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Introduction

The courts are divided into general courts and administrative courts. District courts, Courts of appeal and the Supreme Court are general courts; Administrative Courts and the Supreme Administrative Courtare administrative courts. In addition, there are certain special courts.

District courts 

The Finnish district courts deal with criminal cases, civil cases and petitionary matters. There are 51 (1 October, 2008) district courts in Finland. A district court is headed by the Chief Judge and the other judges have the title District Judge. In certain cases, the district court may also have Lay Judges. The cases are handled and resolved either in a session, where the parties are summoned to, or in chambers, where the decision is based solely on documents. In simple cases decisions can be made by notaries training at the court and by trained office staff.

The registries of the district courts are open during the regular business hours of state agencies, that is, between 8 a.m. and 4:15 p.m. From the registry customers can receive information and technical advice in procedural questions. The courts will not provide legal advice; there are legal aid offices, attorney’s offices and other legal services offices for this purpose.

In a civil case, a dispute between private individuals or corporations is decided impartially by the court. The matter may pertain e.g. to tort liability, inheritance disputes, the cancellation of a transaction or the rent for an appartment.

In a criminal case, the district court hears charges against a person e.g. for theft, driving while intoxicated, assault or some other punishable act. Normally, also the victim’s (injured party’s) claim for compensation is decided in connection with the criminal case.

Petitionary matters include e.g. divorce and the custody of children or a debt adjustment matter. The district courts also register titles to and establish mortgages on a property.

Petitionary matters 

The greatest part, by volume, of cases dealt with by the district court is formed by petitionary matters, which pertain to the everyday life of the people; there are many types of petitionary matters.

Petitionary matters

· are initiated by way of a petition,

· relate to a court approval for a transaction or

· relate to the entry of a matter in a public register.

Petitionary matters are normally decided in chambers without a hearing being held, if no one is opposing the petition, or are decided in a hearing, if the parties disagree in the matter.

Petitionary matters include divorce, matters relating to child custody and right of access, appointment of guardians, appointment of estate distributors, registration of titles and mortgages over real property, bankruptcies and the adjustment of the debts of private individuals.

As of 1 March 2003, matters relating to registration of marriage settlement agreements and confirming the acknowledgement of paternity have been dealt with by the local registration offices.
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Family matters 

Family matters dealt with by the district courts include divorce, the dissolution of a registered partnership, child custody and right of access, and adoption.

Divorce

· A divorce petition undergoes a two-stage procedure.

· When the divorce petition is filed with the district court, the six-month reconsideration period begins; this is stage 1 of the proceedings. Once the reconsideration period ends, there is a six-month period during which the final divorce petition is to be filed; this is stage 2 of the proceedings.

· In both stages, the petition may be filed by the spouses together or by one spouse alone.

· The divorce petition is to be filed with the district court in whose district at least one of the spouses resides.

· Matters ancillary to divorce may be decided at the same time as the divorce; these include child custody, support and right of access. The spouses may settle these matters by themselves or seek assistance from the social welfare authorities for a settlement to be reached.

· The distribution of assets may be finalised already during stage 1, that is, during the reconsideration period. This can also be done at a later stage.

· The spouses may settle the distribution of assets by themselves.

· If there is a dispute, the district court appoints, on the petition of either spouse, an estate distributor to perform the distribution of the assets.

· A registered (same-sex) partnership may be dissolved by a district court order. The procedural provisions pertaining to divorce are applied.

Child custody and right of access

· In the context of a divorce, the spouses or one spouse may petition the district court for an order on the custody, living arrangements, support and right of access relating to the minor children of the spouses. The petition may be filed as a matter ancillary to divorce or as a stand-alone petition.

· Upon petition, the Social Welfare Board in the municipality of recidence of the children may confirm a settlement that the parents have reached in the context of a divorce on the affairs of their children.

· If there is a dispute, the district court rules on the affairs of the children taking their best interests as the basis for the decision.

· Upon petition, the district court may amend an earlier order relating to the affairs of the children, if the circumstances of the children or the parents have changed in a relevant manner after the issue of the previous order.

· If there is a dispute, the district court requests from the social welfare authorities of the home municipality of the child a report on the circumstances of the family and a recommendation on how the custody, living arrangements and right of access should be ordered in the best interests of the children.

· In addition, the parents may self contact the social welfare authorities and request mediation.

Adoption

· The confirmation of adoption is petitioned for from the district court in whose district the adoptive parents reside; they are also the petitioners in the matter.

· The beginning stages, discussions and investigations relating to adoption are seen to by the social welfare authorities and by adoption agencies licensed by the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health (Pelastakaa Lapset - Save the Children ry).

· International adoption agencies may operate only under license.

The registration of marriage settlement agreements and the confirmation of acknowledgements of paternity have been transferred to the state local offices as of 1 March 2003.

Civil marriage and registration of partnership

The Chief Judge, a District Judge, a Junior District Judge and a Notary of a District Court may perform a civil marriage ceremony or register a partnership. At a local register office a civil marriage ceremony may be performed by head of the office, a District Registrar or a Notary Public. Civil marriage ceremonies and registrations of partnerships are a part of the officiator’s or registrar’s official duties if they are performed during normal office hours and in the office. However, performance of a civil marriage ceremony or registration of a partnership outside office hours and the office is a voluntary duty for the officiator or registrar.

Civil marriage ceremonies and registrations of partnerships are free of charge if they are performed during normal office hours and in the office. The charge collected for performance of a civil ceremony and registration of a partnership outside the office is 120 euros and the outside office hours 200 euros. Also, the travelling expenses of the officiator or registrar will be charged.
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