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This article analyses how and why the residents of Northwest Russia—holders 
and users of the unified Schengen multiple-entry ‘C’ visas issued by the state of 
Finland—care for their visas by balancing trips to Finland against trips to the 
wider Schengen Area, according to the rules that require such balancing. Applying 
the concept of productive work and reproductive labour, and drawing on in-depth 
interviews with the Schengen visa-dependants in Russia, I show how Schengen 
visa policies operate on the local level of the EU’s external border. The article 
explores how such visas facilitate short-term mobility, yet require from their hold-
ers constant efforts to maintain this resource, and therefore operate as a nexus 
of freedom of movement and commitment. I argue that the role of the short-term 
Schengen visa issued to non-EU visitors goes far beyond simple permission for 
crossing the border and materialises as a facilitator of Europe-wide mobility and, 
therefore, an object of constant care.
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Introduction
In the contemporary global world, unequal and hierarchical rights to cross-border mobility 
are institutionalized and materialized in the systems of citizenship, confirmed by state-issued 
IDs, as well as border control and visa policies. This article seeks to contribute to the studies 
of mobility and inequality based on the case of Russian tourism to the Schengen Area where 
Russian passport holders as third-country nationals (TCNs) need a visa to enter.1

Until recently, scholarship paid no serious attention to visa-based short-term travelling 
(Gülzau et al. 2016: 1–2; Mau et al. 2015: 2). Mobilities and tourism studies mostly overlook 
visa issues as they focus on the experiences of visa-free travellers (Freudendal-Pedersen 2009; 
Glick Schiller & Salazar 2013; Sheller & Urry 2004, 2016). On the other hand, border, migra-
tion and refugee studies turn to visas as an indispensable instrument of national securitiza-
tion and screening of ‘suspicious’ long-term visitors to developed and influential countries 

	 1	 The Passport Power Rank 35, which the Russian Federation currently occupies, gives its citizens visa-free entry to 
80 states out of 195 states worldwide and to 41 with visa upon arrival (Passport Index 2020).
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(Brabandt & Mau 2013; Czaika & Neumayer 2017; Glick, Schiller & Salazar 2013; Gülzau et 
al. 2016; Mau 2010; Mau et al. 2012; Mau et al. 2015; Neumayer 2010; Salter 2006; Shamir 
2005). 

The regimes-of-mobility approach that this article follows turns to a mosaic picture of mobil-
ities that fits into neither elitist free global movements nor migrants’ mobility restrictions. It 
recognizes multiplicity, variety and regional diversity of mobility patterns, localized and situa-
tional forms and degrees of mobility (Glick, Schiller & Salazar 2013; Jensen 2013; Manderscheid 
2016; Richardson 2013; Salter 2013), and is especially interested in the clustering of mobility 
rights as a basic component and determinant of ‘mobility citizenship’ (Mau 2010: 340). This 
approach is sensitive to underexplored non-European mobilities neglected within the domi-
nant Anglo-American/Eurocentric literature on tourism (Hall 2015; Jansen 2009). It studies 
visas not just as a barrier, but also as a mobility rights provider or a facilitator of ‘motility’—the 
capacity of a person to be mobile and able to turn mobility potential into actuality through 
struggling with different constraints (Freudendal-Pedersen 2009; Mau 2010).

This article explores how TCNs with deprived and restricted mobility in Europe strive for 
their aspirations and opportunities to travel there. It focuses on St. Petersburg, the biggest city 
of the Northwest (NW) region of Russia bordering Finland. This EU and Schengen member 
state is the leading Schengen visa provider for St. Petersburg residents and one of Russians’ 
top five tourist destinations.2 In 2019, the traffic between Finland at the eastern border and 
Russia was over 9.5 million passengers (Findicator 2020). One can easily organize a trip from 
St. Petersburg to destinations in Finland, choosing between the high-speed commuter train, 
the ferry, luxury or low-cost buses, door-to-door minibuses and cars or car-sharing services, 
and even free round trips by bus in return for spending 100 Euro at a shopping-mall on 
the Finnish side of the border. Unlike their co-nationals, St. Petersburg residents have rela-
tively easy access to Finland, not only due to their vicinity to its eastern border areas, but 
also thanks to the relaxed requirements of the short-term Schengen visas assigned to them. 
Importantly, a short-stay multiple-entry Schengen visa issued by the neighbouring state of 
Finland opens the gate to the remaining 25 member countries that can be visited via Finland 
or directly from St. Petersburg, albeit under certain conditions. Visa holders must keep their 
travels to the wider Schengen Area proportional to their trips to Finland, and negotiating this 
balancing act is supposed to be the visa holder’s responsibility. Although the user manuals for 
the short-stay Schengen visa and the calculator of travel days are available on the website of 
the European Commission, still the rules remain opaque for many visa-dependants. 

