
Forssa – a company town with uncertain futures		

Forssa is a small industrial town in South Western Finland. It is loosing population 
and therefore its income as tax base.  Further it lacks a distinctive (contemporary) 
urban identity. The main question for Forssa is how to start a process, which will 
lead to a qualitative change of the town and the way it understands itself. This is 
the main thought of the brief for the first SPARK workshop in a nutshell. 

The following text has three parts, ”Analysis”, ”Speculation”, and ”Diagrams”. 
”Analysis” tells the history of Forssa, defines its problem, and explores cultural 
resources which may form the seeds to resolve Forssa’s current problems. In 
”Speculation”, a matrix of driving forces is presented on the basis of which four 
alternative future scenarios are briefly outlined. Under ”Diagrams” several 
morphological elements of the town (historical parts responsible for the town’s 
present form) are indicated and potential sites for projects are suggested.
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1.1 THE COMPANY TOWN

The history of Forssa started in 1844, when the Swedish-born industrialist A.W. 
Wahrén leased land and with that the right to use the power of the Kuhalankoski 
rapid from a local farmer. In 1847 Wahrén founded a spinning mill on the riverbank. 
The rapid gave name to the new town –  fors meaning rapid in Swedish.

Diagram 1
Forssa’s location. The distance to Helsinki, the 
capital, is 110 km.

ANALYSIS

1. HISTORY

1.0	  THE REGION BEFORE TOWN OF FORSSA

Historically Finland belonged to the Swedish kingdom from 12th century until 
1809. In the 17th century Sweden enjoyed a brief period of imperial power at a 
European scale and expanded. The Swedish army conquered the Baltic States and 
parts of Germany. The wars were heavy in terms of loss of life, and a specific 
system of farms supplying goods and soldiers was established, known as ruotulaitos 
in Finnish. 

The Southern Häme region, especially Tammela, which lies next to the present 
Forssa, used to be an important area for the recruitment of soldiers. This was due 
to a specific road connection with Turku, the former capital and main harbour. At 
that time Finland was very sparsely populated with virtually no roads. The so 
called ”Ox road” from Turku to the regional capital and fortress of Hämeenlinna 
passed Tammela (and the present Forssa). The main connection, however, the 
”Kings road” followed the Southern coast from Turku all the way to Viipuri, a 
mediaeval castle, on the Russian border.

The region is dotted with late-mediaeval churches and 18th and 19th century manors. 
Many local festivals, such as the “Hakkapeliittapäivät” in Tammela, now use these 
as setting to recreate historic events and traditions.



In 1856 Wahrén extended his industry and additionally founded a weaving mill 
and textile finishing units a bit upstream. The weaving mill used steam power, for 
which logs were driven in the river from the nearby woodlands. By 1862 the main 
features of industrial Forssa were established.

Until the Second World War, Forssa was a classical one-company-town in a rural 
setting. It was an organic, functional, and self-sufficient unit, where literally 
everything was organised by the company Forssa Osakeyhtiö (Forssa Ltd). The 
main elements of the town were: 
1)	 the spinning mill 
2)	 villas of the owners and managers in a lush park-like setting,  
3)	 the weaving mill upstream, 
4)	 a sawmill that provided the raw material for energy (steam), 
5)	 a rather dense working class housing district of wooden houses,
6)	 agricultural units, such as vegetable gardens, cannery, and a manor house 	

with livestock. 

The rest of the land surrounding these built elements was strictly used for farming. 

Cotton came from the US via Turku harbour. From Turku it was transported in 
convoys of horse carriages to Forssa. The markets for the textile products were 
mainly in Russia.

In 1898 a small railway line was built by a private company, from Forssa to the 
Turku-Tampere main trunk line. The Railway station was built on the south-
western side of the then existing settlement, initiating a new direction for expansion 
of the town. The market square was eventually created further north at the edge 
of the green area along the river that stretched between the two mills, closer to 
the working class housing areas. Also in 1898 a new transportation link between 
the two factories, the first electric tram in Finland, was installed to improve the 
transportation of raw material from the spinning mill to the weaving mill. Workers, 
too, used this small tram, nicknamed ”Sähköpässi” (electric ram).

