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Introduction

Finland, renowned for its pristine landscapes and tranquil natural beauty, is a haven
for an astonishing diversity of wildlife. Nestled in Northern Europe and bordered by
Sweden, Norway, and Russia, Finland’s geographical position crafts a tapestry of
ecosystems, from dense boreal forests and expansive peatlands to countless lakes
and a rugged coastline along the Baltic Sea. These varied habitats host an incredible
array of animal and plant life, reflecting the country’s unique blend of arctic, boreal,
and temperate influences.

The Finnish climate, characterized by long, dark winters and brief, intensive summers,
poses significant challenges for its fauna. Animals in Finland display remarkable
adaptations for survival: some hibernate, others migrate, and many grow thick winter
coats or accumulate insulating fat reserves. The rhythm of the seasons governs life
cycles and behaviors, making Finland’s flora and fauna particularly fascinating to
naturalists, scientists, and nature enthusiasts alike.

Across the country, more than 27,000 species of fauna have been catalogued, with
estimates suggesting at least 45,000 species inhabit the region. This impressive
biodiversity is shaped by Finland’s phytogeographical heritage, its division into three
distinct ecoregions, and the interplay between land and water, forest and wetland,
coast and fell. From the rare Saimaa ringed seal of Lake Saimaa to the iconic brown
bear roaming eastern forests, each species is a testament to adaptation and
ecological balance.

However, the splendor of Finnish nature is not without its challenges. Habitat loss,
climate change, pollution, and invasive species threaten the delicate equilibrium of its
ecosystems. Notably, nearly 12% of evaluated species are classified as threatened, a
figure that has risen in recent years. Yet, Finland’s response is robust, with an
extensive network of national parks, advanced scientific monitoring, conservation
action plans, and collaborative efforts that involve both government agencies and
private citizens. These actions are crucial not only to protecting endangered species
and habitats but also to safeguarding ecosystem functions that benefit human society.

This book, “Wildlife and Fauna of Finland: A Guide to the Wildlife and Fauna of
Finland,” is designed to provide a comprehensive exploration of the country’s animal
life, habitats, and conservation efforts. Whether you are a resident, visitor, researcher,
or curious reader, you will encounter the wonders and challenges of Finnish wildlife in
these pages. Each chapter delves into a specific aspect of Finland’s natural heritage,
from the intricate web of forest life to the spectacular annual migrations of birds,
painting a vivid portrait of a nation alive with wild beauty.
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Ultimately, the story of Finland’s fauna is one of resilience, adaptation, and hope. By
understanding the landscape, the species that dwell within it, and the forces that
shape their existence, we can better appreciate the profound connection between
people and nature. This connection carries with it a responsibility, guiding current and
future generations to cherish, study, and conserve the irreplaceable wildlife and
habitats of Finland.
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CHAPTER ONE: Finland: Land of a Thousand Lakes
and Infinite Forests

To truly appreciate the tapestry of life that thrives in Finland, one must first grasp the
essence of the land itself. Finland, or Suomi as it is known to its people, is a nation
defined by water and trees. It is a place where the landscape seems to breathe, a
vast, green expanse punctuated by the shimmering blue of countless lakes. The
familiar moniker, "Land of a Thousand Lakes," is, in fact, a monumental
understatement; the official count of lakes larger than 500 square meters exceeds
180,000, each one a unique mirror reflecting the endless sky or the dense forest that
crowds its shores. These aren't just puddles or ponds; many are expansive inland
seas, their archipelagos of islands creating intricate waterways that stretch for miles,
inviting exploration and providing vital habitat.

Equally defining are the forests. Forget manicured woods or fragmented patches;
Finland boasts seemingly infinite tracts of woodland, covering over 70% of the
country's land area. This green blanket stretches from the southern coast deep into
the Arctic north, a continuous, living entity dominated by resilient conifers like pine
and spruce, interspersed with hardy deciduous trees such as birch. Moving through
these forests, one experiences a profound sense of immersion in nature, a feeling of
stepping into a world where human structures are the exception rather than the rule.
The air is clean and carries the scent of resin and damp earth, the silence often broken
only by the rustle of leaves or the distant call of a bird.

This pervasive presence of water and forest is not merely a scenic backdrop; it is the
very foundation upon which Finland's rich biodiversity is built. The complex interplay
between these two dominant features creates a mosaic of interconnected ecosystems,
each offering specific conditions that support a unique community of flora and fauna.
The edge where forest meets water, known as the riparian zone, is particularly vibrant,
a transitional area teeming with life benefiting from both environments. The sheer
scale of these landscapes means that even with modern development, vast areas
remain wild and relatively undisturbed, offering sanctuary to species that have
disappeared or become rare in more densely populated parts of Europe.

