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Abstract 

Many cities invest in creative quarters, cultural clusters or ‘design 

cities’ to support their creative industries. The development of such 

areas is far from easy and success stories coexist with failures. This 

article reviews the case of Arabianranta in Helsinki, in order to gain 

insight into its critical success factors that, when properly 

contextualised, may help other cities to develop such locations. 

Although an important part of its growth and development as such has 

to do with well-established art and design dynamics in Helsinki, 

deliberate policies attuned to keep a thematic focus and functional mix 

in the district have been pivotal. 

 

Keywords: Art; design; Helsinki; creative industries; knowledge 

location 
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1 Introduction  

Inspired by authors such as Charles Landry (2000) or Richard Florida 

(2003), many cities invest in creativity and culture as a way to improve 

their local economy and regenerate derelict urban areas. However, 

investing in creativity and culture has become a policy epidemic. As 

noted by Waitt (2008, p. 517) “...‘cultural industries’, ‘creative 

quarters’, ‘creative clusters’ and the ‘creative class’ have since become 

buzzwords in planning- and policy-related reports.” Nevertheless, there 

is theoretical ground and empirical evidence that creativity and culture 

oriented policies can be beneficial for urban development. Claimed 

advantages of investments in creativity and culture include the 

attraction of knowledge workers (Florida, 2003), development of 

tourism (Judd and Fainstein, 1999), revitalisation of old 

neighbourhoods via mega events (‘the Barcelona effect’) or flagship 

projects (‘the Bilbao effect’), development of new creative industries 

and cross industry knowledge spillovers and innovation.  

 

To reap these advantages, many cities around the world have invested 

in creative quarters, cultural clusters or design districts. Major examples 

include Poblenou (Barcelona @22), Fashion City and World Jewellery 

Centre (Milan), Digital Media City (Seoul), the Garment District (New 

York) and 798 Art Zone (Beijing). These new hubs usually have strong 

aesthetic characteristics and host cultural facilities placing an important 

focus on heritage preservation, public art and trendy streetscapes, with 

housing and living possibilities (Evans, 2009).  
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However, the development of cultural quarters is far from easy, and 

success stories as well as failures can be identified. There are doubts on 

the transferability of creative and culture investment policy: “for every 

Guggenheim, there are dozens of expensive failures…” (Glaeser, 2011, 

p.66). Moreover, the (intended) multi-functional character of such 

districts may result in conflicts with other urban functions. For instance, 

traditional jewellery firms in Birmingham’s Jewellery Quarter have 

difficulties making the transition from a historic urban Marshallian 

industrial district into a place where people can live, eat and drink (De 

Propris and Wei, 2007). Similar problems are observed by Van Tuijl 

and Van der Borg (2012) in Beijing’s 798 Art Zone, which has rapidly 

changed from an ‘artist creative district’ where artists work and live, to 

a major tourist attraction, which is now too expensive and too crowded 

for many artists.  

 

One location that has long called attention as a success policy and 

planning story is the Arabianranta area in Helsinki (e.g. Ilmonen and 

Kunzmann, 2007). This regenerated former wasteland area combines 

living, working, studying and leisure functions, all centred on a holistic 

theme – art and design. As one of the first large scale public-private 

partnerships for area-based redevelopment in Finland, it combines 

knowledge and innovation activity with new and diverse living 

environments, attracting new residents, companies and students.  
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Beyond this discursive snapshot, this paper, aims to shed light on some 

contextual, planning and policy factors associated with the development 

of Arabianranta1. Although an important part of its development as such 

has to do with well-established art and design dynamics in Helsinki 

which is hard to replicate, deliberate policy efforts attuned to keep a 

thematic focus and functional mix in the district have been pivotal to its 

growth and development dynamics since the early '90s, supported by a 

specific purpose governance agency, developed by many stakeholders 

with interests in the area. 

