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The Model for Parliaments in the Future?
The Case of the Finnish Committee for the Future1

DAVID ARTER

This article was submitted to Politiikka mainly because there appears to be a regrettable
paucity of recent empirical work on the Eduskunta. As Nousiainen, Anckar and others
have contended, constitutional reform has promoted parliamentarism in Finland and yet
research into the changing role of parliament appears conspicuous by its absence. The
article, which is based principally on a postal questionnaire and personal interviews with
its seventeen regular members, profiles a distinctive component of the Eduskunta – the
Committee for the Future. Although it is not a routine part of the legislative process, it
is argued that it may be characterised as an agenda-setting standing committee in that it
canvasses, and contributes to setting a wider policy agenda that reflects the future chal-
lenges facing Finnish society.

“It is the duty of parliament to observe the
changing world, analyse it, and take a view
in good time on how Finnish society [and its
political actors] should respond in the future.
Democracy cannot be realised simply by
accepting changes that have already taken
place.” (TuVM 1/1998 vp – VNS 3/1997 vp,
p. 82.)

The Finnish Eduskunta is the only parliament
in the world to have a special (and now) per-
manent standing committee dealing with the
future. Initially set up in 1993, the 17-member
Committee for the Future (Tulevaisuusvalio-
kunta) is one of the Eduskunta’s fifteen stand-

ing committees. However, it does not deliber-
ate on legislative proposals, nor does it review
the government’s annual finance bill (budget).
Furthermore, it does not perform a British ‘se-
lect committee function’ in the sense of moni-
toring the activities of a particular government
department. It is in fact the only non-sectoral
standing committee in the Eduskunta. The fore-
most aim of the Committee for the Future
(TVK) is to bring a long-term perspective to the
parliamentary decision-making process. This is
necessary because “in parliaments, the deliber-
ation of the future has been overshadowed by
the routine, often highly detailed and increas-
ing body of legislative work, despite the fact
that in the economic and technological fields,
as well as in other areas of society, deep-seat-
ed changes are already visible”.2 This article

1  This paper was originally presented at the Fourth
Workshop of Parliamentary Scholars and Parliamentar-
ians held at Wroxton College, Oxfordshire in August
2000. Some of its basic contextual material was includ-
ed to assist those [mainly Africa and Caribbean] leg-
islators unfamiliar with the Finnish political scene. 2  TuVM 1/1998 vp – VNS/3, 1997 vp.
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will profile the work of the TVK from its in-
ception as an ad hoc committee to the achieve-
ment of regularised status in 1999 and its cre-
ation as a permanent standing committee in
April 2000.

The empirical work is based primarily on a
postal questionnaire of the TVK’s seventeen
regular members which was circulated in Jan-
uary 2000, just after the achievement of perma-
nent status, and elicited a 70.6% response rate.
Personal interviews were also conducted with
ten present or past members of the TVK. Oth-
er in-depth interviews included the TVK sec-
retary, MPs from outside the committee and
staff in the Cabinet Office responsible for fu-
ture issues. Documentary sources ranged from
government and TVK reports and minutes of
parliamentary debates to monographs and mis-
cellaneous committee material.

The article is organised into five sections.
The first, which examines the origins and de-
velopment of the TVK, represents a very brief
(select) history of the committee. The second
focuses on the status of the TVK and examines
inter alia the way it is viewed by members and
outsiders, the value members attach to its work,
and how committed they are to TVK business.
The third section concentrates on the TVK’s
role in the standing committee system. It high-
lights its distinctive features, examines how in-
tegrated it is into the standing committee sys-
tem and considers how it might be classified.
The fourth part enumerates the methods used
by the TVK in pressing its agenda of ‘future
issues’ and assesses how effective the commit-
tee has been in generating a long-term perspec-
tive in parliamentary decision-making. Finally,
the paper asks whether the TVK is a model for
other parliaments in the future. It is suggested
that the existence of a specific committee for
the future has served at very least to highlight
issues of widespread importance regarding the
role of legislatures in the transition to the in-
formation society, the changing nature of rep-
resentative democracy and, above all, the com-
petence of parliamentarians to make informed
judgements on crucial policy matters.

The Origins and Development of the
Committee for the Future

The private member’s initiative that led indi-
rectly to the creation of the TVK as an ad hoc
standing committee in 1993 was tabled when
Finland was in the depths of its worst-ever re-
cession. This was the time when a senior poli-
cy adviser, Raimo Sailas, was urging in a cel-
ebrated paper the need for a long-term pro-
gramme of austerity to reduce the level of pub-
lic debt. The initiative, moreover, came only
three months after the Esko Aho-led four-par-
ty, non-socialist coalition – the first for a quar-
ter of a century – had applied for EU member-
ship. Against this momentous backdrop, it is
not perhaps surprising that there was no cov-
erage of the sequence leading to the foundation
of the TVK in Finland’s only newspaper with
nation-wide coverage, Helsingin Sanomat. In
any event, the creation of the committee owed
much to the efforts of two men – the Conserv-
ative MP, Martti Tiuri, and, in particular, the
Green MP, Eero Paloheimo. Both had written
books on future issues going back to the 1960s
and, before entering politics, both were aca-
demics at the University of Technology in Hel-
sinki. Tiuri held a chair in radio technology
between 1962–83; Paloheimo returned there
after he stood down from parliament in 1995.

Tiuri has related how the need for a parlia-
mentary mechanism for the discussion of future
issues had been discussed in a joint forum of
MPs and scientists, known by the acronym Tut-
kas (Tutkijoiden ja kansanedustajien seura) as
early as the 1980s (Tiuri was its chair between
1983–84).3 However, Paloheimo’s election to
the Eduskunta in 1987 proved the real turning
point. When asked by the media why he entered
parliament, Paloheimo countered that politics
was too short-sighted and that he wanted to do
something about it. Accordingly, he spent five
years in private lobbying, personally canvass-
ing all but a handful of fellow MPs.4 Progress

3  Tutkas has an annual membership fee and boasts
about half the two hundred MPs among its membership.
The active participation of parliamentarians in its meet-
ings, however, is no more than between five and twen-
ty. (Interview with Martti Tiuri 18.5.2000.)

4  Paloheimo has recalled how after the 1991 Inde-
pendence Day occasion in the Presidential Castle he,

https://www.c-info.fi/info/?token=8BzPXsUb78lDPpOY.SCkqGTlfQpfJAozcwt3bJw.ZvCvsfQB9FugyyOBS8K1eRIKQTaNGlNI4MmDOXE36f92wE6vCnjLaVmkrB7zyMy7HpWeDvhkGqFVbcDVjTA1QUqyMkMD6NfQ36KlxJJg6FGGcwpsg38pw9HL_7qP47SKIAMB0qpqWvYzvoThI9X8bO3RYqM9fiUrrEFhTGegkQCcaTGWF-kz9w2Va9q1AILicfKYQ5wnlgktNhjqK0ISsqtJihV1mQ


The Model for Parliaments in the Future?… 151

was far from smooth. Indeed, Paloheimo has
described how when Tutkas wanted to organ-
ise a discussion on relevant future issues in the
plenary chamber – and to make it an annual
event – the Speaker, Ilkka Suominen, emphat-
ically ruled it out. Yet by 1992 Paloheimo had
collected 167 signatures for a private member’s
bill – an all-time record and in excess of the
five-sixths support needed to amend the con-
stitution in the lifetime of a single parliament.
On June 12 1992 the Eduskunta sent the Palo-
heimo bill to its Constitutional Committee. Pal-
oheimo proposed amending article 36a of
the [1919] constitution so that each incoming
government would be required to put the details
of its plans for the long-term future before par-
liament along with its legislative programme.5

These would be contained in the form of a ‘re-
port to parliament’ (selonteko) which, unlike
the government programme, presented as a
communiqué (tiedonanto) could not lead to a
vote of confidence. In this way, both short- and
long-term issues would be considered side by
side.