The geography of Finland tells a story shaped by ice. Millennia ago, immense glaciers
sculpted the land, grinding down bedrock, carving out lake basins, and leaving behind
eskers and moraines as they retreated. This geological history is evident in the
relatively flat to gently rolling terrain across much of the country, punctuated by
occasional rocky outcrops known as fells in the north. This glacial legacy is directly
responsible for the abundance of lakes, as meltwater filled the depressions left by the
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ice sheets. The thin, often rocky soil also dictates the type of vegetation that can
thrive, favoring the resilient species that form the boreal forest.

Stepping into the Finnish landscape, particularly away from urban centers, offers a
unique sensory experience. The quiet is often profound, a deep stillness that allows
one to hear the subtle sounds of the natural world. The light, especially during the
long summer days or the ethereal twilight of winter, has a quality all its own, filtered
through the dense canopy or reflecting off the snow and ice. This sense of peace and
connection to nature is deeply ingrained in the Finnish psyche and is readily apparent
to anyone who spends time exploring the country's wilderness areas.

The vastness of Finland's natural spaces provides ample room for wildlife to roam and
interact, often far from human activity. While some species, like the cunning fox or the
adaptable pine marten, can be seen closer to human settlements, many of the
country's most iconic animals require extensive territories and undisturbed
environments. The sheer scale of the forests and the labyrinthine nature of the lake
systems create natural barriers and refuges, contributing to the health and distribution
of animal populations. This sense of untamed wilderness is a significant part of
Finland's appeal and ecological value.

The character of the landscape also changes dramatically with the seasons, presenting
a dynamic environment that demands adaptability from its inhabitants. While Chapter
Three will delve into the specifics of climate and adaptation, it is worth noting here
how the land itself transforms. The vibrant greens of summer give way to the fiery
reds, oranges, and yellows of autumn, a breathtaking display against the backdrop of
the evergreens. Winter cloaks the landscape in a blanket of white and blue, freezing
the lakes and rivers into silent pathways and creating a stark, beautiful world. Spring
arrives with a rush of melting snow and ice, bringing the land back to life in a cascade
of burgeoning growth.

The abundance of water, in its myriad forms - lakes, rivers, streams, and vast mires -
is intrinsically linked to the health of the forest ecosystem. Water levels influence soil
moisture, nutrient cycling, and the distribution of plant life, which in turn affects the
animals that rely on these plants for food and shelter. The intricate drainage systems
connect seemingly disparate parts of the landscape, creating corridors for movement
and exchange between different habitats. Understanding this fundamental relationship
between water and forest is key to understanding Finnish ecology.

Exploring Finland's lakes often involves navigating through intricate archipelagos of
islands, each varying in size and vegetation. These islands add another layer of
complexity to the habitat structure, providing isolated breeding grounds for birds and
small mammals, and offering unique microclimates. The rocky shores and sheltered
bays create distinct ecological niches, different from the open waters or the dense
mainland forests. The experience of moving through these island-dotted lakes is one
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of continuous discovery, with new vistas and hidden coves around every bend.

The forests themselves are not uniform. While dominated by a few key tree species,
they vary in density, age structure, and undergrowth depending on soil type, moisture
levels, and past management. Some areas feature ancient, old-growth stands with
towering trees and abundant decaying wood, vital for many insect and fungal species.
Others are younger, managed forests, still providing habitat but with a different
character. This internal variation within the broader forest landscape contributes
significantly to the overall biodiversity, ensuring a range of conditions to suit different
species.

The extensive coastline along the Baltic Sea, with its own vast archipelago, represents
another significant facet of Finland's watery landscape. While distinct from the inland
lakes, it shares the characteristic Finnish blend of water and land, with countless
islands, rocky skerries, and sheltered bays. This coastal environment supports a
unique mix of species adapted to brackish water and the interface between land and
sea. Chapter Seven will explore this dynamic habitat in detail, but it is worth
acknowledging here as another essential component of Finland's water-rich
environment.

Even the rocky outcrops and smaller hilltops, scattered throughout the country, add to
the habitat diversity. These areas often have thinner soil, more exposed conditions,
and unique plant communities, providing specialized niches for certain insects,
reptiles, and small mammals. While perhaps less immediately striking than the vast
forests or lakes, these smaller features contribute to the overall ecological richness of
the landscape. They are reminders that even within a seemingly uniform environment,
subtle variations can create opportunities for life.

The sheer scale of Finland's natural landscapes fosters a sense of wildness and
remoteness that is increasingly rare in Europe. One can travel for hours through
seemingly endless forests and along the shores of numerous lakes without
encountering signs of significant human habitation. This provides a crucial buffer for
sensitive wildlife and contributes to the overall health and resilience of the
ecosystems. It allows for natural processes to unfold with minimal interference,
creating a more robust environment for all its inhabitants.