 

The rest of this paper is structured as follows. Section 2 contextualises 

the history and policy background of the Arabianranta, the plan and its 

governance and management structure. Next, we analyse Arabianranta 

as a business and knowledge location (section 3), as a place to live 

(section 4) and as a Living Lab (section 5). Section 6 pays attention to 

other creative quarters and the used policy concepts in the rest of the 

city. The final section (7) concludes and provides insight for the policy 

and practice of the development of such districts.  

 

2 History, planning and management of Arabianranta 

The Arabianranta area plays a key role in Helsinki’s history. It is the 

location where Helsinki was originally founded in the 16th century and 

‘birthplace’ of the factory of Arabia, once one of the biggest porcelain 

                                                
1 This paper is based on a larger study on the development of ‘knowledge locations’ in 
cities (Van Winden et al., 2012). 
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companies in Europe. After the plant was restructured during the late 

1970s, space and buildings became available for other functions. This 

has led to one of the largest urban redevelopment projects in the 

Helsinki region. At the time, the City had no specific plan for the area, 

resulting in physical and social degradation and separation from the rest 

of the city. 

 

A turning point occurred in the mid 1980s, when the old building of the 

Arabia factory was rented by the University of Art and Design Helsinki 

(TaiK). TaiK initiated meetings with the City government, in order to 

assess whether their new premises would be a temporary solution or a 

(semi-)permanent option for growth. This dialogue and other related 

discussions led to the decision to transform the area and shaped its 

policy design for the coming years. The actors aimed to create a 

functionally mixed area, making use of its key characteristics: the 

presence of TaiK, a waterfront location and a strong history. In 1992 the 

City started with the design of a new master plan for the area. 

 

The context of the early 1990’s was a key driver for the design of 

Arabianranta. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, Finland was hit hard by 

an economic recession, resulting in an unemployment rate around 20%. 

In order to fight the crisis, a coalition of key stakeholders, including the 

City of Helsinki, TaiK, developers, industrialists and higher 

governments, saw the redevelopment of Arabianranta as an opportunity 

to create jobs and generate tax income by attracting companies and 
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residents to the area. They saw new ‘creative’ industries (this 

denomination was far less generally acknowledged by the time) as a 

solution to change the tide and realise growth. However, in order to 

guarantee success in the long run, a central and differentiating theme for 

the area was deemed necessary. Led by TaiK and the City, the coalition 

chose ‘design’ as this central theme, which was incorporated into the 

various functions: housing, education, industry, research and 

innovation.  

 

To manage the development of the area, a special purpose governance 

company was founded, called Art and Design City Helsinki (ADC). It 

was composed of the following partners: the City of Helsinki, the 

Ministry of Trade and Industry, companies that meanwhile moved to 

the area, TaiK and other Higher Educational Institutes (HEIs) in 

Arabianranta. The City, being the largest shareholder in the 

development company with 50% of the shares, had budgetary power 

vis-à-vis other actors and, therefore, was able to select ideas brought by 

others and to take decisions. This supported the smooth development of 

the area while keeping open to external influences and consensus. 

 

The partners conceptualised the following vision: to ‘make 

Arabianranta the leading centre of art and design in the Baltic Area’ 

(City of Helsinki, 2007), a centre organised around design and art, 

where education, production and consumption coincide. In order to 

realise actual economic growth, this vision was translated in a number 
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of quantified goals for the end of 2010. The goals have already been 

reached or are expected to be reached in the near future (see table 1).  

 

< Table 1 about here >  

 

So far, ADC and its partners managed to accomplish considerable 

success: attraction of several companies and knowledge institutes, a 

socially diverse mix of inhabitants and stable prices in times of global 

economic crisis. The clear focus on art and design, managed through an 

inclusive partnership, allowed for the development of a distinctive and 

economically vibrant planned knowledge location where people can 

“live, work and play”, as described in the next sections.  

