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Geoparks are sustainably operated nature tourism destina-
tions that provide possibilities for promoting vitality through 
an innovative tourism concept.  Saimaa Geopark has applied 
for membership in the international UNESCO Global Geo-
parks Network. One of the prerequisites for membership is 
the existence of a management plan for geological sites. The 
four main objectives of the plan were to clarify the following: 
what services are in the area and how they can be develo-
ped; how to control the number of visitors so as to prevent 
harm to nature, flora, fauna, and geological phenomena; how 
geological, cultural and natural heritage can be linked; and 
how climate change is taken into account in the develop-
ment of the area. The plan describes the objectives for the 
management and use of the area and proposes measures 
and development suggestions for reaching these objectives.

An important part of the plan is a survey of the current state 
of the sites, which was conducted by visiting all geological 
sites during summer 2019. The site surveys were conducted 

taking into account users, maintenance, administration and 
management, and development. The information gained 
through this survey provided us with an understanding of the 
current state of the sites as well as their development requi-
rements. The visitor numbers in the area are likely to increase 
in the future, and therefore measures are needed to ensure 
the preservation of natural values and the cultivation of the 
sites as tourist attractions.  Critical issues include reacha-
bility and signposting along routes. In the development of 
the sites, it is crucial to understand that the sites should be 
viewed as a whole where any one factor can impact several 
others. The development of the sites and ensuring the pre-
servation of environmental values can, for the most part, be 
achieved through the efforts of local operators.  The ma-
nagement plan has been drawn up based on the resources 
and needs of Saimaa Geopark. The hope is that the plan will 
also bring out further development needs in the surrounding 
areas, for example in terms of public transport or services 
provided by local businesses.

SUMMARY
Saimaa Geopark is located in the eastern part of Southern Finland. It comprises 65 geological sites and 53 cultural 
attractions. The total area of the Saimaa Geopark is just over 6,000 square kilometres. The park has a wide range of 
geological, natural and cultural sites.  The area is dominated by the Suur-Saimaa lake area.

Image: Puumala municipality / Juha Markkanen
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1  INTRODUCTION
Tourism is a globally growing industry that has an extensive impact on the economy. In 2017, 15 billion euros were spent 
on tourism in Finland. This figure includes the expenses accrued in Finland by both domestic and international travellers. 
The value added through tourism in 2017 was 4.6 billion euros, which is 2.6 per cent of the GDP of Finland. As an industry, 
tourism is similar in size to forestry.

Tourism also has a great impact on employment, as in 2017, there 
were a total of 140,200 people employed in tourism. There are nearly 
29,000 companies in the tourism business (www.businessfinland.
fi). Tourism also has an important role in preserving the vitality of 
South Karelia and South Savo, and 6,450 people are employed in 
tourism in these regions (www.tem.fi). Tourism is thus crucial for the 
development of the region and for maintaining its vitality, and visitor 
numbers are expected to increase in the future.  Nature tourism is 
a growing trend, one of the themes of which is geotourism and the 
supporting Geopark model. Geoparks provide a global operations 
model for the sustainable economic development of regions through 
geotourism. The Geopark concept is based on the prerequisites for 
sparsely populated areas to develop their own vitality through of-
fering a new kind of opportunity to utilise the area’s resources and 
strengths sustainably. Internationally, a parallel is drawn between 
Geoparks and UNESCO World Heritage Sites in terms of their value as 
tourist attractions. However, the primary difference between Geo-
parks and World Heritage Sites is that, even though Geoparks may 
contain protected areas, they are not considered protected areas 
in themselves.

The following concepts are described based on Anna Tiippana’s 
(2018) thesis at the Karelia University of Applied Sciences, “Company 
owner’s thoughts on responsible tourism in Saimaa Geopark area” 
(excerpts in italics, translated into English). Anna Tiippana wrote her 
thesis for Saimaa Geopark.

Sustainable development

“Tourism that is based on the principles of sustainable development 
and that takes into account the financial, social and environmental 
impact of operations can be classified as responsible tourism” (UNEP 
& UNWTO 2005, 11). Sustainable development as a concept means 
“development that satisfies present needs without preventing future 
generations from satisfying their needs” (Kalmari & Kelola 2009, 10). 
The purpose is to create new ways to operate in order to safeguard 
the future in such a way that we do not risk the living conditions of 
future generations or their right to utilise nature and natural resour-
ces (Borg, Kivi & Partti 2002, 34). In other words, we should strive 
to use the natural resources available to us in such a way that they 
will be available to future generations as well. However, as natural 

resources are finite, nothing is perfectly sustainable. Sustainable 
development should therefore be seen as operation that endeavours 
for increased sustainability (Borg et al. 2002, 34).

The impact of tourism on the environment has been visible for a long 
time: tourism has accelerated climate change, increased carbon 
dioxide emissions, and caused serious harm to vulnerable ecosys-
tems. Striving for sustainability should not be seen as merely one 
aspect of tourism, but it should be an integral part of all activities. 
For example, the principles of sustainable development should be 
taken into account in the planning and production of services (UNEP 
& UNWTO 2005, 2).

Responsible tourism

Responsible tourism seeks to combine the principles of sustainable 
development with financial operations (Borg et al. 2002, 8). Sustai-
nability in tourism can be explored in terms of ecological, economic, 
and socio-cultural sustainability. When these different areas are in 
balance, long-term sustainability can be ensured in society (UNEP 
& UNWTO 2005, 11). According to Visit Finland, accessibility is also 
an important part of tourism, and it helps us treat all customers 
equally (Visit Finland 2018a). Responsible tourism should take into 
account the preservation of human values, justness and fairness, 
which affect tourism operators, tourists, workers, the environment, 
and the destination community (The Finnish Association of Fair 
Tourism 2018).

Ecological sustainability takes into account the environment and 
the prevention of harm to the environment. It includes favouring 
the use of renewable resources, the regulation of water and energy 
consumption, and recycling. The goal is also to reduce greenhou-
se gas emissions that accelerate climate change. Economically 
sustainable tourism aims to ensure profitable business in such a 
way that the profits will benefit the region. The local economy and 
community benefit from businesses who hire locally and use locally 
produced products and services. Socio-cultural sustainability aims 
to respect and sustain local culture. It is also important that emplo-
yees are provided with good working conditions and that the local 
community is not exploited. Local residents should be engaged in 
the decision-making and planning processes of local tourism. (The 
Finnish Association of Fair Tourism 2018)

Image: Puumala municipality
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Geotourism and geoparks

National Geographic defines geotourism as “tourism that sustains 
or enhances the distinctive geographical character of a place: its 
environment, heritage, aesthetics, culture, and the well-being of 
its residents.” It is therefore a form of tourism which takes into ac-
count all the principles of responsible tourism and responds to the 
demands of modern tourism. (National Geographic & TIA 2003, 1) 
Geotourism as a concept is not yet very well-known. It refers to 
the type of nature tourism that takes into account local landscape, 
geology and the principles of sustainable development and that 
encourages the kind of tourism that consumes as little as possible 
(Rautanen 2018). The Geopark concept was born out of a concern 
for the protection of geological heritage. The idea was to highlight 
geological heritage and thus increase its appreciation. Geoparks 
are areas with clearly defined boundaries, containing significant 
geological heritage and highlighting this geological heritage through 
providing activities for local residents and tourists. The purpose of 
geoparks is also to promote the region’s vitality together with local 
entrepreneurs and to develop geotourism together with the local 
tourist industry (European Geoparks Network 2009).

A geopark’s operation must be consistent, and it should be managed 
in accordance with international law. It should also support sustai-
nable development in the region. The area must contain a certain 
number of geologically, historically and culturally significant attrac-
tions (European Geoparks Network 2009). The purpose of geoparks 
is to promote the region’s economic growth through geotourism, 
support geological education in the region, and prevent harm to 

geological heritage. It is important to take into account all the prin-
ciples of responsible tourism and to increase the appreciation of 
the region both locally and internationally (Saimaa Geopark 2018c).

UNESCO Global Geoparks

Geoparks are areas that contain geological sites that can be conside-
red particularly significant in terms of their uniqueness, educational 
and scientific value, or aesthetic appeal. However, geoparks are not 
protected areas, which distinguishes them from national parks. The 
creation and operation of a geopark must therefore be based on 
the active participation of local operators from the outset. In addi-
tion to geological sites, a geopark may be based around ecological, 
historical or cultural characteristics. Each geopark is part of an in-
ternational network of geoparks. Internationally valuable geological 
heritage is not enough in itself, but a geopark must also be operated 
with respect to cultural and environmental values and by engaging 
the local community. Membership applications are submitted to 
the UNESCO Global Geoparks (UGG) organisation. Geoparks that are 
part of the UNESCO Global Geoparks Network utilise the geological, 
natural and cultural heritage of the area to promote awareness of, for 
example, climate change and sustainable development among local 
operators and residents.  The UNESCO Global Geoparks Network has 
147 member parks in 41 countries. Only one of these, Rokua UNESCO 
Global Geopark, is located in Finland. Saimaa Geopark (SGP) has 
applied for membership in the UGG in November 2017, and SGP was 
given two years to meet the membership criteria.

1.1 SAIMAA GEOPARK

Saimaa Geopark was established through projects carried out in 
2013–2016. The operation was moved under Saimaa Geopark ry on 1 
January 2017. In South Karelia, the municipalities involved in Saimaa 
Geopark’s activities include Imatra, Lappeenranta, Ruokolahti, Sa-
vitaipale, and Taipalsaari. In South Savo, the municipalities involved 
are Mikkeli, Juva, Puumala, and Sulkava. The association’s budget 
consists of annual membership fees (€150,000) and project funding. 
Saimaa Geopark is located in the eastern part of Southern Finland. It 
comprises 65 geological sites and 53 natural and cultural attractions 
(Image 1).  The total area of the geopark is just over 6,000 square 
kilometres.

Vekaransalmi forms the border of the park in the north. Through it 
pass all the waters from northern Saimaa, as they flow towards sout-
hern Saimaa and Vuoksi. South of Vekaransalmi, the border follows 
the outline of Saimaa’s local drainage basin. The western border 
runs from the First Salpausselkä to the north of Mikkeli along the 

watershed between the Kymijoki and Vuoksi waterways. Out of the 
erstwhile Saimaa outlet channels, the eastern border is formed by 
Lohilahti and the western border by Kärenlampi in Lappeenranta, 
Lavikanlahti in Savitaipale, and Matkuslampi in Ristiina. The current 
outlet, Vuoksi, is located in the southeastern part of the area. The 
area is dominated by Lake Saimaa. Suur-Saimaa and other basins 
with a similar surface elevation (approx. 76 m above msl) to the north 
of Suur-Saimaa together form the largest lake in Finland and the 
fourth largest in Europe. About 1/3 of the area is made up of water-
ways, and there are thousands of islands and about 8,000 kilometres 
of shoreline. Lake Saimaa has been an important waterway for local 
industry and thus a significant factor in the economic growth of the 
region. Lake Saimaa is home to three endangered species of animals: 
the Arctic char, the landlocked salmon, and the Saimaa ringed seal. 
The landlocked salmon and the Arctic char are classified as critically 
endangered, and the Saimaa ringed seal, along with the freshwater 
brown trout, is classified as endangered.
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Image 1. The Saimaa Geopark area and geosites (www.saimaageopark.fi)
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1.2 THE PURPOSE OF THE PLAN

The purpose of the management plan is to define the objectives for 
the management and use of the Saimaa Geopark area. The key points 
are to determine how the geological sites can withstand growing 
numbers of visitors; how the numbers of visitors can be controlled 
so as to prevent harm to nature, flora, fauna, and geological pheno-
mena; what services are available in the area and how they can be 
developed; and how geological, cultural and natural heritage can 
be linked.

The plan describes the current state of the sites, their reachability, 
routes, facilities, and nearby services and businesses. The objective 
of the plan is to define required development measures and the 
organisation of site management, divide the responsibilities for faci-
lities management, appoint responsible persons, as well as organise 
supervision and resources. One of the key themes of the plan is the 
impact of climate change, and it focuses heavily on sustainable 
development and climate change, which are an overarching theme 
in the plan. This can be seen, for example, in the plan’s objective to 
evaluate the reachability of the sites in ways that place as little strain 
on the climate as possible. The purpose is to make suggestions based 
on the current state of the sites and carry out necessary develop-
ment work. For example, well-designed routes improve durability 
and provide visitors with more information on the sites.