Diagram 2
The present Forssa is for a great deal defined 
by the elements of the 19th century company 
town. The factory park still gives a leafy and 
well-kept atmosphere for the centre. The 
managers houses used to line main streets, 
converging in the park. Some of those houses 
are now in new use, some have been replaced 
by commercial buildings. Old roads have not 
changed their course. Interesting element is the 
direct line, linking the two textile factories. This 
is the route of the ”Sähköpässi” tram. It is a 
secret organising element of the town. It used 
to be industrial land and therefore unaccessible, 
but now it waits developmet and discovery.

F02D

F03B



The growth in textile production continued well until after the Second World 
War. In 1951 Finlayson (a larger Finnish textile firm based in Tampere that had 
bought up Forssa Ltd in 1934) built a new automatic weaving mill. It was the 
biggest weaving mill in Scandinavia – a single floor building filled with machines 
measuring 174 by 82 metres. Russia, or rather the Soviet Union, was still the most 
important market in the 1950s and 60s. 

1.2	 FORSSA TODAY

Although the exports to the Soviet Union kept Finlayson’s textile production 
operating somewhat longer compared with other Western European countries, its 
production volume did shrink gradually and employment in Forssa went down. 
However,  Forssa’s industrial fate did not collapse. On the contrary, rather atypically 
Forssa has remained very industrial. New sectors, such as construction industry, 
printing, and later food processing industries have replaced the loss of jobs in 
textile. The investment capital is not local anymore – the new industries are 
branches of national and international firms. 

In 2001 35% of employment was still in industry, while the national average is 
around 25% (industry and construction). Further the town has 124% self-sufficiency 
in jobs, which means people commute from the surrounding region to Forssa for 
work. Due to structural reasons, unemployment is a problem, but the percentage 
is not very much higher than the national average of about 10%. 

However, the diversification of Forssa’s industry has had cultural implications. 
The identity of Forssa can no longer be that of a company town dominated by one 
textile firm. Older Forssa people still remember the 1950s, when the wife of a 
factory engineer had caused a big scandal by walking in the street “undressed” – 
meaning without a hat! Such clear social divisions and strict codes of behaviour 
do, of course, not hold anymore, but the story expresses that it has been difficult 
for Forssa to come to terms with the change and find a new identity.
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Diagram 3
Forssa is in the middle of the more densely 
populated South-Western Finland. However, it 
lacks both railway and highway connections, 
making it part of a ”central margin”. This area 
has cultural and tourist potential, alongside of 
the established recreational areas, the 
archipelago and the Lake District.



Thus it seems that Forssa lacks both the economical and cultural profile it would 
need. The town turns out to have a very suburban atmosphere through its low 
population density. Thus the quality of commercial nucleus is accordingly dull 
and the range of cultural and entertainment facilities rather limited. Further Forssa 
characterises itself as not having any important or well known feature; there is no 
big thing about Forssa. The town has enough jobs, so there are no serious troubles 
of that sort, but the town feels that it is lacking something – being that enough

2. FORSSA’S PROBLEMS

Forssa is not well positioned vis-à-vis modern transport links. Even though it 
is in the middle of the relatively more densely populated South-Western Finland, 
it lacks both rail and highway connections. Forssa does not belong to the ”Golden 
Triangle” links between the three large population-centres Helsinki, Tampere, and 
Turku. These road and rail connections between the three represent historical 
growth corridors and most of the cultural impulses. Forssa and the Southern Häme 
region could be said to be a ”central margin” in Finland (diagram 3).

As a consequence, Forssa’s population is slowly decreasing. Especially younger 
families that stay in the region move to the surrounding municipalities or then 
migrate to the larger university cities. Consequently Forssa is loosing its tax base. 
At present, its tax income per capita is about 20% lower than the average of Finnish 
towns and cities. 1000 new people come to Forssa every year, mostly as students 
of the local technical college. The city would like to keep them as inhabitants after 
their studies are finished and is setting up incubator programs. The city would 
also want to bring those who left back and has a new housing project for that 
purpose.

