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Turku (Finland) as a case study in the city diplomacy of small urban centres, 1971-2011.


Turku is an old town. I know it sounds ridiculous, but I can feel it. Old towns, 
you know, somehow they take a life of their own. 
Marko Järvinen, Yksikätinen rosvo[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Järvinen 2018, 105. Translation LC (”Turku on vanha. Mä tiedän, että pidät siitä järjettömänä, mutta minusta tuntuu, että vanhat kaupungit alkaa tavallaan elää omaa elämäänsä.”) ] 
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Introduction

On the 21st of January 2011, an audience of 50 000 gathered in Turku, Finland, on the banks of the Aura river. The pitch darkness of the night contrasted with the snow and ice of the frozen river. Hushed voices, shouts, the many noises of an expectant crowd could be heard. At the set hour, a refurbished industrial site on the Southern bank of the river exploded in lights and songs, music and fireworks. Turku’s year as a European Capital of Culture had started. The hour-long opening ceremony featured professional acrobats but also hundreds of local residents and schoolchildren, choirs, shipyard workers, circus performers, and puppetry students. In tourism pieces for the English-speaking press as well as in official reports, emphasis was laid on the show’s local inclusiveness and international quality. Turku, a small town in a peripheral country of Europe, aimed to brand itself as an international, attractive, multicultural city engaged in globalization and connected through transparent processes to the European Union and its values (Miller 2010; Walk the Plank 2011; European Capital of Culture 2011). 
Other places in town and other moments in Turku’s history could have suggested other aspects of the city’s international contacts. One such place is a hill in the centre of town, where in the shadow of the massive Museum of Fine Arts stands a meter-high bust of the Russian Bolshevik leader Vladimir Ilyich Lenin. The statue speaks of different times and a different setting in which Finland, and in its midst the city of Turku, conducted their contacts with the world in the shadow of the Soviet Union. Leningrad’s twin city since 1953, Turku remains the only town in Finland to host a Russian consulate general (Kurvinen 2015; Erjamo 2014; Kolbe 2018b). Relations with Leningrad took place from the 1950s to the 1990s through intricate networks of personal contacts, and drew Turku’s administrators into the intricacies of Soviet then Russian politics: heavily politicized up to the early 1990s, then more recently dominated by business interests, oligarchs, and the networks of Vladimir Putin’s neo-authoritarian Russia. Other places could be the Varissuo-suburb, where extra-European immigrant groups have concentrated since the 1980s (Rasinkangas 2013), Turku’s numerous language kindergartens, from the French-speaking L’Hexagone to the Russian-speaking Mishka-talo, and obviously the town’s harbour, with its ferry connections to Sweden and its German-owned shipyards. Turku’s universities and museums also speak of international contacts of a different nature. 
Pertti Joenniemi and Jarosław Jańczak (2017) emphasized the way city twinnings, like most city diplomacy, present such a variety of cases and patterns that theoretical approaches often tend to simplify things too much. Likewise, a theoretical approach to these relations runs the risk to streamline historical evolutions. This chapter’s first intention is thus to describe the historical evolutions of Turku’s international contacts from the early 1970s to the early 2010s. In essence a piece of historical study, this chapter will first present Turku’s case before taking aim at general questions linked to the international contacts of a small, peripheral city. There is no shortage of research on city diplomacy, but most of it has concentrated on obvious cases of global or capital towns: mega-cities, border-towns, diaspora or communication hubs located in the world’s great powers. Turku stands at the other side of the spectrum, a small town in a peripheral position, with limited resources and limited interests – a side of things less researched, with recent exceptions including Sergunin and Joenniemi’s (2017) work covering the same region. 
While studying small cities’ diplomacy, one is tempted to see analogies with the description provided by IR studies of the smaller states’ international behaviour (cf. Browning 2006; Keohane 1969; Katzenstein 1985; Rainio-Niemi 2008). Small cities, like small states, seem to have local and limited interests to defend. They hold limited resources and agency, and depend on the evolutions of their environment. Their decision-making systems are tighter, often ad hoc and unformal, based on personal relations, and they make use of international structures in order to enhance their capabilities. Turku’s case will provide the possibility to test whether or not these classical features of small states’ international behaviour can be found in a small city’s management of its international contacts.
A reader interested solely in modest insights on the way small peripheral towns manage their international contacts will be able to jump directly to the conclusion. For others, willing to engage in more detail with the case, the chronological exposition will be the main fare of this chapter. In the first part, we will present a few contextual elements necessary to understand the development of Turku’s foreign contacts. We will then consider the town administration’s international activities in the 1970s-1980s, through support for infrastructures, trips abroad, and city twinnings. We will then consider the early post-Cold War period, with the influence of Finland’s EU accession on Turku’s international contacts. After that, we will look at the developments of the town’s international contacts in the early 2000s up to 2011, when Turku became the European Capital of Culture for a year. 
Turku is a small and tight political setting, where public and private interests are often difficult to disentangle. However, the city’s administration gives us the broadest view on Turku’s international contacts, and it will be our focal point for the purpose of this chapter. Focusing on the city’s government and council will also provide us with a sound empirical basis in the town’s archives (TKA, Turun kaupungin arkisto, Turku City Archives), reports and official documents, as well as a variety of secondary literature. We will see how the town was allowed in different historical settings (the Cold War, the immediate post-Cold War, the early 2000 and post-2008 period) to pursue different types of international contacts, and consider long-term trends, from the role of local identity to decision-making patterns.
History, geography, identity, and administration

