councillors,  
are elected in the municipal elections every four years.  
Immigrants have the right to vote in the municipal elections  
if they have had a municipality of residence in Finland for at least two years.  

•  Every municipal resident has the right to participate in and influence  
the operations of their municipality.  
You can influence the operations of a municipality by submitting initiatives,  
for example.
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I work at a construction site.  
I was elected in the municipal elections  
to become a municipal decision-maker, meaning a councillor.  
I received 180 votes in the elections.  
That is a lot in Järvenpää,  
which is a city with approximately 45,000 residents. 

I want to influence municipal matters.  
Since I am a new councillor, I was provided with  
an introduction to meeting procedures  
and decision-making.  
I receive a notice of meeting 8 days before a meeting.  
The notice of meeting includes an agenda  
and its annexes.  
The agenda details the matters  
that will be presented at the meeting.  
In addition to this,  
the agenda often includes policy matters  
and their proposed decisions. 

I have to read the notice of meeting,  
the agenda and its annexes  
in advance before the meeting.  
The proposal concerning new schools  
is a particularly hot topic,  
because of which our group  
is discussing the matter  
before the meeting.  
We also have an evening session  
that all councillors are free to attend.
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Maria and Ali  
at the evening session  
discussing schools
The construction of new schools is a topical matter in Järvenpää.  
One of the aims is to build two large modern school campuses,  
which children from local schools would also attend.  
The number of children in local schools will decrease over the next ten years.  
Renovating local schools would also be expensive. If two large school campuses  
are built in Järvenpää, one local school can be closed down. 

The matter is presented to the local council for decision-making  
and is now being discussed at the councillors’ evening session.  
The local council of Järvenpää includes representatives of Järvenpää-based  
non-attached organisations and all major Finnish political parties. 

What are evening sessions? 

Evening sessions are an important part of the cooperation between different parties and groups.  
Evening sessions allow councillors to familiarise themselves with policy matters  
and discuss them. Municipal decision-making is often cooperation across party lines,  
which is a good example of a multi-party system.

ALI:  
It would be good for schools to be located near where children live.  
If there are immigrants living in the different areas of the city,  
learners of all types and different cultures  
can meet each other at all of the city’s schools.  
This way children can get used to different cultures, religions and customs. 

MARIA:  
At the evening session, I listened with interest as one of the new councillors,  
Ali, talked about the advantages of inclusion. Inclusion is a very important matter.  
I also know that teachers already have a lot of work to do,  
and that they do not necessarily have the time to do everything.  
Furthermore, many municipal residents think  
that large schools are not good for children.  
However, the school planners say that the new schools  
will be very cosy compared to my childhood school!
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Twenty years ago,  
I started writing opinion pieces for the newspaper. 

I could not find any other way  
to influence decision-making.  
I still write for the newspaper,  
even though I am also involved in politics now.

I am a practical nurse by occupation.  
I think of myself as just an ordinary  
resident of Järvenpää.

I am now serving in the local council of Järvenpää 
for a fifth term.  
As a member of the local council,  
I have made decisions on matters  
such as the strategy of Järvenpää,  
land use planning, construction,  
schools and day care centres. 

Now we are making an important decision that 
concerns families.  
I know that this matter also affects immigrants. 
It makes me sad that we do not have  
more immigrants deciding on matters! 

Perhaps they cannot find a political party  
suitable for them,  
or maybe they are not interested  
in shared matters?

I would like to hear more opinions  
from immigrants!

I have lived in Järvenpää for 18 years, but I have never voted.  
I work at the hospital as an analyst.  
There I influence things every day and share my opinions. 

I have promised myself that I will not vote in elections.  
My opinion has been that voting is meaningless.  
I am an immigrant, and I feel that I do not have the right  
or the obligation to influence matters in Finland.  
After all, in a democracy the majority rules,  
and the majority consists of native Finns. 

On the other hand, I want to belong in this city,  
influence shared matters and get my voice heard!  
In my opinion, matters concerning children’s education  
and future are especially important.

I have started to reconsider my promise not to vote  
– maybe my vote matters after all?
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•  The preliminary proposal is that the City will build two large school campuses  
and later close down two local schools.