 

3 Arabianranta as a location to do business, research and study 

The decision to develop an art and design district, as well as the 

relevant number of design-related firms in Arabianranta, did not happen 

out of the blue, nor can its success entirely be ascribed to visionary 

policy and planning efforts. Helsinki has a long tradition in art and 

design, which largely explains this course of events. The Finnish 

Society of Crafts and Design was founded in 1875 and Finnish design 

was shown during the World Exhibition in Paris in 1889. In addition, 

famous Finnish brands such as Arabia (founded 1873), Artek (1935), 

Iittala (1881) and Marimekko (1951) played a major role in the 

country’s export. Moreover, renowned designers, including Alvar Aalto 
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and Kaj Franck inspired and trained many other Finnish designers, 

giving rise to a genealogy of design talent, localised in Helsinki.  

 

As such, the city has many training and educational facilities that focus 

on art and design. Furthermore, the city has large industrial customers, 

such as Nokia and KONE, demanding design services. Thus, Helsinki 

has a productive art and design system that is deeply rooted in its 

economy, and this legacy enabled the development of art and design 

functions presently operating in Arabianranta (and also the feasibility of 

this topic as a central theme in the location). In other words, it was not 

Arabianranta as a new planned knowledge location that steered the 

development of new art and design economic activities in Helsinki, but 

it was the long productive and knowledge legacy rooted in Helsinki 

(firms, universities, genealogy of designers, institutional supportive 

institutions, etc.) that led to the development of Arabianranta as a 

logical next step and its success nowadays.  

 

Nowadays Arabianranta houses a significant number of Finnish and 

international companies (including relocations from other Finnish and 

Helsinki’s locations) in art and design related activities. Our research 

identified as major location factors the image of the area, the presence 

of TaiK, the ‘creative atmosphere’ and accessibility. Many of the firms 

mainly have showrooms in Arabianranta, and no production or even 

design functions. Their presence in Arabianranta tends to serve the 

purpose of an antenna to ‘see what is going on’. In this sense, 
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Arabianranta might be a new pole for firms with knowledge based 

strategies to tap and mobilise new sources of knowledge and may be 

seen as a ‘big inspirational bazaar’ (there is a mixture of firms, students, 

designers, business customers, inhabitants) or it may simply function as 

a ‘business showroom’. The mixture of various actors and the easy 

access of the location seem important in order to see what is going on 

and spot the latest trends.  

 

A crucial flagship in the Arabianranta area is TaiK, the Art and Design 

university of Helsinki. It boosts and legitimises the image of Art and 

Design in the area and it attracts firms. It is also definitely important for 

the innovation efforts of firms as it educates qualified and creative 

designers, even if recruitment of students is not necessarily only local.  

 

Various other Higher Educational Institutes followed TaiK to 

Arabianranta: the Helsinki Pop & Jazz Conservatory (since 1995), the 

Faculty of Culture and Services of the Helsinki Polytechnic Stadia 

(1996), an audiovisual educational institution (2003), Arcada, the 

Finland-Swedish University of Applied Science (2004), and the 

Prakticum vocational institute (2005). However, TaiK stands out 

because of its early move to the area, its track-record of excellence, its 

longstanding tradition, and its role as a magnet for design talent.  
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4 Arabianranta as a place to live 

Beyond companies and universities, Arabianranta was able to develop a 

rather diversified mix of functions over time. Deliberate land use and 

planning policies played a role here. The area successfully attracted a 

variety of inhabitants due to the presence of different land ownership 

schemes, differentiated building contracts with developers catering for a 

variety of houses (e.g. luxury private housing and different types of 

social houses) and a perceived high quality of life. It is located at the 

waterfront embedded in natural scenery and design has been used to 

improve public spaces, by means of public art. In order to realise art in 

public spaces, developers of the area were required to invest 1-2% of 

the total construction costs in art works (e.g. sculptures and paintings). 