Turku is a middle-sized coastal town, situated in a country one can easily see as peripheral to the main centres of European power (Browning & Lehti 2007). Inside Finland, the town is itself peripheral to the region of the capital-city Helsinki.[footnoteRef:2] Despite this position and its modest size, the town has a wide range of international links. Its industries and economic activities, from the harbour and its shipyards to services, cultural industries and pharmaceuticals, find their place in regional and international contexts. The town is a hub of communication by sea, land and air (Laakso 1980, pp. 329-370): the harbour of Turku is the second biggest harbour in Finland, with 4 million travellers crossing it yearly on ferry trips to Sweden; the Turku airport is the fourth most used airport in Finland with more than 300,000 travellers crossing yearly. The city hosts two full universities (the Finnish-speaking University of Turku and the Swedish-speaking Åbo Akademi), a University hospital and an Arts Academy. It has a vibrant artistic and cultural scene, museums both private and public, theatres, concert halls, sport venues as well as two of the oldest buildings in Northern Europe: the Turku castle and the Turku cathedral. In their depiction of urban networks in the Baltic Sea region, Hanell and Neubauer (2005) describe Turku as a middle-sized, interstitial town linked to Helsinki on the one hand and to Stockholm on the other hand.  [2:  In 2018, Turku is the 5th most populated city in Finland, with about 180,000 inhabitants (Statistical data about Turku 2018), in a country and a region ripe with small to middle-sized cities (Hanel and Neubauer 2005). ] 

The memories of the city’s past and an oft-emphasized sense of estrangement from Helsinki, the city’s nature as a harbour and as a maritime border, its varied cultural and scientific life, and its internationally-connected economic sectors have formed since the 1970s the bedrock of a strong rhetoric of international openness, especially amongst Turku’s economic, political and cultural elites. In its official communication, Turku presents itself as a bridge between East and West (through its contacts with Leningrad/Saint-Petersburg and its proximity to Stockholm), or as Finland’s “gateway to the West”. This can also be seen in interviews with local leaders who emphasize the importance of international outreach activities (Lohikoski 2019; Rantasaari 2018) and in strategy documents published by the city (Turun kansainvälisen toiminnan suunnitelma 1998-2000 1998; Turku maailmassa – maailma Turussa 2002). A good example of this rhetoric can be found on the first page of the city’s 2002 international strategy document, that reminds the reader that “the reception and adaptation of international trends is still nowadays Turku’s most significant contribution to the Finnish nation” (Turku maailmassa – maailma Turussa 2002, p. 3).[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Translation LC: “Kansainvälisten virtausten vastaanottaminen ja suodattaminen on edelleen Turun tärkein anti kansakunnalle.”] 

If Turku’s fate is linked to its regional environment, it is also linked to changes in the Finnish legal and administrative context presiding over relations between state and municipal authorities. The Finnish model of municipal politics, with elected councils designating a caretaker government and city manager,[footnoteRef:4] tend to produce a difference between political debates in the council and a more consensual, technical city administration. However, political nominations of civil servants in the context of “packages” negotiated between political parties were the norm until the end of the 1990s. Turku is also ripe with internationally connected personalities and organisations, which work through tight personal networks in connection with the city’s administration, from universities to individuals, private companies to museums, friendship societies to language kindergartens, student associations to political parties. Their initiatives are often important in pushing the city to act at the international level or pointing it towards new trends. The University of Turku for example has an important international role since the 1970s, often in connection with the city (Torttila 1975). [4:  Finnish city managers are local government officers, operating subordinate to the local executive, who direct their municipality's administration, financial management and other activities. Finnish towns rarely have elected mayors, with the elected councils representing the element of democratic control. ] 

In her studies, Laura Kolbe (2002; 2018a) described a continuous movement in Finland towards more leeway for towns and municipalities in the way they organize the tasks delegated to them by central authorities. If the Finnish Higher Court of Justice could still in the 1980s for example remind the members of municipal councils of their national duties while travelling abroad, European integration widened the range of international contacts available to Finnish cities (Ryynänen 1997). The Finnish state decentralized a number of important and broadly defined tasks to cities: social services, culture and education, police, rescue services, communications, trade arrangements and protection of consumers, justice (Nyholm, Haveri, Majoinen, Pekola-Sjöblom 2017, pp. 119-134). In 2000, a revision of the Constitution enshrined in it the principle of local self-government (itsehallinto). Finland also joined the Council of Europe’s Charter on Local Self-Government in 1991. While the 1995 new municipal law forbid municipalities to become involved in security and foreign policy, it also left them with wide margins of manoeuvre in the way they fulfil their legally-defined duties.
Internationalisation at the grassroots level during the 1970s-1980s

	Finland has had a peculiar international position during the Cold War, which influenced Turku’s possibilities for international contacts. During the 1970s, the strong influence of the Soviet Union in the country’s environment had political, geopolitical and economic consequences (Meinander 2011). It affected also local politics, even if politics in Turku were marked mostly by the importance of local interests and a strong culture of cooperation in the centre of the political field: strong political polarization in the 1970s-1980s and the insularity of some economic sectors were compensated by a consensual political culture and local identity.
In research dealing with spaces of cooperation in the Cold War, the role of small states and cities as bridges between the blocks has been emphasized (Pizzi & Hietala 2016). Turku naturally found its place in this context, with international contacts present both at the grassroots level and at the highest political level through for instance city twinnings. International contacts in the 1970s-1980s were linked to both local (the furtherance of specific cultural or economic interests represented in the city, the outburst on the international scene of local political debates), national (Turku in the frame of Finland’s foreign policy position during the Cold War), and international elements (Turku in the frame of regional cooperation in the Baltic Sea region). The 1970s-1980s thus witnessed a number of practices through which the city administration worked to develop international contacts in an environment constrained by the status of municipalities and by Finland’s geopolitical position. 
The most obvious way in which the city administration aimed at supporting Turku’s international contacts was through the use of funding and infrastructures. Throughout the 1960s-1980s, the city was involved in a series of infrastructure projects, from the development of the Turku airport to the expansion of the ferry terminal, that were meant to facilitate the town’s position as a communication hub (Laakso 1980, pp. 336-368). As well, Turku provided funding for a host of organisations in order to support their international contacts.[footnoteRef:5] Friendship societies are the most obvious example of such support, but one could add companies, the town’s universities, kindergartens, student associations, or sports’ clubs engaged in competitions abroad. Funding was always debated both in government and in the city council: in a context of limited resources, the use of public funding was under close scrutiny. At the same time, a careful balance had to be kept between organisations supposed to represent the Western bloc and those representing the Eastern bloc. During the 1980s however, the town became more generous as more emphasis was laid on widening the range of international contacts.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  For example, in 1981, the city government decided to provide funding to (amongst others) the Finnish-Soviet Society (TKA, 9. Kaupunginkanslia/kaupunginhallitus, Records of the City Government’s Debates, year 1981, decision number 3553), the local branch of the Pohjola-Norden organisation (decision 2995, 3082), the German-Finnish Society (2097, 2976), the Finnish-Polish Society (404, 488, 1524, 1818), the kindergarten of the English Club of Turku (58, 1549, 3096, 4283, 3763)… ]  [6:  The example of funding for sports’ societies is especially revealing. One can see the change in the early 1980s towards more generosity on the part of the city (see TKA, 9. Kaupunginkanslia/kaupunginhallitus, Records of the Sports and Leisure Committee (Urheilu-/liikuntalautakunta), 1971-2000).] 

