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THE CORONA VIRUS WILL PEAK 
IN FINLAND UNDER THE 

MIDNIGHT SUN 
 
 

ike Italy, Finland is divided in two by 

the coronavirus: Since 27 March, the 

most populated region, Uusimaa, in the 

far south, including Helsinki and its suburbs, 

has been cut off from the rest of the country. 

The Helsinki metropolitan area has 1,287 cases 

of the virus, while all the other major cities 

together have only 213 cases. In the event of 

an epidemic, apart from Uusimaa, the country 

has the advantage of being sparsely populated. 

For example, Finnish Lapland, i.e. the entire 

territory north of the Arctic Circle, has only 

about 100 confirmed cases.  

 

For the moment, Finland has been relatively 

spared from the devastating effects of the 

coronavirus compared to its northern 

neighbours: to date (13 April), it has 2,165 

confirmed cases and 48 deaths (5.5 million 

inhabitants). By way of comparison, Sweden 

has 10,483 cases and 899 deaths (10 million 

inhabitants), Norway 6,551 cases and 134 

deaths (5.3 million inhabitants) and Denmark 

6,318 cases and 285 deaths (5.7 million 

inhabitants). When comparing the trends, 

Finland's is the flattest. The peak is expected 

around mid-June, i.e. just before the solstice. 

 

Thanks to its remote and almost insular 

geographical location due to the Baltic Sea 

separating it from the European continent, 

many phenomena, including viruses, generally 

arrive in Finland later than in other European 

countries. This gives Finland, in principle, 

time to prepare and anticipate. The fact that 

this advantage has been squandered has led to 

much criticism of the government and, above 

all, of the Health Authority.  

 

It is true that, initially, the Health Authority 

considered the virus to be a momentary flu 

outbreak. Even when the virus spread to Italy 

and Spain, it was considered "distant". The 

confirmations on the sufficient capacity of the 

Finnish health care system by the Health 

Authority proved to be false. 

 

The coalition government led by the world's 

youngest Prime Minister (34 years old), Sanna 

Marin, in place for only four months, with four 

other women party leaders, three of whom are 

in their thirties, did not have time to adjust 

before being hit hard by this crisis. Moreover, 

it turns out that, since the constitutional reform 

of 2000, the country has lacked a real Security 

Council. Also, its legislation proved to be 

inadequate when it was necessary to move 

quickly. 

 

The first case of a person with coronavirus was 

confirmed on 29 January when a Chinese 

tourist was taken to the large central hospital in 

Lapland. According to the Health Authority, it 

was not a very serious virus, a challenge 

indeed, but no need to recommend to Finns to 

cancel their winter sports holidays. At the end 

of February, the Health Authority considered 

that the measures taken by Italy were 

disproportionate, so the Finns returning home 

were not quarantined. 

 

A new phase was reached on 1 March when a 

schoolboy developed the disease: Students 

from four classes and a junior football team 

were placed in quarantine, while tests were 

only carried out on those who had symptoms. 

On 3 March, a recommendation to stop 

travelling to Italy was added to the one 

concerning China, South Korea and Iran. But 

despite the fact that the danger of the 

coronavirus to the elderly was acknowledged, 

no restrictions were placed on visits to nursing 

homes. It was still not known whether Finland 

was in an epidemic or not. 

 

Airlines were able to continue transporting 

people from the countries where the epidemic 

was wreaking havoc without confining 
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travellers. On 7 March, Finland had 19 cases 

of coronavirus, almost all of whom were 

infected during their ski holidays in Italy or 

Austria. Finally, a recommendation was given 

not to visit the elderly again if a person had flu-

like symptoms. The media were beginning to 

question the government: why had there been 

no restrictions on schools and the movement of 

people? 

 

Women's Day on 8 March will go down in 

Finnish coronavirus history with a concert in 

Helsinki. The wife of the Nobel Peace Prize 

winner, Eeva Ahtisaari, was among the guests. 

On 12 March, the government ordered the 

regional authorities to ban all meetings of more 

than 500 people. It was too late: Mrs Ahtisaari 

caught the virus and in turn infected her 

husband, Martti Ahtisaari.  

 

In fact, the government is blocked by outdated 

legislation that does not allow it to implement 

major restrictions such as the ban on 

demonstrations and meetings, the closure of 

nurseries, schools and universities, the 

reduction of public sector activity, the closure 

of shops and shopping centres, the ban on 

flights and passenger ferries. Hence the need to 

declare a state of emergency for the first time 

since the war. This was done on 16 March, 

when almost all of these restrictions were 

announced, including a ban on meetings of 

more than 10 people. Confinement only 

applies to people over 70 years of age, Finns 

can move freely alone or in pairs. There has 

been criticism of this policy as being too lax 

and relying too much on the common sense of 

the people, who are disciplined by nature and 

reputation. 

