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Abstract

National parks have become important tourist attractions in Finland, and the role of tourism has 

increased in the management and land use of parks. Meanwhile, tourism has become an important tool 

for regional development, especially in northern Finland. New international initiatives to develop 

sustainable nature-based tourism have been introduced also in Finland. PAN (Protected Area 

Network) Parks Foundation is a non-profit organization aimed to balance the needs of wilderness 

protection and community development by facilitating sustainable tourism development.  

This study examines the socio-cultural sustainability of tourism in Oulanka National Park located 

in northeastern Finland. The central question concerns the role of PAN Parks certification in 

community and tourism development. How does it benefit socio-cultural development of the area, and 

how does this ideology fit in with the values of local people? The study is based on a questionnaire 

(n=314) and semi-structured interviews (n=40) of representatives of NGOs, tourism and other 

businesses, local authorities and local people.

Findings show that most of the stakeholders have a positive attitude towards tourism development 

in Oulanka. The economic benefits of PAN Parks status have not yet been realized, but interviewees 

expect the benefits will grow while tourists’ familiarity with PAN Parks increases. Local inhabitants’ 

knowledge of PAN Parks is still weak. Despite the aim to aid community development, PAN Parks 

ideology may be perceived to conflict partly with the local way of life. PAN Parks is based on the idea 

of untouched wilderness where humans are visitors who do not remain. For rural people nature is often 

an integral part of their way of life, and they do not aim at separating nature and culture. Thus, some 

locals defend their special rights to use their natural surroundings and worry further restrictions will be 

set (e.g., fishing and hunting in the park). Increasing co-operation with local people could improve the 

mutual relations.  
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