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A submission by the Finnish Ombudsman for Children to the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination
Reference: CERD/C/FIN/24-26
The Ombudsman for Children in Finland respectfully wishes to bring to the attention of the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination issues identified in her work. Since the submission of Finland’s combined twenty-fourth, twenty-fifth and twenty-sixth periodic reports to the Committee in August 2021, the Ombudsman for Children has met with numerous children who fall within the scope of application of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination. In addition, the Ombudsman for Children has conducted studies on the well-being of both Sámi children and Roma children. This submission, an independent supplement to the government report, presents the key findings that emerged from the above-mentioned studies and meetings with children, as well as general observations concerning the current political climate in Finland.
Constitutional rights of minority groups
Section 17 of the Constitution of Finland enshrines the linguistic and cultural rights of minorities.
The Roma are a Finnish linguistic and cultural minority and have lived in Finland for more than 500 years. The number of Roma in Finland is estimated to be around 10,000. Approximately 3,000 Finnish Roma live in Sweden. Finnish Roma are citizens of Finland and they have equal civil rights and responsibilities. The status of the Roma as a national, traditional minority is enshrined in the Constitution of Finland. They have a legal right to maintain and develop their own language and culture. The Romani language is part of the Indo Aryan branch of the Indo-European language family.
The Sámi are the only official indigenous people in Europe. The Sámi inhabit regions of four different countries: Finland, Sweden, Norway and Russia. There are a total of 75,000–100,000 Sámi, of whom approximately 10,000 are living in Finland. The Sámi have their own languages and culture, the maintaining and development of which is protected under the Constitution of Finland. Three Sámi languages are spoken in Finland: North Sámi, Inari Sámi and Skolt Sámi. The Sámi Language Act guarantees the right of the Sámi to use the Sámi languages when dealing with the authorities. It is in force in the Sámi homeland.
In 2025, people with a foreign background constituted 11,7 percent of Finland’s population (approximately 650,000 individuals). According to the Constitution of Finland, everyone residing in Finland has the right to maintain and develop their own language and culture. Teaching of the pupils’ own mother tongue can be offered if the teacher has at least four pupils. Funding can be granted for up to two hours a week for each calculated group of four pupils throughout the pupil's studies in primary and lower secondary education.
Roma children
A report based on the study[footnoteRef:1] on the well-being of Roma children conducted by the Ombudsman for Children in 2022 paints a mixed picture of their everyday lives. While the children describe the significance of family and relatives, their pride in Roma culture and Romani language, unpleasant experiences of being bullied, discriminated against and feeling different from others also emerge in the results.[footnoteRef:2] These experiences have a profound impact on children's well-being, education, and faith in the future. [1:  Children aged 11–17 across Finland who identify as Roma took part in the study. Eighteen children were interviewed for the survey. An electronic questionnaire was then drawn up based on the interviews. The questionnaire was taken by 93 children identifying as Roma. Weckström, E., Kekkonen, K. & Kekkonen, O: ”I get the feeling that these people really accept who I am”: The well-being of Roma children and the realisation of their rights, Publications of the Ombudsman for Children in Finland 2023:4, p. 5. Available at: https://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:978-952-400-426-8. ]  [2:  Ibid., p. 12.] 

The report found that discrimination had become so normalised for many Roma children that they did not always recognise it as discrimination. During the interviews, children primarily talked about bullying even when the research team interpreted the described situations as discrimination.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Ibid., pp. 25, 51.] 

Within the school environment, recurring themes were prejudice and negative attitudes toward Roma population. Children felt that teachers often did not take them seriously when it comes to both studies and situations involving discrimination. One child described how Roma children are easily marginalised because they are assumed to be indifferent toward education, even when the underlying causes may be poor self-esteem, shyness, or feeling like an outsider.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Ibid., pp. 34, 40.] 