•  When the matter of the school network is presented at the council meeting,  
Ali requests a speaking turn. He is in favour of the preliminary proposal  
because large schools can take different pupils into consideration  
in the teaching of native languages and religion, for example.  
This also increases inclusion and diversity. Ali submits an amendment proposal.  
His amendment proposal is that inclusion should be added  
to the school network decision.

•  Maria supports Ali’s amendment proposal.

•  At the meeting, another councillor submits a different amendment proposal.  
Their amendment proposal is that the matter should be returned to preparation  
to preserve local schools. This amendment proposal is supported by many councillors. 

•  There are now two amendment proposals that have received support.  
Therefore the councillors must vote on which amendment proposal they think is better.  
After this, they vote between the winning amendment proposal  
and the preliminary proposal.

Daniel watches the council vote live on his computer.  
This matter will have a notable impact on the everyday lives of his children.

Council meeting:  deciding  
on the school network

I hope that my children will have a good future in Finland. 
Children are curious and open-minded.  
They want to know each other’s names right away,  
befriend each other easily and start to play together.  
Adults, on the other hand, may be prejudiced  
and afraid of things that they are unfamiliar with.  
Schools can help people  
understand things  
that they are  
unfamiliar with.
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Voting

Meanwhile Daniel is thinking about the result of the vote, frustrated. 
He is thinking about what kind of impact postponing the decision will have.

A municipal resident who is unhappy with a decision  
can make an appeal against it within 14 days of the decision.

Daniel decides to contact a councillor. He calls Maria

Ali also gets excited, Daniel’s initiative is important. It would ensure  
that inclusion is taken into account in the planning of the school network. 

•  A council initiative is an initiative made by a councillor  
that is presented at a council meeting.

•  A local resident’s initiative is an initiative made by a municipal resident.  

However, Daniel does not submit a local resident’s initiative yet. He trusts  
that Ali and Maria’s council initiative will promote the matter that he finds important.
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Initiative
Ali’s good amendment proposal lost the vote. Ali thinks about this afterwards.  
How could inclusion still be integrated into the decision-making? 

Maria and Ali meet up. Maria says that she received a phone call from Daniel. 
Talking over the phone inspired Maria and Daniel to make the world a better place.

ALI:  
There are three options when voting: FOR, AGAINST and ABSTAIN. 
In this vote, voting FOR supports the preliminary proposal  
and voting AGAINST supports the amendment proposal.

MARIA:  
I actually guessed that Ali’s amendment proposal concerning inclusion  
would not pass. The decision proposal was returned to preparation  
and Ali’s amendment proposal did not attract enough interest. 

ALI:  
I am disappointed, even though the democratically elected council decided  
to return the school network matter to preparation. I will present a dissenting opinion.

MARIA:  
We will sleep on it and then think about what to do.  
It would be good to hear more opinions from municipal residents on the matter.

MARIA:  
Daniel and I had an idea that we could develop into a council initiative together.  
It concerns how schools in Järvenpää could promote multiculturalism.

Great that Daniel’s 
voice got heard 
and things are 
going forward!

VOTING RESULTS

12 for Ali’s proposal

34 councillors were for returning the proposal  
to preparation.
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The leaves were written  
by the members of the working group 
that prepared this guide. 

Your turn: 
fill in the initiative tree

•  What matters would you like to influence  
in your municipality? 

•  What kind of network or channel do you need  
to move your matter forward?

Contact one of your municipality’s councillors  
or local government officers directly!
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You can influence municipal politics! 
According to the Local Government Act, the local council must make sure  
that the residents of the municipality and the users of its services  
have the opportunity to participate in and influence the municipality’s operations.  
Below is a list of examples of how you can participate and exert influence: 

•  As a municipal resident, you can vote in the municipal elections.  
They are held every four years.   

•  In municipal decision-making, local authority committees also have duties  
related to the provision of services in municipalities. You can apply to become  
a member of a local authority committee even if you are not a councillor.  

•  If you are eligible for election, you can stand as a candidate  
in the municipal elections yourself.

•  Between elections, you can contact councillors.  
You can request a meeting and share your thoughts with councillors, for example. 

•  You can appeal against a decision made by the local council  
or make a claim for a revised decision to have it changed.   

•  You can contact local government officers and submit feedback or development proposals. 

•  You can submit a local resident’s initiative at www.kuntalaisaloite.fi (in Finnish or Swedish). 

