First air raid shelters in Finland built 70 years ago

By virtue of legal provisions, civil defence shelters continue to play an important role as building projects in Finland. 
The social and military importance of civil defence shelters in exceptional circumstances is also confirmed in the new Rescue Act that will enter into force in 2011.

Majority of the Finnish population exceeding five million can be accommodated in civil defence shelters.  At the end of last year, there was a total of 44,000 civil defence shelters in Finland catering for 3.65 million people. The system of civil defence shelters covers every major population centre.

The total value of civil defence shelters in Finland amounts to some EUR 4 billion. Some one hundred small municipalities, mainly in the sparsely populated rural areas of Northern and Eastern Finland, have no civil defence shelters intended for local residents. 

Each municipality has set up a command centre accommodating a few dozen people intended for ensuring command in exceptional circumstances. Command centres of a similar type have also been provided for the Government, the Parliament, various Ministries, State Provincial Offices and the main administrations and institutions. Together with Switzerland and other Nordic countries, Finland is one of the few nations that also wishes to offer protection in civil defence shelters for all of its citizens in exceptional circumstances.

  

According to a condition assessment conducted by the Ministry of the Interior in 2004, all civil defence shelters built after 1971 are up to date as regards their condition. Approx. 80% of the shelters can be commissioned within 24 hours.

Almost 90% of civil defence shelter places are in shelters built with reinforced concrete, while one out of every ten places in Finland are in shelters excavated in bedrock. The life span of reinforced concrete shelters is a minimum of 100 years, and that of bedrock shelters several hundred years.

In this millennium, some 1,000 civil defence shelters have been built every year. The annual construction costs have amounted to around EUR 80 million, one half of which is expenses incurred from the actual civil defence shelter.

Almost one out of two new civil defence shelters are in residential buildings

 
Building a civil defence shelter is usually ensured by the owners of the building. They are responsible for maintaining the facilities while ensuring the condition of the building and the functioning of its equipment in general. A civil defence shelter always has a secondary use in normal circumstances. The civil defence shelters of residential buildings mainly double as storage space for the residents. Large bedrock shelters are used as car parks and sports facilities. 

The essential foundation of civil defence in Finland has remained unchanged for decades, even if a slight shift has taken place in its emphasis.

"Building civil defence shelters is a long-term activity. It is not worth reacting to changes in short-term threats", points out Engineer Pekka Rajajärvi from the Ministry of the Interior's Department for Rescue Services, who has been responsible for building civil defence shelters in Finland since 1977.

Comprehensive protection of the population is an organic part of national defence in Finland. The construction and maintenance of  civil defence shelters contributes to national defence preparedness.

The role of civil defence shelters highlighted in times of conflict

 
The military threats affecting Finland were recorded in the Government Report on the Finnish Security and Defence Policy in 2009, and even three years earlier, in the Strategy for Protecting the Functions Vital to Society. The most serious threat and need for civil defence shelters would arise from a large-scale attack on Finland. 

Civilian populations the main victims of modern warfare

In modern, fast-pace conflicts, up to 90% of casualties may be civilians. The new weapons technology and tactics have made it possible to direct artillery and cruise missile attacks to military targets from a distance of hundreds of kilometres, at the same time endangering unsuspecting civilians living around the targets. Despite the precision of such weapons, civilian residential areas are also in the line of fire.

In military operations, speed is an asset. An attack may be launched suddenly and without a warning. Weapons of mass destruction are standing by in storage facilities, and neither international conventions nor monitoring systems have been able to stop them from spreading to new states. 

Civil defence shelters are also needed in other exceptional circumstances

 
The threat of potential radiation accidents and hazardous situations associated with chemicals are ever present. These risks are the highest in cities and densely populated areas. Acts of terrorism may occur anywhere in the world, even in Finland. International connections are widespread, and the tentacles of terrorism reach out in all directions. Terrorist acts may also be committed by deranged Finnish people, or persons having immigrated to Finland, who do not necessarily have any international links. 

While it has been predicted that the climate change will be favourable to the Nordic countries, the authorities are preparing for catastrophes caused by storms, floods and natural disasters. In the last 50 years, a network of civil defence shelters that operates on a reasonable cost has been built in Finland. 