Official travels and visits abroad were also an essential part of these international contacts. The archives of Turku’s government contain the record of decisions taken regarding the funding of administrators’ trips abroad and the compensation to be given for these trips. In the 1970s-1980s, most travels were linked to the management of twin city relations, contacts with regional organisations, or technical study trips.[footnoteRef:7] These trips were regularly criticized, especially in the municipal council, often because they seemed to focus on the wrong side of the bipolar conflict. They were also denounced as a costly way to finance boozy holidays for political friends. They are however still today emphasized by administrators as one of the most efficient ways to build networks, look for new ideas, acquire technical know-how, and lobby for Turku’s visibility and economic contacts (Lohikoski 2019).  [7:  In 1970, for example, Turku administrators travelled 17 times, 12 abroad. In 1982, different groups and individuals inside the city’s administration travelled more than 50 times abroad. These numbers have been gathered from the lists of matters treated by the city government and indexed each year in the first book of its records (TKA, 9. Kaupunginkanslia/kaupunginhallitus, Records of the City Government’s Debates, year 1970, book 1; year 1982, book 1).  ] 

	Tourism and economic promotion were also important activities through which Turku reached out abroad. The city administration tried already in the 1970s-1980s to develop tourism through various activities. An organisation of local tourism guides was created in 1957 (Lahtinen 2007), and efforts to advertise the town were coordinated by committees inside the city’s administration. Tourism promotion was aimed mostly towards the West, but also after the early 1980s towards the East and the Soviet Union:[footnoteRef:8] Turku and its region organized then regular seminars on “Soviet trade”, aiming at developing economic and tourism relations with the Soviet Union.[footnoteRef:9] The city produced films and communication material from the 1970s on, often in connection with the Finnish state’s official communication activities and tourism promotion (Clerc 2015). In 1969, the head of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ Press Bureau Matti Tuovinen reminded an audience that the state was not in Finland the only agent doing international communication (Lähteenmäki 1969, p. 34).  [8:  TKA, 9. Kaupunginkanslia/kaupunginhallitus, Records of the Tiedotustoimintaa kehittävä toimikunta v 1981-1983, 385 345 III, kotelo 81-83; TKA 9. Kaupunginkanslia/kaupunginhallitus, Records of the City Government’s Debates, year 1986, decision numbers 724, 813, 3693, 3800 (tourism promotion between the Soviet Union and Southwestern Finland).]  [9:  TKA, 9. Kaupunginkanslia/kaupunginhallitus, Records of the City Government’s Debates, year 1987, decision numbers 3362 (seminar on Soviet trade and Finnish municipalities), 3703 (Soviet trade).] 

Twin cities and regional organisations around the Baltic Sea and beyond

	Twin city relationships and contacts with regional organisations in the Baltic Sea area were more open-ended, less well-defined forms of international contacts. Bussmann and Nickel (2018) showed that Finland was at the heart of Cold War twinnings in the Baltic Sea region up to the late 1980s. In 1988, the country had 609 city twinnings, linking it to 22 different countries,[footnoteRef:10] and Turku was one of the most active towns in this respect.[footnoteRef:11] Kirsi Ahonen (2016) reminds one of the origins of city twinnings in World War II and humanitarian help from neutral Sweden to Finland. Turku entered then into contacts with the Swedish town of Goteborg, which participated financially in Turku’s reconstruction, the construction of a concert hall, and the provision of health services. After the war and in the difficult years of stabilization coming from 1944 to 1950, these contacts were part of the reconstruction of Finland’s links with the West (Tyyni-Ilta 1993; Lohikoski 2019; Korppi-Tommola 1982). In the late 1940s, various organisations in Finland and abroad worked to encourage twin city relations: the Pohjola-Norden association tried to enhance relations between Nordic twin cities, while the Finnish-Soviet Society, a powerful organisation working towards more cultural relations with the Soviet Union, developed contacts with Soviet towns (Kolbe 2018b; Mikkonen 2015). The Association of Finnish Municipalities, on the other hand, worked to foster contacts with both Eastern and Western towns (Ahonen 2016, p. 110; Aronen & Berghäll 1998, p. 44). Twinnings were also supported by the state, with the organisation of conferences and seminars in Helsinki, like for example the second Finno-Soviet meeting of twin cities, organised in July 1971.[footnoteRef:12] [10:  In 2013, these numbers were respectively 1300 and 40 (Ahonen 2016, p. 109).]  [11:  In 1995, Turku had 12 twin cities, mostly from the Baltic Sea area: Bergen, Gdansk, Goteborg, Constanța, Köln, Saint-Petersburg, Rostock, Szeged, Varna, Aarhus, Bratislava, and Firenze. It was a rather large number, Tampere having the most in Finland with just 15.]  [12:  UKA, Series Politiikka, Neuvostoliitto, N-Liitto_Suomi, 1969-72, box 21/38.] 