The children's experiences at school clearly weakened the children’s belief in their own future. Some felt that studying was pointless because discrimination prevents them from obtaining employment. Some of the children interviewed for the report had no dreams or aspirations for the future at all, as they considered that dreaming was made more difficult by the lack of opportunities to influence one’s own future.[footnoteRef:5] The same challenges relating to experiences of discrimination and difficulties in finding work were also raised when the Ombudsman for Children met with Roma youth in 2016, suggesting that little meaningful progress has been made.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Ibid., pp. 53, 58.]  [6:  A summary of the meeting in Finnish: Romanilasten_tapaaminen_2016.pdf.] 

Nearly all responses describing bullying point to prejudice against the Roma population. The children reported experiences of othering as well as racist violence:
“My classmates have said that the Roma only steal and stab, and we are immigrants, and we should get out of Finland.”
“My classmates at school shout things at me quite a lot. Something like “you dirty manne[footnoteRef:7]” and stuff like that. And that you must keep your things with you, so they don’t get stolen.” [7:  Ethnic slur used against Finnish Roma.] 

“People didn’t believe I was Finnish and claimed that I’m a foreigner.”
“A boy at school strangled me because he hated the Roma.”
“Well that’s just it, when I told them that I was Roma, they felt that they couldn’t be with me. So I was alone at school.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Weckström, E., Kekkonen, K. & Kekkonen, O: ”I get the feeling that these people really accept who I am”: The well-being of Roma children and the realisation of their rights, Publications of the Ombudsman for Children in Finland 2023:4, p. 52.] 

The Ombudsman for Children considers the weak level of trust among children that addressing racism and discrimination would lead to meaningful change highly concerning. According to the children, schools do not intervene in situations involving bullying or discrimination, and incidents of discrimination are frequently dismissed as jokes. As solutions, the children emphasised above all the need for a change in attitudes. They hoped for more education about Roma culture in schools, increased interaction between Roma people and the majority population, and more active intervention in cases of discrimination.[footnoteRef:9] Also, they considered it important that adults believe children's experiences rather than belittling them by simply telling them not to care.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Ibid., pp. 52, 54, 59.]  [10:  Ibid., p. 54.] 

The report also touched upon internal challenges within Roma culture. Some children felt that practices associated with traditional norms of modesty were restrictive because they made it difficult to discuss issues related to puberty, growing up, and expressions of affection with their parents.[footnoteRef:11] Efforts have been made to recognise the specific characteristics of Roma culture in services such as shelters for victims of domestic violence, and professionals have been provided with information highlighting e.g. that domestic violence is often regarded as a matter for the wider community within Roma culture, and that Roma women may face a higher threshold than the majority population when seeking restraining orders or reporting crimes to the authorities.[footnoteRef:12] The Ombudsman for Children is deeply concerned that Roma people are overrepresented among perpetrators and victims of serious violent crimes.[footnoteRef:13] Children have also witnessed or become victims of severe honour related violence offenses. [11:  Ibid., p. 55.]  [12:  A leaflet by the Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare: Shelter services for Roma women who have experienced domestic violence. Available in Finnish at: Turvakotipalvelut lähisuhdeväkivaltaa kokeneille romaninaisille.]  [13:  A news article (3 February 2025) in Finnish: Sukuriidat ja väistämisvelvollisuus ruokkivat väkivallan uhkaa romaniyhteisöissä | Kotimaa | Yle.] 

The Ombudsman for Children underlines the importance of addressing not only discrimination faced by minority communities from the outside but also challenges that exist within those communities. The Ombudsman has stressed that harmful practices must be acknowledged and that assistance from outside the community should be accepted in efforts to eliminate them.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  A column by the Ombudsman for Children Elina Pekkarinen, published in Helsingin Sanomat on 24 September 2024. Available in Finnish at: https://www.hs.fi/mielipide/art-2000010714397.html.] 

