VGI as a Starting Point for a Landscape Architecture Competition
– a case study from the City of Vantaa in Finland
This paper describes the use of volunteered geographic information generated by citizens (VGI) or
“crowdsourcing” in urban planning context. The paper introduces a case study of a landscape
architecture competition which was aimed at providing the best idea for developing a bustling city
district in Vantaa, Finland. The paper will share insights on the challenges faced when utilizing VGI in
urban planning and introduce some of the innovative solutions that were used to tackle these challenges
in this particular case. The focus of the paper will mainly be in the use of online participation methods
while examining their use in conjunction with other modes of citizen involvement.
Located right next to Helsinki, Finland, the city of Vantaa has been experiencing a heavy growth of
population for quite some time1 and, therefore, steady development of the infrastructure and living
environment is inevitable. During the summer 2015, the Land Use and Urban Planning Department of the
city announced a landscape architecture competition to be held in Tikkurila, one of the fastest developing
districts in the city.
Since the traditional landscape architecture competitions have a tendency to draw criticism from the public
for the lack of openness and opportunities for meaningful participation2 and since the debate over the
architecture contest and the building of the Guggenheim Museum in the neighboring city of Helsinki was still
ongoing3,
the city of Vantaa decided that geographic information generated by citizens i.e. VGI was to be used as the
starting point for the landscape architecture competition in Tikkurila.
The aim of this decision was to create a better platform for citizens to participate in the development
process, to increase their awareness of the project as well as to facilitate urban change and its
management. Meaningful participation requires that there is “societal activism” in a community in the
first place and that this societal activism is defined by common features such as that the act is both
”voluntary” and ”self-motivated”. The use of volunteered geographic information generated by citizens
(VGI) was therefore seen as a good way to engage the community in the process of the landscape
architecture contest and spur meaningful participation both spontaneously and with long term goals4.
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One comprehensive analysis of the public critique on architectural competitions using more case examples and
examining a longer time period can be found in: Peter Jokusch “Post Occupancy Evaluation as a Tool for the
preparation of Architectural Competitions” in: Wolfgang F.E. Preiser (edit.), “Building Evaluation”, p. 34 – 37, Plenum
Press, New York 1989.
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procurement guidelines, under the Design Contest procedure and in accordance with Sections 53 and 54 of the
Finnish Public Procurement Act. Consequently, both stage one and two needed to be anonymous, which led to
bewildering situations, like a public presentation and Q&A in Helsinki in January 2015 in which the finalist teams were
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The Land Use and Urban Planning Department of the city of Vantaa implemented VGI by collecting ideas
and feedback from the citizens about their future demands and perspectives on the living conditions in
the district. However, VGIbased participation requires that there are proper ways to participate which
are also easily accessible to the public. Since the more conventional methods such as town hall meetings
and workshops alone fail to offer sufficient access to the people due to their inherent restrictions on time
and location5, an online participation tool was used in conjunction with these methods to inform the
citizens and to gather their ideas6.
The online tool used was called “Harava” which has been listed among the Good Practices by the UN
Human Rights Council in March 2015 under the category “Obligation to Facilitate Public Participation in
Environmental Decision-Making”7. The tool is a map-based enquiry tool that allows the city to design an
enquiry and publish it on the Internet for the citizens to respond. The respondents are able to mark their
responses directly on the map along with any comments or ideas they might have8. The city’s urban
planning department developed and later on analyzed the data.
The first step towards the competition was taken in August 2015, when the citizens could contribute to
the plans by leaving their ideas and feedback on the map with an online map-based survey tool. The
feedback and ideas obtained were delivered to the participating landscape architect and urban planner
teams as map-based and text-based data. The citizens’ opinions and ideas served as a framework for the
proposals of the participating teams. The proposals were aimed at matching the citizens’ needs and
meeting the requirements set by the review board9.
In January 2016, the finalist teams and plans were chosen for further evaluation. To increase the
participatory effect of the evaluation process, the citizens were once again given a chance to comment
the plans in geographical context by using a map-based online system, as well as in workshops and town
hall meetings, before the planning process moved to the next stage10.
Of the participatory methods used in the project, online participation proved to be the most effective
“long-term” activism spanning over a longer period of time characterized by certain long term goals, or,
“spontaneous” which maybe a simple positive or negative reaction to some specific issue. Riikka Elo: “Usability of
PPGIS and public participation via Internet”(in Finnish language), p. 6, Master’s Thesis, University of Turku,
Department of Geography and Geology, 2014:
https://www.sipoo.fi/easydata/customers/sipoo/files/2011_keke/kulttuurikaytava/riikkaelo_pro_gradu.pdf
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en-kommentit.pptx (in Finnish language only) Ref. 12.1.2017.
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way for obtaining feedback and ideas from the citizens. In comparison with the online participation tool,
the traditional methods suffered from low participation rates despite the active marketing efforts of the
city. The online methods reached an audience of roughly 500 people whereas the traditional modes of
participation reached roughly 40 persons.11 An audience of 500 people for a city the size of Vantaa may
not seem like much, but if we look at the inquiries conducted with the VGI method and the participation
rates in such inquiries in Finland, the number of responses received in an inquiry varies anywhere from 5
to 140012, therefore it can be said that reaching a population of 500 people in one project represents
quite a good result in the Finnish setting.