In its report on September 22 1992, the
Constitutional Committee rejected the Palohei-
mo initiative. It accepted that there was a need
for parliamentary discussion of the challenges
and opportunities facing society in the longer
term. But it did not concur that it was neces-
sary to amend the constitution to achieve this
objective. Amending article 36a, it held, would
oblige governments to report to parliament on
the future. However, it submitted that 1) it was
possible [presumably in the event of cabinet
instability] that there could be several govern-
ment reports on the future during the Eduskun-
ta’s four-year electoral term and that could
hardly be the intention, 2) reports produced af-
ter the formation of a new government could

well prove problematical since a high-quality
document would be unlikely shortly after the
completion of [often long and hard] negotia-
tions between the coalition partners and 3) that
from a constitutional standpoint it would be
exceptional to require a government to report
on its plans for the future beyond its existing
term of office. The Constitutional Committee
did, however, insist that the government should
produce a report on the future during the ex-
isting Eduskunta (1991–95) based on, and in-
corporating the views of experts.

A dissenting statement to the Constitutional
Committee’s report was appended by two com-
mittee members, Paavo Nikula (Greens) and
Ensio Laine (Left Alliance) recommending sim-
ply that the Paloheimo initiative be accepted.
Ultimately, Tiuri, backed by Paloheimo, came
up with a compromise proposal (perustelulau-
sumaehdotus) that did not involve amending the
constitution, but went further than the Consti-
tutional Committee’s report. It required the
government to consider creating binding regu-
lations for bringing further future reports to
parliament at least once every electoral term.
The matter went to a vote on October 13 1992
when 96 MPs voted for the Tiuri amendment
and 54 for the Constitutional Committee’s re-
port. In short, an amended version of the Con-
stitutional Committee’s report was ultimately
accepted.

When the Eduskunta came to deliberate on
the Aho government’s report Charting Fin-
land’s Future Options, prepared in the Prime
Minister’s Office and submitted to parliament
in autumn 19936, it required that a separate
body be established to consider and respond to
the report. Accordingly, on October 28 1993,
the Eduskunta referred it to a special standing
committee and, in this way, the TVK was cre-
ated on an ad hoc basis. In preparing its re-
sponse – its first report was completed on De-
cember 16 1994 – the TVK did two main
things. First, it undertook a series of expert
hearings on those European and global factors
likely to affect Finland’s future. Second, it cre-
ated a five-person ‘scenario working group’

the Left Alliance leader, Claes Andersson, and their
respective wives, adjourned to the restaurant Kalasta-
jatorppa. Spotting there an American film star from the
detective series ‘Wise Guy’, the two men joked that
their wives should go and get his autograph. Whilst
they were away, Paloheimo asked Andersson in earnest
if he was willing to help him promote the parliamen-
tary discussion of future issues. (Interview with Eero
Paloheimo 18.5.2000.)

5 Lakialoite 22, 1992 vp Paloheimo ym: Ehdotus
laiksi Suomen hallitusmuodon § 36a:n muuttamista.

6  Suomen tulevaisuus ja toimintavaihtoehdot – val-
tioneuvoston selonteko eduskunnalle (Valtioneuvoston
kanslian julkaisusarja 1993/1: Helsinki 1993).
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from among its membership which met daily in
parliament during the Easter week (28–31
March) 1994 and produced three contrasting
scenarios.7 Martti Tiuri has recounted how
much of this first TVK term was a learning ex-
ercise – learning how future research was done
– and he recalled in particular an ‘away-day’
meeting in Tuusula at Eero Paloheimo’s house
at which the implications of the three different
scenarios outlined above were studied.8

The TVK’s report on Charting Finland’s
Future Options was critical on a number of
counts. It was said to be unduly weighted to-
wards the economy and that many internation-
al problems of ‘soft security’ with likely reper-
cussions for Finland had been ignored. There
was very little about the substance of Finland’s
national education strategy and no alternative
to a strong economic growth model was pre-
sented. Yet the report could not conceal divi-
sions within the committee itself. For example,
it steered clear of taking a definite stand on the
issue of future nuclear power plant construction
in Finland, although two of no less than six dis-
senting statements referred to this very issue.
Partisan allegiance was prominent in what
amounted to a policy statement from five op-
position-based Social Democrats on the TVK,
whilst the younger committee members brought
out the thorny issue of inter-generational ine-
quality. The most sweeping indictment of the
TVK’s first report emanated from [the solitary
Liberal in the Eduskunta] Tuulikki Ukkola, who
insinuated that the whole approach had been
prejudiced and unambitious. She argued that it
would have been much more fruitful to have
based the committee’s’ work on the report of
the scenario working group and concluded that
a committee report of this kind should not aim
to generate a bland consensus. (TVK Report
1994, p. 65.)

In fact there were almost two-hundred votes
on the TVK’s first report. True, 90% of issues
were decided without one whilst only 9% re-
quired a formal division. But one question was
resolved by the toss of a coin in the chairman’s
favour. It related to the section in the report that
read “Finland’s development co-operation must
be clearly aimed at supporting population pro-
grammes. Family planning, human rights and
environmental protection must be defined as
requirements for receiving aid”. (Ibid., 15.)
This was not to the liking of inter alia Astola
and Wahlström who, in their dissenting state-
ment, argued in favour of omitting any refer-
ence to family planning (birth control). Nor did
the procedure appeal to Ukkola who asked in-
credulously: ”Does this mean that the future
will comply with the toss of a coin in a com-
mittee?” (Ibid., 65.)

Not unconnected to the preparation of its
first report, the TVK on October 24 1994 or-
ganised a televised discussion on Finland’s fu-
ture options in the Eduskunta auditorium in
which ordinary citizens could and did take part.
The aim was to show that the TVK and
Eduskunta were open to the opinions of the
man/woman in the street and, indeed, fresh ide-
as. In reality, however, opposition to the TVK
existed among MPs from the outset, not least
because it was not in line with the traditional
function of parliament of passing laws and ap-
proving the budget. They were wary of the new
dimension the TVK brought to parliamentary
activity. Initially, there was also (and to some
exent remains) opposition from those Social
Democratic MPs close to trade union circles
since they knew welfare issues would be dis-
cussed and wanted to preserve their strategic
negotiating and consultative position. In any
event, on January 27 1995 the TVK report on
the government’s Charting Finland’s Future
Options was passed virtually unanimously by
the Eduskunta.