Researching phenomena that may be rooted in complex social, economic, and historical factors—such as intergenerational disadvantageous situations and discrimination—can be challenging because communities may understandably be cautious or reluctant to discuss sensitive issues. In the case of children belonging to minority groups, it is particularly unfortunate that participation in research and the acceptability of research questions may partly be determined by community representatives or other gatekeepers. This can influence the kinds of questions researchers are able to ask in practice and the type of data that can ultimately be collected.
Sámi Children
It is also important to recognise the practical challenges that can affect privacy and confidentiality, for example in the provision of services. Sámi children who met with the Ombudsman for Children in 2021 told the Ombudsman that healthcare professionals often do not speak their mother tongue, making the use of an interpreter necessary. The children felt uncomfortable about this, particularly in situations where a relative acted as the interpreter during healthcare appointments.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  A summary of the meeting in Finnish: Lapsiasiavaltuutetun muistio. ] 

Overall, language-related issues have been at the centre of discussions with Sámi children. The Sámi children met in 2021 consistently reported difficulties in accessing educational materials. Studying and teaching in the Sámi languages becomes burdensome and largely ineffective when education materials are available only in Finnish. The same challenges relating to the availability of educational materials were also highlighted in the Ombudsman for Children's 2022 study[footnoteRef:16] on the well-being of Sámi children.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  Nearly one hundred 11–17-year old children and young people who consider themselves to be Sámi participated in the study. Six of them provided valuable information on their well-being and rights in focused interviews to help prepare the survey form, and 83 of them responded to the electronic survey form used as research material for the study. Weckström, E., Kekkonen, K. & Kekkonen, O: "I’m happy that I get to study this language, and it’s part of my culture": The well-being of Sámi children and the realisation of their rights, Publications of the Ombudsman for Children in Finland 2023:2, p. 11. Available at: https://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:978-952-400-314-8.]  [17:  Ibid., pp. 43, 44, 57.] 

Sámi children reported experiencing fear and concern both about climate change and the preservation of Sámi culture and traditional livelihoods.[footnoteRef:18] Based on the findings of the study, one of the proposed measures was a commitment to the emissions targets set for mitigating climate change and preserving traditional livelihoods.[footnoteRef:19]  [18:  Ibid., pp. 40, 48, 49.]  [19:  Ibid., p. 65.] 

Children with an immigrant background
During 2025, the Ombudsman for Children met with a total of 115 children from different levels of education to discuss equality in education. According to the children, those most frequently subjected to bullying and discrimination by their peers include children with disabilities, children with an immigrant background, children belonging to sexual minorities, and children who appear different from the majority population. Throughout the spring of 2026, the Ombudsman for Children worked with a group of 11–12-year-old children with an immigrant background. In the discussions with the group, discrimination and racism emerged as the dominant themes, both in the children's environments and in society more broadly.
As with Roma children, the Ombudsman for Children considers it particularly concerning that children with an immigrant background experience racism as such a normal part of their everyday lives that they have, to some extent, become desensitised to it. As the freely translated quotation below illustrates, racism is, among other things, dismissed as humour.
“Adult: Is there racism in this school?
Child: “I don’t really know. Some of my friends in the class are kind of racist as a joke, like just against me. It doesn’t really bother me because I’ve gotten quite used to it, but I’ve told them quite a few times that racism isn’t a joke and that you shouldn’t joke about it.”
Another experience of children with an immigrant background, also echoing the experiences of Roma children, was the sense of powerlessness experienced in the face of racism. Many children felt that the problem of racism could not be addressed. In response to a question about what message they would like to send to decision-makers about how children with an immigrant background could feel more welcome in Finland, one child’s statement was, in the Ombudsman for Children’s view, rather a survival instruction for other children living in an environment where acceptance by everyone cannot be taken for granted:
“Just be yourself and don’t listen to what others say.”
On the other hand, the children identified relatively simple ways of addressing racism, such as respecting the dignity of every person:
“Adult: How could these issues be addressed?
Child: Hmm, well, you can’t really do anything about it because racism is everywhere, and it’s really difficult to address. You just have to put up with it or, well…
Adult: Could it be improved in any way, even partly?
Child: Well, I don’t really know, but… You just have to include everyone. And teach that everyone is just human.”
Based on the discussions held in the group, recommendations were developed together with the children. These included, among others:
· Teach, educate and support children and adults in treating all people equally and with respect.
· Address racism and bullying more effectively in all settings, including schools, hobbies, and leisure time.
· Do not joke about racism or make racist jokes.
· Increase knowledge about different cultures and prevent the spread of misinformation about different cultures.
· Allow children to learn about their own culture and express their cultural identity, for example by celebrating cultural holidays, through clothing, or in other ways.
· Listen to children, ask how they are doing, and ensure that bullying incidents are properly investigated and resolved.
· Help children access hobbies and activities that are meaningful to them. These help children get to know other children and promote their well-being.
The importance of the recommendations formulated by the children is further highlighted by the results of the School Health Promotion Study. According to the results of the 2025 School Health Promotion Study, weekly bullying at school was most common among children with a foreign background at all levels of education.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Castaneda et. al: Lasten ja nuorten syntyperään liittyvät terveys- ja hyvinvointierot ja niiden kehityskulut – Kouluterveyskyselyn tulokset syntyperän mukaan vuosina 2019–2025, Terveyden ja hyvinvoinnin laitos (THL), Raportti 2/2026, p. 72. Abstract in English on page 6. Available at: https://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:978-952-408-671-4. ] 

