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Abstract: This paper concentrates on everyday life in the twin-city of Tornio–

Haparanda, which is situated in the cross-border region of the Tornio River Valley 

between Finland and Sweden.  The Tornio River Valley was divided after the Finnish 

War of 1809 and, until then, people spoke the same language and shared the same 

culture and religion. Today, the Tornio River Valley area is a frontier district where the 

political—or national—boundaries do not coincide with the cultural and linguistic 

boundaries. The multi-ethnic border zone of the Tornio River Valley is vital area for the 

hybridisation of cultures as well as for the study of power relations and everyday 

activities. The towns have many forms of co-operation in different sectors. In my 

ongoing research I am more interested in the everyday transnationalism which is 

experienced by the town dwellers.  My material consists of ethnographic fieldwork, 

mostly interviews, but also participant observations, newspaper articles and internet 

discussion. I have also collected essays written by school pupils. The joint cultural 

history of this area can explain – at least partly – the current integration over the border, 

and the plan or utopia of a borderless twin-city.   

 

Presentation of the area and its inhabitants 

The two towns, Tornio in Finland and Haparanda in Sweden form together a twin-city, 

and today they are almost grown together.  Nowadays the population is composed of 

different linguistic, ethnic and cultural groups: the Tornio Valley inhabitants in both 

countries, Finland Finns, Sweden Swedes, Sweden Finns
  
and Saami, who live in both 

countries as well as a small group of immigrants. Haparanda became a retirement 

community for Finnish emigrants moving from southern Sweden (where they have 

moved in 60‘s and 70‘s to work in industry) to nearer their former native country in order 

to benefit from the Swedish retirement plan and Finnish language services. 

 

Tornio is twice as big as Haparanda, it has 22,400 inhabitants and Haparanda a population 

of 10,200. Haparanda, in which 75 per cent of the inhabitants have a Finnish background,
 
is 

at present Sweden‘s largest Finnish-speaking municipality, in which 60 per cent are 

proficient in Finnish, the majority belonging to the older age groups.  There are spoken two 

variations of Finnish: standard Finnish and an old Finnish dialect called the Finnish of 

Tornio River valley or meänkieli, which literally means our language.  Finnish is the main 

language in Tornio, although there has been on old Swedish speaking minority.  

 

In my oral presentation I will first briefly focus on the history of this cross-border area, 

because the joint cultural history can explain – at lest partly – the current integration over 

the border, and the plan or utopia of a borderless twin-city. Then I will discuss the co-
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operation on the state or town level and in the end concentrate on the transnational and 

multilocal everyday life, which the local people are living.    

 

Main concepts   

According to Doreen Massey I understand here borders as tools for organising social 

space and as a part of a process where places and their identities are produced. So, further 

place should not be understood only in a physical or integrated sense, as separate and 

stable. Instead, the concept should be combined with ideas of a meeting place, in which 

connections, relationships, impacts and movements are intertwined.  Transnational refers 

to those multiple relationships and interactions which link people and institutions across 

national borders space. Central element in this is cultural complexity. Multilocality I 

define as relationships and networks between many places – as a strategy and mobility.   

 

Brief  historical background in the Tornio River Valley 

Until the end of the Finnish War in 1809 this area—as the rest of Finland—belonged to 

Sweden, but after that to the Russian Empire. It was a cultural and ecological entity in 

which the same languages were spoken, Finnish and Saami, membership was in the same 

evangelical movement that of the Laestadians, and a living was earned from the same 

forms of livelihood; fishing, cattle herding and trade. In 1809 a new frontier between 

Sweden and Russia was defined along the River Tornio as the result of peace 

negotiations.   

 

So the Tornio River Valley is a frontier district where the political boundaries do not 

necessarily coincide with the cultural and linguistic boundaries.  In spite of the new 

national border, life and contacts between the local people on both sides of the Tornio 

Valley continued, because in the beginning the border was only an administrative 

measure and the border crossings were rather free – except the war times. 

 

All in all, people living on both sides of the border have used different border strategies 

and have pursued different cross-border activities at different times and there have also 

been ‗border migrants‘. Cross-border marriages or ‗cross mating‘, both legal and illegal 

forms of commerce, and employment on the other side of the border have long been 

customary. These cross-border marriages have been very important in several ways, not 

in the least that the Finnish language has survived. 