In fact, it is not enough to have a visa that issues a right to travel, but it also requires extra 
efforts to use it properly and maintain this resource. This nexus of freedom and unfreedom 
that the visa-dependant travellers negotiate inspired my research.3 My aim in this article is 
to analyse how and why St. Petersburg residents—holders and users of the unified Schengen 
multiple-entry ‘C’ visas issued by the state of Finland—care for their visas through balancing 
trips to Finland against trips to the wider Schengen Area and negotiating the opaque rules 
that govern such balancing. 

The article starts by introducing the research context and the qualitative empirical data 
collected. It is followed by the analytical framework that conceptualizes a visa as an object 

	 2	 In 2017, Finland issued a total of 727,224 visas in Russia, compared 89,572 visas issued in other countries 
combined. The Consulate General of Finland in St. Petersburg receives more than 80% of visa applications from 
Russian citizens, whilst Finland’s Embassy in Moscow receives less than 10% (Ministry 2018).

	 3	 The research was a part of the large project EUBORDERSCAPES: Bordering, Political Landscapes and Social 
Arenas: Potentials and Challenges of Evolving Border Concepts in a post-Cold War World, funded in 2012–2016 
through the EU’s 7th Framework Programme for Science and Innovation (Grant agreement number 299775).
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of productive work needed to get one issued and an object of reproductive labour, or car-
ing, needed to get one renewed. The next two sections demonstrate how the Schengen visa 
issued by Finland operates as a valuable mobility facilitator and what kind of constant care it 
requires in return from its holders—St. Petersburg residents travelling to Finland and wider 
Europe. In the final part, I discuss how the role of the visa issued to non-EU visitors goes far 
beyond simple permission for crossing the border of the Schengen Area. 

Research Context, Data and Method
Economic, social and cultural relations between Finland and Russia have a long history. Its 
modern period began in the 1990s, when Finland–Russia cross-border interactions, including 
various forms of mutual mobility, especially shuttle trade from the Russian side, intensified 
(Olimpieva et al. 2007; Stammler-Gossmann 2010). Finland acceded to the EU in 1995 and 
became a member state of the Schengen Area in 2001. It shares 1340 kilometres of border 
with Russia—the longest border in the EU, as well as nine border crossing points meant for 
passenger traffic.4 Four of them—Imatra, Nuijamaa, Vaalimaa, Vainikkala—are closest to St. 
Petersburg (see Picture 1). 

From the perspective of the regime-of-mobility approach, the border area of NW Russia, 
including St. Petersburg and surrounding Leningrad Oblast, and Finland, especially its east-
ern parts, can be viewed as a local cluster that functions as a ‘mobility hub within the global 
distribution of mobility rights and creates new forms of territoriality’ (Gülzau et al. 2016: 12). 
This hub can be seen as a node that features special visa regulations, attracts more dynamic 
connections, gives extra mobility rights to its visitors and lives its own inner life in the wider 
Schengen Area—Russia flow of mobility (cf. Schnepel & Alpers 2018: 25). 

	 4	 Besides Finland, NW Russia borders with Estonia, Latvia, Norway and Poland.

Picture 1: The Southeast Finland–Russia borderland.
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Regional travels between NW Russia and Finland are regulated by a set of documents 
adopted by the European Parliament and the Council of the European Union, such as the 
Schengen Visa Code (EU 810/2009) and Regulation EU 2018/1806 (EUR-Lex 2009, 2018), 
as well as Visa Facilitation Agreement (VFA) (EUR-Lex 2007). The EU assesses NW Russia as 
a region with low risk of illegal immigration to the Schengen Member States; therefore, it 
enjoys a facilitated visa regime. Officially registered residents of the region apply for short-
stay ‘C’ visas for up to 90 days per half-year, with the required set of documents reduced to 
(1) international passport with at least six months’ remaining validity, (2) completed applica-
tion form with photo, (3) travel health insurance. The application does not involve the set of 
supporting documents, such as a statement of employment, recent salary slips, proof of real 
estate property, recent bank statements, accommodation reservations or return travel tickets, 
but these may be additionally requested from an applicant at any moment (Dekalchuk 2014: 
11; EUR-Lex 2009).5 Initially, an applicant receives a single entry short-term visa, then subse-
quently a multi-entry one- or six-month visa, and finally graduates to a one-year or two-year 
multi-entry visa, which is currently seen as the pinnacle of the ‘visa career’.6

Visa facilitation alongside the geographical proximity of Finland could not but reflect on 
the number of visa applications processed by the Consulate General (CG) of Finland in St. 
Petersburg (see Figure 1). In the 2000–2010s, this number steadily increased and in 2013 
exceeded 1 million. Then it reduced due to depreciation of the Russian ruble against the 
Euro, and subsequently, more two-year visas were issued. However, recently it has grown 
again and remains relatively stable. As the percentage of rejections due to abuse of visa is usu-
ally very low—about 1% or less (SchengenVisaInfo.com 2020), the number of visas issued is 
comparable to the number of applications. The need to process an increasing number of visa 
applications resulted in the opening of the Finnish Visa Application Centre in February 2011 
in St. Petersburg downtown. The Centre outsourced the application process7 but also made it 

	 5	 According to the EU requirements, since September 1, 2019, two extra documents were added to the list: (1) plan 
of the trip and (2) proof of financial means. Still, the former can be submitted as a written travel description, and 
the letter as an electronic bank statement. Both did not make the procedure any harder.