This connection to the natural world is a source of national pride and forms a core part
of Finnish identity. The concept of "everyman's right" allows people to roam freely
through forests and across lakes, gathering berries and mushrooms, provided they do
not disturb nature or private property. This ingrained respect for and access to the
wilderness means that many Finns have a deep personal connection to the landscapes
and the wildlife that inhabit them.

The interplay between landforms and hydrology is particularly evident in the northern
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parts of the country, where the landscape transitions towards the treeline and the
fells. Here, the lakes are often smaller and more numerous, nestled in glacial valleys
or perched on higher ground. The forests thin out, giving way to more open birch
woodlands and eventually the treeless expanse of the fell tops. This gradient of
habitats supports species adapted to increasingly harsh and exposed conditions,
showcasing the remarkable resilience of life at the edge of the Arctic.

The vastness of the Finnish forests also means they play a significant role in the
broader boreal ecosystem that stretches across Eurasia and North America. As part of
this immense biome, Finland's forests contribute to global carbon cycles and provide
vital habitat for migratory species that traverse vast distances. They are not isolated
pockets of nature but are connected to larger ecological systems, highlighting the
importance of their preservation on a global scale.

The silence of the Finnish wilderness is not an absence of sound, but rather the
absence of human noise, allowing the subtle sounds of nature to become prominent.
The whisper of wind through pine needles, the gentle lapping of water against a
shoreline, the distant call of a bird - these are the elements that fill the air and create
a calming, immersive experience. This natural soundscape is an integral part of the
environment and is deeply connected to the well-being of its inhabitants.

The lakes themselves vary greatly in character, from large, open bodies of water
susceptible to wind and waves, to small, sheltered ponds hidden within the forest.
Some are deep and clear, while others are shallow and nutrient-rich, supporting
different types of aquatic life. This variety within the lake system further increases the
diversity of habitats available for fish, invertebrates, and the birds and mammals that
rely on aquatic resources.

The sheer density of trees in the Finnish forests creates a unique environment beneath
the canopy. Sunlight is filtered, creating dappled patterns on the forest floor. The air is
cooler and more humid than in open areas. The ground is often covered in mosses,
lichens, and low-lying shrubs like blueberries and lingonberries, providing food and
shelter for smaller creatures. This understory community is a crucial component of the
forest ecosystem.

Even seemingly uniform landscapes, like a vast expanse of pine forest, reveal subtle
variations upon closer inspection. Differences in soil composition, moisture, and the
presence of small streams or rocky outcrops create microhabitats within the larger
forest matrix. These small-scale variations contribute to the overall biodiversity,
allowing a greater number of species to coexist within the same general area.

The network of rivers and streams that connect Finland's lakes are vital corridors for

aquatic life and provide diverse flowing water habitats. While often less visually
dominant than the large lakes, these moving waters support different communities of
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fish and invertebrates adapted to currents and changing water levels. They are
essential arteries within the hydrological system, linking different parts of the
landscape and facilitating the movement of species.

The sense of space and openness, particularly apparent around the larger lakes and in
the northern fells, is a defining characteristic of the Finnish landscape. Unlike areas
with fragmented habitats, the vast, continuous nature of Finland's forests and water
bodies creates a feeling of boundless nature, an environment where horizons seem to
stretch indefinitely. This provides not only physical space for wildlife but also a sense
of ecological connectivity across the country.

The rocky habitats, whether coastal skerries or inland outcrops, offer a stark contrast
to the soft, mossy floor of the forest. These exposed areas are subject to greater
temperature fluctuations and wind, supporting a specialized set of plants and animals
adapted to these harsh conditions. Lichens and mosses often dominate, forming
colorful patterns on the rock surfaces, while small, hardy plants cling to crevices.
These seemingly barren areas are, in fact, vibrant micro-ecosystems.

The history of human interaction with the Finnish landscape, primarily through forestry
and agriculture, has shaped the environment, but large areas still retain a wild
character. While managed forests are common, the scale of the landscape means that
extensive areas remain relatively untouched, particularly in national parks and
protected areas. This balance between human use and preservation is crucial for
maintaining the health of the ecosystems.

The low population density across much of Finland contributes to the preservation of
its vast natural areas. With a significant portion of the population concentrated in the
south, large swathes of the country, particularly the north and east, remain sparsely

populated. This reduces the direct pressure on habitats and allows wildlife to thrive in
relative isolation.

The very air in Finland’s wilderness often feels different - clean, crisp, and
invigorating. This is a testament to the large areas of natural vegetation that filter the
air and the relatively low levels of industrial pollution in many regions. The quality of
the environment is not just visual but also palpable, contributing to the overall sense
of being in a healthy, vibrant ecosystem.

