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Legislation of the health, social services 

and regional government reform  

SUMMARIES OF THE KEY ISSUES OF DRAFT LAWS 

 

The draft Government proposal concerning the health, social services and regional government 

reform was circulated for comment in autumn 2016, and a summary of statements was 

published on 9 December 2016. The Government will submit the proposal to Parliament at the 

end of January 2017. 
 

The purpose of the government proposal is to establish the new counties as of 1 July 2017 and 

to enact provisions on their administration and finances. The intention is also to transfer the 

responsibility for organising health and social services from the municipalities to the counties 

on 1 January 2019 and to enact provisions on the following: financial resources for the 

counties, tax criteria for collecting the financial resources, a new system of central government 

transfers to local government for basic public services, the implementation of the reform, the 

status of personnel, and asset arrangements. The draft proposal contains some estimates of 

impacts on local government finances. Municipality-specific calculations were published 

separately.  

The draft proposes that the following acts be enacted: a Counties Act, an Act on Organising 

Health and Social Services and an Implementation Act, which would serve to implement the 

first two Acts. The draft proposal also includes the amendments that would need to be made to 

other legislation. A proposal for an Act on the Financing of the Counties is included in the draft, 

as well as proposals for amending the legislation on local government financing, taxes, local 

and regional government employees and elections, and certain Acts on general administration.  

 

In addition to the Government proposal, a new bill was prepared for a Freedom of Choice Act 

in autumn 2016. The preparation of the freedom-of-choice legislation also affects the Act on 

the Provision of Health and Social Services, of which there is a brief description in the 

summary. The bill for the Freedom of Choice Act will be circulated for comment in January 

2017. The bills for the Freedom of Choice Act and the Act on the Provision of Health and Social 

Services will be submitted to Parliament in the spring session of 2017. 

 

The Ministry of Finance coordinates preparations at the Ministry for the duties to be transferred 

to the counties besides duties related to health and social services.  The other duties are not 

included in this proposal. The draft Government proposal on duty transfers will be circulated 

for comment in spring 2017. 

The reform will safeguard services for people 

The health, social services and regional government reform serves to modernise services and 

to improve the sustainability of public finances. The reform will create the conditions for a 
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future model for health and social services in Finland. All public health and social services will 

be brought under a single strong umbrella management in the counties. The new counties will 

adopt the most efficient and effective practices, so that services can be produced efficiently 

and cost-effectively. The services will be integrated in a customer-oriented way, based on 

people's needs. The aim is to narrow down differences in wellbeing and to curb growing costs.  

The information included in the draft Government proposal is published on the website 

www.alueuudistus.fi. 

 

 

1 Establishment of counties and their duties  
 

The Counties Act will create conditions for the autonomy of the counties and opportunities for 

residents to participate and exert influence in the counties. The Counties Act will prescribe, 

among other things, the duties, governance structure, leadership, financial management and 

decision-making of the counties. 

 

 Under the draft law, a county is a public law entity that has autonomy in its area. There 

will be 18 counties in mainland Finland. Health and social services and other duties will 

be transferred to the counties as of 1 January 2019 (see 'Provisional governance').  

 Under the draft Act, each county will have a county council, a county executive and an 

inspection committee. The counties will be free to set up any other bodies they choose. 

 Duties will be transferred to the counties from Centres for Economic Development, 

Regional State Administrative Agencies, Regional Councils and other joint municipal 

authorities and municipalities (see 'Governance model'). 

 The counties responsible for handling the duties will also be responsible under the 

proposal for implementing the rights of customers resident in the county and for 

integrating service packages for customers. Counties will also be responsible for 

ensuring that county residents receive services on an equal basis.  

 Counties will determine the need for services, the amount and quality of services, and 

the way that they are provided. Under the proposal, counties would also be responsible 

for steering and supervising the provision of services and for exercising the power 

assigned to them as a public authority. 

 Counties will themselves finance the management of their duties and services, even if 

the services are produced by another county or by a private or third-sector service 

provider. 

 Counties may assign a public administrative duty to a party other than a public 

authority only if this has been separately provided for by law. 

 Counties may produce their services themselves or jointly with other counties or 

outsource them from an external service provider, unless otherwise provided for by 

law. 

 In each county, a county service utility will be responsible for the county's public 

service provision in duties separately provided for by law, such as health and social 

services, and rescue services. County service utilities will be part of the county 
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organisation but functionally and financially separate. Each county service utility will 

have a professional board of directors and manager. Members of other county bodies 

will not be eligible for election to the board of directors of the county service utility. 