The TVK was not reconstituted at the begin-
ning of the 1995 Eduskunta session. A commit-
ment to produce a report on the future, and by
inference the need for a new TVK, was incor-
porated into the Lipponen 1 ‘rainbow coalition’
programme in 1995. But reluctance in civil
service circles held things up. Ultimately, the
support of the Eduskunta Speaker, Riitta Uo-

7  A positive scenario – the so-called ‘control sce-
nario’ – which assumed global, or at least sufficient
regional control of the world. A ‘threat scenario’ which
involved the escalation of global problems to explosion
point. An ‘intermediate scenario’ which assumed only
partial control of developments. (Report No 1/1994 of
the Special Parliamentary Committee on Finland’s Fu-
ture Options, TVK Report 1994, pp. 61–62.)

8  Interview with Martti Tiuri 18.5.2000.
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sukainen, was important and the TVK was re-
elected, albeit again on an ad hoc basis, in Feb-
ruary 1996 (Tiuri 1999, 191). By then, Eero
Paloheimo had retired from parliament and had
been succeeded as TVK chair by Martti Tiuri,
who gained his party’s nomination for the post
in a ballot against Sirpa Pietikäinen, the min-
ister of the environment in the Aho cabinet.
Tiuri has described how, on being elected, the
press queried why such a forward-looking post
should go to the oldest member of parliament.
He added, “I defended myself by saying that
nobody else had seventy years experience of
the future”! (Tiuri 1999, 192.) Tiuri’s chair-
manship style, however, proved too technical
(scientific in its orientation) for some TVK
members and at least one frustrated Social
Democratic committee member decided against
seeking renewed membership after the 1999
general election.

The second TVK (1996–99) produced re-
sponses to a two-part future report from the
government. The first, Finland and the Future
of Europe (VNS/3, 1996 vp) was submitted to
the Eduskunta in October 1996 and the second,
Skill and Fair Play – An Active and Responsi-
ble Finland in April 1997. (TuVM 1/1998 vp
–VNS/3, 1997 vp, p. 92.) The TVK’s first re-
sponse was unanimous and its report, complet-
ed on March 18 1997, was adopted by the Edus-
kunta without a vote. The TVK’s second report,
which it received on April 29 1997 (and com-
pleted on October 13 1998), attempted to fos-
ter a dialogue with the political executive by
answering some of the questions raised in the
government’s report.

Unlike the first TVK which spent most of the
period 1993–95 working on a response to the
Aho government’s ‘future report’, the second
TVK (1996–99) engaged in a wider range of
activities. On February 20 1996 the Eduskunta
mandated it to work with the other standing
committees to produce an assessment of the
impact of technology on society and, in this
connection, the TVK commissioned two major
studies from outside experts. The first, which
was delivered in November 1997, concerned
the use of plant gene technology in food pro-
duction (Kasvigeenitekniikka ravinnontuotan-
nossa. Teknologian arviointeja 3). The second,
completed in March 1998, focused on the use

of technology in learning and teaching. (Sinko
& Lehtinen 1998, 1–93.) However, lacking per-
manent status, the TVK experienced the same
practical problems as during its first term. In-
deed Tiuri has recalled how difficult it was to
arrange sessions of the committee and how
members came and went throughout them.

The TVK was re-nominated, again on an ad
hoc basis, on April 16 1999 – albeit this time
directly after the general election – and Tiuri
was re-elected its chair. The Eduskunta en-
charged it with four tasks over the period to the
next general election in 2003. 1) It was to con-
tinue its analysis and evaluation of future de-
velopment factors and models, such as Fin-
land’s place in a globalising world and natural
resource utilisation. 2) It was to become fully
acquainted in ways deemed appropriate by the
committee with methodological questions relat-
ed to research on the future. 3) When necessary
it was to prepare a proposal for endorsement by
parliament on the government’s report on the
future. 4) It was to continue, at the request of
the Speaker’s Council, with parliament’s tech-
nology assessment exercise.

Remarkably, in December 1999, the TVK
achieved permanent status against the wishes
of the majority in the Constitutional Commit-
tee – which voted 13–4 against – and several
party leaders. The plenary debate on the Con-
stitutional Committee’s report and the argument
about whether to give the TVK permanent sta-
tus will be drawn on later in this paper. It is
sufficient now to note that at the crucial (and
free) vote on December 13 1999, the Eduskunta
approved permanent status for the TVK by 96–
73. (Helsingin Sanomat 14.12.1999.)

The status of the TVK – a ‘hoo-ha
committee’?

In the plenary debate on December 10 1999 on
the Constitutional Committee’s report opposing
permanent status for TVK, the Centre member,
Lauri Oinonen, related how, having been elect-
ed (at the sixth time of asking!) at the 1999
general election, he expressed the desire to be-
come a TVK member. On hearing this, an ex-
perienced parliamentarian exclaimed: “Don’t
try and get a seat there, it’s a bit of a hoo-ha
committee and who knows how long it will be
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in existence”9. (PTK 123/1999 vp.) Whilst other
speakers rejected the idea of it being a ‘hoo-
ha committee’ or a ‘humbug committee’, rela-
tively few MPs appear to have been as keen on
becoming a TVK member as Oinonen initially
was. True, Jyrki Katainen, a Conservative rep-
resenting the constituency of Kuopio, and at
twenty-eight years one of ten MPs under thir-
ty, stated how he actively wanted the “intellec-
tual, value-oriented work of TVK” which was
recommended to him by his predecessor for the
constituency.10 But, more typically perhaps, the
deputy chair of the Centre, Maria-Kaisa Aula,
admitted it was difficult to recruit a second
member of the party group to join their highly
enthusiastic TVK member, Kyösti Karjula. As
a former TVK member, Aula voted against per-
manent status, claimed that “it took up too
much time”, involved “too much talking” and
could not see why the TVK could not contin-
ue on a flexible ad hoc basis.11

This section uses both documentary sources
and the postal questionnaire of TVK members
to tackle four principal questions. 1) Has the
TVK been seen as a ‘hoo-ha committee’ – that
is, an organ of low status, low relevance and
low importance – by a large number of MPs?
To answer this question, TVK members were
asked how they thought other MPs perceived
the status of TVK. 2) Do those who have served
on the committee believe the TVK to have high,
or potentially high salience as a standing com-
mittee? In this connection, there is a brief re-
view of the arguments used by those members
and former TVK members favouring permanent
status in line with the Speaker’s Council pro-
posal. 3) What value do TVK members them-
selves attach to the work of the committee?
Here an open-ended question asked: ‘Has mem-
bership of the TVK brought with it any person-
al benefits as, for example, the development of
expertise, travel opportunities etc? 4) How
committed are TVK members to the work of the
committee? Do they actively seek committee
membership or are they simply nominated by
their parliamentary group on a ‘you, you and

you’ basis? How much time do they devote
weekly to TVK business? How much truth is
there in Markku Markkula’s assertion that “al-
though the TVK does not enjoy high status,
those who sit on it are generally very commit-
ted?12

Whilst a ‘hoo-ha committee’ is too pejora-
tive a description by far, it is clear that the TVK
has been widely perceived as a low status
standing committee and, accordingly, its work
has been generally underestimated. Exactly
50% of TVK respondents believed that MPs
from outside viewed the committee for the fu-
ture as a low status body, whilst the other 50%
thought it enjoyed middle-ranking status (one
respondent ringed both ‘middle ranking’ and
‘low status’). None of the TVK members in
January 1999 believed the TVK was seen to
enjoy high status.