In this sense Forssa has taken advantage of the emergence of the IT sector –  much 
of it is due to the HAMKK polytechnic. New jobs are being created for skilled 
professionals. However, many new-comers seem to prefer settling outside of 
Forssa. Although the quality of everyday family life seems good in Forssa, its 
housing stock does not comply with the qualities of the contemporary demand 
(of a new middle class).
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Diagram 4
Main roads and access directions.



excitement, ambiance, or culture. Our first assessment was that perhaps there is 
a lack of recognising and rediscovering its cultural treasures.

Because of this lack of distinctiveness1, tourism is underdeveloped although the 
region has both unique natural resources (such as the Torronsuo wetlands and the 
Kaukolanharju ridge) and historic assets (particularly an industrial heritage in the 
form of buildings). Only 30% of the hotel capacity is used by tourism, the rest 
probably by business. 

Furthermore, the town is too small and has not enough administrative resources 
to have influence on national policies. It has difficulties in participating in large 
EU development projects.

3. CULTURAL RESOURCES

The nature of some of the above described problems is such that the town has 
little influence on them (e.g. transport links). However, it is possible to find a set 
of local ”cultural resources”2, which form a springboard for rethinking the future 
of Forssa. 

The main strength is the industrial heritage of the town. It is part of a local culture 
– people were ”used to the idea of working in a factory”, as one local informant 
put it. Despite structural changes in the economy, Forssa has retained a comparatively 
high employment in industry.

Even though Forssa made several short-sighted town planning decisions in the 
1960s and 1970s, the older industrial environment has interesting qualities. The 
historic Forssa park still greatly influences the appearance of the city centre, 
making it unusually green and well maintained. The river and its banks are an 
underused potential. (diagram 5).

An emerging area of economic importance for Forssa is research and development 
in agriculture and food processing. The main actors are the MTT Agrifood 
Research Finland in Jokioinen, as well as new food industries such as HK Ruokatalo 
located in Forssa.

In terms of professional high culture (art, theatre, music) Forssa is weak and very 
dependent on Helsinki. For organised visits to opera performances, buses are 
chartered. However, because of this there are many amateur cultural groups and 
events. Forssa is increasingly a town that enhances cultural production, instead 
of consumption only. Forssa, for example, employs a professional theatre director 
who runs the theatre with amateur performers.

Some films by Aki Kaurismäki (e.g. “Pidä Huivista Kiinni” and Tatjana) were 
filmed in Forssa. It is true that the wooden houses of parts of Forssa and the slow 
rhythm of a past life they seem to represent evoke a nostalgic ”Kaurismäki 
feeling”. This nostalgic ambience, which is not necessarily justified as contemporary 
image of the town nor shared by everyone, is a cultural resource with a certain 
challenging potential for Forssa. Thus it can be argued that the “positioning” of 
Forssa in terms of identity is to find its comparative significance at a local and 
perhaps more abstract level (than mass tourism and mass entertainment).

There is an active alternative movie theatre and an annual silent movie and video 
festival in the wooden area. It is a small renovated wooden building that was one 
of the first cinemas in Finland.

Perhaps Forssa’s most important asset is its quality of everyday life. Due to the 
small size of the town, distances are short and surroundings very safe for families 
with small children. Further the price of buying or building a private house is

2 Franco Bianchini defines cultural resources 
widely. They concern the arts, media and 
heritage, sports and recreation, the cultures of 
youth and ethnic minorities, local and external 
perceptions of the locality, the qualities of 
natural and built environment, the diversity and 
quality of social clubs, pubs, reataurants, and 
other places of public sociability, and the 
repertoire of local products and skills.
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1 Rob Shields argues that “the motive structure 
which puts tourists into circulation is the 
principle of comparative difference. The promise 
that what is reputed in places-myths can be 
tangibly experienced by tourist bodies once 
they arrive at the destination motivates travel. 
Desirous anticipation and the promise of 
gratification all enter into the equation which 
produces that crucial event: the mobilisation of 
the tourist.”