The objective of the management plan is to provide a concrete plan 
for ensuring the carrying capacity of the sites. In the plan, the car-
rying capacity of the sites is seen as a broad concept. In addition to 
the carrying capacity of the environment, it includes, for example, 

the reachability of the sites, facilities, and services offered by bu-
sinesses. In this way, the carrying capacity of the sites is seen in a 
comprehensive manner. The plan focuses on three different, albeit 
strongly linked, perspectives:

Customer perspective 
   → visitors

Management perspective 
   → site managers and responsible persons

Development perspective 
   → Saimaa Geopark Board, responsible persons

Through these three different perspectives, we can gain a com-
prehensive picture of the current state of the sites as well as their 
development needs.  This also means that the plan can be utilised in 
different ways by different user groups. Prospective visitors can gain 
information on the reachability of the sites and available services, 
and responsible persons are informed of the current state and deve-
lopment needs for the sites. From the perspective of management, 
the current state and possible need for maintenance work can be 
useful information. The plan also functions as a catalogue of all Sai-
maa Geopark sites. This enables us to gain a comprehensive view of 
the sites and their state. At the moment, the sites are managed by 
various managers and custodians, and the overall state of all sites 
is not necessarily clear to everyone.

1.3 ACTION PLAN FOR QUALITY IMPROVEMENT AND SUSTAINABLE 
TOURISM IN THE SAIMAA GEOPARK AREA

The principles of sustainable development are further highlighted in 
the utilisation of natural environments in tourism. Service providers 
must be aware of the environmental and socio-cultural impact of 
their activities and be able to manage valuable resources accor-
dingly. From the point of view of tourists as users of tourist services, 
the most important ways of promoting sustainability include, for 
example, waste management, using local products and services, 
hiring locally, preserving cultural heritage, and acknowledging the 
local residents (businessfinland.fi). The principles of sustainable de-
velopment and the objectives and practices of sustainable tourism 
correspond well with the objectives and development plans of Sai-
maa Geopark. Agenda 2030, a development programme launched 
by the UN in 2015, is also a included in the development goals of 
UNESCO Global Geoparks. All members of the UNESCO Global Geo-
parks Network comply with the objectives of Agenda 2030. This is 
also true of Saimaa Geopark, which is in the process of applying for 
membership (https://kestavakehitys.fi/en/agenda2030).

The management plan is part of Saimaa Geopark’s action plan for 
quality improvement and sustainable tourism. The action plan was 
drawn up by FCG Oy, and material for it was also collected through 
workshops and seminars in the Saimaa Geopark development project 
“Growth and development through knowledge in the Saimaa Geo-
park area”.  At its best, tourism can produce economic, social and 
environmental prosperity for the region. Tourists have also become 
more demanding and expect to receive good service and value for 
money. Geotourism is largely based on nature tourism, which usually 
takes place in vulnerable areas. Nature tourists therefore expect 
service providers to produce their services sustainably. The various 
operators in the area have a big part to play in this. They can, for their 
part, influence the region’s quality improvement, sustainability, and 
safety. The goal of the action plan is to meet the requirements for 
UNESCO Global Geoparks status and to promote sustainable tourism, 
high quality and safety in Saimaa Geopark. The plan is based on two 
main themes: Saimaa Geopark’s principles of sustainable tourism 
and quality promises.
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Principles of sustainable tourism:

1. preserving the values of Saimaa Geopark sites and promoting 
their protection.

2. minimising load placed on vulnerable environment, minimising 
littering, and promoting geological heritage and natural and cul-
tural diversity.

3. battling climate change and promoting adaptive measures 
through practical operation.

4.  strengthening the vitality and well-being of the region through:

a) local products, services and skills as part of the products and 
services of Saimaa Geopark.

b) creating jobs and businesses.

c) understanding the importance of local values, identity, heri-
tage, and culture.

5. producing and providing services sustainably and responsibly, 
genuinely and openly utilising local strengths, taking into account 
quality and safety.

6. communicating about Saimaa Geopark’s sustainable values and 
services through multiple channels in ways that appeal to target 
audiences.

7. long-term, structured development.

Quality promises:

1. The Saimaa Geopark network develops its services and sites per-
sistently and methodically.

2. Our operators value feedback from users and use it to develop 
their own practices.

3. The area offers unique geological, archaeological and cultural-
historical attractions and landscapes, which are the basis for the 
appeal of the area as well as its services.

4. Information provided for visitors on Saimaa Geopark is up-to-
date, comprehensive and interesting. This information is commu-
nicated through multiple channels, taking into account different 
target audiences.

5. Local expertise and raw materials are used in the production of 
services and products. For example, local companies offer deli-
cious local food made from pure ingredients.

6. Many small family businesses in the area offer personalised 
services.

The action plan is divided into six sections containing the desired 
objectives and measures:

1. promoting the vitality and well-being of the local community and 
the surrounding environment

2. ensuring the sustainability of the natural environment

3. sustainable transport and mobility within the Saimaa Geopark 
area

4. developing and producing services

5. ensuring safety in the area

6. quality improvement.

The management plan focuses primarily on the theme of sustainable 
natural environment, but it also touches on other themes, especially 
sustainable transport services and general safety. Sustainable tran-
sport is viewed especially from the perspective of the reachability 
of the sites. Sustainable mobility within the sites themselves is also 
important in order to preserve their natural values. Safety in the 
area is also partly related to reachability, for example, through the 
safety of cyclists. Additionally, the comfort and safety of travelling 
on the routes within the park must be ensured, which means that 
the condition of the routes as well as any dangerous places along 
them must be taken into account.

1.4 PREVIOUS SURVEYS

The background material for the plan consists mostly of background material 
collected for the Saimaa Geopark application process. Applying for UNESCO 
Global Geoparks membership has been a lengthy process. The application 
process was supported by a project for promoting Saimaa as a geotourism 
destination (2014–2016), which preceded the creation of the geopark and 
of Saimaa Geopark ry. During this project, a survey of the area’s geological 
sites was conducted by Geological Survey of Finland. This survey included 111 
geological sites that were considered potential destinations for geotourism. 
Reachability was one of the criteria considered. The participating municipa-
lities were ascertained during the project, and membership fees were deter-
mined and the rules and other principles for the association were drawn up. 
The member municipalities used the survey conducted by Geological Survey 
of Finland to select the geological, natural and cultural sites within their area.

The actual writing of the application for UGG membership was begun in 2015. 
The outputs of the various working groups were combined during summer 
2017, and geologist Kaisa-Maria Remes and Executive Manager Heli Rautanen 
finalised the application during autumn 2017. The application materials were 
also utilised in the creation of the management plan. During Saimaa Geopark’s 
development project, “Growth and development through knowledge in the 
Saimaa Geopark area”, an action plan for quality improvement and sustainable 
tourism was drawn up. Parts of the action plan have been included in this 
management plan. The finalised plan will be given to our partners for review 
(member municipalities, recreation area organisations, Keep the Archipelago 
Tidy Association, and regional councils). After their approval, the SGP Board 
will discuss the plan, and it will be published on the Saimaa Geopark website.

1.5 IMPLEMENTATION OF THE PLAN

The plan was implemented during summer and autumn 2019. The implemen-
tation of the plan is divided into two parts: survey and written plan. The survey 
of the current state of the sites was conducted by visiting each of Saimaa 
Geopark’s geological sites. The survey was conducted between June and 
September. The written plan was drawn up between early September and 
mid-November. The survey of the current state of the sites was conducted 

by project planner Sami Lehtinen. The written plan was drawn up by Sami 
Lehtinen, Saimaa Geopark’s Executive Manager Heli Rautanen, and Saimaa 
Geopark’s geologist Kaisa-Maria Remes. Hanna Ollikainen from the South 
Karelian Foundation for Recreation Areas and Topiantti Äikäs, Director of Ur-
ban Development and Planning at the City of Imatra, also contributed in the 
writing process.
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Image: Puumala municipality
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2  BEDROCK AND QUATERNARY DEPOSITS IN 
THE AREA
The bedrock in the Saimaa Geopark area consists of types of rock that were formed approximately 1.9–1.6 billion years 
ago. This means that the bedrock was formed during the Paleoproterozoic Era. The bedrock is covered by loose Quaternary 
sediments deposited during the last 20,000 years (Image 2). The section describing the area’s bedrock and Quaternary 
deposits has been compiled from the application materials submitted to UNESCO (UGG application material), and it 
includes an extensive bibliography of geological publications.

^

^

^

^

^

^

^

^

^

Mikkeli

Puumala

Juva

Sulkava

Savitaipale

Taipalsaari

Lappeenranta

Imatra

Ruokolahti

Pohjakartat: © Maanmittauslaitos (Basemaps: © National Land Survey of Finland)

0 20 km

Saimaa Geoparkin kivilajit / 
Rock types in the Saimaa Geopark 
(ikä mrd. vuotta / Ga)

Image 2. Saimaa Geopark’s bedrock and Quaternary deposits.
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the National Land Survey of Finland (Maanmittauslaitos).
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2.1 BEDROCK FORMATION

The bedrock in the basin of Lake Saimaa was primarily formed 
through the deposition of sand and clay on the ancient seabed 
around 1,900 million years ago. During the mountain folding process 
following the sea stage, the deposits were compressed deep into the 
Earth’s crust. In the prevailing high temperatures and pressure, they 
metamorphed into mica gneiss. Some of the rock material melted 
and crystallized into the mica gneiss as light granitic dikes and veins. 
They give the rock surfaces a stripey appearance. Mixed mica gneiss, 
or veined gneiss, formed in this way is the most common type of rock 
in the Geopark area (Image 3). Along with veined gneiss, volcanic 
rocks deposited in layers in the marine environment approximately 
1,900 million years ago form narrow and dark stretches of rock. Li-
mestone mud precipitated from sea water and accumulated on the 
seabed to form the current carbonate rock, or limestone.

Mountain folding was also associated with extensive melting deep 
in the Earth’s crust. The slow crystallisation of this magma led to 
the formation of various plutonic rocks approximately 1,890–1,870 
million years ago. The majority of these are light, granite-like rocks, 
such as granodiorite (Image 4). As a result of tectonic collisions 
1,840–1,810 million years ago, the Earth’s crust became thicker, and 
large quantities of magma formed once again. In the Saimaa area, 
this magma typically crystallised into pink and usually relatively small 
areas of granite, with coarse-grained pegmatite granites being the 
most common.

The youngest part of the bedrock in the general direction of Lap-
peenranta is formed from common and extensive rapakivi granites 
(Image 5). They crystallised approximately 1,650–1,620 million years 
ago from magma in the upper parts of the Earth’s crust. The rapakivi 
rocks in the Lappeenranta region are part of the extensive Vyborg 
rapakivi massif, which extends from South Karelia into Russia, and 
is globally considered to be the type area for this type of rock. The 
rapakivi deposits in the Saimaa Geopark area hold significant inter-
national value.

The Saimaa area rock types, which formed 1.9 billion years ago at the 
base of the folded mountains deep in the Earth’s crust, are visible 
today because the highest parts of the folded mountains have been 
worn away due to surface erosion. As the rapakivi granite crystallised 
approximately 1.6 billion years ago, the ancient mountain range had 
largely levelled out. The fractured nature of the bedrock in the Sai-
maa lake area is the result of tectonic shear zones of various ages 
which run through the area (Image 6). They are seen particularly in 
the mesh-like structure of the water areas in the northern area of the 
Geopark, and often as rugged scarps rising from the water’s surface.

Image 3. The image depicts the shoreline rocks of Huuhanranta, which con-
sist of veined gneiss, or dark mica gneiss, and lighter granite dikes and veins 
running through it. Image: K-M Remes / Saimaa Geopark

Image 4. The image depicts Luotolahdenvuori rock consisting of granodiorite. 
The granodiorite crystallised in the magma formed deep in the Earth’s crust 
during the mountain folding process. Types of rock created deep in the Earth’s 
crust are visible today because the highest parts of the folded mountains have 
been worn away due to surface erosion. This means that the rocks in Luoto-
lahdenvuori and in nearby areas are part of the foot of an ancient mountain 
range. Image: K-M Remes / Saimaa Geopark

Image 5. The image depicts rapakivi at the Kuivaketvele hill fort. The type 
of rapakivi at the hill fort is porphyritic granite rapakivi, in which the pink K-
feldspar is visible as dispersed granules. Image: K-M Remes / Saimaa Geopark
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Image 6. The map shows the fracture zones of the bedrock in the Saimaa Geopark area as red lines.
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2.2 QUATERNARY DEPOSIT FORMATION

The Geopark area’s fractured bedrock and its varied topography is 
covered by a layer of Quaternary deposits. The layer is of varying 
thickness and consists of different kinds of Quaternary deposits. The 
layer formed over the last 20,000 years as a result of ice sheet ero-
sion and deposition processes, and shore displacement, river erosion 
and paludification following the melting of the ice sheet. The till that 
is common in the Saimaa Geopark area was created by glaciers. The 

sand and gravel deposits in the Geopark area were primarily formed 
in glacial rivers, while silt and clay deposits were deposited in deep 
water at the edge of the ice sheet.  The most significant glacial ri-
ver deposits relate to the Salpausselkä ridge system and its feeder 
eskers, which transported material to the ice-marginal formations 
(Image 7). The Salpausselkä ridge system is of great scientific sig-
nificance. It is globally unique.