County service utilities will have their own budgets separate from the county budgets. 

Utility employees will include officeholders.  

 It will be provided for by law that decisions in authorisation, notification and supervision 

matters requiring legal discretion and in matters such as health and social services 

matters directed at individuals shall be made by officeholders in counties and their 

service utilities. 

 

Division into counties 
 

 The number of counties and the placement of municipalities into counties will be 

prescribed in the Act implementing the reform. 

 The division into counties in the proposal is based on Finland's current 18 regions, with 

minor exceptions. 

 The Government may decide on changes to the division into counties on the basis of 

criteria specified in the Act on the Division into Counties. 

 A study on the merger of counties (county division study) may be initiated on the basis 

of an evaluation procedure, in addition to a proposal from counties or municipalities. 

 
Governance model 
 

The health, social services and regional government reform will significantly reduce the 

number of administrative organisations when approximately 190 intermunicipal or other 

organisations are replaced by the 18 counties.  

The new, three-tier governance model will consist of: 

1. the municipality for local duties and as an entity for local participation and influence, 

2. the county for organising health and social services and other regional duties as well 

as an entity for participation and influence related to these, 

3. the central government for national duties as well as for safeguarding fundamental 

rights, the rule of law and general security.  

 

At all of these tiers, elected decision-makers will decide on and will be responsible for the 

operation of governance as well as finances. 

 

Under the draft Counties Act, a county will be a public law entity that has autonomy in its area. 

The counties will be established when the legislation enters into force on 1 July 2017. Health 

and social services and the other specified duties will be transferred to the counties as of 1 

January 2019. 

 

The duties of the counties will be:  

 health and social services 

 rescue services 

 environmental healthcare 
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 agriculture and rural development 

 regional development, business development, services for businesses and employment, 

promotion of integration 

 regional land use planning and steering, regional planning, promotion of construction 

 fisheries and water management, water supply planning, management of waterways 

and the sea 

 transport system design and regional road maintenance 

 promotion of the county identity and of culture, expertise and sports 

 regional preparedness according to the security strategy for society at large 

 other regional services assigned on the basis of the Act 

 

At this stage, only county duties in health and social services will be specified. Other county 

duties will be provided for later as the regional government reform progresses. 

 

 Under the draft law, joint national service centres, bringing together support services 

required by the counties, will be established for the counties. These service centres will 

be limited liability companies jointly owned by the counties and possibly with the 

central government as an additional shareholder. The service centres will provide 

support services (including premises services, ICT and human resources and 

administrative services) for all of the counties.  In addition, the counties may establish 

joint support services with municipalities or with some other public sector partners. 

(see 'Joint support services'.) 

 The counties will have five collaborative catchment areas for the purpose of regional 

coordination, development and cooperation in health and social services. Each 

collaborative catchment area will have a university hospital unit and specialised social 

services. 

 The counties belonging to each collaborative catchment area will be prescribed by 

Government Decree. The counties of Pirkanmaa, North Ostrobothnia, Pohjois-Savo, 

Uusimaa and Varsinais-Suomi will maintain a university hospital.  

 For each collaborative catchment area, a county cooperation agreement will be 

prepared to coordinate the area's health and social services. The counties of Pirkanmaa, 

North Ostrobothnia, Pohjois-Savo, Uusimaa and Varsinais-Suomi will handle the 

administrative duties required by the preparation of the cooperation agreements. 

  

Counties' duties and new health and social services structure, 1 January 2019 

 

Regional state authority with nationwide responsibilities 

 

Central government 

Health and social services policy lines: national division of responsibilities, division of 

responsibilities in cross-boundary duties, policy lines for arrangement of services provision, 

large investments, other measures required by availability of services, information 

management and ICT steering, contractual steering of counties. 

 

Other joint support services 

• Joint procurement 
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• Expert assessments of quality, effectiveness and efficiency of county’s own 

service provision relative to other means of service provision 

• Human resources and financial administration services 

• ICT Services 

• Research coordination services  

• Possible hardware infrastructure services 

 

Joint ICT 

 

Counties 

• Health and social services 

• Rescue services 

• Regional council duties 

• Regional development and business promotion duties 

• Environmental healthcare 

• Steering and planning of land use 

• Promoting county identity and culture 

• Other regional services assigned on the basis of the Counties Act 

• Cooperation between counties 

 

Health and social services collaborative catchment area 

• Centralised duties in most demanding services 

• Reconciliation of service structure, investments and services 

• Development and centres of expertise, emergency care centre, cooperation duties 

and forum 

• Cooperation agreement 

 