As Turku rebuilt and prospered after the 1960s, city twinnings became a way to foster contacts in culture, sports, education, professional and technical assistance with both the Western and Eastern blocs. Hungary remained somewhat a special case because of the traditional cultural links existing with a country sharing linguistic ties with Finland. With the Soviet Union, and in the specific case of Turku, these links took a particular turn. Incentives on the Soviet side were clearly political and ideological, and relations were tightly scripted, marked by a liturgy of peace, friendship, and Soviet infallibility. Laura Kolbe reminds us that, while Leningrad’s first goal in its contacts with Turku was foreign political propaganda towards audiences overseas, contacts over the long term could also transform into genuine cooperation between municipal leaders (Kolbe 2018b). On the side of Turku, incentives were more varied, from concrete commercial interests amongst Turku-based industrialists to ideological incentives in a town dominated up to the 1980s by the left. Politics and trade were often entangled. The Turku shipyards, for example, had been re-developed after the war and directed towards the Soviet market (Matala 2019; Teräs 2017), but its activities also had political ramifications: it was known as a hotbed of political activism and strikes, that the city tried to keep under control (Pääkkönen 2016). In the 1950s, Turku leaders also explained the twin city program with Leningrad through the position of both cities as their own country’s second biggest urban centres and their past as former capital cities (Laitinen 2000, p. 39). Finally, there was a desire on Turku’s side to emphasize the position of the city regarding its competitors in Finland and the central state: considering the importance of relations with the Soviet Union at all levels, twin city relationships with Leningrad gave Turku leverage also in domestic politics regarding central authorities.
The archives of the town government allow one to follow the state of concrete relations with Turku’s twin cities.[footnoteRef:13] In terms of concrete content, twin city relations were in the 1970s-1980s mostly marked by meetings between town administrators, education trips, exchanges of knowledge, sport activities and tournaments, as well as cultural exchanges (Keinänen 2017; Virmavirta 2013). Relations with Leningrad, marked by town meetings and the “Leningrad days” organized yearly in Turku, had a specific flavour, while relations with the Nordic Countries were more normalized. While city administrators tended to see all contacts as at least potentially beneficial, discussions regarding twinnings in the city’s municipal council often had a political tinge, with the left emphasizing contacts with the Eastern bloc.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Most archives related to twin city relationships up to the 1990s are located in the special file TKA, 9. Kaupunginkanslia/kaupunginhallitus (up to 2000), Ystävyyskaupungit (erilliskansiot). However, specific decisions noted in the city government’s records give a better view of the content of routine relations. For example, for the year 1970: TKA, 9. Kaupunginkanslia/kaupunginhallitus (up to 2000), decision numbers 2489, 2644, 3233 (Twin city relationships). ]  [14:  See for example the April 1973 discussion on city twinnings in the municipal council: TKA, Records of debates in the Turku City Council, April 2, 1973, 402, 946-948. In February 1971, the communist city councillor Eino Laine proposed that the next Finno-Soviet city twinning conference be held in Turku, a proposal that triggered heated debates on the Soviet Union’s human rights record (TKA, Records of debates in the Turku City Council, January 22, 1971, 172-175). ] 

Another important way of organizing international contacts was Turku’s participation in regional, multilateral city networks and organisations. Turku was, for example, a founding member of The Union of Baltic Cities, and later joined the Eurocities network (Lähteenmäki 1994, p. 68-71; Aronen et Berghäll 1998, p. 64-66). For a small town, these networks worked as aggregators of influence, information and funding opportunities, and provided leverage for the city to manage and develop local interests. Here again, things became quickly political in the municipal council, where the left was quick to oppose Nordic contacts to Soviet contacts: in 1976, a discussion concerning city funds allocated to the Pohjola-Norden Society saw an attempt by the local left to paint the association as a front for Western interests and to ensure that its funding would be compensated by funding for a variety of local leftist cultural organisations.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  TKA, Records of debates in the Turku City Council, May 21, 1973, 603-607.] 

Debates on these matters are difficult to explain without reference to their local ramifications, but they were also expressed in terms relevant to the wider national and international context of the times. The left was quick to mention Finland’s “official foreign policy line” of good relations with the Soviet Union in order to strengthen its position and demand more funding for contacts with the Eastern bloc (cf. Uusitalo 1982). After the early 1990s, on the other hand, local business interests used European contacts and the inevitability of globalization as leverage to get more support from the city. Furthermore, international relations were not always seen as positive in nature. In the council, worries for public finances and regular bouts of anger against a group of city administrators seen as self-centred easily transformed into demands for less overseas travels or more protection for the city against external perceived or real threats, from refugees to the Chernobyl radioactive cloud. 
Turku’s plans for international contacts in the immediate post-Cold War