3 Forssa presents typical characteristics of small 
size Finnish cities – and maybe not only Finnish. 
It suggests a largely monocultural ambience. 
In Forssa there used to be a big Swedish society, 
but after the nationalistic fever of the years of 
independence of Finland it radically decreased.

almost half of what it costs in the Helsinki region. Additionally Forssa as a self-
sufficient town and centre of the region, has both good and varied municipal and 
private services (health care, schools etc).

Cultural diversity and multiculturalism are still more or less totally absent3 

(regardless of one Chinese and some Kebab restaurants and a few foreign basketball 
players).  At the same time a feeling of safety and peace seem to be very much 
present. This high quality of traditional family life and the potential of youth it 
brings along might be translated into new, creative forces particularly attractive 
for younger families.
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Diagram 5
Areas of specific ambiance and sites of cultural 
interest. 
(Keskuskatu, Kauppakatu, factories, central 
void, river)
(Sedu Koskinen’s nightclub may be an emerging 
sign of the regional importance of Forssa. It 
also utilises the aesthetic quality of the river.)



SPECULATION

4. SCENARIOS

In the future, Forssa faces several challenges. These include the aging of the 
business community –  as much as 500 Forssa-based companied will need a new 
managing director in 10 years from now. A different aspect we already met is the 
need to increase the quality and variety of housing to meet the demands of people 
employed in Forssa’s growing sector of polytechnic education or in the developing 
cultural industries and research and development sector. Further Forssa will need 
to develop tourism by harnessing its cultural and industrial heritage and the natural 
assets of the region.

When starting a process of imagining the future and inventing alternative scenarios, 
the main question that the scenarios refer to needs to be defined. As the organisers 
of the SPARK! event we believe that the main question for Forssa is how to start 
a process, which will lead to a qualitative change of the town. 

This change may affect physical patterns, image of the town, as well as lived urban 
cultures. In the course of this change some of the features that appear as weaknesses 
may become strengths.

The uncertainties, affecting and driving the unfolding of this process, are on the 
one hand ”hard” (factual, quantitative) 	

-	 can the demographic downward trend be turned around? 	
-	 can Forssa sustain its industrial economy? 	
-	 will it be possible to overcome Forssa’s “centrally marginal” 			

(geographical) position 

and on the other ”soft” (questions of image, qualitative) 	
-	 what will the imagined New Forssa look like? 	
-	 how does it feel to live there? 	
-	 what are the important atmospheric qualities that need to be 			

discovered and enhanced?	
-	 how does the town utilise its cultural resources?  

These two sets of uncertainties are labelled ”econographics” (a combination 
of economy and demographics) and ”ambience”.
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ECONOGRAPHICS
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Heritage town
kitch

Leafy spark
cool

shrinking population
slow changes
in companies

population trend turned
more diverse economy
new centrality

The scenarios are constructed in such a way that the SPARK! workshop projects 
created in one particular scenario do not undermine the potential of projects 
relevant in the other scenarios. Ideally the workshop will builds ”steps” or ”building 
blocks” that the town of Forssa may use in actual future situations.

The following scenario texts should not be taken very literally. The idea is rather 
to show four possible developments, each providing a certain amount of information 
about the local condition. The SPARK! participants are asked to take the main 
question – the initiation of a qualitative change – and to ”flesh out” or illustrate 
Forssa’s future scenarios by means of a design concept or idea. Based on this text 
and the photographic material we ask the participants to imagine Forssa’s ambiance, 
urban qualities, services, and perhaps even develop own scenarios based on the 
above outlined set of uncertainties. The 5 assignments (or the work that the groups 
are going to produce) for the actual workshop will be clarified during the concept 
discussion on Sunday 24.11. in Helsinki. We propose 5 zones of the city that need 
to be investigated and frame a certain location of kinds of problems. It is up to 
the discussion of the prepared contributions and approaches of the different partners 
to decide the exact assignments.