Municipalities  

• Statutory duties - local duties 

• Welfare and health promotion 

• Local democracy and vitality 

• General area of responsibility 

 

Public service providers 

Private service providers 

Third-sector service providers 

 

 

Draft laws: 

Draft for the Act on Organising Health and Social Services 

Draft for the Counties Act 

Draft for the Act on the Division into Counties 

Draft for the Act Implementing the Counties Act and the Act on Organising Health and Social 

Services (Implementing Act) 

 

Experts: 

Senior Adviser Ilkka Turunen, Ministry of Finance, tel. 0295 530 097 (Counties Act)  
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Senior Adviser Eeva Mäenpää, Ministry of Finance, tel. 0295 530 266 (Counties Act, Act on the 

Division into Counties)  

Senior Financial Adviser Teemu Eriksson, Ministry of Finance, tel. 0295 530 177 (division into 

counties)  

Senior Adviser Auli Valli-Lintu, Ministry of Finance, tel. 0295 530 079  

Senior Adviser Pekka Järvinen, Ministry of Social Affairs and Health tel. 0295 163 367 

(Implementing Act) 

 

 

 
2 Participation and democracy in the counties  
 
Under the proposal, county residents and service users will have the right to participate and 

influence their respective counties’ activities. The highest decision-making power in each 

county will be held by the county council and county executive. It will be a duty of the county 

council to ensure diverse and effective opportunities for participation. 

 

County council 
 

 County activities and finances will be the responsibility of the county council, which will 

exercise the highest decision-making power in the county.  

 The county council will be elected in county elections for four years at a time.  

 County activities will be managed in accordance with a county strategy approved by the 

county council.  

 County activities, administration and finances will be managed by the county executive.  

 An executive director appointed by the county council will manage the county 

administration, financial management and other activities subject to the oversight of 

the county executive. 

 

County elections and participation of residents  
 

 Under the proposal, the first county elections will be held in connection with the 2018 

presidential election. The election day will be Sunday, 28 January 2018. The county 

elections will be provided for in the Election Act.  

 In 2021 and thereafter, county elections will be held simultaneously with local elections 

in April. 

 In the elections, each county will be one constituency. County election boards will be 

established as new election authorities.  

 The county elections will be direct, secret and proportional.  

 In the county elections, all people entitled to vote will have an equal right to vote.  

 The number of elected councillors will depend on the population of a county, so that the 

number of councillors is at least 59 in small counties and at least 99 in the larger 

counties. However, the county council may decide on a number of councillors larger 

than the minimum.  
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 Under the proposal, the election financing limit in county elections will be the same as 

in parliamentary elections. A county election candidate may not receive more than EUR 

6,000 from any individual donor. 

 County residents and service users will have the right to participate in and influence 

their respective counties’ activities. For instance, residents have the right of initiative in 

matters concerning county operations.   

 It will be the county council's duty to ensure that residents have available to them 

diverse and effective opportunities to participate. The county strategy must take into 

account and specify residents' opportunities to participate and influence.  

 Residents' opportunities to participate and influence may be promoted for instance by 

holding public discussions and hearings, by establishing residents' panels and by 

involving residents in the planning and development of services. 

 The county council may decide to hold a county-wide advisory referendum on a matter 

assigned to the county.  

 Under the proposal, an initiative on the holding of a referendum may be submitted if 

signed by at least 3% of the county's residents who are 15 years of age or over.  

 
Draft laws: 

Draft for the Counties Act 

Draft amending the Election Act 

Draft for the Act on the Division into Counties 

Draft amending the Act on Political Parties 

Draft amending the Act on the Procedure for Holding Municipal Consultative Referenda 

Draft for the Act Implementing the Counties Act and the Act on Organising Health and Social 

Services 

Experts: 

Senior Adviser Ilkka Turunen, Ministry of Finance, tel. 0295 530 097 (Counties Act)  

Senior Adviser Eeva Mäenpää, Ministry of Finance, tel. 0295 530 266 (Counties Act, Act on the 

Division into Counties)  

Senior Financial Adviser Teemu Eriksson, tel. 0295 530 177, Ministry of Finance (division into 

counties) 

Ministerial Adviser Inga Nyholm, Ministry of Finance, tel. 0295 530 042 (participation and 

democracy, county elections) 

Director of Electoral Administration Arto Jääskeläinen, Ministry of Justice, tel. 0295 150 128 

(county elections and Elections Act)  
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3 Organising and providing health and social 
services   
 

Under the draft legislation, the counties will organise publicly funded health and social 

services. This means that the counties will plan, manage and finance health and social services 

in their respective areas. Under the proposal, services will be provided in each county by a 

county-owned service utility. In addition, services can provided by other public, private and 

third sector operators. Counties will be responsible for ensuring that customers are provided 

with efficient service packages as well as service and care chains. Local authorities will no 

longer organise or finance health and social services. Local authorities will, however, continue 

to have a duty to promote wellbeing and health. 