Image 7. Saimaa Geopark map, where the First Salpausselkä (SS I) and the Second Salpausselkä (SS II), which formed at the edge of the ice sheet, are marked in green. Green 
areas with red borders are intermittent stretches of eskers that end in the ice-marginal formations. When the Salpausselkä ridge system formed, the edge of the ice sheet was 
at the level of the Baltic Ice Lake, the predecessor of the Baltic Sea.
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Fine material deposits are concentrated on the southeastern side 
of the Salpausselkä zone. After the ice had melted, water stages 
turned older Quaternary deposits into shore and river deposits. In 

this way, Saimaa’s rich history has been recorded in these ancient 
shores (Image 8). Peat is the youngest type of Quaternary deposit 
in the Geopark area.

Image 8. Saimaa Geopark map where the surface level of the Greater Saimaa stage has been marked in dark blue and the current water areas in light blue. During the Greater 
Saimaa stage, the water surface began to rise slowly in the southern and southeastern parts of the Saimaa lake group, as the first outlet channel of the lake group in North 
Savo (not visible on map) was in an area where land uplift was occurring quickly. The Greater Saimaa stage ended when Vuoksi broke through approximately 5,700 years 
ago. Due to uneven land uplift, the ancient shores of the Greater Saimaa can be found at different elevations around the Geopark. At the First Salpausselkä, the Greater 
Saimaa level is around 80 m above sea level (m above msl), and at the northern part of the Geopark in Mikkeli, the elevation is around 90 m above msl. The current surface 
level of Lake Saimaa is around 76 m above msl.

Suursaimaa-vaihe käynnistyi vähitellen, kun kaikki Saimaan järviryhmän altaat olivat ku-
routuneet Itämerestä noin 9000 vuotta sitten / The Greater Saimaa phase was gradually 
started when all the basins of the Lake Saimaa group had isolated from the Baltic Sea 
about 9000 years ago.
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In the Saimaa region, the Salpausselkä ice-marginal formations in-
dicates the extreme positions of the Finnish Lake District ice lobe, 
at the edge of the ice sheet (Image 9). As ice-marginal formations 
formed on the outer parts of the lobe, actively flowing ice formed 
the scenery near the northern border of the Geopark. The thick, 
slow-flowing ice mass detached boulder and rock material from the 
bedrock underneath and crushed, ground, and layered it over the 
bedrock as basal till. Basal till also formed into fusiform ridges or 

drumlins, indicating the direction of glacial movement. The northern 
border area of the Geopark contains a representative sample of the 
Pieksämäki drumlin field. The field, which contains tens of thousands 
of drumlins and other terrain formations of glacial origin, is Finland’s 
largest and also holds international significance. The fan shape for-
med by the direction of the field’s drumlins and other formations 
accurately depicts ice movement in the Finnish Lake District ice 
lobe at the time of the formation of the Salpausselkä ridge system.

2.3 THE GEOLOGICAL VALUES OF SAIMAA GEOPARK

The geological values of the Saimaa Geopark area consist mainly of 
ancient and fractured bedrock and its most commonly known type 
of rock – rapakivi granite – and its massive ice-marginal formations 
known as the Salpausselkä ridge system, formed in front of the ice 
sheet at the end of the Ice Age. Additional geological value is provi-
ded by example sites in the north of the area, such as the formations 
and different drumlin variations in the Pieksämäki drumlin field. They 
supplement the glacial geological content to cover all key areas of 
the Finnish Lake District ice lobe. During the period following the Ice 
Age, the development of the Saimaa lake area, which was formed 
through the combined impact of the outlined geological factors, has 
been particularly affected by the southeastern tilting of the ground 
due to uneven uplift. This development and the story of Saimaa can 
be seen in the natural environment as ancient shorelines at various 
heights, rock paintings, and particularly Vuoksi and the Imatrankoski 
rapid potholes.

The geology is directly reflected in the shapes of the lakeland. In the 
deeply fractured bedrock areas in the north, Saimaa splinters into 
a labyrinthine network of watercourses. In southern Saimaa, where 
the Salpausselkä ridge system and related feeder eskers occur, the 
lakeland scenery is characterised by low sandy shores that span 
kilometres, and chains of esker islands which break the wide open 
waters.  Saimaa offers the rare opportunity to learn about all of the 
key types of formations appearing on the ice lobe at the edge of the 
ice sheet, and the lake district’s complex history. In addition, the 
geology has shaped intricate and interesting natural environments, 
which are linked to the significant number of natural and cultural 
values in the period following the melting of the ice sheet.

Image 9. The map shows the fan-like ice lobes in Southern Finland at the end of the Ice Age. The Finnish Lake District ice lobe was active in the Saimaa Geopark 
area. The First and Second Salpausselkä accumulated at the edge of the Finnish Lake District ice lobe approximately 12,300–11,600 years ago. Around the same 
time, drumlins formed under the ice sheet at the middle of the ice lobe.
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2.5 GEOLOGICAL FORMATIONS, LANDSCAPES, AND ENVIRONMENTAL 
PROTECTION

Finnish legislation has several statutes governing land use planning, 
the utilisation of natural resources and other activities that may 
impact the natural environment or landscape. They are based on 
both national legislation and EU directives. A geologically significant 
piece of legislation is the Land Extraction Act (555/1981) and the 
accompanying Government Decree on land extraction. The general 
objective of these laws is to monitor the use of land material in such 
a way as to ensure the protection of nature, landscape and other 
environmental values in accordance with sustainable development. 
The regulation of land procurement is strongly linked with land use 
planning, earthwork and hydraulic construction, the protection of 
groundwater, and environmental and natural protection. Other key 
laws concern construction, transport, forests, and the use of surface 
water and groundwater.

Compliance with the Land Extraction Act has resulted in Finland 
having nationwide inventories of valuable rocky areas, moraine for-
mations, and wind and shore deposits. Some of Saimaa Geopark’s 
sites have been surveyed for this inventory, and they are listed in the 
UGG application materials. In connection to the national esker ridge 
protection programme, an inventory has also been made of valuable 

Finnish ridge areas. In addition, nationally and regionally valuable 
geological formations (ridges, moraine and rock formations, etc.) 
are indicated in regional plans. Markings in regional plans indicate 
that the area contains values listed in the Land Extraction Act, and 
that land extraction permits should not be issued for these areas.

Land Extraction Act Section 3:

The resources referred to in this Act shall not be extracted in such 
a way that:

1. beautiful scenery is disfigured;

2. natural sites of significant scenic value or distinctive features 
are destroyed;

3. substantial or extensive detrimental changes are caused to na-
tural conditions; or

4. the water quality or yield of a major groundwater area or a site 
otherwise suitable for water supply is endangered, unless an 
exempting permit is granted under the Water Act.

2.4 SENSITIVITY OF QUATERNARY DEPOSITS AND BEDROCK TO 
EROSION

Ridge areas and sandy shores are sensitive to erosion, as the easily 
eroding sand is only covered by a thin layer of forest-floor shrubland. 
If the layer of shrubland is broken for example by off-road vehicles or 
bikes, the grooves may spread uncontrollably due to erosion. Heavy 
rainfall may also widen and deepen the grooves. Another combi-
nation that is sensitive to erosion is rocks covered with moss and 
lichen. In steep parts of rocky areas, paths easily become wider and 
new grooves form when the layer of moss and lichen protecting the 
rocks wears away.

The Saimaa Geopark bedrock is mostly durable, but in areas con-
taining rapakivi, especially the easily weathering rapakivi granite, 

erosion can begin or be strengthened if the number of visitors in-
creases uncontrollably. Saimaa Geopark also contains areas where 
the vegetation needs monitoring. There are some protected plants, 
such as spring pasqueflowers and sand pinks, growing in sunny en-
vironments on ice-marginal formations and esker ridges, and these 
should be protected from trampling (Image 10). The Salpausselkä 
ridge area also contains some small areas of lusher vegetation, or 
groves, that should be protected. For the preservation of the terrain 
and the environment, it would thus be of paramount importance 
that only marked paths and routes or structures are used for moving 
around in the Saimaa Geopark area.

Image 10. Image depicts sand pinks growing on a sunny slope in Huuhanranta. Image: K-M Remes / Saimaa Geopark



18

3  NATURE AND WILDLIFE IN THE AREA
The largest lake basins in the Saimaa Geopark area are Luonteri, Lietvesi, Yövesi, and Suur-Saimaa. The deepest part of 
Saimaa (82 m) is in the southeastern corner of Yövesi. The quality of the water is mostly excellent. The waters are low 
in nutrients and humus. The scenery of the waterways is dominated by rocky islands and cliffs in the north and sandy 
ridges and beaches in the south. The bedrock and Quaternary deposits are heavily directional due to the directions of 
the fault and fracture zones and the movement of the ice sheet during the Ice Age. The shores are mostly barren, and 
sheltered bays may have abundant reed fields. The clearness and barrenness of the water is indicated in the presence 
of benthic plants, such as quillwort (Isoëtes), water lobelia (Lobelia dortmanna), and shoreweed (Littorella uniflora).

3.1 FORESTS AND VEGETATION

The area’s scenery is dominated by forests. Nearly 90 % of the area 
is commercial forest land. Some 40 % of the forests are pine-domi-
nated, and about one third are spruce-dominated. The remaining 
fifth of the forests is dominated by deciduous trees. The area also 
includes some rare habitat types, such as the sunny environments 
on ridges, transitional mires and quaking bogs, springs and spring 
fens, boreal forests, deciduous forests, flood forests, and swamp fo-
rests. Saimaa is part of the southern Boreal zone. Its flora has mostly 
eastern and southern species.  Eastern plant species thrive in the 
continental climate. Slash-and-burn agriculture was used in the area 
as recently as the 1930s, and because of this plants such as bristled 

bellflower and clustered bellflower (Campanula cervicaria and C. 
glomerata), field scabious (Knautia arvensis) and burnet saxifrage 
(Pimpinella saxifraga) can be found in the area. In the islands, the 
history of slash-and-burn agriculture and grazing can be seen in the 
abundance of mixed deciduous forests. In the more lush areas, you 
can also find small-leaved linden (Tilia cordata). The vegetation of 
ridge islands is scarce, and the forests are mainly peaty pine forests. 
The flora includes both typical ridge plants and rare species, such as 
sand pink (Dianthus arenarius, or D. borussicus), mother of thyme 
(Thymus serpyllum), and spring pasqueflower (Pulsatilla vernalis).

Image 11. There are many esker islands in the Suur-Saimaa area. Image: Sanna Poutamo
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3.2 WILDLIFE

Saimaa Geopark’s waterways have a wide variety of water animals. 
Typical bird species include the black-throated loon (Gavia arctica) as 
well as mergansers (Mercus) and gulls (Laridae) (Image 12). In recent 
years, whooper swans (Cygnus cygnus) have become more common. 
Several ospreys (Pandion haliaetus) nest in the area. Hobbies (Falco 
subbuteo) nest in the sparse pine forests of the beaches and islands. 
On the rocky cliffs, you can spot the endangered eagle owl (Bubo 
bubo). One of the specialities in smaller bird species is the South 
Savo regional bird, golden oriole (Oriolus oriolus).

The area is the breeding ground for the endangered Saimaa ringed 
seal (Pusa hispida saimensis). The Saimaa ringed seal is a subspe-
cies of ringed seals that is found only in Finland. It is a relict that 
became isolated in Lake Saimaa due to the land uplift after the Ice 
Age, approximately 8,000 years ago. The Saimaa ringed seal is the 
only endemic mammal in Finland. The population has been increased 
through successful conservation efforts, and the number of seals 
has been doubled during the past couple of decades. At the moment, 
the seal population is estimated to be approximately 400. Around 
100 of these live within the Saimaa Geopark area. Other mammals 
in the waterways include the otter (Lutra lutra).