Since 1991, the entire country has been brought within the scope of the civil defence shelter building programme. 
Under the Finnish Rescue Act, the owner of a building is liable to fund the construction of a civil defence shelter equipped with a modern ventilation system, in case the floor area of the building is a minimum of 600 m2 and the building is lived in permanently, or it is regularly used as a place of work. Depending on the intended use of the building, the size of the civil defence shelter varies from 1 - 2% of the floor area.

"The current civil defence shelter building regulations are moderate and only result in nominal increases in building costs. They do not push the prices of flats up. In Finland, the main factor in flat prices is location, and in the Helsinki metropolitan area, the vicinity of the sea", explains Mr Osmo Hannukainen, who worked as an engineer in the Public Works Department of the City of Helsinki.

Industrial, educational and care sector buildings dimensioned based on average number of occupants 

Pursuant to the Rescue Act, it must be possible to commission a civil defence shelter within 24 hours. "Under the new Rescue Act entering into force in 2011, the threshold for the duty to build a civil defence shelter in residential buildings will be increased to an area of no less than 800 m2. The future limit for warehouses, industrial buildings and recreational facilities would be 1,500 m²", calculates Rajajärvi.

"The civil defence shelters of buildings to be renovated will, whenever appropriate, be revamped to conform with the current regulations. This mainly concerns civil defence shelters built in 1958 - 1971", Rajajärvi continues. 

Increasing the commissioning time of civil defence shelters to 72 hours will improve their usability in normal circumstances


"Multi-storey car parks, which are an elemental part of shopping centres, have in recent years also been built with the requirements of civil defence shelters in mind", Rajajärvi notes. 

The first Act on building civil defence shelters in Finland was adopted on 15 November 1939. Time for practical steps was limited, however, as only a few weeks later, Russian fighters started attacking the major cities in Finland. The so-called Winter War against Russia broke out on 30 November 1939, lasting for 105 days. 

In the wartime years of 1939 – 1944, official civil defence shelters could accommodate 20,000 people in the entire country. 
Due to the war and the unstable political situation in its aftermath, no new civil defence shelters were built in 1944 – 1954.

Technical regulations concerning civil defence shelters were issued in 1954. Over the next four years, 50,000 shelter places with no ventilation systems were built in the country.

The duty to build civil defence shelters was brought to bear on the owner of the building in 1958, and the State subsequently had public shelters built at such as bus and railway stations, ports and airports. The protection targets included one hundred municipalities (approx. 60% of the total population in Finland). 

The greatest boom for building shelters was witnessed in 1963 – 1972, in which period nearly 87,000 shelter places were completed annually. 


Expertise in building shelters was sought firstly in Germany, but as regards purchases of technical devices, Finland also worked together with Sweden and Norway.

"Under the law, it is up to the Ministry of the Interior to set the standards for the equipment, and the VTT Technical Research Centre of Finland to test equipment and products before approval. VTT also visits factories to conduct spot checks. Finally, the construction of a civil defence shelter is subject to approval by municipal authorities", Rajajärvi lists.

Finland can boast state-of-the-art skills and industries in projects related to civil defence shelters. 
The building of civil defence shelters has generated a strong, specialised industry in Finland, which also is a global leader.

Temet Oy has been involved in developing the device technology for Finnish civil defence shelters from the very start, and today the company occupies a leading position globally. 

"The technical requirements of devices installed in civil defence shelters applicable in Finland are state of the art by international standards, and they create excellent preconditions for the Finnish industry to develop solutions based on technology that have been approved for use by civilian and military authorities in a number of countries", explains Jyrki Ronkainen, CEO of Temet (www.temet.fi).

"The 50-year-long traditions in civil defence shelter construction in Finland lend excellent credibility to the industries in this sector and give the actors access to many challenging international shelter projects. The strong domestic technology platform has also enabled Temet to extend its operations from traditional civil defence shelter and hardened shelter equipment to blast protection of industrial applications and ventilation protection of mobile fleet and systems", Ronkainen continues.

Summary 


Finland: 
- 5.3 million inhabitants, surface area 338,224 km², population density 15.5 people/ km² 
- largest cities: Helsinki 596,016, Espoo 243,196, Tampere 209,748, Vantaa 196,963 and Turku 175,422 inhabitants 
- in the beginning of 2009, there were 348 municipalities in the country, more than one hundred of which were towns and cities. 
- 44,000 civil defence shelters for 3.65 million inhabitants. 

