
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ensuring Access to Information, Knowledge and Culture 
- Library legislation in Finland 
 
 
 
Is there a need for a Library Act? Not necessarily, as long as there is enough money for develop-

ment, for adjusting to new technology and for aquisition of  new sources of information. Not as 

long as the value of public libraries is fully recognized by local decision-makers and state authori-

ties. Not as long as the economical prospects are good and as long as users are offered the same 

quality level of library services regardless of domicile or economical status.  

 

 

What should not be included - Key figures, standards 

 

The Library Policy Programme 2001-2004 strongly pointed out that when the Parliament issued the 

Library Act, many tasks were given to public libraries, and consequently the libraries should have 

the resources needed to fullfil their tasks. The programme committee suggested measures to be 

taken to gear up library funding, personnel resources and technological capacity. Recommendations 

were given out for material acquisition, number of personnel  and of Internet terminals - these fig-

ures, it was decided, were not to be in included the legislation. On the other hand, they are used 

when evaluating library services in accordance with the Library Act. 

Not only did the Association of local and regional authorities protest against any key figures and 

standards, also at the Ministry there was a fear that any key figures representing a minimum of what 

could be called good standard, could have the effect that well-resourced municipalities could take 

this as a signal to lower the standards, or as a welcome signal to lay back. 

When discussing propositions for a legislation in advance with actors in the municipality and re-

gional fields there will certainly be a demand for less definite specifications. And if these questions 



do not rise when preparing the proposition they will certainly rise in the hearings arranged by the 

parliamentary committees.  

 

Objectives - definition and regional and local equality 

 

The objective of public library work  is, according to the Act,  to promote equal opportunities 

among citizens - regardless of domicile or economical status - for personal cultivation, for literary 

and cultural pursuits, for continuous development of knowledge, personal skills and civic skills, for 

internationalisation, for lifelong learning, and, additionally, the development of virtual and interac-

tive services.  

 The legislation aimes at ensuring the same quality requirements for all the regions.  

 

It is very important to anchor the legislation thoroughly with the Library Association, the Provincial 

Governments, the Association of regional and local Authorities - there could be lots of problems 

here as the municipal autonomy is generally a touchstone, but better have it in the preparation state 

than having problems later on in the process. In Finland we were forced to vitiate an rewrite many 

for us very important points that these authorities could not accept. Involving the library managers 

and the library staff is also very important - most decisive decisions are made locally - librarians 

should know the legislation thoroughly to be able to refer to the Act - and, of course, also to key 

figure in library programmes and big lines in strategies.  

 

General impact, an existential question 

Issuing amendments to the  Library Act in 1998 was definitely good timing, as the trend was to 

close down branch libraries and minimize library and information services altogether.  

The legislation secures these services  in all municipalities, and also a certain standard. Although 

the act only says that customers shall have access to library services provided by a competent staff 

and to continuously renewed library material  and equipment there are  no detailed specifications. 

The services shall be evaluated by the municipality annually. Library and information services are, 



as stated in the act, a responsibility of the municipality, and thus annually evaluated also by the pro-

vincial governments for the Ministry of the Interior as part of citizens´ basic services. 

When passing this act the parliament has given certain tasks to public libraries. Both nationally, in 

programs and strategies, and locally, this is used to emphasize the need for adequate resourcing for 

libraries to be able to perform these tasks. 

 

Staff 

There has  been a trend recently in municipalities to save in costs for library staff - although librari-

ans´salaries still don´t correspond with training and skills . The qualification requirements secure a 

certain level of skills and service development, although, again, because of the Association of re-

gional and local authorities, it was not possible to state it more specificly in the legislation, there is 

the requirement in the decree of the minimum of two thirds of personnel having an adequate train-

ing, and the minimum requirement of credits. Although the specifications are vague they influence 

local decision-making, and when preparing a smaller amendment in qualification requirements in 

connection with the Bologna process we intend to keep the same minimum for librarians as the 

teachers have, that is 60 study points of  branch studies along with a university or other degree, de-

pending on the position in question. An academic degree is required of librarians, assistants have a 

degree on institute level, or polytechnic. 

 

State funding 

the Library Act says nothing about funding. State subsidies, about 43 % of library expenditure, is 

separately enacted in legislation encompassing education, culture and library services in the mu-

nicipalities. State funding means that the state is in a position to make certain demands, such as 

library and information services being arranged according to the Library Act.  



The following sentence in the Library Act: "library activities also aim at promoting the develop-

ment of virtual and interactive network services and their educational and cultural contents"  

makes it much easier for us library councellors at the Ministry to fight for annual project money to 

public libraries for developing contents and userfriendly services on the net. We allocate 1,5 million 

euro for this purpose every year. 

 

The network 

The legislation defines the roles and responsibilities of the "relevant" Ministry, the Provincial state 

governments, the Central library for public libraries (Helsinki City Library)and the provincial li-

braries (20). Cooperation and networking is empahasized. 

 

Legislation as a success factor 

 

Legislation is, as said already, an existential question, and also secures the same quality require-

ments all over the country. It also defines the status of library and information services as part of  

basic services for citizen´s, along with education and health services. 

 

Amandments of the Library Act have through the years signalled  new, purposeful library develop-

ment, the Act of 1998 is noticeably a forerunner to the Library Policy Programme, the Library 

Strategy 2010 and the Library Development Program 2006 - 2010 - the library as an inte-
grated service centre for rural and urban areas. 

 

Ensuring access to information, knowledge and culture  is  
 
a continuous process  
 
Barbro Wigell-Ryynänen 

Councellor for Library Affairs 

Ministry of Education 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