The elk (Alces alces) is the most commonly sighted game animal in 
the area. The elk population is thriving and productive. Elks are good 
swimmers and can swim several kilometres to get from one island to 
another.  Elks have been an integral part of Finnish culture since the 
prehistoric times. 30 per cent of Finnish rock paintings depict elks 
(Image 13). The national epic, Kalevala, includes the elk of Hiisi, which 
was a fast and strong elk that was particularly difficult to catch.

Fish species found in the Saimaa Geopark area include the criti-
cally endangered Artic char (Salvelinus alpinus). The species has 
been proven to reproduce in the wild only in Lake Kuolimo. Other 
endangered fish species include whitefish (Coregonus lavaretus 
lavaretus) and freshwater brown trout (Salmo trutta). Landlocked 
salmon (Salmo salar or sebago) has been classified as extinct in the 
wild, because the population is maintained through planting. Nature, 
and especially the Saimaa ringed seal, is protected in the Saimaa 
Geopark area by establishing protected areas. The waterways and 
islands are also part of the EU Natura 2000 network of protected are-
as (https://www.ymparisto.fi/en-US/Nature/Protected_areas/
Natura_2000_areas_in_Finland).

Image 12. The red-breasted merganser (Mergus serrator) is a common sight 
in Saimaa. Image: Sanna Poutamo.

Image 13. The rock paintings in 
Astuvansalmi contain several elk fi-
gures. The heart of the elk has been 

marked with a circle.
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4  PROTECTED AREAS AND MARKINGS
Finnish people have traditionally had a very close relation-
ship with forests, lakes and other natural environments. 
This is also reflected in legislation that preserves our na-
tural and cultural heritage. The objectives of the Nature 
Conservation Act are to

• maintain biological diversity

• conserve the beauty and scenic values of nature

• promote the sustainable use of natural resources and the 
natural environment

• promote awareness and general interest in nature

• promote scientific research.

Although Saimaa Geopark is not a protected area in its entirety, it 
does contain several areas with protected status. Finland’s nature 
conservation programmes are state-run projects that aim to protect 
nature from human impact. The “Protected Area Management Prin-
ciples” guide published by Metsähallitus defines a protected area as a 
special area established in accordance with the Nature Conservation 
Act in order to either preserve an original natural habitat as it is or 
maintain or restore specific natural characteristics, development 
processes, species, landscapes, or cultural environments. Protection 

is permanent and geared towards the future. If the area is used for 
other purposes, it must be done in such a way as not to endanger 
the area’s preservation (Metsähallitus 2014, 23).

Finland is home to a comprehensive network of nature conserva-
tion areas. The majority of conservation areas are also included in 
the Natura 2000 network. The use of nature conservation areas is 
stipulated by the Nature Conservation Act mentioned earlier in this 
section. A statutory management plan is drawn up for national parks. 
Such a plan can also be drawn up for other nature conservation areas 
as necessary.  Metsähallitus has drawn up a management plan for 
the Suur-Saimaa – Lietvesi – Luonteri Natura area. Programmes 
which protect certain habitats include conservation programmes 
for mires, bird wetlands, eskers, herb-rich forests, beaches, and old 
forests. The most geologically significant programmes are those for 
national landscape conservation areas, beaches, ridges, rocky areas, 
and waterway management. Protected areas and sites are also taken 
into account in zoning, such as in provincial planning. Please note 
that the Saimaa Geopark area is not a national park, nor is it a nature 
park under strict conservation. The area contains the Saimaa nature 
conservation area, which was established with a decree but which 
falls slightly short of the 1,000 ha state-owned area requirement 
for national parks. In addition to state-owned land, the area also 
includes several privately owned nature conservation areas.

Image: Puumala municipality
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Habitats are protected in Finland with legislation and international 
agreements. Nine protected habitats are mentioned in the Nature 
Conservation Act. The habitats in the Nature Directive are protected 
with the Natura 2000 network. However, areas that partly serve the 
objectives defined for nature conservation areas are not considered 
nature conservation areas. These would include, for example, ridges 
protected by the Land Extraction Act and rapids protected by the 
Act on the protection of rapids. An area covered by the Natura 2000 
network is also not automatically considered a nature conservation 
area as defined by the Nature Conservation Act, unless a separate 
decision has been made to establish it as one. Private nature con-
servation areas are established on privately owned land where the 
landowners can be, for example, private persons, associations, or 
parishes. The essential factors underlying the decision are the area’s 
protection orders defining the characteristics based on which the 
area has been protected. The protection order defines what is pro-
hibited and what is permitted in the area. Not all areas established 
under the Nature Conservation Act are considered nature conserva-
tion areas. This includes, for example, landscape conservation areas 
(Metsähallitus 2014, 23–24).

Some of the Saimaa Geopark’s sites are part of the Natura 2000 pro-
gramme (Special Area of Conservation). The area also contains some 
private nature reserves and other nature conservation areas, such 
as the Luonteri nature reserve, as well as some protected habitat 
types (sandy beaches). The other nature conservation areas are set 
up under a Government Decree and managed by Metsähallitus. Met-
sähallitus also has some protected sites that they have set up them-
selves. In addition, a majority of the islands in the area have been 
protected under a decree on nature conservation areas in Saimaa 
(441/2014). Sites in the Geopark area are included in national shore-
line and esker conservation programmes. Natural monuments (such 
as Kummakivi, geosite 16) are protected by the Nature Conservation 
Act. Fixed monuments are protected by the Antiquities Act, such as 
Stone-Age dwelling sites, hill forts, 18th century fortresses, the Sal-
pa Line, and some erratic boulders, such as Sormuskivi (geosite 12). 
Some of the Saimaa Geopark sites have been protected due to their 
geological value. These include, for example, the Rakokallio gorge in 
Anttola (geosite 46) and the Pursiala pothole in Mikkeli (geosite 45) 
(UGG application material).

Tourism based on different kinds of activities, such as hunting, fis-
hing or trekking, always require the landowner’s consent. Other types 
of tourism are generally permissible in accordance with everyman’s 
rights or right of public access, if this has not been restricted or 
prohibited in the area’s protection order. However, permanent opera-
tion cannot be established on the grounds of the everyman’s rights. 
Organised events or tourism can endanger the conservation values 
of the area in ways that require the consent of the landowner. Using 
facilities (e.g. shelters and lean-tos) within a conservation area es-
tablished by Metsähallitus for the purpose of conducting business 
operations requires the consent of Metsähallitus (Metsähallitus 2014, 
69–70). In general, if a business is planning to conduct operations 
within a nature conservation area, they should contact the lan-
downer and negotiate the possible use of the area. Any protection 
statuses and any restrictions imposed by them should always be 
checked when planning the development and management of sites. 
Municipalities can also make autonomous decisions to protect regio-
nally significant landscape areas. In terms of practical management, 
this can affect, for example, thinning activities in which areas that 
have been designated as significant landscape areas must be taken 
into account. The development and protection of areas is taken into 
account in zoning, for example, when planning recreation areas and 
areas of development for nature tourism.

The various conservation programmes and statuses contribute, for 
their part, to the preservation of the natural and cultural heritage 
of the Saimaa Geopark area. They affect all aspects of the operation 
of the geopark, from visitors to regional management, responsible 
persons, and service providers. The plan is accompanied by a map 
indicating the protected areas and markings found in the Saimaa 
Geopark area (Appendix 1). Protected areas and markings are also 
listed by site in the accompanying table containing a summary of 
information on the sites. In terms of administration and maintenan-
ce, it is important to take into account these protected areas when 
planning site development, such as the building of new structures. 
Issues related to maintenance include, for example, the clearing of 
paths or changes in routes as well as any possible landscape clea-
ring. Protected areas may also be restricted from the public in order 
to safeguard conservation efforts. However, everyman’s rights may 
only be restricted for justifiable reasons (Metsähallitus 2014, 73–74). 
Some restrictions are imposed during the nesting season of Saimaa 
ringed seals.

4.1 LAND USE PLANS

The use of recreation areas and campsites is, in part, restricted by 
planning regulations that need to be taken into account in the plan-
ning and implementation of construction and forest management. 
Additional restrictions on tourist sites may be imposed by the Forest 
Act, Nature Conservation Act, Water Act, and site-specific protection 
orders. When planning for new construction, the municipality must 
be contacted to check the need for any building or planning permits 
or planning notices. Enquiries on restrictions imposed by planning 
regulations may be directed to the municipal building inspector. 
Planning regulations do not impose restrictions on everyman’s rights 
for moving in unbuilt natural areas. Planning is used for controlling 
land use. In natural areas, the only plan available is often a general-
purpose regional plan. The South Karelia and South Savo regional 
plans cover the whole area of the Geopark, and they include plans 
for protected areas, recreation areas, cultural environments, etc. 
They also indicate the locations of any geologically valuable sites. 
Master plans and town plans are only valid for population centres 
and beaches, and they control construction in these areas. Planning 

for tourism and other business activities outside population centres 
is provided for in regional plans.

1. Master plan 
Shoreline master plans may exist for areas around waterways, 
imposing restrictions or regulations on the use of the area. 
Excursion harbours and recreation areas on shores in Saimaa 
have been marked as general recreation areas in the plans. 
This means that construction for these purposes is allowed on 
them. Plans may impose restrictions on forest management for 
example by indicating valuable landscape areas. Municipalities 
may impose regulations on how close to a shore structures 
such as barbeque shelters can be built.

2. Town plan 
Population centres and, for example, municipal harbours are 
governed by town plans, which have more specific regulations 
for construction and road zones, among others.



22

4.2 CLIMATE CHANGE

The municipalities of the Saimaa region, the regional councils and 
the local Centres for Economic Development, Transport and the En-
vironment signed the charter for the Finnish Lakeland Forum on 5 
June 2019 (finnishlakelandforum.fi). The purpose of this charter is 
to protect the Saimaa area and to keep it clean. The charter under-
takes to implement sustainable development in the Saimaa area, to 
strengthen the region’s vitality, to promote responsible tourism and 
recreation, to support multidisciplinary research in Saimaa, and to 
improve water quality and water habitats in the area. The charter is 
intended as a long-term and continuous development tool for the 
Saimaa area. For example, Mikkeli is building a new water treatment 
facility based on MBR technology. It will be the most modern water 
treatment facility in Europe, even in the world. Industrial and munici-
pal waste water is already treated efficiently in the Saimaa Geopark 
area. The area is also safeguarded against emissions from agriculture 
and forestry by means of protection zones.

Due to global warming, the ice cover on lakes is increasingly thin-
ner and stays on for a shorter time. In the past century, the avera-
ge ice thickness has decreased by 25 centimetres in Lauritsala in 
Lappeenranta. Additionally, the freezing over of Saimaa takes place 
later in the year, and the ice breaks up earlier. Climate change also 
affects flooding. As the amount of snow decreases, spring flooding 
is reduced. On the other hand, increase in rainfall is predicted, which 
in turn may increase flooding. The effects of climate change are de-
pendent on where the waterway is located in Finland as well as on 
the characteristics of the waterway, e.g. its size. In general, spring 
flooding is expected to decrease and to occur earlier, and autumn 
and winter flooding is expected to increase.

Winter rainfall will wash away increasing amounts of nutrients from 
fields and forests with little snow cover, which can lead to weakened 
water quality due to eutrophication. Changes in water quality have 
already been observed throughout the northern hemisphere. Cli-
mate change can also affect the Saimaa ringed seal populations, as 
a female seal gives birth to one pup between February and March. 
The seals make their nests in snowbanks that provide shelter for 
the pups. Limited snow cover in recent years has meant that there 
has been a need to push snow to create snowbanks for the seals to 
make their nests in.

The Saimaa area is part of the Green Belt of Fennoscandia, which 
extends from the Arctic Ocean to the Baltic Sea along both sides of 
the Finnish-Russian border. The Green Belt of Fennoscandia is part 
of the larger European Green Belt (https://www.ym.fi/en-US/Inter-
national_cooperation/Green_Belt_of_Fennoscandia). In Saimaa, 
the most visible aspects of the Green Belt of Fennoscandia are the 
waterways, or the “blue belt”, and nature tourism. The Green Belt is 
one of the most significant green corridors in Europe. One of its goals 
is to help species adapt to climate change. The co-operation objecti-
ves for the Green Belt of Fennoscandia are in line with the objectives 

of Saimaa Geopark: preserving natural diversity, developing local 
livelihoods with attention to the sustainability of unique natural envi-
ronments, geological diversity, and promoting awareness of cultural 
heritage and environmental knowledge. Saimaa Geopark functions 
in co-operation with other operators in the Green Belt.