In addition, gardens are collectively owned and integrated into yards 

where art projects are implemented and interaction is fostered. These 

yards contribute to the development of a common identity. This seems 

successful; however, this way of organising the housing function has 

some drawbacks. Despite the mixed housing schemes, the area may 

become too expensive, running the risk that only higher income groups 

are attracted. In addition, the service level requested by residents is still 

lagging behind the demand, although the supply of (basic) services has 

increased. I.e. expectations are not met. Furthermore, there are some 

doubts about the vibrancy of the area, as the number of events is limited 

and major facilities have restrictive opening hours. 
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5 Arabianranta as a Living Lab 

Largely resulting from the unique character of the place, Arabianranta 

has been an experimentation arena for pioneering urban development in 

different ways. It pioneered in ‘last-mile’ broadband optical fibre 

infrastructure across the entire district, making online connectivity a 

commodity not unlike water, electricity or gas in a very early stage. The 

last part of the network, connecting the different houses among each 

other and to the internet, is owned by the (collective of) residents, 

enabling to offer a broadband connection at much lower and stable 

prices. Moreover, Arabianranta and ADC pioneered in promoting the 

development of a number of integrated virtual platforms organised 

around a network of so-called ‘e-moderators’, building a strong sense of 

community in a rather open and diverse area. This ‘social 

infrastructure’ supports successful application of user-driven innovation 

processes through ‘Living Labs’ methodologies (Eriksson et al, 2005). 

These achievements led some commentators to dub Arabianranta as a 

‘Social Silicon Valley’.  

 

The start of Living Labs in Arabianranta resulted from a mix of 

coincidences with deliberated policy efforts. The preconditions in terms 

of infrastructure were present, in the form of a high-capacity broadband 

network. However, this was not the goal of the construction of this 

network. The concept of a Living Lab was introduced to Finland by a 

professor who visited MIT. Concrete projects in Arabianranta have 

been realised under the leadership of ADC since 2002. Aside from its 
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broadband infrastructure, the area has some other assets that explain the 

area’s success as a Living Lab pioneer, including the presence of 

heterogeneous test groups (residents, students, entrepreneurs, firms, 

etc), which represent ‘true living life experience’ and a public-private 

funding scheme coordinated by ADC. Yet, some drawbacks and 

limitations to the Living Lab concept in Arabianranta can be identified. 

Firstly, many projects are location specific, making it difficult to export 

successful projects to other places. Secondly, and despite public-private 

funding schemes, many projects still rely mainly on public funding. 

Finally, it is unclear, why these projects are mutually beneficial. The 

benefits for the participating companies are clear, but the benefits for 

the community – if any - are less evident and diffuse.  

 

6 The concept of Arabianranta and other locations in Helsinki 

Arabianranta is not the only “art and design” quarter in Helsinki – there 

are other hotspots (see table 2). The locations seem to complement each 

other, and Arabianranta is clearly different from the other locations. Its 

primary focus is on industrial design and marketing for business 

markets and functions as a showroom of design for the business market, 

whereas other locations focus on technology (Espoo), tourism and 

culture (city centre) and studios and galleries for artists (Ruoholahti).  

 

<Table 2 about here> 

 



 13 

The policy designs applied in the area have functioned as a test case for 

other mixed-used redevelopment projects in the city, namely 

concerning the use of a common theme, led by a public-private 

partnership. For instance, the new Viikii campus was also purposely 

developed as a mixed-use area labelled under the theme bio-tech, 

uniting the University of Helsinki, public and private research institutes, 

bio-tech firms and a residential area, emphasising ecological values and 

natural surroundings. The same goes for other re-developments in older 

harbour areas in the city. Finally, triple-helix cooperation, including 

firms, various governments and research institutes, is nowadays 

common in many projects in Helsinki. Moreover, the development of 

Arabianranta is often pointed out as a turning point in the development 

of new cooperation platforms within the city administrative structure, to 

deal in an integrated fashion with city planning and policy challenges. 

 

7 Conclusions and policy lessons  

Arabianranta has been considered a success story of a creative quarter 

that combines working, living, studying and leisure, and, despite its 

limitations, there are good reasons for that In this article we have 

reviewed conditions and processes behind this success story in order to 

draw policy lessons that may help other cities to develop creative 

quarters or design cities. 

 

The City of Helsinki has played a major role in the development of the 

area. It was one of the leading actors, inspired by TaiK and the business 
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society, to develop the master plan, vision and theme for the area. In 

addition, it is the main shareholder in the development agency, ADC. 