 

 

Proposal relating to the organisation of services  
 

The Counties Act will provide for the organisation of the counties' governance and 

finances 

 The Counties Act will have general provisions on the organisation of the counties' 

governance and finances. 

 Counties will be responsible for implementing the residents' rights prescribed in the Act. 

Counties will also be responsible for ensuring that residents receive statutory services 

on an equal basis.  

 Counties will determine the need for services, the amount and quality of services, and 

the way that they are provided, unless otherwise provided for by law. In addition, 

counties will be responsible for steering and supervising the provision of services and 

for exercising the power attributable to a public authority. 

 Counties may provide services themselves or in cooperation with other counties or 

acquire them based on an agreement from some other service provider. 

 Counties will finance services and the management of the duties assigned to them 

mainly with the funding they receive from the central government and to some extent 

with fee they collect themselves.  

 Counties may assign a public administrative duty to a party other than a public 

authority only if this has been separately provided for by law. 

 

 

The Act on Organising Health and Social Services will determine how counties must 

organise residents' statutory health and social services 

 The Act on Organising Health and Social Services will provide for the availability of 

services. The content, scope and quality of health and social services must be in 

accordance with customers’ needs. Services must form integrated packages, and they 

must be implemented close to customers in accordance with the population's needs.  

 The provision of services may be assembled into larger packages across one or more 

county when their availability and quality assurance require special expertise or 
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expensive investments. This may also be done when the appropriate, cost-effective and 

efficient implementation of services so requires. 

 There will be five collaborative catchment areas for inter-county cooperation. The 

health and social services of counties belonging to a collaborative catchment area will 

be coordinated in cooperation agreements. A cooperation agreement will include an 

investment plan and a joint submission to be made by the participating counties to the 

Government concerning extensive or financially and operationally significant 

investments. 

 All counties will be responsible for providing 24-hour health and social services in their 

areas. These 24-hour services are to include several specialised medical and social 

services. In addition, the counties of South Karelia, South Ostrobothnia, Central 

Finland, Lapland, Päijät-Häme, Pirkanmaa, North Karelia, North Ostrobothnia, Pohjois-

Savo, Satakunta, Uusimaa and Varsinais-Suomi will be responsible for extensive 24-

hour emergency provision of health and social services. This reform will begin during 

2017. 

 Accessibility must be promoted in the implementation of health and social services.  

 Health and social services must be organised in Finnish and Swedish when a county has 

municipalities with different languages or at least one bilingual municipality. (see 

Language rights) 

 If the domicile of a person receiving family care, institutional care or housing services 

changes and he/she moves to the area of another county, he/she may apply to the new 

county for the same services before he/she moves.  

 Local authorities will continue to be responsible for promoting the wellbeing and health 

of their residents. This will also be a duty of the counties. In addition, the counties will 

be required to support with their expertise the wellbeing and health promotion work 

undertaken in the municipalities. 

 Counties must organise health and social services in such a way that customers have 

an opportunity to select the service provider, as provided for separately in the freedom-

of-choice legislation.  

 Counties will each prepare a service strategy and give a service pledge (see Steering 

and Public service pledge). 

 Each county must prepare a self-supervision programme to ensure the fulfilment of its 

responsibility to organise services.  

 Counties must monitor the wellbeing and health of their population; the quality and 

effectiveness, costs and productivity of health and social services; and implementation 

of the coordination of customer services. 

 Counties must promote residents' opportunities to participate and exert influence. 

Residents' views must be taken into account when preparing the service pledge, a 

cooperation agreement or a collaborative catchment area's proposal to the Ministry of 

Social Affairs and Health concerning national objectives.  

 Counties will be responsible for developing health and social services in their respective 

areas. Common development principles and mutual coordination of development 

activities will be agreed in the collaborative catchment areas. 

 The financing of health and social services organised by the counties will be determined 

on the basis of the Act of the Financing of the Counties (see County financing and 

steering). 
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 The central government's licensing and supervisory authority will supervise the health 

and social services organised by counties. 

 Each county must, in cooperation with the local authorities in its area, make 

contingency plans for disruptions and emergency conditions. Preparedness must ensure 

the continuity of services even where services are acquired from private service 

providers or using service vouchers.  
 

 