4.1 FOUR SPECULATIVE SCENARIOS

1.	 The Countryside Strikes Back

Forssa’s economy seems to remain rather solid. However, Forssa-based companies are experiencing 
a slow, organic internal restructuring process. Knowledge-intensive jobs have increased, especially 
in the field of graphics and media. Sanoma Ltd, the biggest Finnish newspaper, moves its web unit 
from Helsinki to Forssa. Parma Metals starts to restructure from an industrial subcontractor producing 
cabin units for cruise ships towards a global service company in designing ship interiors and their 
facility management. The basic industries such as textile and construction continue to downsize.

A new set of people has moved to the town that seem to adapt socially well through their work 
communities. Forssa now attracts small amounts of foreign inhabitants that because of the nature 
of the change are well educated professionals. A Bollywood fan club is established, and DVD stores 
diversify. A novel interactive game structure is developed, based on the intricate patterns of the
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former Forssa Ltd. textiles. This becomes an important factor, increasing Forssa’s fame and its still 
poor internet presence.

The quality of its parks is Forssa’s main asset. Culturally the town still continues to be very dependent 
on Helsinki, a one hour+ drive away, but its unique park-like setting of housing districts, leisure 
areas and facilities have become very attractive. Gradually, the 1960s concrete prefab housing areas 
are taken down, and converted into new types of urban areas, which mix specialised parks, such 
as allotment gardens, ponds, wild bird zones, and golf courses, with semidetached houses that have 
direct park access. Most desired are city centre lots adjacent to the old parks around the factories. 
In the city centre, some of the blocks and unsuitable commercial buildings are replaced by high 
quality park housing. 

”New park city” becomes the brand name of Forssa.

2.	 Forssa Festival

Despite its small size, Forssa has played an eminent role in the Finnish politics. The present name 
of the Finnish Social Democratic Party (SDP) was adopted at 1903 Party Congress in Forssa. In that 
influential congress, also the first, classically socialist party programme was approved. So, 2003 
will be the 100th anniversary for the country’s biggest political party. This is an opportunity to 
organise a big, international event, high-lighting local workers traditions and culture, and touching 
present issues of global environment and equality. 

Another movement, The Greens, also has its roots in Forssa. In the late 1970s, Koijärvi, a small, 
bird-rich lake situated in the outskirts of the town, sparked off one of the first serious environmental 
battles in Finland. The Koijärvi dispute eventually led to the formation of the Green League of 
Finland. 

Combining these two cultural-political resources and networks, the Forssa Festival becomes an 
annual event. The yearly festival alternately takes on social and environmental development themes. 

The 2003 event gave a kick-start for the regeneration of the working class district around Keskuskatu 
next to the town centre. Also the historic Workers Union building is in that area. A political movie 
festival and a third world video festival, as well as world music, dance, and visual arts became parts 
of the Forssa 03 event. Textiles from all over were brought to Forssa, and the Forssa Museum will 
need to expand. The nature theme includes poetic events in the surrounding natural sites, such as 
a concert in the Torronsuo wetlands and Kaukolanharju ridge.

Forssa becomes the ”City of Working Class history”. A Karl Marx Institute and database are founded, 
eventually occupying the huge Finlayson factory. Festival streets get a permanent character, with 
traditional shops, restaurants, and amusements. 

3.	 Call Centres; Call Girls

Rather unexpectedly, in 20 years the Euro-zone has become cheaper to live and the employment 
costs are lower than in the Baltic states or St.Petersburg, not to mention Sweden or Norway. This 
affects the economic profile of Forssa. Instead of industries, new firms increasingly are back-offices 
and call centres of various European banking, insurance and service operations, geared to newly 
lucrative markets in the Baltic and the former Soviet Union. 

Forssa’s population gets a radically new element: a large amount of young, single, employees, 
mostly female. Hundreds of Estonians, Latvians, and Belo-Russians are recruited to Forssa, attracted 
by the continuously weak value of the Euro which makes the move affordable. Further the high 
unemployment rates at home drive migration from the East. 