The intricate coastline of the Baltic Sea, with its thousands of islands and skerries, is a
unique blend of terrestrial and marine influences. The brackish water creates a
challenging environment, but one that supports a specialized community of plants and
animals adapted to its salinity levels. The constant interaction of waves, ice, and tides
shapes the physical environment, creating a dynamic habitat.

The traditional rural biotopes, while reduced in extent, still represent pockets of
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unique biodiversity within the broader landscape. These areas, shaped by historical
farming practices like grazing and haymaking, supported plant and insect
communities adapted to open, semi-natural conditions. Their decline highlights the
impact of changing land use on specific habitats, a theme relevant to understanding
the current state of Finnish biodiversity.

Even beneath the surface of the countless lakes and rivers, a complex world exists.
The underwater landscape varies from shallow, vegetated areas to deep, dark basins.
Different substrates - mud, sand, gravel, and rock - support distinct communities of
aquatic invertebrates and provide spawning grounds for fish. The clarity and oxygen
levels of the water also play a crucial role in determining which species can thrive.

The stark beauty of the northern fells, with their rounded tops and expansive views,
offers a dramatic contrast to the dense forests further south. These areas are shaped
by harsh winds, permafrost, and a short growing season, supporting a unique suite of
Arctic-adapted plants and animals. The treeline marks a distinct transition, where the
continuous forest gives way to more open, tundra-like conditions.

The subtle undulations of the terrain, shaped by glacial activity, create variations in
moisture and exposure that influence plant distribution and, consequently, the animals
that depend on those plants. Even a small change in elevation can lead to a different
microhabitat, showcasing the intricate relationship between topography and ecology
in Finland.

The pervasive influence of water in Finland is not limited to lakes and rivers; mires, or
peatlands, are another defining feature of the landscape, particularly in the central
and northern regions. These waterlogged areas, covered in specialized vegetation like
sphagnum mosses, create unique and often challenging environments. Chapter Six
will delve into the fascinating world of Finnish mires, but their presence is integral to
understanding the country's hydrological landscape.

The feeling of remoteness and solitude that one can experience in the Finnish
wilderness is a valuable aspect of the environment, offering a retreat from the
pressures of modern life and a chance to connect with nature on a deeper level. This is
not just a human benefit; many shy and sensitive animal species require such
undisturbed areas to forage, breed, and raise their young successfully.

The colors of the Finnish landscape are deeply tied to the seasons. The vibrant greens
of summer, the rich russets and gold of autumn, the stark whites and blues of winter,
and the fresh greens of spring each paint the country in a different light. This seasonal
rhythm is a fundamental characteristic of the boreal environment and influences the
life cycles and behaviors of all its inhabitants.

The very air in the Finnish forests can feel different - cooler, cleaner, and carrying the
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distinct scent of pine resin and damp earth. This olfactory experience is an integral
part of being in this environment and contributes to the overall sensory richness of the
landscape.

The intricate network of islands in Finland's lakes and along its coast provides crucial
isolation for many species, protecting them from predators and human disturbance
during vulnerable periods like breeding season. These island refuges play a vital role
in maintaining healthy populations of birds and other wildlife.

The resilient nature of the vegetation in Finland is a testament to its adaptation to the
challenging climate and often thin soils. The ability of trees and plants to withstand
long, cold winters and make the most of the short, intense summers is fundamental to
the structure of the entire ecosystem.

The history of human interaction with the Finnish landscape, while sometimes
impacting habitats, has also created unique environments like the traditional rural
biotopes. These areas, shaped by centuries of farming practices, provide a glimpse
into a past agricultural landscape that supported a different array of species than the
modern, intensified farmlands.

The seemingly endless horizons across the larger lakes and in the open fell country
evoke a sense of vastness and freedom. This visual characteristic is not just
aesthetically pleasing but also reflects the extensive, interconnected nature of the
ecosystems that stretch across the landscape.

The presence of bedrock close to the surface in many areas creates rocky habitats
that support specialized plant and animal communities adapted to these dry, exposed
conditions. These areas add another layer of complexity to the overall habitat mosaic
of Finland.

The dynamic nature of the coastal environment, with its tides, currents, and varying
salinity, supports a unique blend of marine and terrestrial life. The interplay between
the sea and the land creates a constantly changing habitat that demands adaptability
from its inhabitants.

The pervasive presence of water, whether in the form of lakes, rivers, mires, or the
sea, is the defining characteristic of Finland's landscape and a fundamental driver of
its biodiversity. It shapes the habitats, influences the climate, and provides essential
resources for the vast array of life that calls Finland home.

In essence, Finland is a country where nature remains a dominant force, a land where
the rhythms of the seasons and the interconnectedness of water and forest shape the
lives of its inhabitants. This fundamental character of the landscape provides the
backdrop for the fascinating array of wildlife that we will explore in the following
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chapters, from the smallest insects to the largest mammals.
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