While the 1980s were a decade of economic growth and rapprochement with integrated European organisations, the early 1990s saw dramatic changes in Finland’s geopolitical environment. The country experienced one of the worst economic crises of its history, which put into question the very structure of its welfare state. Rapid liberalization of the economy also questioned the country’s consensus and corporatist culture as well as the role of public authorities, moving to a more liberalized economy and a different role for the state, from consensus-builder to enhancer of competitiveness (cf. Wuokko 2017). The geopolitical environment also changed with the end of the Cold War and the crumbling of the USSR. Finally, in 1992-1995, Finland lived through 3 years of intense debate regarding accession to the EU, which ended with a referendum won by the partisans of Finland’s accession. These changes had an effect on Turku as well, as the town’s international contacts grew in volume (Söderlund 1997; Aronen & Hartikainen 1995, p. 39-40). Rantanen (1995) calculated in 1995 that 35% of all Finnish cities’ international contacts had developed in the years 1990-1994, which amounts to the same than all contacts developed since the 1940s.
In a 1991 answer to the Finnish Government concerning Finland’s international communication,[footnoteRef:16] Turku’s city administration tried to make sense of a rapidly changing context. Insisting that the tasks devoted to regional authorities by Finnish laws had increasingly international spillovers, the town described an international activity channelled especially through twin city agreements and tourism promotion (with a project to extend Turku’s tourism season by branding the city as a “Christmas city”, cf. Halme 2008), hosting of international conferences on technical matters, such as the 1991 Baltic Sea environment conference, and traffic infrastructures. A new geopolitical environment was bringing uncertainties but also more opportunities for towns to develop their international relations.  [16:  UMA, Kantinen kokoelma, 8, letter from the Turku city government (kaupunginhallitus) to Finland’s governemental chancelry (Valtioneuvoston kanslia), 22.4.1991.] 

In the context of the early 1990s, such optimistic views about the possibilities for Finnish cities to expand their international outreach were expressed in a series of reports and in a questionnaire organized by the Association of Finnish Municipalities. In her answer, the Head of Turku’s Communication Unit Cay Sevòn presented Turku as a city with a long history of international links, especially at the regional level (Savolainen 2000, p. 29). Sevòn developed the notion that the end of the Cold War would mean more international contacts and that Turku had to reorganize its administration and activities in order to cope. In 1999, all Finnish towns emphasized in a report the idea that by 2005 cities would foster their contacts through other means than twin city relations: branding, participation in international and European projects, festivals and fairs, and cooperation in environmental affairs (Savolainen 2000, p. 71). 
At the same period, the town drew two wide strategy documents negotiated with and accepted by the municipal council, and tried to formulate new directions in its international contacts. These two documents emphasized roughly the same things: the necessity to develop international networks of cooperation and a capacity to apply for EU funding and take advantage of EU resources, the necessity to support local organisations in their internationalization efforts, the importance of attracting foreign investments and skilled workers by developing an attractive and multicultural environment susceptible to function as a source of innovation. These reports were written by a group headed by the city manager Armas Lahoniitty, and comprised of a series of prominent members of the city’s administrative staff. External experts were brought in, mostly from the town’s two universities and from the local private sector (Turun kansainvälisen toiminnan suunnitelma 1998-2000 1998; Turku maailmassa – maailma Turussa 2002).
Aronen and Berghäll (1998, p. 12-13, 38-44) show that these demands for internationalisation strategies were emphasized at the same time amongst several Finnish cities, and that the Association of Finnish Municipalities played a role in accompanying change and emphasizing the main areas of development: people and innovation (product development, research, entrepreneur spirit), culture and education (develop social skills, multiculturalism), networking (develop international networks). Turku’s strategy documents emphasized the same ideas for the period 1997-2000: find ways to develop the position of Turku in the frame of the Northern Dimension,[footnoteRef:17] develop the network of twin cities, create liaison bureaux in Brussels and Stockholm, develop contacts with the Baltic States, improve Turku’s visibility in the EU, enhance contacts and projects with Saint-Petersburg, create a working group for international affairs to think though the competence of the personnel managing the city’s foreign affairs, and develop the role of Turku as a base for technical knowledge (Savolainen 2000, p. 175). [17:  The Northern Dimension was an attempt by the Finnish government, launched in 1997, to emphasize at the European level a regional policy for Arctic and sub-Arctic regions (Arter 2000).] 

Institutional changes and continuity

Although change was emphasized in these strategy documents, only limited evolutions happened in the institutional arrangements through which international relations were managed in Turku. Lohikoski, who replaced Sevòn in 2001 as the head of the Communication Unit, describes a fluid administrative apparatus still based on individuals and on personal relations with the city manager and various private and public local and national stakeholders. There was, however, an attempt at professionalization and systematization of relations, especially following Finland’s presidency of the European Council in 1999 (Savolainen 2000, p. 158): Lohikoski was recruited on the basis of his contacts and experience of international affairs, especially as a member of Finland’s representation in the Council of Europe. He was given a wide brief revolving around the town’s visibility abroad and the attraction of international projects, direct access to the city manager, large margins of manoeuvre and a generous travel allowance (Lohikoski 2019). 
The Communication Unit had been since the early 1990s the centre of these activities, shared in between international affairs, communication, society relations, tourism, and all affairs linked to multiculturalism or what was called “domestic internationalisation”. The Unit’s avowed goal was to enhance Turku’s “soft” power potential, in order to advance the interests of the city and its private interests (Lohikoski 2019; Savolainen 2000, 149-159; Aronen and Berghäll 1998, 6). The specificity of leadership in a small town, the proximity of stakeholders but also the unwillingness of the local civil society to be controlled too tightly brought a management based on informal relations – as well as various degrees of nepotism and opacity in the processes (Savolainen 2000, p. 154-155). Lohikoski, however, underlines a new concern with the evaluation of the city’s international activities’ effects, which forced changes towards more systematic, more strategically planned activities (Lohikoski 2019). This is part of a process, described by Anne Haila (1994), through which towns in Finland adopted the vocabulary of innovation and internationalisation, the range of technics and strategies of the private sector. This is also linked to a change in rhetoric in which towns and regions presented their international action as a competition for resources, both inside Finland and with foreign towns (cf. Söderlund 1997, p. 53-55).
Turku also developed its institutional apparatus through the creation of a liaison office in Brussels. Aronen & Berghäll (1998, p. 37) describe the development by several Finnish towns of liaison bureaux in Brussels in order to gather information, lobby for regional interests and help local actors to secure funding and manage European projects. In 1999, four Finnish regions had such bureaux, including Turku (Tuomisto 2000). The Turku office was created in September 1998, with an employee on a consultancy contract and little other resources. Its main function was information gathering and contacts, as well as the monitoring and defence of the interests of local stakeholders. A similar office was planned for Stockholm, but it never materialized (Lohikoski 2019). 
In this context, networks and personal relations remained important, as can be seen in twin city relationships. Considered maybe too quickly as a remnant of the Cold War, city twinnings experienced a flare in the early 1990s through the opening of contacts with the Baltic States and towns in Poland and the former DDR (Bussmann and Nickel 2018). Relations with Stockholm and Saint-Petersburg endured (Aronen & Berghäll 1998, p. 60), Turku even developing a reflection on ways to “position itself at the level of representations and through new cooperation schemes as a part of Stockholm’s economic area, as a satellite on its outer rim” (Turun kansainvälisen toiminnan suunnitelma 1998-2000 1998, p. 7).[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  Translation LC : “…positoitumassa mielikuvatasolla ja uusien yhteistyöpyrkimysten myötä osaksi Tukholman talousaluetta, eräänlaiseksi satelliitiksi sen ulkokehälle”.] 