South Karelia is part of the Carbon-neutral Finland network coor-
dinated by the Finnish Environment Institute. Carbon-neutral re-
gions, together with participant municipalities, undertake to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions in the region by 80 per cent from the level 
of 2007 by the year 2030. South Karelia has committed to battling 
climate change in its strategy (https://www.carbonneutralfinland.
fi).  Saimaa Geopark participates in the Carbon-neutral Finland pro-
ject through the City of Imatra.

The City of Lappeenranta in South Karelia aims to develop as a Euro-
pean green city. The city has developed its operation into a greener 
direction and continues to put effort into this development. Their 
goal is to reduce greenhouse gas emissions in the city and to improve 
recycling in waste management. Waterways are being rehabilitated, 
and the special characteristics of natural environments are taken 
into account. Lappeenranta has applied for the European Green Leaf 
title for 2021. Mikkeli has also had success in the same competition 
and won a Green Leaf Award in 2016. Lappeenranta and Mikkeli are 
member cities in Saimaa Geopark and are thus indirectly involved 
in its operation.

The South Savo regional council has committed to sustainable de-
velopment in accordance with the UN Agenda 2030 programme. 
The commitment has been made through the www.sitoumus2050.
fi website managed by the Government. In addition to this commit-
ment to improve its own operation, the regional council also co-
operates with other operators in the region to promote the Saimaa 
area as a model for responsible tourism.  Saimaa Geopark participa-
tes in battling climate change through the aforementioned partners. 
SGP participated in the Sitoumus2050 campaign by challenging its 
business partners and Rokua Global Geopark as well as other Finnish 
geopark projects.

Battling climate change in SGP is also based on the UNESCO Global 
Geoparks Sustainable Development Goals, which promote local tra-
vel, the vitality of rural areas, local food production, geological and 
natural heritage, and cultural heritage.

Saimaa Geoparks’s business partners have, for their part, committed 
to promoting sustainable development and responsible tourism. Cli-
mate change is also part of local environmental education, in which 
SGP co-operates with local schools. Saimaa Geopark ry also aims to 
reduce its own carbon footprint and to compensate for it by planting 
trees together with the schools. This part of the co-operation will 
begin in 2020.
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4.3 AREA OWNERSHIP

Saimaa Geopark ry does not directly own or manage the geological, 
natural and cultural sites. Sites owned by member municipalities are 
managed indirectly. The owners of the sites or partners appointed 
by them are responsible for management and maintenance. Saimaa 
Geopark sites and surrounding areas are owned by various operators, 
such as Metsähallitus, local parishes, municipalities, companies, and 
private landowners. One important aspect to keep in mind is the 
interpretation of everyman’s rights. In Finland, everyman’s right as 
a concept is seen as the right to move, spend time and temporarily 
camp as well as utilise specific natural resources within land owned 
by someone else without the landowner’s permission. In the wider 
sense, activities conducted under everyman’s rights can be seen to 
include activities that do not require the consent of the landowner 
or a permit issued by the authorities or activities that have not been 
otherwise prohibited.

When dealing with private landowners, this usually involves consent 
or agreement on the use of specific land areas. Legally, even oral 
agreements are considered valid, but to avoid any disputes, written 
agreements are the recommended and safer option (Ministry of the 
Environment 2012). When clear agreements are drawn up, conflicts 
between landowners can also be avoided. Saimaa Geopark ry and 
The Central Union of Agricultural Producers and Forest Owners 
(MTK) together have drawn up a Land Use Agreement with private 
landowners (Appendix 2). The member municipalities can use this 
agreement, for example, when agreeing on the placement of signage 
or parking areas with private landowners. The agreement includes 
maps indicating the used area of land, and it specifies the rules and 
restrictions for the use of the land. The agreement also specifies 
the details for the operations for which the landowner has given 
permission within their land. This includes, for example, the clearing 
of land or the placement of signage. Clear signposting ensures that 
the visitors do not wander into the yards of nearby buildings or find 
themselves in private areas. The construction of larger structures, 
such as waste shelters or lean-tos, may also be specified in the ag-
reement. Other licensing issues, such as possible building permits, 
must also be taken into account in the planning of larger structures. 
The agreement also defines the duration and possible termination of 
the contract and the compensation payable to the private landowner 
for the use of the site. The agreement dictates that the landowner 
is obligated to notify the municipality in advance of any forest ma-
nagement activities and logging operations as well as other similar 
operations carried out in the area, if they affect moving about in 
the area of the site. The landowner is also obligated to inform hun-
ting clubs on the use of the area if the area of the site is used by a 
hunting club. The agreement has been used fairly little in the form 
it is written out, since the agreement is very detailed. However, the 
agreement has provided the member municipalities with insights on 
what agreement should contain.

Between 2017 and 2019, during the Saimaa signposting project, fun-
ded by the Rural Development Programme for Continental Finland, 
agreements on the placement of signage on privately owned lands 
were signed by the relevant member municipalities and the landow-
ners. Under the agreement, the use of the target area is largely based 
on the exercising of everyman’s rights.

What the rights granted by everyman’s rights ultimately are and 
whether the landowner can restrict exercising the rights is largely 
subject to interpretation. The utilisation of privately owned lands 

for business purposes has often been interpreted to lie outside the 
realm of everyman’s rights. In addition, the leisure activities of pri-
vate individuals can present problems for land use.

The land use agreement of SGP and MTK defines that if the Saimaa 
Geopark area is exploited by companies or used for paid service ac-
tivities and/or business operations by a municipality or some other 
third party, “the landowner has the right to agree on the use of the 
area and on the compensation with the party in question”.

Saimaa Geopark ry has applied for funding from the EAFRD for a 
two-year project, which involves agreeing on common rules on the 
commercial use of the sites between entrepreneurs, landowners 
and recreation area organisations. Metsähallitus has its own co-
operation agreements with entrepreneurs who operate in national 
parks, and the same type of model has been in the planning with 
recreation area organisations for some time. Increasing visitor num-
bers affect the maintenance intervals and degradation at the sites 
and result in additional costs. Companies have also expressed a 
wish that landowners would sign a land use agreement that would 
apply to all entrepreneurs, so that companies would no longer need 
to draw up individual agreements. The common rules could pave 
the way for a type of booking calendar which would make at least 
adventure agencies aware of their largest visitor groups.

Adding signposting in nature always requires a permission, and pos-
sible road signs need to be negotiated with the Pirkanmaa Centre 
for Economic Development, Transport and the Environment (Pirkan-
maa ELY Centre) which handles road sign permits nationwide. The 
Lauhavuori-Hämeenkangas Geopark project discussed road signs 
in the autumn of 2019. The Pirkanmaa ELY Centre and the Finnish 
Transport Infrastructure Agency (FTIA) gave the following informa-
tion concerning road signs:

“The main purpose of signposting that directs to a service point 
is to ensure that the road user is able to find the destination. 
There can be no road signs that guide to a geopark due to the 
vastness of the geopark area. National park signs, for instance, 
guide to their respective parking areas or separate information 
centres. Signposting would be appropriate if a separate infor-
mation point with a parking area would be built for the geopark. 
In that case, a road sign permit could be obtained.

A Geopark plate with some text could be added to other tourist 
signs (so-called brown signs) or other signposted destinations, 
such as national parks, as additional information. Neither cur-
rent nor the new road traffic legislation includes the possibility to 
use the Geopark symbol in traffic signs. Allowing it would require 
changing the law, since traffic signs are defined in the approved 
Road Traffic Act.

Awareness of the Geopark areas and information on reaching 
them could be promoted with roadside advertisements which 
would notify travellers of arriving at such an area. They would 
not be traffic signs, but they would provide more visibility and 
could actually work really well for your needs. The authorisation 
process for these matters is handled centrally for the entire 
country in Tampere at the Pirkanmaa ELY Centre.”

(T. Österman, FTIA, 2019)
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Image: Puumala municipality
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5  CURRENT STATE OF THE GEOPARK SITES
The plan is structured according to three perspectives – the visitor perspective, management and administration 
perspective and development perspective – which were also used as a basis for surveying the sites.

The purpose of the management plan is not only to chart the con-
dition and facilities of the sites, but also to reflect on the overall 
experience of the visitor. The experience can be considered to start 
as the initial information about the sites and their reachability is 
discovered. This will lead the way to the experience that the visi-
tor ultimately gets. The customer perspective could be included 
in the plan, because the person who conducted the survey was an 
“outsider” and knew nothing of the sites in advance. This provided 
a genuine visitor perspective. One of the key points of the plan is 
communicating it to different operators in a way that benefits them. 
Although the perspectives are divided into three categories, they are 
not separate but strongly interconnected and thus overlapping. The 
survey pays attention to altogether 11 different themes:

• provision of information

• reachability

• signposting and guidance

• routes

• accessibility

• degradation of the sites and need to monitor the degradation

• general impression and tidiness

• facilities

• services in the surrounding area

• businesses in neighbouring areas

• points of development

Visitor perspective

The visitor perspective approaches the destinations from the 
customer’s point of view and seeks to explain potential challenges 
encountered by the visitors.  The starting point should be to ensure 
that the user experience is as easy and safe as possible. Special 
attention is paid to the availability and usability of the site. These 
involve themes such as finding information about the site, reaching 
the destination, guidance and the condition of the routes at the site 
as well as the general impression and tidiness. Important themes also 
include the site’s accessibility and facilities as well as services in the 
surrounding area. This user perspective cuts through the majority 
of the themes surveyed. Respectively, the user experience can the-
refore be improved or undermined by a number of different factors.

Administration and management 
perspective

The administration and management perspective shares many of 
the interests of the user perspective. The aim is to ensure that the 
visitors find the sites as attractive as possible so that the sites will 
provide memorable experiences for the users. The administration 
and management perspective focuses on the state and facilities 
of the destinations and on controlling how the visitors move about 
the sites thus reducing degradation. The aim is also to consider how 
the administration and management of the sites should be realised 
in the best way possible. The perspective emphasises continuity. 
Tending to the attractiveness of the sites guarantees a pleasant 
user experience and ensures that changes to the environment are 
minimal and that the natural values of the sites are preserved.

Development perspective

The development perspective is a combination of the previous two 
perspectives. The development perspective considers the potential 
challenges that the site presents to the visitor and thinks of ways to 
improve the visitor experience. At the same time, it seeks to reflect 
on development measures related to management and administrati-
on. The drawing up of the plan involved an email poll that was sent to 
those who were responsible for the administration and management 
of the sites. The questionnaire is appended to this plan. The purpose 
of the poll was to gather information on who are responsible for the 
management and administration of the sites and to identify their 
views on the current state of management and administration as 
well as future development needs. Due to challenges related to the 
schedule, local entrepreneurs and other operators were not polled 
for this plan, but the plan reveals issues related to services, such 
as reachability and accommodation, which could be addressed by 
local operators.

The next part of the plan will provide a general overview of the fin-
dings of the poll by theme. More detailed site descriptions can be 
found on a Blogger website at https://samilehtinen.blogspot.com/ 
Sign in to the page via Gmail: sgphoitokaytto@gmail.com (password 
Drumliini2). The link to the site is also included in the Appendices 
section of the plan. The site descriptions are provided on a separate 
website mainly in order to save space. The website includes the sites’ 
current state as well as development suggestions and images. In ad-
dition, each site has a separate table, which includes main features 
related to the 11 thematic areas. Due to the number of sites and the 
limited resources available, it was not possible to include an in-depth 
analysis of every site in the plan. However, the plan aims to provide 
as good an overview as possible, so that it may serve as a basis for 
future development plans.
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6  SUMMARY OF THE CURRENT STATE OF THE 
SITES
There are altogether 65 geological sites at Saimaa Geopark, but two of the sites had to be left out of the plan due to 
reasons of logistics and scheduling. The number of sites is great, and the sites differ from one another in many ways. 
For example, urban destinations are easy to reach, while the sites that are more remote, particularly those located on 
the islands, are more challenging in terms of reachability.

In addition, the level of the facilities and the amount of signposting 
varies. For the reasons mentioned above, it is difficult to make clear 
generalisations on the current state of the sites. As mentioned ear-
lier, the sites are described in more detail on a website, which can 

be found using the link in the Appendices section of the plan, and in 
the table attached. However, some features that were repeated at 
many of the sites will be presented next. Summary of the sites will be 
given by focusing on the same themes that were used for the survey.