So why, then, did all respondents except one
(who was absent) vote for giving the TVK per-
manent status? After several hours of debate on
December 10, concluding December 13 1999,
those in favour of making the committee per-
manent, in line with the Speaker’s Council pro-
posal, used essentially pragmatic arguments.
They can be summarised in five main points.
1) There were variations on the ‘not permanent,
not taken seriously’ theme, something that im-
plicitly acknowledged the inferior status of the
TVK. Increased status, it was argued, would
mean improved working conditions. 2) There
were variations on the theme of ‘no constitu-
tional objections to permanent status were
raised by the expert lawyers consulted’. This
point was given particular emphasis by the four
members of the Constitutional Committee –
Tuija Brax (Greens), Tarja Filatov (Social
Democrats), Paula Kokkonen (Conservatives)
and Veijo Puhjo (Left Alliance – who tabled a
dissenting report. 3) There was ‘the Foreign
Affairs Committee and Grand Committee do
not really prepare legislative matters either’
line that was objected to the view of those law-
yers on the Constitutional Committee who in-
sisted that TVK did not perform a real stand-
ing committee function. 4) There were varia-
tions on the theme of ‘it reduces the wood-and-9  Oinonen ultimately voted against permanent sta-

tus for the TVK.
10  Interview with Jyrki Katainen 4.2.2000
11  Interview with Maria-Kaisa Aula 18.5.2000. 12  Interview with Markku Markkula 20.10.1999.
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trees’ problem, i.e. that the wider perspective
of the TVK was vital because the narrow
boundaries imposed by the standing committee
system constrained the work of parliament. 5)
Finally, there was the ‘there’s none like it’ ar-
gument, alluding to the unique nature of the
TVK which, it was stressed, had a strong in-
ternational reputation, attracted much interest
abroad and vested the Finnish Eduskunta with
crucial ‘value added’.13

Yet one speech, from the Centre Party MP,
Kyösti Karjula, stood out, partly because its
content was highly novel, but also because of
the importance attached to permanent status as
a matter of principle. Karjula noted that: “The
reality is that at present the permanent stand-
ing committees deal primarily with government
bills prepared by civil servants. It is, therefore,
a very significant question of principle how we
approach matters relating to the future. In my
view, giving permanent status to the work re-
lating to future questions undertaken by the
Eduskunta is not simply a matter of how active-
ly parliament engages in such work, but also
how it defines its relations with the government
and civil service. It has the opportunity to be-
come an agenda-setter and a real discussion fo-
rum for the most important social questions.
Giving the TVK the status of a permanent
standing committee will elevate the position of
parliament as a future-oriented social policy
actor”. When interviewed by the author, Kar-
jula added that it was a matter of “the consoli-
dation of democracy” and that “work on the fu-
ture should not be the exclusive preserve of civ-
il servants”.14

An open-ended question was designed to as-
sess the subjective importance TVK members
attached to committee work. What was initial-
ly striking was the contrast in responses from
the new committee members who joined the
TVK in 1999–2000. Two claimed they had ‘not
yet’ experienced any personal benefits (one of
them subsequently left the committee) where-
as a third, a Social Democrat from central Fin-
land, commented effusively that: “The TVK has

been a lifeline for me, facilitating a real in-
crease in my knowledge. I value very highly the
discussion of principles in the committee, the
full significance of which is often evident only
in retrospect”. Taking the responses as a whole,
an “increase in expertise”, the “generation of
new knowledge” and a “deepening of substan-
tive competence” were attributes of the TVK
expressly referred to by 67% of members. One
of the original TVK 1 members referred in sim-
ilar vein to the value of “interesting seminars
and expert hearings”. Most expansively, a Con-
servative representing Uusimaa, first elected in
1996, saw in the TVK “the opportunity to deep-
en my substantive competence, continue to de-
velop my international networks and undertake
demanding international tasks and to deploy my
knowledge and skills in different fields”. A
Centre MP from Oulu prioritised the personal
value of TVK as allowing him to see the ‘big
picture’, furthering his expertise, and develop-
ing contacts and connections.

Several answers suggested an important
knock-on value of TVK work. One referred to
the provision of ‘good material’ whilst a very
new member alluded to “interesting insights
into the future which I believe will be of use
in my other work as a member of parliament”.
Although the empirical evidence is not, of
course, conclusive, it certainly does nothing to
contradict the response of the (then) deputy
chair of the TVK to the question ‘What would
you say the TVK has achieved in the time
[since 1996] you have been a member?’ Ac-
cording to Tarja Filatov, “the committee itself
has not done so much, but as a collection of in-
dividuals committee members have contribut-
ed significantly elsewhere”.15

Finally, several questions were designed to
assess the extent of the commitment of TVK
members to the work of the committee, inter
alia ‘Did they actively seek committee mem-
bership and how much time do they devote
weekly to TVK business?’ On the first ques-
tion, some discretion in interpreting the re-
sponses must be allowed. One Conservative re-
spondent noted that “on being approached
about my willingness to serve, I expressed an13  For the full debate, see Puhemiesneuvoston ehdo-

tus uudeksi eduskunnan työjärjestykseksi (PTK 123/
1999 vp).

14  Interview with Kyösti Karjula 4.2.2000. 15  Interview with Tarja Filatov 4.2.2000.
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interest”. Another Social Democrat from cen-
tral Finland responded that “I was certainly in-
terested, but my party made the actual deci-
sion”. In contrast, a Swedish People’s Party
member commented simply that “the party de-
cided on my place”. Overall, however, the over-
whelming majority – 66% - of TVK members
actively sought membership of the committee
rather than being steered in that direction by
their parliamentary group. Even in the cases of
those where the initiative appeared to come
from their group, the response (with one excep-
tion) appears to have been enthusiastic.

For committee members, the TVK is a ‘sec-
ond string committee’ in the sense that they
serve on at least one of the other fourteen
standing committees. 17% of respondents in
fact held three regular standing committee plac-
es, including the TVK. Indeed, as the Centre
MP, Matti Vanhanen, has contended, the work
undertaken by TVK cannot increase much more
because MPs want to remain a member of one
of the other (regular) standing committees.16

But what sort of time do members spend week-
ly on committee business?

In assessing their weekly time expenditure
on TVK work, many respondents emphasised
its variability. A Conservative from the Helsin-
ki hinterland of Uusimaa expressly stated that
it varied from week to week, but ranged be-
tween ten and fifteen hours. When upper and
lower figures have been cited, an average has
been calculated. All in all, TVK members spend
an average of 6.3 hours weekly on TVK busi-
ness. 25%, however, spend ten hours or more.
Conclusions are not simple to draw. Clearly,
there are those minority of members who make
a considerable commitment in time to the TVK.
Equally, it is almost certainly the case that,
with but few exceptions, TVK members spend
more time on their regular standing committee
work. A young Conservative mentioned he
spent four hours weekly on TVK-related work
compared with ten on the education committee.
Moreover, there appears no relationship be-
tween experience (longevity) on TVK and time
spent on its work. If anything there is a nega-
tive correlation: the greater the years of TVK

service, the fewer hours devoted to its work
each week. The original members gave three to
four hours as their norm.