Kerttu Erjamo (2014, p. 20-22) describes the late 1980s-early 1990s relations between Turku’s leadership and Anatoli Sobtschak, Saint-Petersburg’s first post-Cold War mayor, as marked by personal contacts amongst very small circles mixing business leaders, city administrators, local politicians, oligarchs and ex-KGB officers such as Sobtshak’s right hand, Vladimir Putin. In the late 1990s-early 2000s the Russian city still showed clear interest in cooperation with Turku, going sometimes beyond what the city was ready to accept without risking overlaps with the competencies of the Finnish state (Savolainen 2000, 108). Turku-based protagonists insist in their self-narration on the way contacts with the Russian city basically extended from Soviet times without much trouble (Virmavirta 2013). In the specific atmosphere of 1990s Russia, most things were managed behind closed doors through ad hoc deals and with the ends justifying the means. Erjamo describes one such episode in 1996, when Turku asked Saint-Petersburg to lobby for Turku to become a host-harbour for the Tall Ships Race. In order for Saint-Petersburg to be able to pay the participation fee and bring Turku with it, the city manager Juhani Leppä paid the entire participation fee for the Russian city out of his own credits, without submitting the idea to the municipal council (Erjamo 2014, p. 64-65). 
Turku as an interface between the EU and the Baltic Sea region

The late 1990s and early 2000s were years of “europhoria”, where Finland made its way to the EU’s institutional core, adopted the euro, and enjoyed economic growth and a stabilized geopolitical situation. Turku’s population became more mobile and more varied (Rasinkangas 2013). Globalization brought changes in the structures of economy and trade as well as in the contours of local identities. While the state remained the main actor, towns managed increasingly essential matters, from fostering the competitiveness of the local economic life to managing immigration, from social policy to education (Lähteenmäki 1994, p. 73).
	Accession to the EU brought new possibilities for cities the size of Turku to come into view internationally. Local discourse on EU engagement developed at different levels through porous relations between the town’s universities, political networks, local business circles, and administrative decision-makers. The town had been one of the first places in Finland to welcome an academic and political debate about relations with European organisations, and in the 1980s-1990s this transformed into a series of local initiatives aiming at opening up the city and developing its international profile towards the EU. Incentives were varied but oscillated between support for the local economic life and a cultural drive towards improving the visibility of the city abroad and the international engagements of the city’s elites and population. Strategies drawn in municipal reports were supported and inspired by studies and policy briefs published by academic departments, companies and other stakeholders. The University of Turku had already set up in 1975 a working group for integration research (Korhonen 2012, p. 33, 76-81, 139-147). In a form of echo loop, reports and research reinforced a general conviction that the barriers between domestic and international politics were going down, and that several sub-national actors would be allowed to develop their international relations (Lähteenmäki 1994, p. 63; Antola 1996, p. 6;[footnoteRef:19] Savolainen 2000, p. 8; Aronen & Berghäll 1998, p. 11). The main characters of this development (Korhonen 2017, p. 349-352) were a cast of local entrepreneurs, university researchers, local politicians from the centre right to the centre left, who activated in the late 1980s around matters of European integration (Korhonen 2012; Korhonen 2017, p. 21).  [19:  The political scientist Esko Antola was instrumental in these developments. His personal archives in the University of Turku show the extent of his activities in the 1990s, especially in the organisation of study courses and seminars on the EU and European integration meant for politicians, administrators, business leaders and journalists (TYA, Box Tampereen yliopiston täydennyskoulutuskeskuksen Eurooppa-koulutus 1988-1996, Kurssiohjelmat).] 