 

Bordering and de-bordering processes; integration over borders 
Gradually during the last 200 years this area has undergone bordering processes. Different 

languages, cultures, ethnic groups, religions and social classes were and are encountering in 

the cross-border area.  Previously shared place was divided to two different places of 

meaning in 1809 and so bordering processes started. Thus at an early stage, as state 

institutions and symbols began to proliferate, this region became an area from which two 

narratives were emanated. So on both sides of the border a different narrative was told, of 

‗us‘ and of ‗them‘.    

 

Little by little an end came to the demarcation of boundaries and the differences caused by 

economic and social losses. The western side of the Tornio Valley became a part of the 
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history of the Swedish state and Folkhemmet
 
 (people‘s home), whereas the eastern side 

became part of Finland and its history.  The common history, language and religion and 

copious social relationships and contacts were in a key position in recovering from the 

tragic and arduous times after the world wars. The frontier area on the Finnish side 

especially has enriched the Tornio River Valley, and indeed the whole of Finland 

economically, socially and culturally. 

 

In addition to bordering processes de-bordering processes are happening at the same time. 

A close and vivid co-operation on the town level has been going on decades. Personal 

relationships were important, the former governors in Lapland and in Norbotten knew each 

other well and the Swedish governor was bilingual and had his background in the area, so 

the co operation have in the beginning based on – in addition to personal relationships, also 

on shared cultural history and language.  

 

On the macro level three important decisions can be seen in the background for the current 

economic integration in Tornio-Haparanda: the founding of steel fabric of Outokumpu in 

1960s, the memberships of European Union 1995 and 2006 IKEA. Opposition towards co-

operation has been stronger in Haparanda than in Tornio.   

 

The twin-city of Tornio-Haparanda aims at a profile of openness as a border area, wherein 

cooperation between the bordering states and municipalities functions smoothly. In the 

course of cooperation and in different joint projects trustworthiness and social capital play 

an important part.   

 

Cross-border agreements between Haparanta and Tornio 

 Joint use of the swimming pool in Haaparanta, in middle of 1960‘s  

 Agreement on joint sewage treatment plant 1971 

 Joint waste tip 1976-85 

 Free cross-border education on the ground school level (classes I-VII) 1978 

 Provincia Bothniensis co-operation organ 1987 

 Joint language school 1989 

 Co-operation in fire- and rescue services 1993 

 Ambulances can take patients over the border 1993   

 Agreement on ―distant warming system‖ and supplying it over border 1993 

 Joint special car for fire stations 1994 

 Joint company for sewage treatment 1996 

 Joint tourist information (and tourist map)  1998 

 Joint Euro-High school,  Eurolukio 1998 

 Children day care agreement  2002 

 Waste service agreement 2002 

 Rajalla – På Gränsen (On the border)  realization plan  2003 

 Night dejour services of social sector 2004 

 Plan for a joint travel centre (bus station)  2008 

 A joint square – Victoria square 2011 

 A joint library buss (Finland, Sweden and Norway) 
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Institutional cross-border co-operation between Haparanda and Tornio 

 Joint meetings of the town organs, e.g. town governments and   councils     

 Meetings of several working groups   

 Contacts on daily bases between civil servants and politicians     

 The government of Provincia Bothniensis (cross border association who organizes 

cooperation; not legal status)  

 Borderless education      

 Possibility to cross-border use of facilities (e.g. sport halls, healthy services)  

 Joint investments     

 Joint cultural and sport activities and happenings    

 Cross-border sport clubs and teams   

 Joint marketing (e.g. in tourism)   

 Joint name and logo: Tornio-Haparanda/Haparanda-Tornio (2006) 

 

The current co-operation between these two towns has impact on everyday life of the 

inhabitants. Human activities set demands on the co-operation between towns and states, so 

practical problems has to be solved. These questions are concerning pensions, taxes and 

commuting over border, child daycare, social benefits etc.   

 

Transnational everyday life  
This location as a border area both countries and towns use to their advantage in the 

European Union. Local people are living a very transnational everyday life – or they have 

lived it always. According to Swedish ethnologist Thomas O‘Dell (2003: 31) a regionaut is 

a person who develops the skills of using the worlds on both sides of the border. These 

regionauts utilised regional and local knowledge based on, for example, proximity to the 

border and the joint history, culture and language of the area in the vicinity of two 

independent states.  Mobility, migration and transnationalism are not only contemporary 

phenomena: in the past centuries as well, people have moved around and lived 

transnational lives and lifestyles. The common cultural and linguistical background and 

shared experiences form a good starting point for multilocality on micro level.    

 

The forms of multilocality include for example day-care, school, work, shopping, hobbies, 

leisure time activities and social networks. It is difficult to estimate the number of those 

who are commuting e.g. for work or school over the border.    

 

  

  

 