Taking the evidence in total, the TVK has
undoubtedly been viewed as a low status com-
mittee, unattractive to lawyers in particular,
which has experienced relatively poor working
conditions (irregular meeting times, problems
of attendance etc.). Yet members generally
wanted a seat on the TVK and certainly do not
see it as a ‘hoo-ha committee’ viz one gener-
ating much noise but little substance. They em-
phasised the personal benefits accruing from
membership, particularly in terms of greater
expertise, new insights, and the knock-on val-
ue for other standing committee work. Though
a ‘second string committee’ (sometimes third),
moreover, some members devote as much as
fifteen hours weekly to TVK business. In sum,
although the data are limited, they certainly do
nothing to contradict Markku Markkula’s prop-
osition that, “although the TVK does not en-
joy high status, those who serve on it are gen-
erally very committed”.

The TVK’s role in the standing committee
system – a ‘service committee’?

The third section of this paper seeks to analyse
the TVK’s role in the standing committee sys-
tem by posing three basic questions. 1) What
have been the distinctive features of the TVK
when compared with the other standing com-
mittees? 2) How well integrated is the TVK
into the standing committee system? 3) How (if
at all) can the TVK be classified? Is it com-
pletely sui generis or are there comparable
types in other legislative assemblies?

As a standing committee, the TVK is distinc-
tive in several respects. It does not initiate or
deliberate on legislative proposals in the man-
ner of the other fourteen standing committees,
nor does it review the government’s annual
Budget proposal. When necessary (and at least
every electoral term), the TVK does prepare a
proposal for endorsement by parliament on the
government’s report on the future and it is in-
creasingly trying to influence the focus of gov-
ernment reports. In short, it does have a delib-
erative function in respect of government re-
ports on the future, though not government16  Interview with Matti Vanhanen 18.5.2000.
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bills. Moreover, though it cannot initiate leg-
islation, it can and does initiate projects in con-
nection with parliament’s technology assess-
ment exercise. Like other standing committees,
the TVK forms sub-groups to develop particu-
lar themes and projects. The four-strong ‘En-
ergy 2010’ is a case in point. However, the cru-
cial point is that TVK is not a routine part of
the legislative process.

Unlike other standing committees, the TVK
does not perform a British-style ‘select commit-
tee function’ in the sense of monitoring the ac-
tivities of a particular government department,
nor does it have a corresponding minister in the
cabinet. Most of its contacts with the political
executive are with those persons in the Prime
Minister’s Office engaged in preparing and co-
ordinating future reports. The TVK is in fact
the only cross-sectoral standing committee and
is distinguished by the sheer range and diver-
sity of the matters before it and the time-frame
within which they are discussed. In the latter
respect, its chair, Martti Tiuri, has argued that
the Eduskunta should contemplate the future
over a period of between five and twenty years.
(Tiuri 1999, 189.) In the former, in its first re-
port in the 1998 Eduskunta session, it is stated
that the TVK considers topics ranging from bi-
odiversity and global ethics to poverty in inner
city areas. (TuVM 1/1998 vp – VNS 3/1997 vp,
p. 83.)

Although the TVK is not based on a specif-
ic policy sector – the economy, environment,
education or whatever – it does bear responsi-
bility for assessing the impact of technology on
society, albeit working with the other standing
committees. The technology assessment exer-
cise in fact provided the fundamental rationale
for the nomination of a TVK 2 in 1996.17 Co-

operation with the other standing committees
on matters related to the technology assessment
has followed a standard pattern. Invitations are
sent out to the relevant committees to form a
steering group (ohjausryhmä) for each project
and this usually consists of between six and
eight members, half from TVK and half from
the other standing committees. For the report
on gene technology in food production, invita-
tions to join the steering group were sent to the
standing committees on agriculture and forest-
ry, the environment (whose representative was
very active) and the economy. For the project
on the use of technology in learning and teach-
ing, invitations were sent, among others, to the
standing committee on education. The steering
group is vital in such practical matters as de-
termining the relative costings of particular lab-
oratories and in instructing the successful one
to produce responses in a form (language) that
is intelligible to parliamentarians.

Finally, several aspects of the TVK’s work-
ing practices have distinguished it from the oth-
er standing committees. There has been the re-
lationship between the committee members and
the specialists consulted. Expert hearings in the
other standing committees are generally stiff
and formal. The experts have their say, the MPs
may ask a few questions, but no comments are
offered. The discussion only really begins when
the experts have left. However, as Kimmo
Kiljunen has noted: “In hearing top experts,
TVK members are not satisfied with simply
putting questions. They contest matters in a
manner reminiscent of an academic seminar”.
(Kiljunen 1998, 350.) Then there has been the
pronounced international orientation in the
committee’s work. The TVK has developed ex-
tensive foreign networks, organised a series of
international events (for example, the confer-
ence on Politics and the Internet in Helsinki in
January 1999) and adopted an innovative, glo-
bal approach to research on future issues. It has,
moreover, been highly entrepreneurial in pro-

17  In June 1995, Tutkas suggested that the newly-
elected Eduskunta should instigate a technology assess-
ment and in September the same year, in a private ini-
tiative tabled in connection with the Budget, Martti
Tiuri moved that this should be followed up. Accord-
ingly, at the behest of the Speaker’s Council, the Of-
fice of Parliament (kansliatoimikunta) created a work-
ing group – which was to report by December 31 1995
– to consider the organisation of the technology as-
sessment exercise. Without the support of the Speak-
er, Riitta Uosukainen, this working group would not

have been set up. It recommended that the assessment
should get underway and that responsibility for it be
vested in the TVK, which was duly reconstituted on
February 27 1996. (Correspondence from Martti Tiuri
19.6.2000.)
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moting the scope of its activities.18 But to what
extent have the TVK’s distinguishing charac-
teristics militated against its integration into the
standing committee system?

The strong impression from the plenary de-
bate on December 10 and December 13 1999
was that the TVK was not seen by many par-
liamentarians as complementing and/or rein-
forcing the deliberative function of the secto-
ral committees. Kyösti Karjula presented the
TVK as essentially a service committee (palve-
leva valiokunta) that can view the future in its
entirety in such a way as to improve the serv-
ice to the other standing committees. Yet it
does not appear that the TVK’s service func-
tion has been effectively performed in relation
to the consideration of legislation undertaken
by the other standing committees. Many speak-
ers in fact revealed a suspicious, even resent-
ful attitude towards the committee and its role
in the standing committee system.

Karjula himself alluded to ‘corridor discus-
sions’ in which it was claimed that the TVK
had appropriated future issues. His Centre Party
colleague, Johannes Leppänen (who voted
against permanent status), insisted that the TVK
must not be proprietorial and monopolise a par-
ticular subject. Rather, the future should form
part of the work of all standing committees.
The Conservative, Eero Akaan-Penttilä, held
that, to the best of his knowledge, the plenary
had not delegated work to the TVK nor had the
other standing committees profited from the
TVK’s specialist knowledge because it had not
been compulsory to consult it. His party col-
league, Kaarina Dromberg, observed that the
TVK appeared too independent in its working
relative to the other standing committees and
that there needed to be more co-operation. For
his part, the Swedish People’s Party delegate,
Klaus Bremer, expressed astonishment that par-

liamentarians appeared to view the existence of
the TVK as a vote of no confidence in the work
of their standing committee. He added that the
various standing committees should have the
opportunity of delegating to the TVK matters
in need of expeditious resolution which relate
to the work of the standing committee in ques-
tion. In sum, it was plain from the plenary de-
bate on the issue of permanent status that most
speakers did not believe the service function
was being effectively performed or, put simply,
that the Eduskunta was getting the most out of
the TVK.