This activism crystallized around the creation of think tanks aiming at fostering the European education of local journalists and business leaders: the Eurooppa-Akatemia in 1988 was meant as a crash course for business leaders, while the Eurooppa-Instituutti was planned as a lobby organisation for European contacts (Korhonen 2012, p. 39-50). Turku’s Junior Chamber of Commerce was instrumental in this process, emphasizing the importance of internationalization and European integration for Finland and Finnish companies (Korhonen 2017, p. 141-142). A declaration from 1988 (Korhonen 2012, p. 44-46) gives an interesting vision of the spirit of the time: strong words on Western European integration and the necessity to “be part of it” were matched with equally strong words on the development of the Eastern block. While the Berlin wall would fall a bit more than a year after this document was drafted, the context was still marked by high hopes for the success of Mikhail Gorbachev’s reform movement in the Soviet Union.
In a new context of European integration and economic globalisation, one of the most visible aspects of this increase in Turku’s foreign contacts was the town’s participation in the EU’s Baltic Sea region policy. Through personal relations and networks with José Manuel Barroso’s European Commission, the city administration involved Turku into plans for an EU strategy for the Baltic Sea Region (EUSBSR). This strategy was the EU’s first macroregional strategy, which ranged from environment to neighbourhood relations with Russia. It was adopted in June 2009, and Metzger & Schmitt (2012) describe the strategy as an attempt of the DG Regio to bypass the states in a process of institutionalisation of strong regional solidarities. Lehti (2009) and Joenniemi (1993, p. 163) highlight the way Baltic nations saw the end of the Cold War as an opportunity to re-emphasize regional cooperation around regional concepts but also around EU policies and strategies. In early 2008, a special EUSBSR task force travelled in the region to meet different actors, amongst which Turku-based agents. 
	Mikko Lohikoski, who managed these aspects, describe a process through which the town of Turku worked to position itself as an interlocutor for the EU at three levels: the management of concrete regional projects, relations with Helsinki and the Finnish state, relations with regional authorities in Northwestern Russia (Lohikoski 2019; Eronen 2016). He insists on the fact that the Turku administration was especially important in bringing a concern for Russia to the EUSBSR, something Turku was eager to call the “Turku-process”: the city’s administration indeed played a role in trying to coordinate relations with Saint-Petersburg in order to define the EUSBSR[footnoteRef:20] as a four-way dialogue where Turku was involved with the Finnish MFA (Ulkoasiainministeriö ja Centrum Balticum… 2014; Erjamo 2014, p. 62-64), the EU Commission and Russian regional authorities. Tensions in the region after 2013 and the invasion of Crimea by Russian troops made these contacts with Russia more complicated.  [20:  The Centrum Balticum’s website develops these elements as length in the presentation of their activities, from the Turku-process (http://www.centrumbalticum.org/hankkeet/turku-prosessi , accessed 15.2.2019) to the ”Neighbours”-part of the EUSBSR dedicated to Russia (http://www.centrumbalticum.org/hankkeet/turku-prosessi/ha_neighbours , accessed 15.2.2019) and to the role of the Southwestern Finland region (http://www.centrumbalticum.org/hankkeet/paattyneet_hankkeet/varsinais-suomen_itameri-roolin_vahvistaminen , accessed 15.2.2019). ] 

Turku as the European Capital of Culture 2011

The application for and the preparation of Turku’s year as a European Capital of Culture dovetailed with these efforts to open up the city, connect it to the EU (Lohikoski 2019), support its development through international contacts, and improve its visibility in Europe. Finland had already been chosen in 1999 by the European Council and Parliament to be the host-country of the European Capital of Culture 2011, and a competition was organized between Finnish towns (Helsinki had already been a European Capital of Culture in 2000) (for further information: Rampton, Mozuraityte, Andersson & Reincke 2012, p. 36-63). In September 2000, Turku’s city council appointed a committee to start preparing the application. A report was drawn to assess the cultural potential of the city and to bring together the partners to be involved in the preparations. The report emphasized possible visibility gains for the city inside and outside Finland, the importance of the ECoC-title for social and economic development as well as the development of contacts in the Baltic Sea region. Finally, it emphasized the ECoC as ”a way to strengthen the self-esteem of the city and its citizens by proving to themselves and nationally that Turku can deliver big events” (Rampton, Mozuraityte, Andersson & Reincke 2012, p. 37).
In June 2006, Turku was selected by the Finnish ministry of Education, then nominated a year after that at the EU level. The application (Helander 2006) emphasized international connections, the Baltic Sea region, creative economy, and the role of culture in the population’s well-being. The main goal was to increase the visibility of Turku and change expectations about the city amongst local people, in Finland at large and abroad (Rampton, Mozuraityte, Andersson & Reincke 2012, p. 49; Helander 2006). The preparation involved stakeholders at the local but also at the national level: Turku engaged with Finnish embassies in Germany, Russia, and Sweden in order to support the preparation and the advertisement of the ECoC. The EU panel in charge of the application emphasized also the involvement of citizens in the project (Rampton, Mozuraityte, Andersson & Reincke 2012, p. 39). 
The Turku 2011 Foundation was established in 2007 to work on the cultural program, secure funding, and communicate at all levels. The selection attracted a host of cultural agents locally, nationally and internationally. Overall budget was about 55 millions euros from 2008 to 2012, and while ample funding came from the city and the state of Finland, private contributions were much smaller than expected, which could be linked to the 2008 crisis and over-ambitious expectations (Kojonkoski 2009; Rampton, Mozuraityte, Andersson & Reincke 2012). Nemeth (2015, p. 10) underlines the way Turku’s preparation was mostly local, with a high degree of participation by citizens. Despite disputes in the allocation and the selection of projects, the main idea got by Nemeth in interviews is that the process was transparent and most of the projects well embedded in the local fabric of artistic and cultural actors. However, while the city emphasized its multiculturalism, Nemeth found that non-European minorities were not brought forward or associated as such to the ECoC. In an interview, Lohikoski points into the same direction: Turku’s non-European minorities are still today considered first of all as a social issue, and not as much as a resource to be used to support the city’s international outreach (Lohikoski 2019). 
Recent changes have curbed the optimism characteristic of the early 2000s. The rise of populism and EU-criticism has accompanied a series of crises that have either complicated international relations, made them more tensed, or changed the nature and the general tone of discussions on international matters and international contacts. After the 2001 terrorist attacks in New York and Washington, a combination of political and social factors brought Islamic terrorism to Europe. Turku was not spared that, and after a small-scale knife attack in August 2015 conducted by a radicalised refugee and ending in one dead and several wounded, the town became the symbol of Finland’s possible vulnerability to the terrorist threat. Debates on immigration became more tensed, moving between outright racism, demands for tighter borders or criteria, humanitarian concerns, cultural concerns and economic angst. The economic and financial crisis starting in 2008 also raised economic tensions in the country and fed euro-criticism. Finally, Russia’s invasion of Georgian territory in 2008, then of Crimea and territories in Eastern Ukraine in 2013 brought more tensions in the Baltic Sea region, with a more assertive and paranoid Russia, and the effect of EU-backed sanctions on Finland’s economy. 
Conclusion: local incentives, ad hoc decision-making and limited agency 