	 6	 Since 2020, the state of Finland plans to issue five-year visas to customers who already had two-year visas and 
used them properly.

	 7	 Currently, the ‘C’ visa costs an applicant about 90€, including 35€ visa fee, 26.27€ service fee, about 20€ average 
travel insurance valid for the Schengen Area for 60 days, and about 5€ for visa photo.

Figure 1: The number of visa applications processed by the Consulate General of Finland in 
St. Petersburg 2006–2018. Sources: The Ministry of Foreign Affairs Finland and the Consu-
late General of Finland in St. Petersburg.

1400000

1200000

1000000

800000

600000

400000

200000

0
2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

321950

430948
525219

552399

751475

971840
1045460

1204667

914314

567584

355612

591581
541080

http://SchengenVisaInfo.com


Tkach: Care for the visa112

easier, faster and almost queue-free. A lot of insurance agencies surrounding the Visa Centre 
besides selling travel insurance also prepare the whole set of application documents: take 
photos, fill out the form, make copies and so on. A broad range of travel agencies, transport 
companies and transportation routes, as well as online booking services and communities of 
border crossers functioning as peer support, also facilitate easy border crossing. 

This article draws on interviews with customers of these services—St. Petersburg residents—
who are holders and active users of the Schengen visas issued by Finland, excluding shut-
tle traders and petty retailers. They are accustomed to holding a multi-entry Schengen visa, 
timely renewing it with the CG of Finland in St. Petersburg, keeping it valid, and using it for 
travel across Europe. Several times a year, they visit different destinations in Finland for vari-
ous reasons, either with large shopping buses, mini-buses or private cars. They either go solo 
or in pairs (with a friend, partner, relative or colleague) or with a bigger group of family and 
friends.

The sample encompasses 28 in-depth semi-structured interviews held from late 2013 to 
early 2017. The fieldwork covered 2014 when economic sanctions were imposed on Russia, 
the Euro exchange rate increased dramatically and Russia banned the import of some 
EU-made food products. It enabled me to learn more about how structural constraints influ-
ence the research participants’ visa and mobility prospects. The interviews were designed as 
‘travel stories’ traced from the first international journey to the most recent one. The inter-
view guide contained such topics as issuing and utilization of international passports and 
Schengen visas, crossing the Russia–Finland border and ways of exploring Finland, as well 
as the aspiration to wider travel. The research participants were recruited via personal and 
professional networks and also by snowballing. 

The interviewees are 20-50-year-old highly educated men and women, working both in 
public and private sectors, such as trade and investment, management and administration, 
HR and bookkeeping, research and design, NGO and university. Economically and culturally, 
the research participants belong to the middle-classes and, unlike many co-nationals, can 
afford to travel abroad and bear the expenses for international passports, visas, travel insur-
ances and tickets and accommodation abroad.8 They prioritize international journeys and 
invest time, effort and money into them, therefore facilitating the diffusion of a consumer 
culture that values travel-related consumption. With their informed consent, I also refer to 
visa issues that five of my Facebook friends belonging to the academic community shared 
publicly in the last three years. Their posts contained spontaneous emotional reflections on 
visa usage valuable for the analysis of approaches to and problems arising from ‘visa balanc-
ing’. I also cite my own experience of visa application, issuance and usage. 

Visa-Based Short-Term Mobility: From Work to Labour 
Current tourism and mobility studies conceptualize visas from the perspective of the inter-
relation of human actors and non-human/material objects through mobility. It came from 
the governmobility approach (Bærenholdt 2013) that combines Actor-Network Theory (ANT) 
in tourism studies (Endres et al. 2016; Franklin 2004; Manderscheid 2016; Van der Duim et 
al. 2013) with Foucault’s (1978) ideas of governmentality. In general, governmobility seeks 
to understand how people are governed through mobility. Rather than through subjects, 
governmobility is highly enacted through objects or non-human mobility devices, such as 

	 8	 The national survey of 2016 demonstrated that up to 72% of Russians did not even possess international pass-
ports and almost the same percentage of them has never been abroad (Levada-Centre 2016). This could have 
been due to lack of desire, financial constrains and administrative-political reasons (cf. Jansen 2009: 821–823), 
as well as inaccessibility of embassies and consulates.
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transportation infrastructures, settlement structures, information and communication tech-
nology devices, as well as legal documents (passport, driving license or railcard). 

Out of a large network of objects, the visa has a significant, if not primarily, formative role 
in the regulation of limited mobility. It appears to be a prescription, which can take the form 
of permissions and grants for mobility. A visa provides relative freedom of movement and 
guides the desire to travel. Yet, in return, it requires applicants’ efforts and investments in 
symbolic, practical, financial and other means (Bærenholdt 2013: 28–31; Endres et al. 2016; 
see also Franklin 2004; Glick Schiller & Salazar 2013: 188–190; Manderscheid 2016: 104; 
Mincke 2016: 15; Van der Duim et al. 2013). 