Karjula described the TVK, quite reasonably,
as a ‘service committee’ that should serve and
strengthen the deliberative function of the other
standing committees by making available to
them innovative background material on a
range of future issues. But are other labels
equally or indeed more appropriate? Can the
TVK, for example, be classified as a ‘corporate
committee’ à la Loewenberg and Patterson?

Prima facie support for such a description
can be gained from its first report in 1998. This
states that “the TVK provides …free and open
discussion remarkably free from the constraints
of party politics…” It is true that in contrast to
the other standing committees there is no par-
ty line as such and discussion proceeds over
and above the government-opposition binary
divide. Yet differences in partisan perspective
almost inevitably emerge over such fundamen-
tal value-based questions as globalisation, the
integration of markets, the challenges facing
the welfare state, the need for sustainable de-
velopment and the information technology rev-
olution. During the 1996-99 TVK 2, for exam-
ple, there was an undoubted tension in the de-
liberations on the government’s report Finland
and the Future of Europe. The high-tech, sci-
ence orientation of the Conservative chair,
Martti Tiuri, and his highly committed party
colleague, Markku Markkula, was opposed by
the Social Democratic contingent of Kalevi
Olin, Kimmo Kiljunen and Tarja Filatov. In-
deed, the fundamental challenge of producing
TVK reports has been to achieve compromise
formulas that have successfully reconciled dif-
ferences over ends and means. Kiljunen puts
the point graphically. “The key words in our
analysis may be ‘prosperity, competitiveness,

18  As Tiuri has written: “The TVK has paid visits to
Finnish universities and science parks to familiarise it-
self with their research activities and to foreign parlia-
ments to monitor the progress of their technology as-
sessment exercise. The TVK has sought to comprehend
the success of the south-east Asian ‘tigers’ – and South
Korean in particular – and the prospective markets there
for Finnish business”. (Tiuri 1999, 190.) Video confer-
ences have been organised between the TVK and ex-
perts from the aforementioned countries.
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global accommodation, advanced technology
and economic growth. But social change can be
viewed using different terms such as human
welfare, the influence of globalisation, equali-
ty, a conducive work environment and sustain-
able development. This is not just a difference
over words but of distinguishing ends from
means.” (Kiljunen 1998, 352.)

The conventional wisdom among TVK mem-
bers has been that the real debate of issues and,
by inference, the basic ideological divisions
among its members, have represented a healthy
counterpoise to the neutered character of Fin-
land’s ‘consensus politics’. The TVK is viewed
as essential because extremely broad-based
governing coalitions have significantly reduced
the capacity of the legislature as a whole to in-
fluence public policy. Can the TVK, then, be
regarded as a strong policy influencing commit-
tee? Clearly an answer to that question rests
principally on an assessment of whether the
TVK has been able to generate a long-term per-
spective in parliamentary decision-making and
this is the subject of the final part of the pa-
per.

The TVK: an ‘agenda-setting committee’?

In many ways, the TVK has functioned like a
lobby group, lobbying both government and
parliament on the importance of particular is-
sues and in this way seeking to define a rele-
vant agenda for policy-making over a period of
two decades or so ahead. How has it sought to
set the future agenda and how effective has it
been in breaking down the short-term, sectoral
approaches reputedly characterising the legis-
lative process? This final section will first out-
line the methods used by TVK to achieve its
objectives and then discuss the views of com-
mittee members about its efficacy to date. The
TVK has sought to canvass an agenda of ‘fu-
ture issues’ in the following main ways.

1) By making direct approaches to the prime
minister with a view to defining the speci-
fic themes of government reports on the fu-
ture. On June 16 1999, the TVK wrote to
Paavo Lipponen requesting that, instead of
a general report on the future, the govern-
ment should present parliament with a report

focusing on the problems of the informati-
on society. In its response to the Constitu-
tional Committee’s consideration of the ‘go-
vernment report for 1999’ (toimenpidekerto-
mus), the TVK narrowed this down further
to a government report on the digital
economy and competence society.

2) By commissioning high quality reports on
‘future issues’ – in relation to the technolo-
gy assessment exercise for example – and
getting them debated on the floor of the
Eduskunta. This has involved inter alia wor-
king to influence the Speaker’s Council on
the content of scheduled ‘topical plenary
debates’. Thus, on February 23, 2000 the
TVK sent a memorandum to the Eduskunta
Speaker requesting that the topical debate
set for March 15 be a discussion of the fu-
ture of work. The approach was strategical-
ly timed a week before the government pre-
sented its guidelines for the 2001 budget.
The TVK noted that work was a basic pre-
requisite of Finnish welfare and that the
committee had selected it as its main theme
for the present parliamentary term.

3) By organising briefings for MPs on salient
issues. On the eve of the plenary debate on
March 14, the TVK organised an ‘informa-
tion session’ in the Grand Committee room
at which the TVK’s view of work in the fu-
ture was presented. Several documents had
earlier been distributed to MPs. They inclu-
ded a seminar series publication on the fu-
ture of work prepared in co-operation with
the Academic Network for Future Research
and a study entitled Globalisation and the
End of Work: The Economy and Employment
to the Year 2030 produced by the State Eco-
nomic Research Centre.

4) By creating a regularised parliamentary fo-
rum for the discussion of broader issues. In
October 1999, the TVK unanimously decid-
ed to create a deliberative arena for fellow
parliamentarians led by a series of ‘experi-
enced wise heads’. Seventy-seven persons
(approximately two-thirds of them men)
were selected as ‘information providers’,
problem solvers’ and ‘innovative thinkers’.
(Helsingin Sanomat, 8.10.1999.) The initi-
ative represented a development of the
TVK’s Studia Parlamentia lecture series in
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which experts from different fields gave an
half-hour presentation in the Grand Commit-
tee room which was open to all those work-
ing in parliament. The presentations were
not, however, followed by any discussion.
The meetings of ‘experienced wise heads’
are planned to take place four or five times
annually, each topic being introduced by
five or six ‘wise heads’ and then opened out
for deeper discussion. The first was held on
December 1 1999 on the theme ‘The Social
Responsibility of Companies and Company
Directors’. (Tiihonen 1999a.)

5. By seeking to have an indirect impact on,
and to give a longer-term perspective to par-
liamentary decision-making through stimu-
lating the public discussion of future issues.
In this connection, the TVK has provided a
useful forum for leading public figures want-
ing publicity for their views. Former presi-
dent, Mauno Koivisto (1982-94), has on sev-
eral occasions contacted the TVK chair with
a view to a channel for putting his opinion
on topical issues (the government line on
Austria, the question of Finnish involvement
in ‘peace enforcement’ operations etc). The
TVK has sought added authority for its po-
sition by consulting directly with the ordi-
nary public. It is planning a discussion fo-
rum for young persons operating spontane-
ously via the Internet and has also stated its
intention of being peripatetic by organising
meetings in various parts of the country to
discuss relevant issues.