Compared to Finnish salaries, the newcomers are not very well paid. Consequently a new type of 
low-cost ”workers” culture emerges. Forssa becomes the town of cheap dance halls and sleazy 
casinos. It’s a town of dreamers, and its strange, hectic atmosphere makes it a national tourist 
destination. In co-operation with Karkkila it also manages to exploit a wave of Kaurismäki nostalgia.
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FORSSA FESTIVAL CALL CENTRES, CALL GIRLS

COUNTRYSIDE STRIKES BACK GREENHOUSE AFFECT

The side-effects are obvious, but not really politically discussed: Forssa rapidly becomes a hub not 
only for call centres but also for call girls. New leisure-oriented services mushroom, and Forssa 
becomes a wild mini-city, with a 24h city centre. All kinds of industrial heritage bars, shops, 
museums, and shows make the town resemble Blackpool (UK) of the1970s. Even a copy of the 
Blackpool tower is erected in the main square, used for bungee jumping.

4.	 Greenhouse Affect

In 2008 the EU breaks with negotiations aimed at regulating various biotechnological uses of 
nanotechnology. Bonsanto, a global food giant, recalculates its strategy. It realises that the combination 
of lax rules and the good reputation in food hygienie that Finland offers, is a specific locational 
advantage. Forssa is an obvious final choice for Bonsanto, because it is logistically well situated 
and has the best agricultural and food research in the country (MTT unit in Jokioinen).

The arrival of  Bonsanto becomes the ‘Big Thing’ Forssa has so long waited for. At once the idea 
the one-company-town is revived, but now more on a regional scale. Bonsanto needs a large new 
workforce, so the inward commuting region becomes larger and more closely knit. New, scientifically 
managed fields take up the agriculture of the whole region: the company develops a new housing 
and production unit, resulting in regional structure reminiscent of Wright’s Broadacre City. A new 
tram is established between the Jokioinen MTT Unit and other processing units along the line, and 
Forssa city centre is developed; also much new housing is built on that line, utilising the abundant 
river views.

Thus while the region seems to change, Forssa city centre is being revolutionised. Following VW’s 
Gläserne Manufaktur in Dresden, Bonsanto builds Greenhouse, a new R&D and marketing facility 
for GM crops and nanotech-aided animals, directly on the market square. Greenhouse is bigger than 
the Eden Project in Cornwall, UK, making it an international attraction. 

Finally, also the disputed EU office for food hygienie is located in Forssa. The riverside in the centre 
is developed for very high quality executive housing. Green, living facades and arcades make Forssa 
city centre a techno-forest.
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FACTS AND FIGURES

TOWN OF FORSSA 

-	 Situated in Southern Finland 110 km north-west from Helsinki
-	 19 000 inhabitants (town of Forssa), amount slowly declining, trend forecast 	

for 2030: 18 000
-	 History starts in 1847 with founding of the textile industry
-	 Incorporated as an independent borough (kauppala) in 1923 and as a town 		

in 1964
-	 35 % of jobs in industry (1998)
-	 124% self-sufficiency in jobs (1998)
-	 Unemployment 12,7 % (2002) (national average defined by EU standard 		

9,4%)
-	 Hotel utilisation rate 30%
-	 Typical rent for office space 5 – 10 euro per sq.m (cf. Helsinki city centre 		

25 euros per sq.m)
-	 Highest education: polytechnic (Fachhochschule), eg. technology, tourism, 	

natural resources and agriculture
-	 Biggest companies: 		

HK Ruokatalo 680 employees (food)		
Liha ja Säilyke 300 (food)		
Finlayson 300 (textiles)		
Forssan kirjapaino 230 (printing)		
Parmarine 200 (metals)

REGION

-	 Closely cooperating functional region of five municipalities
-	 36 000 inhabitants (including town of Forssa)
-	 Characteristics:		

-	 Ypäjä: tradition of rearing horses, Equine College Ypäjä (250 				
horses)		

-	 Jokioinen: MTT Agrifood Research Finland (530 employees)		
-	 Humppila: glass making traditions, narrow gauge museum railway		
-	 Tammela: historical parish with some of the country’s most famous 			

natural landscapes
-	 Unemployment 10,9 % (2002)
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Diagram 6
Map indicating the places of photography.
The crosses mark spots where multiple 
photographs have been taken to different 
directions (F01, etc.).
The path marks a route along which photographs 
have been taken (P01, etc.).