The governmobility approach tends to consider tourism as work rather than leisure. Visa 
processing is a segment of this work that comprises the cost and hassle of application via 
post, which can take weeks or months; via a professional visa service provider; or in per-
son. Sometimes this encompasses a trip to bigger cities where embassies and consulates are 
usually located. A variety of bureaucratic hurdles include application fees and long waits in 
queues, as well as possible informal interactions and transactions. The consulate or embassy 
can deny the application without giving any reason (Neumayer 2010: 171; Shamir 2005: 206) 
or issue the long-awaited visa on dates that do not correspond to the tourist’s expectations.

Documented cross-border mobility produces obedient, ‘docile’ bodies through confession-
ary-like examination practices, such as filling out the visa application form, going through 
the visa interviews and answering questions later at the checkpoints (Jansen 2009: 815; Salter 
2006: 170). Visas make applicants self-ordering, self-directed and self-disciplined not only by 
the means of experiences but also by ways of sensing (Bærenholdt 2013: 27; Franklin 2004: 
280, 285; Salter 2006: 180). Documents placed in specific social relations with persons have 
the potential to discharge affective energies that are felt by persons. Recent anthropologi-
cal studies on how non-EU citizens process travel documents in Western European contexts 
show that on top of going through rationalized bureaucratic procedures they experience anx-
iety, feelings of inferiority and even panic. The value of the documents produced by Western 
European law is so high for their possessors lacking mobility rights that nervous agitation for 
fear of making a mistake becomes part and parcel of the application process and usage of the 
documents (Jansen 2009; Navaro-Yashin 2007).

I argue that the productive work that has to be performed to obtain the visa does not 
fully explain its holders’ behaviour, as the visa is a renewable document and requires certain 
repetitive actions. In fact, the visa has to be not only obtained, but also maintained, and 
sometimes under very challenging conditions. Regardless of its formal status, in many cases, 
visa requirements assume lacunae, uncertainty, and semi-formal documentary strategies, 
especially when the rules of visa usage are not sufficiently clear. There are rare examples of 
research into long-term migrants who undertake visa-run border-crossings to renew a visa/
permit of the host country with fewer efforts (Green 2015; Schenk 2018: 193). These works 
demonstrate that, once documented, visa-dependants still feel vulnerable and deprived of 
mobility and have to undertake extra efforts to retain mobility rights. 

Social reproductive theory (SRT), which is not usually applied to tourism and mobility stud-
ies, can be a useful tool to understand the repetitive activities of visa-dependants on the 
maintenance of their motility and visa certainty. In the framework of SRT, human labour is ‘at 
the heart of creating or reproducing society as a whole’ (Bhattacharya 2017: 2), which can also 
be referred to as access to mobility. In my research, this labour goes to sustain and reproduce 
the visa, and respectively, its holder and user is capable of following the visa rules as well as 
flouting them. While the travellers’ work enables them to acquire a visa, their labour repro-
duces the opportunity to have this visa in the future. Care is the most commonly referred 
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activity that embodies reproductive labour (Bhattacharya 2017: 9–19). I introduce the con-
cept of care to mobility research through the adoption of some substantial characteristics 
that have been attributed to care as a specific human activity. Care as a process (1) includes 
both physical and affective labour; (2) requires a copious amount of time and responsibility 
from a caregiver; (3) embraces informal and semi-formal activities; (4) is endless and does not 
necessarily have a rewarding effect (Bhattacharya 2017; see Tronto 2010). 

The next two sections demonstrate how the Schengen visa issued by Finland operates as 
a valuable mobility facilitator and what kind of constant care it requires, in return, from its 
holders—St. Petersburg residents visiting Finland and wider Europe. 

The Enabling Visa 
It is officially required that Finland should be the main tourist destination for the holders 
of the multi-entry Schengen visa obtained from the state. Some research participants have 
a specific interest in Finnish culture and architecture and explore the country extensively: 
‘We’ve been to Helsinki, Imatra, Lappeenranta, Porvoo, Hyvinkää, Tampere, Kouvola. We are 
now eager to go to Lapland and Savonlinna’ (Zoia, 27, restaurant administrator). Finland also 
attracts many as a site for wellness tourism, including spas and cottages. These short-term 
leisure visits have been experienced as breaks from stressful life in the Russian big city and 
immersion into the quiet and friendly Finnish atmosphere: 

[Trips to Finland] make me relaxed, so this is a therapeutic effect, I would say. […] I 
guess [it depends] on these ideas in the air that it is hard and dangerous to live here 
[in St. Petersburg], and there is a comfortable and calm Western world. Even though 
I’m saying this ironically, still I’m influenced by this myth to a certain extent. (Uliana9, 
32, journalist)

