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Ladies and gentlemen, representatives of the media,

Accurate information about Finnish society lays the basis for the integration of immigrants – State and municipalities join forces to improve the provision of information

Finland is becoming more multicultural every day. And immigration is more diverse than ever. Whereas before people would move to Finland mainly for humanitarian or family reasons, now they come to Finland first and foremost to work or study here. As a result, immigration to Finland has increased significantly in recent years. Although the statistics show that some 10,000 Finns move abroad every year, Finland has, nevertheless, had a net migration gain of well over 13,000 people per year. Population projections predict that Finland’s immigrant population will grow so much that it will triple in the next twenty years. Back in 1990, foreigners resident in Finland accounted for only 26,000 person-years of employment but the figure is expected to grow to over 300,000 person-years within the next twenty years. 

Immigration creates a new kind of pressure on our service system. How can immigrants find the information or service they need if they do not have sufficient language skills or a network of friends? Unlike in big countries, the ethnic groups in Finland are still relatively small and they have limited capacity to help immigrants arriving in the country. The need for information and advice is great particularly at the early stages of immigration; we all know that the time given for customers at any service desk is limited. Moreover, the number of service points where customers are served in a number of languages and where foreigners can ask for advice are not that common in Finland. 

People with poor access to information become marginalised from society

As the Ministry responsible for migration and integration, the Ministry of the Interior has particularly wanted to improve immigrants’ access to information. Immigrants should, from the very start, receive accurate information about Finnish society and its services. The key to integration into society is to provide such comprehensive information to immigrants that is correct, understandable and easily accessible. It helps and encourages immigrants to have initiative and be active in different situations that arise in a new culture. 

If immigrants have poor access to information, they become marginalised from society. Finland has always been proud of the high-level of knowledge and education its citizens have, and it is important for us all that information on the key aspects of Finnish society is also provided to immigrants. By targeting information at immigrants we can remove obstacles to integration.

Info Bank – an information bank and induction system for immigrants

The City of Helsinki started to seek a solution to the increasing need for comprehensive information at the beginning of the millennium. The authorities from the city administration and experts from the International Cultural Centre Caisa who are responsible for providing the service have kept up with the times and worked determinedly to further develop the content of the Info Bank by, for example, exploiting the potential of the Internet. In just five years, the number of language options has increased from six (6) to fifteen (15) along with the range of topics.

Vigorous efforts were made at the beginning of this year to look for new resources and partners, with the aim of improving the service. The Ministry of the Interior soon realised the potential of the Info Bank in promoting the status of immigrants. Why create something completely new when we already have a well-designed and effective service in place which provides a solution to the issue that is of key importance to the integration of immigrants. For this reason, the Ministry of the Interior started to support actively the further development of the Info Bank and began talks on getting wide support for the development of the Info Bank from the State administration. 

First cooperation agreement between the State and municipalities on the objectives and funding of the Info Bank

The objectives set for the Info Bank were to turn the Info Bank into a nationwide service, to include municipalities in the service and to broaden the funding base and make it more permanent. In addition, efforts were made to gain more support from the State sector. In my view, the set objectives were met well. The State and municipalities have concluded a cooperation agreement on funding and the service to be provided. Also, the funding base is now many times larger than before. Within the State sector, the service is funded by the Ministry of the Interior, Ministry of Employment and the Economy, Ministry of Education, Ministry of Finance and the Social Insurance Institution of Finland. In addition, the Info Bank is funded by municipalities.

At this point, I would like to say how pleased I am with the amount and quality of support provided for the service. I would also like to thank all the partners for this support on behalf of the Ministry of the Interior. We can now take full advantage of the possibilities afforded by the Info Bank. The people providing the service are not only extremely competent but they are also genuinely enthusiastic, and cooperation in improving the service is seen as appealing and beneficial.
Helsinki – a pioneer in the provision of services to immigrants

The Info Bank is not only used by immigrants residing in Finland. It is also used by authorities and interpreters who deal with immigrants in their work. The number of people using the Info Bank shows that the vigorous work has paid off. The maintenance of e-services is a very demanding task; customers are quick to notice if information has not been updated, links are not working or solutions are otherwise clumsy. We have not, however, received any such complaints about the Info Bank. The work done has been of high quality, although the ‘mosaic’ of languages and information available is diverse. 

The use of e-services is rapidly becoming more common, and more and more municipalities are putting their services online. Immigrants, just like any other people, cannot avoid using e-services, such as online appointments and notifications. 

As the aim is for the service to include elements of language training and training guidance, I believe that in a few years' time we will have the most advanced online induction system for immigrants in Europe. The City of Helsinki and many other municipalities and ministries that have been involved in the Info Bank from the very start have done an excellent job in further developing the service. What is particularly impressive is that the Info Bank is also an open learning environment for other municipalities where they can learn what kind of guidance to offer to immigrants. In order to join the service, municipalities only need to pay a very modest membership fee. 

We working in the migration administration cannot but be grateful to our capital city Helsinki that has taken seriously the development of multilingual services and keeps developing and maintaining them. 

Thank you.