As a case study looked at from the 1970s to the current day, Turku shows the pertinence and persistence over time of the categories and incentives of city diplomacy emphasized by van der Pluijm (2007): the town’s incentives to develop international contacts are mostly local, linked to economic and commercial promotion, cultural and scientific relations, city branding, networking, information gathering and lobbying. Incentives are also linked to identity, nested in the self-conception of the city as a interface between Finland and Europe. Goals are achieved through means available in evolving regional and national contexts, which makes of Turku’s case during this period one of both limited agency and increasingly expanding possibilities for autonomous international action. In this regard, the main change is the end of the Cold War and Finland’s integration in the European Union, both developments that allowed Turku to increase the range and volume of its international relations. Finally, contacts are managed mostly through informal patterns, with an emphasis on the role of individuals and personal networks.
Amongst locally-grounded incentives for the development of international contacts, culture and identity appear as much as economy and politics. The interests of local companies but also the natural attraction felt by political forces towards either the Eastern or the Western blocs strongly frame the need for international outreach. At the same time, Turku’s administrators emphasize the importance for the city to come into view, to compensate through international contacts its perceived marginality both regarding the region’s main centres of power but also regarding Helsinki. One cannot avoid the thought that the city’s administrators also saw themselves as interfaces between the world and their own country’s people, translators of external developments for the domestic audience (cf. Jalava 2012, p. 13). This is what lies behind the expression of a will to “develop the town”, to improve the well-being of Turku’s citizens, to “open up the city”, to internationalize. 
However, if these incentives – economic, political, and cultural - are mostly rooted in local ramifications, the diplomacy of a city such as Turku also depends on its environment, both national and international. Small cities are more influenced than bigger ones by geopolitical developments but also by the intrusion in the city’s life of international trends, from movements of population to the spread of technological or organisational models, from economic booms and busts to the developments of regional organisations. A smaller city has less means to be proactive regarding these trends or to resist them, and must in some way adapt to or, in the terms of Pertti Alasuutari and Ali Qadir (2015), “domesticate” them. This work takes a huge part of the diplomatic efforts of small cities: they need to monitor trends, lobby, acquire expert knowledge from abroad, work through personal and institutionalized contacts to come into view and defend their interests. In that respect, while Turku is not fully an “agent” of its own fate, international and national contacts, activism in various forums and the vivacity of its cultural, political and economic life allow it to be more than a “reactor”, to preview and adapt to new trends and changes (on agents and reactors, see Joenniemi & Sergunin 2017). This mix of agency and dependence on wider developments is especially visible, as we saw, in Turku’s efforts to influence the EUSBSR. 
Small cities also accompany and find their place in national trends, often working as complements to the activities of their state or working in close cooperation with national organisations. During the Cold War, political and economic incentives mixed in the development of city twinnings. A city like Turku became an intermediary between the blocs but also the centre of transnational cooperation schemes in which various organisations, from the Finnish state to friendship societies, from private companies to cultural organisations, worked to build contacts between blocks. After the 1990s, Turku’s international outreach became part of Finland’s adaptation to the context of European integration and globalization. 
Administratively, this international outreach is managed in a small town such as Turku mostly through personal contacts and networks flowing from the city government to other agents. The handy and obvious links between private and public sector, economy and politics, compensate the smallness of Turku’s resources. This also means a minor role for democratic institutions such as the municipal council, apart from some specific high-octane political issues such as relations to the Soviet Union during the Cold War, and nowadays anything remotely linked to movements of population. A lot of what is happening is based on non-institutional cooperation, personal contacts and ad hoc decision-making. This informality, especially in relation to Soviet Union/Russia, in dealings with the Finnish state, or in dealings with the EU, is emphasized by the administrators themselves (see Erjamo 2014, p. 66-68). It often blurs the lines between free time and work, personal relations and town business, vested interests and the general interest (Erjamo 2014, p. 70-71). Small town diplomacy tends to work in unorthodox ways, without the constraints, legal and cultural, constraining state diplomacy. 
Turku’s international contacts are thus both reactions to its environment, attempts at improving concrete elements and finding capacity enhancers, and the city’s fight against its perceived marginality by rising its profile and pushing its inhabitants to adapt and to internationalize. If we look at Marc Bonneville’s (1994) study, Turku appears as a “gateway city”, a hub through which international influences flow. Despite its limitations, such a town has wide range of activities to manage, and can be in the early 2000s described as a “regional city”, significant if not dominant in the context of the Baltic Sea (Savolainen 2000, p. 65-66), and more active than many other Finnish towns in terms of international outreach. This activism is not a recent invention or a consequence of post-Cold War globalization. In the case of Turku, current practices have their roots in older ways: for example, the recent emphasis on cities’ communication and image policies (eg. La Porte 2013) tends to hide the historical roots of present day practices in tourism and economic promotion. 
In a long policy paper dedicated to the future of municipalities written two years ago (Nyholm, Haveri, Majoinen, Pekola-Sjöblom 2017, p. 133-134), the authors drew two scenarios for the future of municipalities in Finland that can serve as a final note to our article. One of these scenarios emphasized the possibility for Finnish municipalities to strengthen their self-government through the devolution of more competencies and resources from the central state. The second scenario described a global context increasingly tensed and fraught with geopolitical threats, where Finnish towns would remain semi-autonomous agents dependant of the central state. The report also emphasizes the way public authorities, both national and regional, have lost their monopoly on foreign relations. One way or the other, efforts by Turku’s city administrators to expand and control their town’s international contacts will endure as a persistent structure. In a small city, the need to pool limited resources in defence of local interests will probably continue to pull together a variety of local agents in the management of international contacts.
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