Russians as non-EU travellers imagine and experience Finland as part of a more civilized and 
wealthier global ‘West’, or at least European West as opposed to the reality of their home 
city (cf. Krivonos & Näre 2019: 1178–1185). It is especially valuable that this different world, 
as a comfortable recreational and consumer site, is across the border and always accessible. 
Notwithstanding, it is more tempting for many Petersburgers to perceive and use Finland 
as a gateway to the longed-for journeys to the wider Schengen Area. They go directly from 
Pulkovo airport in St. Petersburg, via Helsinki Vantaa, Turku or Lappeenranta airports or the 
seaports in Helsinki or Turku. The interviewees mentioned Belgium, Czech Republic, France, 
Germany, Greece, Italy, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, the Netherlands and oth-
ers as destination countries. The Central and South European directions, including magnet 
cultural centres and sea resorts, are very popular with Russian tourists. Compared to Finland, 
some of these destinations seem less expensive or more appealing and prestigious to visit. 
When it provides transit to the wider Schengen Area, apparently, tourists from St. Petersburg 
begin to see Finland quite similar to their home city in terms of climate and architecture, and 
less European than ‘good old Europe’.

The Schengen Finland-issued visa maintains its holders’ motility—the potential to be 
flexible and prepared to move at a moment’s notice (Freudendal-Pedersen 2009: 76). The 
possibility of travel to Europe is considered a normal attribute of ‘mobility citizenship’ of a 
Petersburger as a Schengen multi-visa holder: 

	 9	 This and other names of interviewees used in this article are pseudonyms.
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When the visa is opened, you understand that you can go any time, and this makes me 
relaxed. This relates not only to Finland but other countries as well. Why isn’t it pos-
sible? It is possible! You understand that you have an opportunity to go. If you don’t 
have it, you feel like something is wrong. (Evgeny, 33, self-employed)

I try to renew my ‘Finnish’ [Schengen] visa as soon as it expires because this is a pleas-
ant thing to have handy all the time. This is a feeling that I can [go] at any time. I’ve 
never gone spontaneously like that anywhere, but I just like that this is possible. (Mila, 
26, technical designer)

A traveller is coming into being in a particular way through the visa (Jansen 2009: 816; cf. 
Navaro-Yashin 2007: 95), so the unified Schengen multi-visa equates non-EU St. Petersburg 
residents to Europeans, at least partly and fragmentarily, and privileges them relative to their 
co-nationals—residents of other regions. The Schengen Area is not the whole world, but it is 
a considerable part of it, so the visa obtained from Finland fuels Petersburg tourists’ desire 
to ‘maximize mobility’ (Freudendal-Pedersen 2009: 6) and their ‘aspiration to prove their 
European-ness’ (cf. Jensen 2009: 830). Their excitement about getting easier access to Europe 
and their aspiration to visit it as often as possible go hand in hand with reflections on global 
inequality and injustice, feelings of mobility deprivation and humiliation as ‘beggars at the 
consulates’ (cf. Sheller 2018). As Ivan (35, NGO activist) bitterly noted, ‘Russia is a third world 
country, so its citizens need visas to go anywhere, apart from similar countries.’ Even though 
none of our interlocutors imagined lifestyle migration or emigration to Finland, a Schengen 
visa increases their chance to escape from Russia in case of severe political repression, therefore 
revealing and supporting their political views. This became especially crucial after the annexa-
tion of Crimea in 2014 and the subsequent cooling of international relations with Russia: 

Now a passport and Finnish visa can become needed when it is time to flee. Last year 
I heard that in my social circle quite often. These are not detailed talks about how we 
will leave if anything happens. These are rather some ideas that consider such a situa-
tion possible. This is not professional emigration, this is some type of refuge. (Uliana, 
32, journalist)

Even during the crisis of 2014, our research participants were reluctant to give up travelling 
due to the strength of the Euro against the Russian ruble. They accepted a decrease in tour-
ism, even by replacing Italy with Georgia sometimes, but still kept travelling to Europe. The 
Schengen visa widens their horizon of mobility and enhances the desire to travel. It allows 
them to spend vacations in Nice or to attend the exhibition of Bruegel in Vienna. It enables 
them to organize spontaneously a long weekend in Punkaharju resort, Finland, and bring 
back good cheese and coffee from this trip. It also imparts feelings of safety and tolerance to 
those who endure the current situation in Russia. Hence, the Schengen visa obtained from 
Finland expands the mobility rights of St. Petersburg residents and feeds quite a wide range 
of their lifestyles and identities, from hedonistic to cultural or intellectual, and even ideologi-
cal and political (cf. Navaro-Yashin 2007: 88). All these advantages seem worth the efforts to 
sustain this visa and keep it renewable. 

The Demanding Visa
The rules for balancing trips to Finland and wider Europe are not transparent to many visa 
holders. The Schengen Agreement does not clearly define how many of the days allowed can 
be spent in each Schengen country. Besides, in the borderless Schengen Area, it is nearly 
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impossible to verify the duration of stay in each country. It also remains vague for many what 
the calculating guideline is: the days spent in Finland or entries to Finland. How the 90/180 
rule works, which stipulates that the visa holder is permitted to spend no more than 90 days 
within 180 days in the territory of the Schengen Area, also looks confusing to the border 
crossers. They doubt whether they can travel throughout the Schengen Area for up to 90 days 
in each calendar half-year or any 180 days. Another obscure and changing rule relates to the 
necessity of first entering the Schengen Area via Finland when using a visa newly issued by 
Finland. 

