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Summary

In this article the authors focus on the first major victory of the environmental movement in Finland—the so-called “Neste war,” 1970–1972. At
the time, Neste was a state-run oil company planning a new refinery on the environmentally sensitive east coast of the Hanko Peninsula in
Southern Finland. Neste’s project was forcefully opposed by a coalition of local and academic activists, and for the first time in Finnish history, a
large-scale industry was seriously challenged by mass-mobilized environmentalism. The environmental conflict became politicized in an
unprecedented way and ultimately ended the Finnish oil giant’s designs on the Hanko Peninsula.

The sea at the Hanko Peninsula
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On 30 October 1970, the local newspaper Västra Nyland revealed that the Finnish state-owned oil company
Neste had tried, using a front, to buy hundreds of hectares of land on the Hanko Peninsula in southern Finland.
The area was located next to Tvärminne Zoological Station, established in 1902 as a field station of the
University of Helsinki. In November 1970, Neste admitted that the company was interested in the Hanko
Peninsula, but maintained that no decision had yet been made as to the location of the company’s (and
Finland’s) planned third oil refinery. In reality, Neste had already decided to build a refinery on the peninsula’s
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east coast. Furthermore, Neste and its well-connected and powerful director Uolevi Raade, used to getting their
way even after highly publicized oil spills in 1969, were confident that the plans would be given the green light
politically, regardless of any environmental concerns.   

The blue waters of Lappohja Beach on the east coast of the Hanko Peninsula, a few kilometers north of the proposed site of Neste’s oil
refinery
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Even though Neste tried to conceal its intentions, they were obvious enough to members of the local community
and the researchers at Tvärminne Zoological Station. Emboldened by a newly awakened environmental
consciousness, raised in part by the 1970 European Conservation Year, they began organizing against Neste’s
plans at the end of 1970. Protest rallies with schoolchildren were staged in the nearby towns of Ekenäs and
Hanko on 16 November. In Ekenäs almost 400 children chanted “Look but don’t touch, that’s what Neste must
do” and admonished the company to “Stay in Borgå”—the location of one of their other refineries. The same
year, similar environmental conflicts had erupted in other Nordic countries—most notably in Eikesdal in
Norway, where activists engaged in civil disobedience to protest against the building of a dam—and the activist
reactions that followed inspired the local actors organizing against Neste’s plans. 
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The schoolchildren’s protest in the town of Ekenäs, now part of the town of Raseborg, 16 November 1970. Some of the signs of the
protesters read: “No Neste here!”; “The enemy of the Baltic Sea”; “The great and polluting Neste away”; “Neste, think about it”; “Neste,
let our beaches stay clean.”
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The so-called Neste War, Finland’s first comprehensive public environmental conflict, began in earnest at the
beginning of 1971 when Neste finally announced that the company had decided that it would build its third
refinery on the Hanko Peninsula. When Neste made its objectives public, large parts of the local and scientific
communities mobilized against the plans in a way never before seen in Finland. On 26 January 1971, the Action
Group for the Archipelago of Nyland, an environmental activist group made up mainly of male members of the
bourgeois elite from the predominantly Swedish-speaking town of Ekenäs (just north of the proposed site), was
formed. The action group joined forces with the researchers at Tvärminne Zoological Station as well as the
newspapers Västra Nyland and Nya Pressen, and initiated a campaign against Neste’s refinery project. The
centerpiece of the campaign was the collection of signatures for a protest petition, which was accompanied by a
wave of letters to the editor, as well as opinion pieces written by concerned scientists. The action group and the
University of Helsinki also presented the environmental and scientific case against Neste’s plans at public
meetings that they arranged. In just a few months, the petition had collected 73,621 signatures, and on 1 April it
was delivered to the Finnish prime minister Ahti Karjalainen.
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The editors of the newspapers Västra Nyland and Nya Pressen (the two men on the left) handing over 13,528 petition signatures to two
representatives of the Action Group for the Archipelago of Nyland (the two men on the right).
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The combination of expert and public polemic, as well as the scale of the protest, took Neste by surprise. The
company was unable to prevent the project from receiving media attention and the subsequent politicization of
the case saw the government respond by setting up a committee to oversee it. As a state-run company, however,
Neste had strong support from the Finnish labor movement. Social Democrats and Communists saw
government-led industrialization as a progressive way to create jobs, and many in the labor movement, especially
among the older generations, regarded environmentalism as both radical and utopian. At the same time,
environmentalism was growing within the Finnish Left, primarily within the Social Democratic party.

On 7 July 1971, the committee recommended in favor of Neste, but by that time most of Finland’s authorities
on environmental issues had taken a stand against the company’s project. More importantly, the non-left parties
began opposing Neste’s plans, leaving only the Social Democrats and Communists in support of the company,
although by this time only half-heartedly. As a new Social Democrat minority government formed in February
1972, the oil company believed that it would finally be able to procure the political decision it craved. However,
on 21 July 1972, only six days after the new prime minister Rafael Paasio visited Tvärminne Zoological Station to
acquaint himself with the proposed site of the refinery, the government declared that no refinery was to be built
on the Hanko Peninsula. The Finnish oil giant had been defeated. The budding Finnish environmental
movement had won its first major victory through a coalition of perhaps unlikely allies: concerned upstanding
citizens and previously politically aloof marine researchers had come together as environmental activists and
contributed to the keeping the black oil of Neste out of the blue waters of their respective social and scientific
habitats.          
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Neste’s refinery in Porvoo, 2011. The Neste War could have ended with a with a similar refinery on the west coast of the Hanko Peninsula
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