Image: Puumala municipality / Timo Hämäläinen
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6.1. INFORMATION

Information needs to be considered in terms of what information 
is available and how the sites can be found. With comprehensive 
and easy-to-find information, it is possible to promote the sites and 
to increase their recognition and attractiveness. In addition to the 
information that is available in advance, on-site information also 
plays an important role. This way the information is also closely linked 
with signposting and guidance. Comprehensive information also 
allows the potential visitor to plan their visit to a site as accurately 
as possible in advance and to get information about the reachability 
of the destination and its nearby services, such as accommodation. 
The survey paid particular attention to how easily the information 
can be found and how comprehensive it is. The primary concern 
is to ensure that the most important information is found through 
the pages of the Saimaa Geopark Association and in the Saimaa 
Geopark signposting.

Current state

On the Saimaa Geopark Association’s web pages, the sites are cur-
rently divided by municipality and each site has its own page, which 
focuses especially on the presentation of the geological features of 
the site. The page provides the coordinates of each site, which helps 
with finding them using electronic aids.  Most of the sites are also 
described in more detail on the municipalities’ own travel pages and 
the sites of the municipal travel agencies. The websites of the South 
Karelia and South Savo regions also include descriptions of the sites. 
In addition, municipal tourist information centres offer materials on 
Saimaa Geopark at their own info points to a varying degree. Saimaa 
Geopark also has partnership companies, which provide materials on 
Saimaa Geopark. The amount of information at the sites varies, and 
many different operators participate in the provision of information. 
During the “Saimaan opasteet” (Saimaa signposting) project, 95 
signage frames and 327 signs were installed in the area. Some of 
the instalments will be done in the summer of 2020. Funding has 
been applied for from the EAFRD for a new project, which aims to 
add more signs to natural and cultural sites and to create signposted 
Saimaa Geopark trails that are based on existing routes. Decisions 
on the funding will be published by the end of 2019.

Strengths

• There is plenty of information available and it can be found in 
several places.

• The Saimaa Geopark web pages are clear and the sites can be 
found easily.

• The Saimaa Geopark pages are available both in Finnish and in 
English.

• Plenty of information about the area’s geology and its features.

• A lot of English-language material available and part of the ma-
terial also available in Russian.

• All geosites as well as natural and cultural sites can also be found 
on Google Maps under the name Saimaa Geopark.

Challenges

• Information is fragmented and found in several places.

• The Saimaa Geopark web pages could contain more detailed site 
descriptions (difficulty of the trails, accessibility, parking spaces).

• Better linking between the website of Saimaa Geopark and the 
data of Outdoor Active. This includes linking the trail information 
provided by the South Karelian Foundation for Recreation Areas 
and their Outdoor Active data with the information of Saimaa 
Geopark.

• Some sites are missing clear information on whether they can be 
reached more easily by land or by water.

• Several sites are missing clearly recognisable geological attrac-
tions, making it potentially difficult for the visitor to understand 
where they should go.

• The amount of information at the destination is unevenly distri-
buted. There is plenty of information available at some of the 
locations, while other places need more.

• Some of the information signs are in bad condition and reading 
them is difficult (not the Saimaa Geopark signage).

• The sites feature signs from many different operators, and their 
content is often overlapping, in addition to which the sites can 
sometimes provide too much information.

• The Saimaa Geopark signs found at the sites are often fairly aca-
demic, and the visitor may find the geological texts difficult to 
understand.

• The history and stories related to the sites could be brought to 
the fore more. Linking the geological heritage to human history 
more strongly.

• At some of the sites, it is difficult to understand the value ad-
ded by the Geopark, often due to the signs of many different 
operators.

• Could the information emphasise the ban on illegal campfire sites 
some more?
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6.2. REACHABILITY

Reachability plays an important role in allowing visitors easy access 
to the destinations. Good reachability is a key factor for the visitors. 
In addition, the site should be reached in a way that puts a minimal 
burden on the environment and the climate. One of the important 
themes of the plan is climate change and how to fight it. In the Sai-
maa Geopark area, improving the reachability of the sites and lending 
support to reaching them in an environmentally friendly manner 
is the best way to address the issue. The Saimaa Geopark area is 
vast, and many of its sites are challenging to reach. Developing and 
improving reachability is therefore important for the future of the 
Saimaa Geopark area.

Current state

The sites of Saimaa Geopark vary significantly in terms of how reach-
able they are. Some of the sites can be reached in a wide variety of 
ways (urban destinations), while some of the sites cannot be acces-
sed by any other means than a watercraft (island destinations). The 
sites can also be located in more remote areas, in which case they are 
probably best reached by car. At some destinations, public transport 
is sporadic or non-existent. Organised and guided excursions would 
improve the reachability of the more challenging sites.

Strengths

• Urban destinations can easily be reached with various means 
of transport.

• There are plenty of electronic map applications available.

• Ample parking space is often available at the sites or near them.

• Many destinations can also be reached by boat.

• Some island destinations are part of a cruise programme.

• Local entrepreneurs organise kayaking trips to some of the 
destinations.

• With good planning, the Saimaa Geopark area can also be enjoyed 
without a car.

• In addition to cars, many of the destinations can be reached by 
bicycles or electric bikes.

Challenges

• Many of the sites are challenging to reach, and especially for 
foreign visitors it can be difficult to find information about how 
to get a lift to the sites.

• On Saimaa Geopark’s website, the information provided focuses 
mainly on the geological overview of the region and things such 
as reaching the site largely remain the responsibility of the visitor, 
as no information is provided on how to reach a particular site 
(boat rides, route suggestions, public transport).

• There is a lack of organised excursions.

• There are limited water transport opportunities.

• Public transport is sporadic or non-existent.

• Roads between destinations are in bad condition and narrow.

• Availability of rentable bicycles and electric bicycles is limited.

6.3. SIGNPOSTING AND GUIDANCE

A good and simple signposting and guidance system has a strong 
link with how the visitor experiences the site. It is also closely rela-
ted to the reachability of the sites and the provision of information. 
When it comes to reachability, it is particularly related to the physical 
signposting along the trail and thus to finding the site.  On the other 
hand, the signposting and guidance system plays a key role in the 
information provided at the destination and in the ease of moving 
around the site and its routes. A good signposting and guidance 
system also makes it possible to control the stream of visitors and 
thereby prevent the formation of informal routes and degradation 
of the site. Signposting and guidance also involves instructions on 
how to act at the site as well as rules and regulations.

Current state

From the viewpoint of reachability, there is no physical signposting 
that would guide the visitor to the majority of the sites. Therefore, 
different maps and map programs need to be used. It is still possible 
to find many of the sites using a traditional paper map, but in some 
cases the use of technological aids is almost a necessity. This fact is 
highlighted when it comes to foreign visitors, especially. The extent 
of signposting and guidance differs from site to site. Some of the 
destinations have marked routes and trails and include information 
about the destination as well as the facilities available in the area. 
At some of the sites the information provided is very limited or non-
existent. The amount of signposting and guidance along the routes 
is different at each destination.

Strengths

• Some of the destination have physical signposting that guides 
to the site.

• Saimaa Geopark’s website as well as other websites provide ad-
ditional information about the destinations.

• The on-site physical Saimaa Geopark signposts often include a 
map of the destination.

• Most of the sites have plenty of information on the site and its 
facilities.

• At some of the sites, visitors can download site-specific guidance 
using a QR code, and Outdoor Active allows a visitor to download 
an electronic map of some of the routes that they can use on 
their smart device.

• Guided tours are available at some destinations.

Challenges

• The scope and level of guidance varies.

• Lack of clear route guidance may increase the number of unof-
ficial paths.

• Saimaa Geopark signposting will not be available at every 
destination.

• Route guidance downloaded using a QR code do not always work.



29

6.4. ROUTES

Routes play an important role because they provide safe access 
to the destinations.  The safety aspect is reflected in keeping the 
routes in peak condition and constructing them in such a way that 
there is no risk of getting lost. The marked routes make it easier to 
guide the visitors towards interesting sites and to prevent uncont-
rolled trekking. Without clear routes, the formation of informal paths 
increases, adding to environmental degradation. Routes that are in 
poor condition present an increased risk of injury, and children and 
those who are less mobile will find moving about more challenging. 
The routes should include halfway signposting, and different infor-
mation signs at various sites could be used to make the destinations 
more interesting.

Current state

As a rule, the routes are clearly signposted and their overall con-
dition is good. However, there are differences between routes and 
their condition may vary also within the route. A part of the route 
can be very well maintained, while other parts may be in a worse 
condition due to wear, for example. As mentioned in the Signposting 
and guidance section, there are major differences in the quality and 
amount of signage between the sites. In the ideal situation, each 
Saimaa Geopark site would have visually and qualitatively consistent 
signposting and guidance.

Strengths

• The routes are mainly in good condition.

• As a rule, there is extensive signposting and guidance along the 
routes.

• Most routes are clearly marked for the visitors’ convenience.

• With a little effort, many sites could have signposted routes.

Challenges

• Lack of marked routes at some destinations.

• Signposting along routes varies in terms of quality and quantity.

• Halfway signposting could be used more along the routes.

• Some of the routes are challenging, especially for those in poor 
shape and children.

• Apart from a small exception, the sites have not been combined 
by creating Saimaa Geopark routes.

6.5. DEGRADATION AND MONITORING DEGRADATION

One of the main questions addressed by the plan is how degrada-
tion is visible at the sites and how it can be prevented. Excessive 
degradation of the sites negatively affects the user experience and, 
in the worst case, causes irreversible damage to nature. Even in a 
less severe scenario, the restoration of the environment can take a 
long time. Moving about in nature is an integral part of nature tou-
rism, but we should try to minimise the marks it leaves. However, in 
this type of operation it is necessary to accept a certain degree of 
environmental change. Visitor numbers in the Saimaa Geopark area 
and its sites will probably grow in the future due to the Geopark sta-
tus of Saimaa. The plan aims to provide information on the current 
state and degradation of the sites, particularly through photographs.

Current state

Degradation varies by destination. In general, it can be said that 
most of the degradation can be found in places where the services 
of the site are located. This can be seen especially around campfire 
sites, which are often found in conjunction with other services. De-
gradation also occurs along the possible signposted routes of the 
site or the informal paths that have formed there. In more general 
terms, degradation can also be thought to apply to the site facili-
ties, which are used a lot. If the site has been built around one main 
attraction, that is where most of the degradation takes place. The 
Astuvansalmi rock paintings, where the area around the paintings 
is heavily worn, serve as an example. Monitoring points were built 
along the Norppapolku path (The Saimaa Seal trail) at Puumala in 
May 2019. Degradation measurements can now be conducted at 
the site. At other sites, degradation is not being monitored at pre-
sent. A presentation on measuring degradation given by MA Emma 
Ilkka at a workshop on responsible tourism organised in Puumala 
on 24 May 2019 has been appended to this plan (Appendix 3). The 
appendices also include a table that can be used in the measuring 
of degradation (Appendix 4).

Strengths

• Many sites have marked routes that guide the visitors to use cer-
tain paths, thus focusing the degradation in desired locations.

• Outside the immediate proximity of routes or facilities, the envi-
ronment is often in its natural state.

• Clear walkways that people use can already be found at the sites, 
so degradation does not occur on a large scale outside of these 
areas.

Challenges

• In some places, degradation of the routes has made moving about 
difficult.

• Many informal routes have formed at some of the sites.

• Positive impressions are weakened by degradation.

• Degradation is not measured or actively monitored at present.

• Protection markings present their own challenges for the main-
tenance of paths (e.g. no motor vehicles permitted).

• Signs that would encourage staying on the paths that have al-
ready formed could be brought to the sites.
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6.6. ACCESSIBILITY

One important theme in the plan is to look at the sites from the 
perspective of accessibility. Today, accessibility is taken into consi-
deration quite differently than in the past. Nowadays, accessibility 
should be taken into account in all construction. Accessible sites 
promote equality and allow visitors in various physical conditions 
to have unique nature and cultural experiences. Easily accessible 
fairways and structures also improve the experience for those tra-
velling with children, elderly people or prams.

Current state

The level of accessibility varies from one Saimaa Geopark site to 
another. Some of the destinations are designed to be accessible 
to those with reduced mobility and attention to accessibility is ref-
lected especially in how the facilities are designed with the physically 
impaired in mind. There are also sites that could be suitable for those 
who are physically impaired, although they were not originally built 
with accessibility in mind. Accessibility could also be improved with 
reasonably small changes at several sites.

Strengths

• Some of the sites have been built to be accessible.

• Parts of some of the sites could be suitable for the physically 
impaired, even though they were not originally designed to be 
accessible.

• Accessibility can be improved through small changes.

Challenges

• Most of the sites are not accessible for the physically impaired.

• Many of the sites are challenging from the viewpoint of 
reachability.