The officers of the CG of Finland in St. Petersburg answer general questions evasively. They 
refer to official rules or assure that each decision on visa issuance is made individually, based 
on the travel record documented in the passport (i.e., the number of visits to Finland). If trips 
to the rest of the Schengen Area have prevailed over visits to Finland, the consulate may 
reject the next visa application of this customer. Usually, visa applicants cannot contact the 
consulate officers directly, so they turn to various ‘border mediators’—insurance agents, travel 
guides and bus drivers—to discuss their cases before the application. Insurance agents seem 
to be the most informed and trustworthy experts who get timely updated official informa-
tion directly from the Visa Centre and collect ‘real’ cases of visa abuse sanctioned by the con-
sulate. Also, amateur experts, such as experienced travellers, relay their experience by word 
of mouth or via social networks. This mix of official information and lay expert knowledge 
regarding Schengen visas feeds travellers’ anxieties and fears and makes them worry about 
how to correctly use their visas.

Each visa history is archived for 10 years, and the consulate officers, as well as the border 
guards can trace it easily. Thus, the collection of ‘Finnish’ border-crossing stamps in inter-
national passports that proves a good travel history becomes essential for Petersburgers 
extensively travelling to the Schengen Area. They undertake care work towards their visas 
that involves practical, emotional and economic aspects. Three possible ways of caring for the 
visa have been distinguished analytically, as ideal types, in the interview narratives based on 
the degree of travellers’ self-discipline and emotional engagement. 

Highly-disciplined care for the visa implies attentive observation of the available rules, sys-
tematic and anticipatory checks of the relevant EU documents, updates on possible changes of 
the regulations, monitoring of related individual cases and sounding out experts’ opinions. The 
unwritten rule of ‘opening the visa’ (otkrytie vizy) (i.e., making the first entry to the Schengen 
Area via Finland) is scrupulously followed. For instance, if a person gets a multi-entry visa 
from Finland in order to travel to Greece for a vacation, s/he goes to Finland first. Yet, the rule 
of opening a visa can work differently for different visitors and in different periods. I always 
ask insurance agents if the rule of first entry to Finland with a newly issued visa still applies. 
Usually, they insist that it was legitimate to ignore Finland and go directly to the destination. 
In mid-summer 2015, when I applied for multi-entry Finnish visas for my family, the reaction 
to this question was quite the opposite. The agent stressed very emotionally that due to the 
changing political and economic situation the rule had become stricter those days. She told a 
cautionary tale of some of her customers who ignored the rule and travelled with a visa issued 
by Finland to Hungary first. They were banned from applying for Schengen visas for five years. 
This example demonstrates that care for the visa can never be an automatic process due to the 
variety of mutable factors, such as a changing political situation that is beyond travellers’ con-
trol. Experts’ recommendations help travellers stay up to date and provide good care for the 
visa, create a flawless travel history for the Finnish state and expect smooth visa issuance later: 

I go on holiday to Europe only via Helsinki. I have a ‘Finnish’ Schengen visa. I renew it 
annually, and I don’t want to put extra effort into this. I only let Finnish stamps be [in 
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the passport]. So, I will definitely get my next visa without a sweat, and I don’t have to 
think about this at all. (Uliana, 32, journalist)

The record of entries to Finland is also levelled up through the so-called ‘taking a visa for 
a ride’ or visa run (otkat vizy). It means a one day or even half-day trip to Finnish destina-
tions close to the crossing points to get a stamp. According to the statistics, about 70% of 
all border crossings in NW Russia are same-day tours to Finnish border towns (Studzińska 
et al. 2018: 122) just to use the visa. All ‘border mediators’ instruct their customers that 
claiming ‘stamping a passport’ as the purpose of the trip at the checkpoints is inappropri-
ate. It is not forbidden to go for the sake of getting the stamp, but it should not be speci-
fied as the purpose of a short-term visit that is supposed to correspond to the visa type. 
So the border crossers hide the real purpose of their visits under the pretext of shopping 
or other legitimate activities (cf. Studzińska et al. 2018: 122). Such simulation of spending 
time in the country reduces visa anxiety. By visiting it at least briefly and ritualistically, 
the travellers ‘imitate’ tourism to Finland, therefore earning a right to go somewhere else 
later:

I found a wonderful tour called ‘Finland for two hours’. This is just taking the visa for a 
ride, when you take a bus at 8 am, you’re in Finland at noon, you get a bottle of Fairy 
liquid and detergent, and go back home. […] We calm ourselves down like that. I went 
to Italy three times a year minimum. So, three-four times minimum I went to Finland 
for those two-hour tours. I went like this to get the next visa without a problem. (Nas-
tia, 35, HR manager)

To reduce expenses and time spent on taking the visa for a ride, the majority of travellers 
visit southeastern border towns of Lappeenranta or Imatra or even shopping malls built by 
the border especially for Russian customers. Such trips can begin at about 4–5 am or even 
earlier, when the bus driver picks up passengers across Petersburg, and end at about mid-
night or even later. The border crossers spend almost the whole day on a bus, and only two 
to three hours walking around, moving from one shop to another. It may cost around 15–30 
Euro for a round trip plus 100–500 Euro on average for purchases. These involuntary visitors 
who are not fans of Finland or of shuttle trading endure such trips for the sake of spending 
Christmas in Paris. Tourism to ‘good old Europe’ is the reward for compulsory visits to bor-
derland Finland that some of the research participants perceive like a shopping trip rather 
than travel abroad. 