•  You can respond to various surveys  
and participate in your municipality’s development projects and discussion sessions. 

•  You can participate in the operations of municipalities’ advocacy bodies. 

•  You can participate in the work of organisations, associations and foundations  
operating in municipalities.  

There is plenty of information, advice and guidance available on how to participate  
and exert influence. Do not hesitate to ask the City’s immigrant services  
about how to participate and exert influence.

Read more at  www.demokratia.fi. 

Advocacy body = A group of people who can exert influence so that the voice  
of the people that they represent is heard. Advocacy bodies include the youth council, 
the older people’s council and the disability council. 

Agenda = A list of matters to be presented at a meeting.   
An agenda helps the participants of the meeting prepare for the meeting in advance. 
Matters are presented at the meeting in the order that they are listed on the agenda. 
Thus the agenda also makes it easier to follow the meeting.

Amendment proposal = A proposal to amend a policy matter.

Council initiative  = An initiative made by a councillor  
that is presented at a local council meeting. 

Council meeting  = An event at which the municipality’s decision-makers  
gather to make decisions on the matters included on the agenda. 

Councillor or elected official  = A person who received enough votes  
in the municipal elections to get elected into the local council.  
They are thus authorised to decide on municipal matters. 

Democracy = A form of government in which the public has the right  
to exercise political power and influence shared matters.  
In Finland, the public elects representatives from among themselves  
to decide on shared matters. This kind of model is called a representative democracy.

Dissenting opinion  = A demonstration of disagreement.  
If a decision is made at a meeting that one of the participants disagrees with,  
they can ask for their disagreement to be recorded in the meeting minutes.  
This type of record is called a dissenting opinion.  
A dissenting opinion is usually submitted regarding decisions that you may later  
be legally liable for. Submitting a dissenting opinion releases you from legal liability.

Diversity = The practice of including or involving people from a range of different  
social and ethnic backgrounds and of different genders, sexual orientations, etc.  
Diversity is often promoted for the purpose of preventing discrimination.

Eligible for election  = A person who has the right to stand for election. 

Glossary: 

http://www.kuntalaisaloite.fi
http://www.demokratia.fi
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Multi-party system  = A system in which there are multiple different parties or organ-
isations that you can vote for in elections. As a result, local councils include represen-
tatives of several different parties or organisations as councillors. The opposite of a 
multi-party system is a one-party system.

Municipal elections  = Elections for choosing the councillors for local councils. Munici-
pal elections are held every four years. 

Municipality = An area that has its own name and government. The City of Järvenpää 
is a municipality, for example. 

Non-attached organisation  =A group that wants to influence shared matters, but is 
not a political party. A person wishing to stand for election does not necessarily need to 
be a member of a political party, but can instead stand for election via a non-attached 
organisation. These types of non-attached organisations include e.g. Järvenpää Plus, 
which operates in Järvenpää. Establishing a non-attached organisation requires ten 
persons eligible to vote living in the same municipality.

Party  = An organisation that has been added to the list of registered parties. A party is 
an ideological organisation, the purpose of which is to promote matters that its mem-
bers consider important.

Policy matter = A matter included on the agenda that councillors are to decide upon at 
the meeting.

Preliminary proposal  = A proposal for a decision included on the agenda.

Return to preparation  = Instead of being approved as is, the decision proposal is 
amended or clarified in some respects. In practice, the decision proposal is moved to 
the next meeting, for example. 

Right to vote, eligible voter  = The right to vote means the right to vote in the munic-
ipal elections. The right to vote depends on different things in different elections. For 
example, in the municipal elections only the residents of the municipality in question 
have the right to vote. An eligible voter is a person who has the right to vote.

School network = All the comprehensive schools of a municipality. School network 
planning means discussion about where and when new schools are to be built, how big 
new schools should be and which schools should remain in operation.

Self-government = In Finland, municipalities are self-governing. Self-government 
means that each municipality can independently decide on many of their own matters.

Evening session  = An event at which decision-makers discuss matters informally  
and receive new information about matters that they are to decide on later.

For / Against / Abstain  = Voting options.  
If a decision-maker supports the matter being voted for, they submit a for vote.  
If they oppose the matter, they submit an against vote. They can also choose  
to abstain from voting. This means that their vote does not count for either option.