 

All these measures were designed to slow 

down the epidemic so that the hospital system 

could bear the burden of the task. To 

everyone's surprise, it turned out that the 

number of intensive care beds is below the 

European average both in Finland and in all the 

Nordic countries. Whereas Germany, the 

European champion in this field, has 29 

intensive care beds, Finland has only 6 

(Norway 8, Denmark 7, Sweden 5). Another 

serious surprise has been the shortage of masks 

and tests. Another "historic date" - on 24 

March, for the first time since the war, the 

government gave the order to open the security 

reserves which have existed in Finland for 400 

years and which contain equipment and 

medicines needed in wartime. But the opening 

was quickly cancelled due to the lack of masks. 

Subsequent attempts to obtain masks on the 

overheated international market failed and 

resulted in a scandal that led to the dismissal of 

the security reserves’ director on 10 April. 

 

On 19 March, the government announced the 

closure of the borders, a ban on flights and an 

invitation to all Finns to return home, some 

200,000 people. But despite the announcement 

of mandatory quarantine for people arriving in 

Finland, nothing had been done at the airports 

and ports to call for them to be confined or to 

take them to quarantine areas. This 

incomprehensible blunder brought to light the 

absence of a real Crisis Council and prompted 

the President of the Republic, Sauli Niinistö, to 

call for a Security Council to be set up to 

manage the crisis. The proposal was politely 

rejected by the Government. During the second 

half of March, the President - who is in his 

second term and who is extremely popular - 

kept pushing the government to do more and 

faster.  

 

On 27 March, the far south, which is much 

more affected by the epidemic than the rest of 

the country, was separated with the closure of 

roads and controls on trains which were still 

running. Normally the separation is due to end 

on 19 April, but the debate on this issue is 

likely to be heated. Legally, the separation of 

the Helsinki metropolitan area from the rest of 

the country would be more justified, as the 

number of confirmed cases is three times 

higher in and around the capital than outside it.  

 

At the beginning of April, voices were raised 

in the north of the country for the closure of the 

borders, because the first cases of the virus 

came from Sweden, which has been much 

more affected by the epidemic, and this 

frightened the Finns living on the border. In 
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practice, this border has not existed since the 

1960s, hence the importance of cross-border 

work. Finland closed this border despite 

protests from the Swedish and Norwegian 

governments, because the southern part of 

Lapland close to the border is much more 

affected by the virus than the rest of "reindeer 

country".   

Right now, there is a real race against time. The 

authorities are doing their best to provide 

masks and increase testing. If the rate of 

increase in coronavirus cases does not slow 

down, it is estimated that intensive care beds 

will be saturated by mid-April. That is why 

critical voices are being raised against the 

excessively permissive movement of people 

compared to continental Europe and why 

breaches are still not being punished.  

 

Criticism is based on the general concern that 

the epidemic will not end fast enough so as to 

prevent it from demolishing the base of the 

Nordic welfare state. Experts calculate that the 

limit for a tolerated duration would be three 

months. The terrible experience of the collapse 

of the Finnish economy at the beginning of the 

1990s left a trail of bankruptcies, suicides and 

shattered lives so deep that no one will be 

prepared to repeat the same mistakes at any 

cost. The Prime Minister expressed her 

concern about children who are victims of 

violence during confinement.   

 

At the same time as the battle to stop the 

coronavirus, the government is considering an 

exit strategy without disclosing what it is for 

now. It has presented a €15 billion package to 

help businesses stay afloat and prevent 

bankruptcies. For its part, the Bank of Finland 

has presented a €1 billion programme to buy 

company shares. The airline Finnair will 

benefit from a €600 million State guarantee. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As for European solidarity, the coalition 

government of Finland, including its Social 

Democratic, Green and Left Union members, 

is against the "coronabonds", standing 

alongside the Netherlands, Germany and 

Austria. In the eyes of the citizens, there is no 

difference between the erstwhile repudiated 

"coronabonds" and "eurobonds". Here, too, the 

terrible memories of the national disaster of the 

early 1990s, from which Finland recovered on 

its own, haunt people's minds. Therefore, the 

solution found at the European meeting on 9 

April bringing together the €540 billion 

package with the help of the European Stability 

Mechanism and the EIB was, in Helsinki's 

view, the only possible solution. 

 

In the minds of the Finns, the motto of the 

President of the Republic remains: Let's keep 

physical distance, but let's stay close by all 

other means! It is true that we are used to 

joking about the reserved character of the 

Nordic people. This time, it is the Nordic jokes 

that kindly go the other way: So, finally, 

everyone is following us and keeping one 

meter apart. 

 

 

Helena Petäistö, journalist, columnist, writer 

Paris - Helsinki 