Moreover, it was essential safeguarding the functional mix of the area, 

for instance via mixed housing schemes. Hence, it has a facilitating and 

financing role, but can also steer other actors due to its budgetary power 

in ADC.  

 

The establishment of ADC, which operates at an arm’s length from the 

City government, can be seen as an important factor for the 

development of Arabianranta. It represents the interests of different 

involved stakeholders and enabled the implementation of the holistic 

concept of the area.  

 

Much of the dynamics in the area certainly can be ascribed to the well 

rooted dynamics of art and design in Helsinki (companies, 

entrepreneurs, large numbers of designers, design schools, etc), which 

make the concept hardly to replicate in other places lacking this 

ecosystem. An example is the presence of TaiK, which acted as a 

flagship, anchor and image builder of the area, attracting others and 

giving legitimacy to the theme ‘art and design’. Moreover, the 

development of some distinctive features of the site was steered by the 

close involvement of key persons acting as ‘gatekeepers’, linking 

Helsinki and other knowledge sources worldwide (e.g. the first Living 

Lab experiences were supported by professors of TaiK who brought the 

concept from the USA). Finally, a number of contingencies and ‘right 
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time, right place’ situations helped to steer the project in the right 

direction. For instance, the deep crisis in the early 1990’s offered a joint 

challenge for different stakeholders and speeded up the development of 

a vision and plan for the area.  

 

Yet there are a number of factors – largely policy-driven – that 

contributed to the successful development of Arabianranta. Firstly, a 

clear shared vision and theme selection was made, which was able to 

mobilise the right persons and networks in times of crisis. The theme 

‘art and design’ had an historical as well as a contemporary value, and 

was assumed by all the parties as a long term vision. Secondly, the 

deliberated effort to maintain the functional mix in the area was largely 

responsible for other successful features in the area, like the 

combination of functions and development of Living Labs and other 

social innovation going on in the area. Thirdly, it was unlikely that all 

this would have been achieved without ADC, which permanently 

monitored the development of the area, uniting and moderating 

stakeholders with potentially different interests towards essential 

consensus building. 

 

As a location is never finished, some challenges remain for the future 

development of Arabianranta. The first, and biggest, challenge is the 

recent merger of TaiK and two other universities into the new Aalto 

University. For Arabianranta, it is crucial to retain TaiK in the area; 

otherwise the area will lose part of its legitimacy as an ’Art and Design 
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City’. Additional challenges include the reduction of dependence on 

key persons; the need for constant innovation and adaptation to 

contemporary requirements (e.g. investments in energy efficiency 

techniques and new ubiquitous ICT technologies); the connection of 

Arabianranta with other locations in the region and an increase of the 

cultural supply in the area.  

 

The case of Arabianranta is unique and many success factors are 

dependent on the local context which cannot be generalised. 

Nevertheless it is possible to provide some general lessons that may 

contribute to the development of other creative quarters. The first lesson 

is to attract a major flagship that gives a physical ‘image’ to the area, 

providing legitimacy and acting as a magnet for other actors. TaiK has 

fulfilled this role in Arabianranta. Secondly, it is important to build 

upon the past instead of creating a new narrative. Arabianranta has a 

long history in art and design, a theme which is still relevant. Building 

the current narrative upon this history increases the credibility of the 

theme. Hence, the theme for an area should have historical as well as 

contemporary value. In this sense it is important to learn from success 

stories, but not to copy these, as success is often dependent on the local 

context and influenced by global developments. A final lesson is to find 

the right subsector, or the ‘right design’. Not all creative industries are 

the same and they have different preferences. In constructing creative 

quarters it is important to build the right facilities for the aimed target 

group. For instance, Arabianranta is suited for industrial design firms 
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whereas the Cable Factory is targeted for artists and small firms in 

various creative industries (artists, music, media, museums, etc). In that 

sense, clearly segmented initiatives can be mutually reinforcing.  
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