Inclusion = An education system in which all pupils study in the same group,  
without separate special needs schools or classes.  
If a pupil needs more support than others in a specific subject, they are provided  
with more help, but still study in the same group as the rest of the pupils.

Initiative = If you have an important matter or idea related to the operations  
of your municipality in mind, you can present it to decision-makers.  
This type of proposal is called an initiative. In Finland, all municipal residents  
can submit so-called local resident’s initiatives, and municipal decision-makers  
have a duty to process all the initiatives that they receive. Other initiative channels  
in Finland include the citizens’ initiative and the European citizens’ initiative. 

Invitation to meeting  = An invitation to a local council meeting, for example.  
An invitation to a local council meeting is sent to all councillors.  
It is also published on the municipality’s or city’s website.

Local authority committee  = A preparation and expert body.  
Municipalities have several local authority committees. These can include  
an education committee and a well-being committee, for example. Local authority 
committees are responsible in their part for the organisation of various services. 

Local council  = A group of people belonging to different parties or groups who were 
elected in the municipal elections to become the councillors of a municipality or city. 
The local council is the highest decision-making body in a municipality. 

Local council simulation  = An event held in the city of Järvenpää  
in which the participants of the Toimi politiikan näyttämöllä project  
got to try playing the role of councillors. During the simulation,  
the participants participated in an evening session and a council meeting  
and made a decision about a matter concerning the City of Järvenpää.

Local government officer  = A person appointed to a municipal office.  
A local government officer prepares the preliminary proposal for a meeting.
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Sources and cooperation partners
•  City of Järvenpää, Immigration Office Verso

•  Kunnallisalan kehittämissäätiö 

•  Local Government Act

•  Association of Finnish Local and Regional Authorities

•  Ministry of Justice

•  Finnish National Agency for Education

•  Peda.net 

•  Plan Suomi   

•  The Finnish Innovation Fund Sitra, Kansanvallan peruskorjaus project, Elina Eerola

•  Suomi.fi  

•  Statistics Finland

•  Material used in the Toimi politiikan näyttämöllä project

•  Research report on the Toimi politiikan näyttämöllä project

•  Tukea ja tekoja network, Järvenpää

•  Ministry of Finance

Special thanks to the people who participated in the making of this guide:  
Ahlam, Augustine, John, Liisa and Titus  
and the Russian-language guides of the Cultura Foundation!

Layout and illustrations: Johanna Korpela

Selkomukautus: Tanja Vauhkonen

Greetings from a researcher  
who worked on the project 

Finnish society is multi-voiced, and we encounter a lot of diversity in our daily 
lives. In today’s Finland, one of the concerns is that different groups of people 
will become estranged from one another and that only people  
belonging to certain groups participate in political decision-making.  
The Toimi politiikan näyttämöllä project was a local-level attempt  
to address this situation. The project offered participants an opportunity  
to discuss politics, diversity and cooperation with local-level decision-makers.  
The project strengthened the participants’ experience of influencing  
and participating in municipal politics,  
and the shared decision-making proved inspiring and educational. 

The Toimi politiikan näyttämöllä project highlighted that people learn by doing 
and that a concrete experience of exerting influence can inspire people to participate. 
In other words, democracy education and the promotion of participation  
can affect how eager municipal residents are to participate in municipal matters. 
Would it be possible to add democracy education to the integration work  
of municipalities so that those who have moved to Finland from abroad  
could better understand the ways in which Finnish democracy works  
and participate more in shared decision-making?  
I say that it would be possible, and that there is demand for it as well.

Municipalities make decisions that affect the everyday lives and basic rights  
of all municipal residents. The voice of municipal residents makes a big difference 
to these decisions, which is why it should also be heard. The pilot project carried out 
in Järvenpää left us hoping that municipal residents from different backgrounds 
would more actively participate in decision-making in the future. By promoting 
the participation and opportunities to exert influence of all municipal residents, 
we can ensure that the ideals of democracy are upheld in the future as well.

Meeri Tiensuu

http://www.peda.net
http://www.suomi.fi
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I wish we had  
an annual  
multicultural  
fair here...

I would like to have  
reasonably priced  

rental flats  
in my city

I would like to  
plant a tree  

in my local park