• At some sites, accessibility plans have been carried out only half-
way or they are poorly executed. For example, accessible toilets 
may be missing wheelchair ramps.

• The information provided by Saimaa Geopark does not mention 
details about the site and its accessibility.

6.7. FACILITIES

Comprehensive facilities that are in good condition can attract vi-
sitors to the sites, in particular. Good facilities can also help lower 
the threshold of visiting a site and make the visits easier. Campfire 
sites make it possible for the visitors to enjoy their packed lunches 
and toilets allow for a longer stay at the site. Duckboards and various 
structures facilitate moving about the site and simultaneously pre-
vent environmental degradation. Facilities are thus closely related 
to accessibility. Sites with a lean-to can lower the threshold of going 
on overnight nature trips. At their best, good facilities can serve 
as a stimulus to start camping for those who are not accustomed 
to moving around in nature. The condition of the facilities is also a 
safety factor. It is a good idea to pay close attention to the quality 
and condition of the facilities. Poorly managed facilities or lack of 
firewood can easily drive visitors away.

Current state

The facilities vary from one site to another. Some of the sites have 
comprehensive facilities, while others have practically no facilities 
at all. Generally, the facilities are in good condition and functional. 
The campfire sites have ample firewood apart from a couple of ex-
ceptions, the buildings are undamaged and clean, and the toilets 
have toilet paper and bedding and they are not too full. Waste ma-
nagement also works well at most of the sites.

Strengths

• Many of the sites have comprehensive facilities.

• Condition of the facilities is mainly good.

• Maintenance generally works well.

Challenges

• Quantity and quality of the facilities vary.

• There could be more benches and tables along the routes.

• Some toilets do not have toilet paper.

• Some sites do not have toilets, which reduces the time spent in 
the area.

• It would be a good idea to develop an electronic feedback system 
that could easily inform people about changes or shortcomings 
at the sites.
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6.8. NEARBY SERVICES AND BUSINESSES

Services and businesses near the sites are typically associated with 
various accommodation options and dining opportunities. Other 
important services include bicycle, canoe and car rentals as well as 
shops. Saimaa Geopark sites are located in a geographically exten-
sive area and therefore various transport services that contribute to 
reachability gain significance. As travelling by bicycles and electric 
bikes has gained popularity, the need for transporting bikes on boats 
has also increased. Good and easy-to-find services are a strong at-
traction factor and contribute to lowering the threshold for visiting 
the sites. Companies also promote the Saimaa Geopark sites and 
organise excursions to them.

Current state

This theme also shows a lot of variation between the sites. Particu-
larly at urban sites, various services and companies are well repre-
sented. By contrast, some of the more remote sites feature practi-
cally no services at all. A site lacking both comprehensive facilities 

and nearby services can drive some potential visitors away. This 
tendency is particularly true when it comes to people travelling by 
non-motorised vehicles.

Strengths

• Many of the destinations are within a reasonable distance from 
services.

• Urban areas have comprehensive services.

Challenges

• No nearby services at more remote sites.

• Shortage of services may present an obstacle to exploring the 
destination.

• Saimaa Geopark website missing more detailed descriptions of 
services at the sites.

6.9. GENERAL IMPRESSION AND TIDINESS

The Saimaa Geopark concept is based on a theme of sustainable 
tourism, which makes keeping the sites tidy and litter-free crucially 
important. The general impression the visitor gets and the tidiness of 
the site are essential for a memorable user experience, as the visitor 
is unlikely to revisit a site they have found unappealing. In addition, 
littering and vandalism easily ruin the unique atmosphere of a site. 
At the same time, littering causes problems for the area’s wildlife. 
Littering is also an economic issue, since the cleaning of the sites 
is not free and the time spent tidying the site uses resources that 
could be used for other activities.

Current state

The general impression and tidiness at the sites are at a good level 
throughout. Waste management works well and at those sites that 
have no waste management, visitors have adopted the idea of no-
waste camping well. There was virtually no litter or other waste at 
the sites. The visitor is reminded of rubbish-free trekking at several 
places. The physical structures of the area, such as toilets, were 
clean and pleasant with a few minor exceptions.

Strengths

• Sites are nearly litter-free.

• People have clearly embraced the idea of no-waste camping.

• Waste management generally works well.

• There is plenty of information available on no-waste trekking and 
waste management.

• Vandalism not detected on a large scale.

Challenges

• Some of the facilities in poor condition, affecting overall 
attractiveness.

• There are many illegal campfire sites.

The above-mentioned themes are not separate from one another; 
instead, they often overlap and thus also affect each other. Infor-
mation affects reachability, which in turn is part of signposting and 
guidance. Signposting and guidance is closely related to routes, 
routes to degradation and so on. Together, the themes form a whole, 
where the individual factors are important in themselves but at the 
same time strongly interconnected. The absence or poor condition of 
one of these factors may mean a reduction in the attraction of a site 
and, conversely, each of the factors may also add to the attraction of 
a site. At the same time, they either reinforce or weaken each other. 
The key is to think about the sites as a whole and understand the 
interdependencies between the different factors. It is also good to 
note that operators in the region can independently influence all of 
the above-mentioned themes. Thus, developing the attraction of the 
sites is firmly in the hands of the operators. The attraction of the sites 
is particularly affected by their management and administration, 
which includes the development of the sites.
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Image: Puumala municipality
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7  MANAGEMENT AND ADMINISTRATION
The sites require constant maintenance in order to stay attractive and safe. Thus, examining the success of these opera-
tions is not irrelevant. Failure to carry out maintenance work can at worst lead to dangerous situations. Care is therefore 
crucial for the attractiveness of the sites. It is important for the administration of the sites that those responsible for 
administering the sites have as accurate and clear an understanding of the situation as possible. This makes it possible 
to respond to potential deficiencies and development needs as quickly as possible. One of the objectives of the plan is 
to find out how management and administration are currently organised, and what strengths and challenges it entails.

A questionnaire was sent to the persons responsible for managing and 
administering the sites. The questionnaire is appended to this plan (Ap-
pendix 5). The following section will discuss some of the factors that 
emerged from the poll. Not all member municipalities provided answers 
to questions on the management and administration of the sites.

Administrating the sites is predominantly carried out by the member 
municipalities of the Saimaa Geopark Association. The South Karelian 
Foundation for Recreation Areas is responsible for some of the sites, 
and the state-owned areas are the responsibility of Metsähallitus or the 
South Karelian Foundation for Recreation Areas. In some cases, the site is 
located in a state-owned area, but administratively it is the responsibility 
of the municipality.  Management varies by municipality, but typically 
the management is outsourced to external operators. The operators 
may include various associations, administrative committees or private 
individuals operating under a company name. Keep the Archipelago Tidy 
Association manages several island destinations. At Sulkava, the mana-
gement is handled by Järvi-Saimaan palvelut Oy, which is a joint company 
owned by Sulkava, Juva, Rantasalmi and the Federation of Municipalities 
of the South Savo Social and Health Care Authority. In addition to the 
wide range of management operators, practices regarding the persons 
responsible for managing the sites vary in the municipalities. In some 
municipalities, there is no clear person in charge. Instead, administration 
duties may be handled by a person who is able to do them at a given time.

According to the poll, management and administration are considered 
to function well for the most part, but points for development were also 
mentioned. The responses express a wish for centralised administrati-
on and management and also stress the significance of co-operation 
among the various operators and stakeholders in the region. Notifying the 
stakeholders is also seen as an important factor. At the moment, as the 
management and administration is divided between several operators, 
not everyone is necessarily aware of the overall picture. Not knowing 
who is the person responsible for the sites is also seen as a complica-
ting factor in the co-operation between operators. The responses also 
reflect a wish for handling management on a more long-term basis and 
for having more resources. Co-operation between the administrators 
of the sites is currently carried out in the form of discussions with no 
concrete measures being taken at present. Often the discussions involve 
going through some feedback together. Co-operation is carried out in a 
positive atmosphere, but the need for increased co-operation emerges 
as an important point on the basis of the responses.

The creation of an electronic platform that could be used for leaving va-
rious service requests, such as requests for firewood or snowploughing, 
was also suggested. This was seen important for the purposes of forming 
a better overall picture. Metsähallitus is currently piloting an app called 
Retkikompassi, which could be used in the Saimaa Geopark area as well 
(www.metsa.fi). It is considered highly important that Saimaa Geopark 
have up-to-date data on the condition and state of the sites, as this 

would improve notifying about problem situations, the storm damage of 
Rastinniemi in the summer of 2019 being a case in point. It would make 
sense to gather the information in one place in order to form a better 
overall picture of the sites. This would make it easier to monitor the quality 
of the sites and to react to deficiencies (e.g. repair needs) as needed. If the 
sites were inspected regularly, it would be easier to ensure that the sites 
stay in good condition.  A report could be written about the inspections, 
or the findings and repair needs could be entered into a platform that 
could be accessed by all those who need the information. For example, 
Metsähallitus inspects its natural sites annually and prepares an obser-
vation report. This could also serve as a good basis for evaluating the 
maintenance and repair needs of the Saimaa Geopark sites.

The assessment of the maintenance and repair needs could also be faci-
litated by creating a common quality classification.  It would be good to 
define the sought-after ’geopark quality’ and then to develop the sites 
accordingly. The quality classification would take into account both the 
maintainers and the users. For the users, the classification would give 
information on how demanding the sites are, that is, whether the site is 
accessible or particularly demanding to move around, for example. Howe-
ver, the responses to the poll stress that the quality classification should 
not impede normal operations. In other words, it should be as clear and 
simple as possible. The emphasis could be on things such as the clarity 
of signposting, safety of the sites and a visually unified look. It could also 
define common maintenance instructions and maintenance level as well 
as resources allocated. One proposition suggested as an alternative to 
the shared quality classification mentions a liability agreement, which 
would ensure that no site is left untended.

On the basis of the responses, operators wish to receive clear and conc-
rete recommendations on the management of the signposts and possible 
changes in land use as well as information on the general principles of the 
management of the Saimaa Geopark area. The land use agreement drawn 
up by The Central Union of Agricultural Producers and Forest Owners 
(MTK) and Saimaa Geopark requires that Saimaa Geopark be informed 
in advance of, for example, any forestry-related work. Broadening the 
scope of the agreement could clarify and improve the flow of information 
between landowners and those responsible for the sites. In addition, 
clear information is needed on the maintenance development needs. 
Paying attention to the particularities of the sites and providing clear 
suggestions and schedules for corrections are considered important 
in the responses as is the assessment of maintenance or lack thereof. 
General principles could be included in the possible creation of a common 
quality classification and management level. This would provide better 
understanding of the annual repair needs of various sizes. The poll sug-
gests that the financial implications of the roads, signposting and parking 
spaces associated with Saimaa Geopark should be stated clearly so that 
they could be taken into account when preparing the budgets of the 
municipalities. The impact of larger costs is emphasised.
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Image 14. The Pisamalahti hill fort is a place of many stories and colourful history. Image: Sulkava municipality
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8  COMBINING GEOLOGY AND NATURAL AND 
CULTURAL HERITAGE
Going around the Saimaa Geopark area and visiting the sites confirmed that the words attached to the Saimaa brand, 
tranquillity, silence, nature, cleanliness, and space, were well chosen. The themes highlighted sustainable development, 
military history, culture, scents, nature, water, lake, Vuoksi river, powerful atmosphere, stories, identity of the region, 
wilderness, curiosities, mysticism, fitness and wellbeing. The sites are geologically significant for the surrounding 
landscape, human habitation in the region, natural and cultural heritage, and industrial development. Saimaa, especi-
ally, has had an effect on the identity of the region and with this in mind, combining natural and cultural heritage can 
bring new tourism products and services to the region. The following presents some ideas about the tourism services 
that are in the pipeline.

The planning of new tourism services or products should rely on 
the strengths of the region. For example, the military history of the 
region can be thought to comprise the entire time that people have 
lived in the area, that is, approximately 10,000 years. Our ancestors 
must surely have had some border disputes with the neighbouring 
tribes within the Saimaa Geopark area. The reasons our ancestors set 
their dwellings in the area are related to geology. The same geological 
phenomena have enabled the inhabitants to flee from their oppres-
sors and hide in caves and rocks as well as allowed them to keep a 
lookout for the arrival of enemy ships on the hill forts (Image 14).  With 
some imagination and stories these themes can be combined with 
information on ancient lifestyles and eating habits and even enable 
the development of food products for various guided excursions.