However, despite the aforementioned obvious benefits of the online participation in urban planning, it
also has its deficits13. The two common challenges that are encountered in this type of crowdsourcebased urban planning have to do with 1) the quantity of data and 2) the quality of data.
By quantity we refer to the amount of feedback received by the urban planners. When using an
interactive online survey tool, the topic might receive an enormous amount of feedback. This makes it
difficult and time-consuming to process and analyze the data, resulting in a failure to include the
collected data in decision-making. This is especially true in cases where the data are rather
heterogeneous. The other end of the scale is naturally the lack or insufficient amount of feedback. This
raises questions regarding the topic and communication: was the topic interesting to begin with, or, were
the citizens made properly aware of the opportunity to give feedback?
As to the quality of data, the biggest challenge in crowdsourcing VGI in urban planning is to be able to get
a sufficient sample from each socioeconomic group. This is related to the methods used in collecting the
data. When collecting feedback with an online survey tool, an important factor to take into account is the
level of computer literacy and the access to computers which varies among different groups. Also, it has
been shown as a statistical fact that people that are more computer literate are also more active
participants in political discussion14. Furthermore, people’s awareness, ability, and interest in
participating in decision-making varies as well which leads to cases where some inquiries may receive
little or no responses at all.
Low response rates can of course be attributable to multiple and diverse reasons, but one of the
underlying causes that has been identified by research and good practices relates to marketing. If the
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project does not have a well thought out marketing plan to get people’s attention, it will be difficult to
obtain a sample of any kind for any single inquiry. In most cases concerning small communities, cities or
organizations, the lack of a proper marketing and PR strategy in a project utilizing VGI canbe seen as one
of the main reasons for the scarcity of response data. This is often caused by the lack of professional
know-how in marketing as well as the lack of understanding the need of such a strategy15. There are also
cases where an organization chooses not to market an inquiry to satisfy the legal requirements and give
out the image for the public that a more active participation was happening on the subject than is the
case in reality. This approach often stems from the urban planners own views that “participation” is just
another form of “ritual” or a “legal obligation” that is placed upon the planning process and does not
necessarily contribute anything to the end result.16
It is also well documented and discussed in the literature that using online-based methods as the sole
medium for participation will result in an unwanted and biased process due to some of the abovementioned factors of inadequate access and computer literacy, but also due to the “digital divide” that
the increased use of the Internet and its commonplaceness in societal functions today create.17
Some academics see the global and local information and communications networks as part of a large
societal change where the polarization of the society is manifested in the divide between upper, middle
and lower classes. In the new societal order some become producers, exploiters and influencers whereas
others become passive receivers and consumers of said structures and information. 18
The city of Vantaa approached these challenges in quality and quantity by mixing the methods of
participation. Online participation was used together with the traditional modes of participation to
engage a wider socioeconomic group. Also, to improve access to the online-based surveys, the
respondents could utilize computers in all public libraries and other public spaces. To aid with the
computer literacy related problems, there were assistants available in the libraries to help citizens
respond to the surveys. An extensive marketing campaign was conducted to increase public awareness
and to activate people both in the preliminary phase as well as in the secondary phase of the
competition. The data obtained in both phases were analyzed and reported back to the public. During the
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Greg Brown points out that many of the communal Internet based resources aim mainly at “one-way
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entire project, social media was used to boost awareness and to inform and gather feedback from the
public.
In relation to the competition and to its outcome, the results from the public have so far been very
positive. Now the project continues to the next phase, where the plans are put into practice. Real-life
feedback on the positive and negative effects of the VGI-based planning in this case will become apparent
during the next phase, where the related zoning revisions are submitted to larger public review, and the
citizens as well as other stakeholders will have the legal right to demand changes or even halt the project
entirely. In any case, the city of Vantaa has shown that it will continue to involve its citizens in the
development of this area.
The case mentioned here discusses a Finnish example where all the required infrastructure related to
information and communications technology (ITC) are in place and where the local democratic culture
is very stable. It is therefore fair to ask the question, how does the use of VGI transfer to other parts of
the world where the infrastructure and democratic conditions are not optimal?
Quite a lot of practical work has been done in developing nations, especially in Africa. The practice has
shown the challenges of utilizing VGI in these areas. Some of the issues include the lack of proper IT
infrastructure and the high price of GIS software. Also the method’s dependency on experts and lack of
said educated experts in these areas has proven to be a hurdle in some cases. Local culture, gender
equality issues and political atmosphere are all factors that need to be taken into account when
considering the use of VGI in developing areas. 19
In view of the technology, significant strides have been made in the open source community to create
GIS software and materials that are free to use for everyone. Representative examples of these efforts
are the Open Street Map and Quantum GIS-projects20. Also, VGI tools that do not require a constant
connection to the Internet are emerging rapidly. The trend is also in designing easier to use
professional VGI tools, such as Harava, which will enable their use even in organizations where highly
educated GIS experts are not readily available. To address the issue of the “digital divide” mentioned
earlier, projects headed by known and successful entrepreneurs such as Mark Zuckerberg and Elon
Musk aim at bringing the Internet to every corner of the world. Although it must be said that despite
the fact that the projects are already underway, a lot of work and many hurdles still remain until they
reach their maturation.
Against this background, it is fair to say that the VGI method used in the Vantaa landscape architecture
competition represents an interesting and innovative way to tackle urban development related
challenges in the real life context which will remain actual for quite some time.
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