Current political climate
Finland’s current government term (since 2023) has been overshadowed by several cases in which the actions of Members of Parliament from government parties, as well as government ministers, have been openly racist or discriminatory. The scale of these cases and the public debate surrounding them have also attracted international attention.[footnoteRef:21] The language used by government ministers has been polarising before the start of the government term; for example, in a blog post the current Minister of Finance referred to people wearing headscarves as “black sacks”.[footnoteRef:22] [21:  See e.g.: Far-right Finnish leader Riikka Purra sorry in racist posts uproar, Finland faces yet another racist scandal, Finland’s government agrees on anti-racism plan after series of scandals | Racism News | Al Jazeera.]  [22:  A blog text in Finnish, dated 5 March 2019 by the current Minister of Finances: https://riikkapurra.net/2019/03/05/maa-joka-taantui/.] 

At the beginning of the government term, the government issued an anti-racism statement and an action plan[footnoteRef:23] based on it, emphasising its commitment to promoting equality and combating racism. The Ombudsman for Children has expressed broader concerns about how racist and discriminatory statements by people in positions of power, which receive extensive public attention, affect children. A regrettable but illustrative example of the hardening of attitudes and the targeting of children is a series of events surrounding a family group home, which also received media coverage. [23:  Available at: https://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:978-952-383-981-6.] 

The incident began with a video posted on the social media platform X by an individual Member of Parliament on 11 September 2025, expressing astonishment at the building housing a family group home in Tampere. The family group home in question is intended for unaccompanied children. Following the video, numerous unsubstantiated claims were made on social media about the costs, practices, and backgrounds of the children living in the family group home. False claims were also circulated by Members of Parliament from government parties. One Member of Parliament shared a photograph in which children from the family group home were visible. A government minister referred to the children living in the family group home as “mansion refugees” (“kartanopakolaiset” in Finnish) in a post on the social media platform X.
Through the discussion on social media, the family group home was brought into the spotlight of the mainstream media. Some media outlets repeated inaccurate information, and all published photographs of the family group home. As a result of the publicity, employees of the family group home were subjected to threats and harassment. On social media discussion forums, threats were made to set the family group home on fire. The situation caused distress and fear among the children and the organisation’s employees.
During autumn 2025, the Ombudsman for Children sent two letters concerning the incident to the Prime Minister, as Members of Parliament from government parties and a minister played a role in initiating and significantly amplifying the chain of events. In June 2026, the Ombudsman for Children is still awaiting a response to the letters.Lomakkeen yläreuna

Lomakkeen alareuna



Helsinki 25 June 2026


Elina Pekkarinen
Ombudsman for Children
Sonja Vahtera
Lawyer
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