The Salpa Line and its potential for attracting tourists offer count-
less opportunities for tourism. Linking the sites between Luumäki 
and Sulkava could bring in more tourists that are interested in mi-
litary history.  The visitors’ book of the Salpa Line stone defences 
at Syyspohja in Ruokolahti shows that the site is visited by a lot of 
foreign travellers but the information is mainly available in Finnish. 
Geologically the area is interesting due to the stone obstacles and 
the way the Line follows the terrain.

Scents in the area are strongly associated with water and forests. 
Towards the autumn, decomposing leaves create their own scent, 
not to mention the rebirth of nature in the spring. Turning scents 
into a part of guided excursions is an added value that should be 
highlighted. Scents cannot be packaged and turned into a souvenir, 
but they can be stored in memory so that people can return to them 
any time they want. Scents can be a fine addition to excursions or-
ganised for visually impaired people, for example.

The area has plenty of different hiking trails that can be easily con-
nected to geology. Hiking trails passing through geological sites 
need to be promoted through the marketing channels of the member 
municipalities and Saimaa Geopark. Similarly, linking natural and 
cultural sites to the routes also advances the recognition of Saimaa 
Geopark. Thematically, the possibility of exercise and nature/geo 
trekking is worth mentioning. On the other hand, many of the routes 
are so easy or short, that even those who are not in top shape have 
many opportunities for outdoor activities and enjoying nature. Pro-
viding information about the sites could inspire new tourist groups 
or people in the region to get acquainted with the area.

The Kummakivi erratic boulder in Ruokolahti has attracted many 
visitors in the past couple of years, ranging from locals to tourists. 

The site is practically in the middle of nowhere, there are no services 
nearby, but visiting days still draw in a steady stream of visitors. Part 
of Kummakivi’s (lit. ‘odd stone’) popularity can of course attributed 
to its strangeness but could the case also teach us something about 
promoting other remote sites? A similar mystical atmosphere can 
be sensed at other Saimaa Geopark sites. Mystical sites are often 
rugged cliffs, slightly hidden places, which are usually linked with 
stories about sprites, trolls, robbers and boisterous fiends. Branding 
some the more difficult to reach destinations of Saimaa Geopark with 
mysticism could bring more visitors to the sites. As the Kummakivi 
case shows, you do not always need services to add value to a site.

The lack of services at the Pistohiekka beach in Puumala has not 
made the place less attractive to visitors. The first impression could 
be described as sad, even, as the days of splendour were clearly a 
thing of the past and now the once magnificent tourist attraction 
provides only very modest services. However, upon closer inspection 
the area is revealed to be a true gem. In some ways, the desolate site 
resembles an abandoned Wild West village. However, the site fea-
tures a number of motorhomes and caravans that have found their 
home in the area. The lack of services is compensated by the natural 
peace, striking views and the silence that is on offer in abundance. 
The site does not directly increase tourism revenue but guarantees 
that the visitors get a unique experience that will not be easily for-
gotten. The visitors do increase the demand for nearby services 
indirectly, however.

The buildings and constructed sites of the Saimaa Geopark area 
often have a strong or nature-bound identity, such as the wooden 
house area of Uitonrinne in Sulkava, the rapakivi church in Savitaipa-
le and the Liehtalanniemi museum of detached housing in Puumala. 
Liehtalanniemi is located on a rocky peninsula, where it is possible to 
observe glacial lines and depressions formed by the waves. Geology 
and cultural heritage are intimately interconnected at the site. The 
rapakivi church in Savitaipale highlights the significance of Luthe-
ranism to the entire Finnish society. The building process used local 
labour and the rapakivi was quarried from the nearby Lavikanlahti, 
so the construction of the church is also valuable in terms of how it 
has affected local identity and cultural heritage. Its connection with 
geological and cultural heritage should be highlighted more in the 
activities of Saimaa Geopark. Sarviniemi is a destination with a lot 
to offer. The South Karelian Foundation for Recreation Areas is doing 
pioneering work in bringing out the site’s full potential. In Sarviniemi, 
signs at the site remind visitors of the proximity of the defence for-
ces and it is forbidden to stay in the area overnight. Can the proximity 
of the defence forces make the site more thematically nuanced?
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Image: Puumala municipality
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9  PROPOSAL FOR MEASURES TO BE TAKEN
This section contains a number of measures and development proposals which are based on the survey of the current 
conditions. More detailed and site-specific development proposals can be found by accessing the previously mentioned 
Blogger platform. The proposals for the measures to be taken are again divided according to the tree perspectives of 
this plan: customer perspective, administration and management perspective, and development perspective.

Customer perspective

• The website of Saimaa Geopark should include all information 
that visitors of the sites should know (e.g. reachability, services 
etc.). At the moment the information is scattered. For example, 
the descriptions for Morruuvuori or the rock overhang of Kaar-
navuori do not mention whether they can be reasonably reached 
by land or by water.

• It would make sense to combine the site descriptions of the South 
Karelia Foundation for Recreation Areas with Saimaa Geopark’s 
web pages or at least to provide links to the Outdoor Active por-
tals of both and share content data more efficiently.

• Route information could be complemented with suggestions for 
accommodation, dining, canoe/electric bike rentals, shops etc.

• Best possible information on each site, for instance, reachability 
of island sites (clear information on access so that the visitors 
would not need to look for various possibilities to reach the sites).

• Ensuring that the QR codes work and the signposts could include 
instructions on how to scan the QR codes in the first place.

• There are lean-tos and campfire sites near the destinations, 
which may be privately owned. These should have clear signs 
about whether visitors are allowed use them.

• The sites could be promoted more on Google Maps.

Perspective of administration and 
management

• Monitoring degradation needs to begin.

• The same level of maintenance and quality criteria for each site 
(in accordance with the Geopark brand).

• It would be a good idea to create a collaboration group that would 
have a comprehensive picture of the sites. The group could in-
clude members of municipal staff and a person, for example, from 
Saimaa Geopark who would coordinate the group.

• It would be good to have at least one visitor counter in each mu-
nicipality. In the future visitor tracking will be important.

• Visitor tracking could later be combined with surveys of the re-
gional economic effects of Saimaa Geopark.

• When it comes to the maintenance of the toilets, it is essential 
that the tank volume is large enough so that there is no need to 
empty the waste during the season. Emptying would take place 
once a year, for example, in the spring season before they start 
to fill up again. The Eko-Roope model has been considered a good 
solution. In it some of the mass can be transferred to a container 
during the summer.

• In some places, the lack of toilets can limit the time spent at 
the site.

• The condition and level of the facilities of the sites should be 
ensured as well as possible (e.g. the adequacy of toilet paper and 
bedding in toilets).

• To reduce degradation, people should be directed to existing 
paths using clear signposting.

• Signs could be brought to the sites (e.g. Rastinniemi already has 
them), so that visitors would stay on the existing paths.

• There should be larger sanctions for illegal campfire sites.

Development perspective

• Routes should be planned in such a way that they would connect 
other routes and sites (e.g. the Kaihu trail in Mikkeli). The routes 
could possibly also be built to combine geosites with natural and 
cultural attractions.

• The signposting and guidance should be improved at some sites.

• Investigate the possibility to plan a longer route, such as a route 
around Saimaa Geopark as one trail or several trails with several 
sites. This type of route has already been prepared for boaters 
in the boating guide “Eteläisen Saimaan geokohteet” (Geosites 
of Southern Saimaa).

• The presentation of the sites could involve more storytelling and 
the geological phenomena could be explained using as clear and 
understandable language as possible.

• Package tours and excursions should be planned and organised.

• Brochures about the Saimaa Geopark partnership should be made 
for entrepreneurs.

• More accessible sites should be added and existing accessible 
sites should be developed. Ensure the sites’ accessibility (ramps, 
railings etc.)

• Electronic route guides could be created for the Saimaa Geopark 
destinations which could be downloaded by using a QR code.

• Paying better attention to cyclists and boaters, for example 
through a mobile shop service.

• Ensuring the safety of cyclists with, for example, signs that warn 
of cyclists and lowering the speed limits.

• Encouraging sustainable development and responsible tourism 
among the companies the region and delivering services that are 
in line with these principles.

•  Addressing climate change by developing public transport and 
encouraging local tourism.

• Creating an electronic feedback system.
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10 CONCLUSIONS
This Conclusions section summarises the main points of the plan by looking at the four main objectives of the plan.

1. How can the services in the region be 
developed?

Currently the Saimaa Geopark area has a comprehensive range of 
service providers that affect the attractiveness of the sites in an 
important way. Although there are various services available, in-
formation about them may be fragmented and they may be found 
in several locations. This makes finding them difficult. It would be 
important to try to gather the services and service providers in the 
Saimaa Geopark area in one place. There should be extensive infor-
mation available about the sites so that a potential visitor can plan 
their visit as conveniently as possible. When it comes to the sites 
and their routes, it would make sense to prepare suggestions on 
reaching the sites, accommodation, dining, canoe or electric bike 
rental and shopping. This should be done in co-operation with the 
service providers in the region. Organised guided excursions and the 
development of boat transport would also be needed in the area. In 
terms of reachability, developing various transport services and ve-
hicle rental plays an important role.

2. How can visitor numbers be controlled 
so that nature, plants, organisms 
and geological phenomena are not 
compromised?

Clearly marked routes and signposting and guidance are the key 
factors in controlling the visitor numbers. Clear and well-signposted 
routes enable the visitors to be guided to use the desired routes and, 
at the same time, directed to interesting sites. The routes should be 
built further away from the more vulnerable places in the area. At 
some sites, it was clear that for instance missing bridges or duck-
boards cause the widening of paths and increased degradation near 
streams and ditches. The same applies to the wettest areas where 
visitors look for drier ground near the edges of the paths, causing 
the trails to widen. The paths are also easily depressed in these areas 
where the weight of the visitors causes the soft soil to sink. The 
construction of stairs at the steepest climbs could also reduce the 
wear of the routes.

3.  In what ways can geology and natural and 
cultural heritage be linked?

The geological phenomena of the region are still visible in the 
landscape and in how people move about and live, in addition to 
which they have has also had an effect on the natural and cultural 

heritage of the area. The identity of the region has been and still 
is strongly linked to Lake Saimaa. Utilising geology to create new 
services and tourism products is mainly a question of realisations 
and daring. Themes such as scents, stories, mysticism, cleanliness, 
water and nature can be turned into products in various tourist 
services. Routes could be built to link geological sites with cultural 
destinations, and the signposting of Saimaa Geopark could aim at 
connecting the area’s geological heritage to its cultural heritage with 
the help of history and stories.

4. Addressing climate change

To account for climate change, special attention needs to be paid 
to the development of public transport in the Saimaa Geopark area. 
It is relatively challenging to travel from one site to another in the 
area, especially when the sites are not located along the main roads. 
The area also needs more service providers offering tourist services 
in the form of cruises and transport services, especially for group 
travel. The opportunities for local tourism should be promoted more 
actively, and the residents of the region should be encouraged to 
spend their holidays in the area and to use the services in the region. 
Boosting the local food products and the offerings of the local food 
industry also strengthens the area’s service providers and lines of 
business. By and large, those travelling in the area should be encou-
raged to select muscle-powered activities, such as rowing, paddling 
or cycling. The promotion of these services in different portals and 
on various websites is crucially important.

Saimaa Geopark serves as an introduction to the manifold mani-
festation of geological, natural and cultural heritage of the Saimaa 
region. Developing the area in accordance with the principles of 
sustainable development and sustainable tourism provides Saimaa 
Geopark with various opportunities to make the area more dynamic. 
Good and functional recreational areas draw visitors to the region 
(attraction) and simultaneously help to keep, for example, boaters 
in the area (retention). One of the tasks of Saimaa Geopark is to raise 
local people’s awareness of the geological significance of Saimaa. 
It is also intended to increase local knowledge and the locals’ self-
esteem and pride in their own region.  It is important to link the 
marketing of the sites to the cultural identity of the region and to 
the use of destinations in a way that is beneficial to the sites. It is 
also important to achieve a common objective for the entire Lake 
Saimaa area, which is not based on internal competition but which 
defines Saimaa and the opportunities it present as a mutually be-
neficial endeavour.

Image: Puumala municipality / Tiina Mäkinen
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APPENDICES

(Appendix 1)

Protected areas and conservation markings in the Saimaa Geopark area
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(Appendix 2)

Agreement on operating at the sites of Saimaa Geopark
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(Appendix 5)

Management and administration questionnaire

1. Who administrates the sites in your municipality?

• For instance, have they been outsourced (e.g. Ekvas)

How is the management organised?

• Is the management outsourced

2. Does your municipality have a person who is responsible for the 
sites?

3. How do you feel the management and administration is currently 
working?