6. Finally, TVK may also be said to exert in-
fluence through its members who can act as
‘opinion leaders’ both on their sectoral
standing committees and the floor of the
Eduskunta. Testimony to the value and po-
tential ‘knock on value’ of committee serv-
ice came from one member who related how
she ”felt so dumb” during her first term as
an MP and how the pieces of the legislative
jigsaw did not fit together. She now felt able
to distinguish the wood from the trees. TVK
members are constantly involved in updat-
ing their knowledge and understanding of
methodological developments. For instance,
a full day was set aside on May 19 2000 for
the preparation of scenarios for ‘future pol-
icy-making’. The TVK’s staff – two secre-

taries and two clerks – is small but very en-
ergetic. On the question of opinion leader-
ship, it may be significant that over 60% of
the speakers in the ‘topical plenary debate’
on work on March 15 were TVK members.

Turning from the question of how the TVK
has sought to promote a stronger future orien-
tation in policy-making to the issue of how ef-
fective it has been, it may be noted that in its
first report in the 1998 Eduskunta session, the
TVK was upbeat about its achievements to
date. “The objective of bringing a long-term
perspective to parliamentary decisions has been
achieved at least in part. The TVK has engaged
in a dialogue with the government on future
questions and, in this way, promoted the will-
ingness of the administration and MPs to take
up new themes and problems for deliberation.
At the same time, the TVK has stimulated pub-
lic debate through its reports and discussion
events”. (TuVM/1998 vp – VNS 3/1997 vp.) In
a similar vein, a senior parliamentary official
commented that: “I think the TVK has been
good at producing reports of high standard and
initiating debates. It has sensitised parliamen-
tarians to consider long-term perspectives”. But
he added the caveat that “the TVK has not had
any direct impact on the day-to-day business of
legislation”. In other words, there is good rea-
son to doubt whether the TVK is a strong pol-
icy influencing committee (see the previous
section) in relation to its direct influence on the
content of the reports of other standing com-
mittees and the content of government legisla-
tion (the content of government reports on the
future will be touched on shortly).

It might reasonably be countered that the cri-
teria used in the preparation of legislation do
reflect a greater concern for the longer-term
future. In the early 1990s, when Finland
plunged into the depths of recession, and there
was an urgent need to cut public spending,
short-term economic considerations were un-
derstandably paramount. In the present strong-
growth climate it may be that environmental
and energy concerns, the implications for sus-
tainable development etc are weighed more in
drafting government proposals – and, indeed,
in their deliberation in the sectoral standing
committees. But even assuming this is the case,

https://www.c-info.fi/info/?token=8BzPXsUb78lDPpOY.SCkqGTlfQpfJAozcwt3bJw.ZvCvsfQB9FugyyOBS8K1eRIKQTaNGlNI4MmDOXE36f92wE6vCnjLaVmkrB7zyMy7HpWeDvhkGqFVbcDVjTA1QUqyMkMD6NfQ36KlxJJg6FGGcwpsg38pw9HL_7qP47SKIAMB0qpqWvYzvoThI9X8bO3RYqM9fiUrrEFhTGegkQCcaTGWF-kz9w2Va9q1AILicfKYQ5wnlgktNhjqK0ISsqtJihV1mQ


The Model for Parliaments in the Future?… 161

attributing it directly to the impact of the TVK
is impossible. After all, individual ministries
are required to produce a future strategy cov-
ering about two decades ahead, the Greens have
been in the cabinet since 1995 and a variety of
international environmental commitments have
been undertaken. All we can comment on is
how effective its members feel the TVK has
been in promoting an agenda of future issues
– MPs outside the committee would doubtless
have a different view – and how the TVK has
formed part of the process of future policy-
making.

In fact, the postal questionnaire revealed that
a large majority of TVK members believed the
committee had been effective in respect of its
primary objective. 73% of respondents thought
the TVK had been ‘very successful’ or ‘reason-
ably successful’ in bringing a long-term per-
spective to the parliamentary decision-making
process. In view of a comment from a Centre
Party MP that “the committee has been more
influential outside the Eduskunta than inside
it”, it was interesting to note that a still higher
proportion – nearly 82% – of members thought
the TVK had been ‘very successful’ or ‘reason-
ably successful’ in stimulating a public debate
on future issues. Reference was made to the
good media response to the TVK reports – es-
pecially the one on plant gene technology – and
the publicity given to the meetings of ‘experi-
enced wise heads’. Committee members in
short were broadly satisfied that the TVK was
performing a valuable socialisation function in
relation both to political elites and the mass
public.

They were singularly dissatisfied, however,
with the committee’s relationship with the po-
litical executive. Indeed, in its response to the
Constitutional Committee concerning the gov-
ernment’s annual report for 1999, the TVK
adopted a decidedly ‘hawkish’ tone when in-
sisting that mutual contacts between govern-
ment and parliament should be strengthened as
part of a dialogue on future issues.19 Not a sin-
gle TVK respondent, moreover, believed that
the governmental machine was competent to
deal with questions relating to the future. Re-

sponses referred to the government’s lack of
time, its concentration on the matters in its pro-
gramme, the fact that the activity of the politi-
cal executive was too sectoralised (department-
based) and the way “everybody passes the buck
and nothing gets done”. Broadening the per-
spective, one member held that “the more wide-
ly and openly future issues are discussed, the
better”, whilst another insisted that “parliament
should acquire its own information and form its
own view of future issues, although a dialogue
with the government is important”. There was
no mention of the lack of a minister with spe-
cific responsibility for future issues, though the
TVK has intermittently canvassed such an ap-
pointment.

Whilst the government has been clearly re-
luctant to concede the initiative to the TVK
and/or be told what particular theme to focus
on in its next future report, the TVK has been
involved at the consultative stage prior to the
preparation of government reports on the fu-
ture. This is an important, since there is no tra-
dition in Finland – in contrast to Sweden or,
earlier, Norway – of parliamentary involvement
at the (pre-) formulation stage of public poli-
cy via the commission system. TVK has been
an actor in the consultation process on future
reports orchestrated from the Prime Minister’s
Office and involving, among others, the vari-
ous government departments, regional councils,
local government bodies, businesses and aca-
demics. Both the TVK and cabinet, although
part of the legislature and executive respective-
ly, have been part of a policy community on
future issues and (perhaps inevitably in a small
country), they deploy largely the same network
of experts. Labouring the point somewhat, the
TVK is in a position to influence the content
and approach of government reports and then
subsequently to deliberate on the shortcomings
of the report in its response to parliament.

For example, in autumn 1998, and again over
summer 2000, the government organised a se-
ries of so-called ‘future forums’ in different
parts of the country at which ministers ad-
dressed particular themes in the presence of in-
vited representatives of the regions. Several
TVK members were involved as speakers. How
much influence this exercise afforded the com-
mittee must necessarily remain an open ques-

19  TuVL 2/2000 vp, Hallituksen toimenpidekertomus
vuodelta 1999.
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tion. The TVK paid lip-service to the valuable
dialogue between government and parliament
which these regional forums fostered. Yet there
was more than a hint of a competitive relation-
ship between the committee and the cabinet in
the way its secretary urged the importance of
regional equality in the economic, technologi-
cal, employment and educational fields. These,
she noted, were priorities of the TVK. (Tiiho-
nen 1999b.) What is undeniable is that TVK
cannot be by-passed in the consultation proc-
ess. All in all, the TVK is perhaps best de-
scribed as an agenda-setting standing commit-
tee in that it canvasses, and contributes to set-
ting a wider policy agenda that reflects the fu-
ture challenges facing Finnish society. In a
comparative perspective it may not be difficult
to identify agenda-setting bodies that are in-
volved in the long-term planning process. The
various economic and social councils are cas-
es in point. But for a parliamentary standing
committee to be agenda-setting in the manner
of the Finnish TVK is much more unusual.