Emergency care for the visa requires active travelling across the Schengen Area and procras-
tinating about balancing it by trips to Finland. Before visa expiry, the travellers urgently try to 
learn about similar cases of visa abuse and related sanctions, take counsel from acquaintances 
or ‘border mediators’ and anticipate their visa fate: 

I’ve he many refusals in applications for Finnish visas now. Our quite competent 
acquaintances looked at our passport and said that it is a 50/50 chance that we will 
get visas […] I had enough trips to Finland and also ‘fake’ ones. We went on holiday 
to Greece with our ‘Finnish’ visa, we went on a cruise from Sweden to Estonia. We 
celebrated New Year in Estonia and went there in April to a health spa. Just to hang 
out. As far as I remember, we went to Estonia one more time later on. Too much Esto-
nia. Finns compete with Estonians [for visitors], so I guess the Finns just won’t like it. 
(Natalia, 31, market researcher)
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Natalia admits that she abused her Schengen visa for ‘inappropriate’ trips to her favourite 
destinations and most likely will have to pay the price for being careless. As the offi-
cial rules of balancing countries are not clear to her, she is just guessing how ‘the mean 
Finns’ will evaluate her visa history. Although another traveller, Michail, has already been 
warned by the consulate about visa abuse, he still engages in hectic compensatory trips 
to Finland:

Now it’s time to apply for a new Schengen visa. I am looking at my passport – Ham-
burg, Tallinn, Amsterdam [are on the stamps]. Last time, when the Finnish Consulate 
gave me my passport back, I found a piece of paper there, saying that if I plan to visit 
Germany, France or Spain instead of Finland, I should apply for visas in the respective 
consulates. ‘Otherwise, next time your visa application will be rejected’. So, now I need 
to go to Helsinki then. (Michail, 35, political scientist)

The fear of losing the Schengen visa forced Michail and other travellers like him to visit 
Finland and demonstrate loyalty to it, although they would prefer to go somewhere else. The 
experts, especially insurance agents, also cultivate this fear, and if they find annual visa usage 
has been careless, they strongly recommend that visa-dependents stay more disciplined and 
visit Finland intensively. 

Relaxed visa care is practised by experienced visa users who know more about the 
possibilities for using the unified visa within the borderless Schengen Area and are less 
anxious. For instance, Yaroslava (50, accountant) recalls that as a first-time visa holder 
she was terrified of doing something wrong; she behaved too good even for the ‘border 
mediators’:

I always travel with a Finnish visa. At first, I didn’t. Once I obtained a ‘Portuguese’ 
[Schengen] visa to go to Portugal, although an insurance agent told me, ‘Come on, this 
is silly. Just go with the “Finnish” one’. I was scared of terrifying stories that they [other 
Schengen countries] don’t allow you to go with a ‘Finnish’ visa. But then I tried and 
saw that everything was OK. So now I don’t get other visas anymore.

Although the visa holders are aware of possible sanctions or had even already been sanc-
tioned, they cannot miss their chances to voyage across the Schengen Area, sometimes even 
breaking the rule of balancing countries: 

Last year […] I was lazy in opening it via Finland, and I went directly to Germany for 
three weeks. When I got to Berlin, they put a stamp right on the visa. I thought I would 
have problems with the Finns. Then, in August, I went to Greece for two weeks. Then 
I decided that I had to go to Finland at least once. Then I went to France. I was afraid 
they would reject my application. But they easily gave me another six-month visa. 
(Sofia, 23, university administrator)

Once I offended the Finns. I went to Italy and Poland, and only once – to Finland. […] 
[N]ext time they issued me just a single-entry visa for 10 days. So I had to apply once 
again because I had already bought my ticket to Portugal. I went to Finland first, and 
then applied again, and thank God it was a multi-entry visa for half a year. I mean, this 
punishment was not severe. At the end of the day, they issued me the visa, single-entry, 
but still, and then again – multi-entry. (Anna, 27, GIS analyst)
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As both Sofia and Anna avoided negative sanctions, they perceive visa issuance as a lottery 
or black box, where the result is independent of tourists’ efforts to self-discipline. Such views 
make these border crossers more careless and trusting to luck. Their courage and confidence 
in a favourable visa destiny also draw on the idea that Finland benefits economically from 
Russian tourism (see Findicator 2020). 