Conclusion: A Model for Parliaments in the
Future?

In the Declaration of Athens, drafted by the
second European Parliamentary Conference on
Information and Communication Technologies
on February 3-4 2000, it was stated that “All
parliaments should have some mechanisms for
looking ahead at the broader social impact of
current technology change”. Distinctively, the
Finnish Eduskunta has vested this function in
a specific standing committee, the Committee
for the Future. Readers of this article will doubt-
less make their own assessment of whether the
TVK model is one that might usefully be trans-
planted outside Finland, although institutional
diffusion – replicating a particular blueprint in
another political culture – is no guarantee of its
successful adaptation. What can be asserted,
however, is that the existence of a specific com-
mittee for the future has served at very least to
highlight questions of widespread importance
regarding the role of legislatures in the transi-
tion to the information society, the changing
nature of representative democracy and, above
all, the competence of parliamentarians to make
informed judgements on crucial policy matters.

Is it the case that the technical knowledge lev-
els of MPs should be continuously raised so as
to enable them thoroughly to investigate issues
and by extension safeguard the successful
working of representative democracy?

This has been the basic thesis of the TVK
chairman since 1996, Martti Tiuri. He has ar-
gued that in Finland until the 1950s, represent-
ative democracy worked well because MPs had
their own experience of work and society and
the issues to be resolved were generally those
on which they were experts. Since then, socie-
ty has diversified exponentially and MPs have
gradually become professional politicians lack-
ing immediate experience of most of the mat-
ters they consider. Tiuri goes much further by
insisting that decisions about nuclear power,
gene technology, mad cow disease or energy
taxation require personal knowledge. They can-
not be left to experts – not least because they
cannot agree among themselves – nor is acting
on intuition good enough. “If the Eduskunta
wants to decide on nuclear power, the MPs
should know about nuclear power, other pow-
er sources and energy technology. All Finnish
MPs should acquire a thorough grounding in
forestry because Finland lives off the forests.”
(Tiuri 1999, 186.) He concluded provocative-
ly that “when a former Finnish prime minister
states that nuclear power stations are danger-
ous, he has failed in his duty to go into things
properly”! (Tiuri 1999, 187).

When, shortly after the February 2000 elec-
tion, the losing presidential candidate, Esko
Aho, the Centre chairman, requested a sabbat-
ical year in Harvard to recharge his batteries,
it sparked an unusually vigorous public debate
about the nature of an MP’s responsibility to
his electors. According to Esko Helle, a Con-
stitutional Committee member, the MP does not
have a job or profession – from which he/she
can get sabbatical leave – but a position of trust
which cannot be set aside. (Helsingin Sanomat
23.3.2000.) However, shortly after the
Eduskunta had voted (relatively narrowly) to
grant him his ‘year out’, I discussed with Aho
the reasons for his period abroad. “Time to
think about fundamental questions” was the gist
of his reply. He observed that until as late as
the 1960s Finnish society had been based on the
land and farm ownership defined social rela-
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20  Interview with Esko Aho 19.5.2000.

tions. For three decades or so thereafter, soci-
ety was based on labour and paid work of var-
ious sorts and social welfare was facilitated
through taxation. The advent of the ‘compe-
tence society’, he continued, raised a tangle of
issues relating to the nature of work, sources
of taxation etc.20 The fundamental question that
Aho seemed to want to research is: ‘On what
basis is the society of the future to be organ-
ised?’ Ironically, Aho voted against permanent
status for the TVK. However, this is surely a
question for all Western parliaments whether
there is a specific committee for the future or not.

REFERENCES

Helsingin Sanomat 8.10.1999. Tulevaisuusvaliokunta
listasi maan viisaat.

Helsingin Sanomat 14.12.1999. Tulevaisuusvaliokun-
ta vakinaistetaan eduskunnassa.

Helsingin Sanomat 23.3.2000. Kansanedustajan vastuu.
Kasvigeenitekniikka ravinnontuotannossa. Teknologian

arviointeja 3. Eduskunnan kanslian julkaisu 4/1998.
Edita, Helsinki.

Kiljunen, Kimmo (1998): Nahkurin Orsilla. Kansan-
edustajana Suomessa. Werner Söderström. Porvoo-
Helsinki-Juva.

PTK 123/1999 vp. Puhemiesneuvoston ehdotus uudeksi
eduskunnan työjärjestykseksi. Perjantai 10.12.1999.

Reilu ja rohkea – vastuun ja osaamisen Suomi. TuVM
1/1998 vp – VNS/3, 1997 vp.

Report No 1/1994 of the Special Parliamentary Com-
mittee on Finland’s Future Options. TVK Report
1994.

Sinko, Matti & Lehtinen, Erno (toim.) (1998): Osaa-
misen haasteet ja tietotekniikan mahdollisuudet.
Eduskunnan kanslian julkaisu 2/98. Edita, Helsinki.

Suomi ja Euroopan tulevaisuus. Valtioneuvoston tule-
vaisuusselonteko eduskunnalle. Osa 1 1996 vp VNS
3. Valtioneuvoston kanslian julkaisusarja 1996/2,
Helsinki.

Suomen tulevaisuus ja toimintavaihtoehdot – valtioneu-
voston selonteko eduskunnalle. Valtioneuvoston
kanslian julkaisusarja 1993/1, Helsinki.

Tiihonen, Paula (toim.) (1999a): Kokeneet viisaat: Yri-
tysten ja yritysjohtajien yhteiskunnallinen vastuu.
Eduskunnan tulevaisuusvaliokunta.

Tiihonen, Paula (1999b): Tulevaisuusfoorumit ja tule-
vaisuusvaliokunnan työ. Teoksessa Pauliina Peltonen
(toim.): Tulevaisuusfoorumit 1998 -raportti, s. 13–
14. Valtioneuvoston kanslian julkaisuja 1999/2, Hel-
sinki.

Tiuri, Martti (1999): Tulevaisuus on toisenlainen. Gum-
merus, Jyväskylä–Helsinki.

https://www.c-info.fi/info/?token=8BzPXsUb78lDPpOY.SCkqGTlfQpfJAozcwt3bJw.ZvCvsfQB9FugyyOBS8K1eRIKQTaNGlNI4MmDOXE36f92wE6vCnjLaVmkrB7zyMy7HpWeDvhkGqFVbcDVjTA1QUqyMkMD6NfQ36KlxJJg6FGGcwpsg38pw9HL_7qP47SKIAMB0qpqWvYzvoThI9X8bO3RYqM9fiUrrEFhTGegkQCcaTGWF-kz9w2Va9q1AILicfKYQ5wnlgktNhjqK0ISsqtJihV1mQ