However, such a relaxed approach to visa use can clash at any time with random controls at 
the border of the Schengen Area:

They say its tourist agencies that made up the rule of the first entry, but this is not true. 
Right now I was stopped at the border of the Netherlands and told that I might not be 
allowed into the country with my ‘Finnish’ visa unopened. (Svetlana, 35, anthropolo-
gist)

Svetlana’s post on Facebook prompted numerous comments. Some travellers shared similar 
stories, while others cited the Visa Code and called the rule of the first entry a ‘myth’. One of 
the commentators recalled that Finland once rejected her visa application because she had 
opened her previous visa issued there in Latvia. Another person mentioned an incident when 
people flying to some destination in Europe who had no Finnish stamps on the newly issued 
visas were terrified by warnings even from Russian airport personnel that they would not be 
checked in for the flight. This example returns us to the polyphony of information explaining 
the rules of visa usage, travellers’ lack of knowledge of the written and unwritten rules and 
overwhelming fear of losing mobility rights within the Schengen Area. Relaxed visa care has a 
high cost, so it tends to be (self)-stigmatized as indicating a lack of self-discipline and laziness 
among the visa holders. Similarly, Svetlana regretted that she cared poorly for her visa and 
therefore put at risk her freedom of movement. 

Care for the visa through the collection of as many stamps as possible at the Finland–Russia 
border resembles never-ending reproductive labour and can be very exhausting. This is the 
labour of ‘moving to get calm and coping with uncertainties through mobility’ (Bærenholdt 
2013: 28) and endeavouring to follow the obscure rules and compile a good visa history 
that is supposed to guarantee the smooth issuance of the next Schengen visa by the state of 
Finland. 

Conclusion
Unlike the Central European Schengen member states surrounded by nations with similar 
mobility citizenships, Finland lies on the edge of the Area and neighbours a non-EU country, 
Russia. By simplifying visa regulations with NW Russia, the Finnish state balances Schengen 
standards with its national interests. It benefits economically from mass visa issuance and 
border crossings in exchange for providing Russians—as nationals with a relatively low pass-
port index and deprived mobility citizenship—freer access to Europe. Although the regular 
travellers from St. Petersburg are privileged to work less on acquiring the visa, the price that 
they have to pay is the repetitive reproductive labour of care for it, which is the result of sev-
eral sets of conditions and rules. 

Although the regulations governing the Schengen visa have been published on hundreds 
of pages of EU documents and include regulations on how short-term visitors are supposed 
to balance trips between different Schengen states, this is not always easy and possible due 
to the lack of transparency and clarity of the requirement. The unwritten rule of compiling 
a proper travel history through regular short tours to Finland for deliberate collection of 
border crossing stamps at the Russia–Finland border constitutes ‘mobility citizenship’ of a 
Petersburger. On the one hand, care for the visa has been maintained institutionally, as it 
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benefits the official system of cross-border control. On the other, it expands the non-EU trav-
ellers’ mobility rights and motility, though it includes high transaction costs and therefore 
operates as a nexus of movement freedom and commitment. 

The pre-planned ‘opening of the visa’ and ‘taking it for a ride’ several times a year, and 
anxieties connected with this, discipline the short-term visitors to the EU. Care for the visa 
embraces a wide range of feelings, such as fear of negative sanctions, of loss of mobility 
rights due to the lack of transparency and predictability of the CG’s decisions, and last but 
not least, of the injustice of the skewed global distribution of mobility rights. The range 
of responsibility and self-discipline varies depending on the level of loyalty to Finland 
as the main tourist destination, between ‘careful’ balancing trips prioritising Finland and 
‘careless’ European tours ignoring Finland. The visa holders guess that personal factors 
are decisive in the process of visa issuance, so they ascribe morals and personalities to the 
bureaucratic institutions, regarding them as ‘mean and offensive’ or ‘kind and generous 
Finns’. 

The visa as an object of care takes on a multidimensional functionality that goes beyond 
simple permission for crossing the border. Travelling for the sake of travelling and the prag-
matic collection of border-crossing stamps makes the visa not only the means of travel but 
also the reason for travel. If the visa-dependants I studied want to maintain their motility 
and keep travelling (to wider Europe), they have to keep travelling (to Finland) and express 
loyalty towards the state issuing the multi-entry Schengen visa. To use their extended mobil-
ity rights under the EU regulations, TCNs have to perform endless reproductive labour of 
compiling a proper travel history of visits to Finland. This labour can be either enforced if 
Finland is not on the tourist’s wish-list or desired as accessible international tourism to the 
near abroad, which is especially valuable in the absence of time and other recourses to visit 
further destinations. The very low number of application rejections by the CG of Finland in 
St. Petersburg due to visa abuse denotes that in most of the cases the labour of care for the 
visa has been successfully rewarded. Yet, regardless of the precautions taken, every occasion 
of visa issuance makes the applicants nervous, though hopeful, and their hands tremble as 
they open the envelope with the passport given back from the consulate and turn the pages 
to look for the new visa. 
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