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Fredrik	Elg,	Secretary	of	Culture	of	the	City	of	Malmö,	responsible	for	the	ICORN	program	in	Sweden	
	
ITV	Original:	22/08/2016	
	

1) Why	are	you	engaged	with	ICORN?	
	

On	an	organisational	 level	the	answer	is	that	Malmö	is	a	very	 international	city	where	almost	
half	of	the	population	have	close	links	to	another	country	through	recent	migration	to	Sweden	
and	having	become	established	 in	 the	city.	Malmö	becoming	an	 ICORN	city	back	 in	2010	has	
strengthened	the	international	community	in	the	city	and	it	has	also	brought	many	insights	and	
new	air	into	the	cultural	life	of	the	city.	
On	a	personal	level,	I	initiated	the	ICORN	system	in	the	city	of	Malmö	and	has	since	then	been	
very	much	involved	in	these	issues	locally,	nationally	and	internationally,	fx	also	working	for	the	
Swedish	 Arts	 Council	 where	 I	 compiled	 the	 first	 hand	 book	 for	 Swedish	 ICORN	 cities	 and	
travelled	around	the	country	(and	somewhat	 internationally)	to	promote	the	system	to	other	
cities.	I	find	that	one	reason	for	the	great	success	of	ICORN	as	an	organization	and	as	a	system	
in	 recent	 years,	 is	 that	 it	 provides	 an	 important	 addition	 to	 the	 landscape	 of	 organisations	
working	in	this	field.	Very	few	organisations	can	offer	long-term	residency	programmes.	

	
2) What	kind	of	activities	do	you	organize	for/with	ICORN?	
	
Sometimes	the	only	way	out	for	some	artist	activists	(or	“artivists”)	is	to	spend	some	time	
in	exile.	Contrary	 to	 the	usual	 asylum	system	 (which	 is	not	 an	option	 for	 all)	 the	 ICORN	
system	 gives	 the	 artist/writer	 and	 immediate	 access	 to	 a	 network	 of	 other	 “artivists”,	
publishers,	 producers	 etc.	 which	 indeed	 enhances	 the	 global	 freedom	 of	 speech.	
Promotion	 and	 participation	 is	 certainly	 as	 important	 as	 protection	 in	 most	 cases.	 The	
saddest	 thing	would	be	 if	 important	artists	or	other	 intellectuals	were	 silenced	 in	 (or	by)	
exile,	due	to	lack	of	networks	and	connections	into	the	mainstream	public	debate.	
Therefore	we	try	to	always	work	on	three	levels:	
	

A.	 The	 physical	 and	 psychological	 protection	 with	 a	 social	 life	 provided	 by	 the	 context	 of	
housing	and	a	scholarship	in	the	city	and	with	the	comfort	of	a	local	trusted	network.	
B.	The	opportunity	to	access	 local,	regional,	national	and	international	networks	of	peers	and	
agents	to	promote	the	career	in	the	artistic	field	of	the	guest.	
C.	The	possibility	to	reach	back	to	the	original	community	of	followers/fans	in	the	country	and	
the	region	the	guest	has	left	behind.	This	is	perhaps	sometimes	the	trickiest	part	and	requires	
that	we	constantly	update	our	knowledge	and	skills	regarding	country	knowledge	as	well	as	of	
new	media.	Though	often	the	guest	can	facilitate	feedback	to	the	original	country	 if	provided	
with	good	Internet	access	and	the	tools	to	communicate	her/his	art.	
	

The	city	of	Malmö	is	the	only	city	in	the	system	to	have	two	parallel	ICORN	scholarship	programmes.	
At	the	moment	we	have	one	musician,	Ramy	Essam	and	one	writer,	Jude	Dibia	as	guests	in	two-year	
residency	programmes.	From	the	very	start	we	have	prioritized	to	support	our	guests’	connections	
to	 other	 professional	 institutional	 and	 independent	 arts	 organisations.	 We	 believe	 that	 it	 is	
important	 for	 the	 guests	 to	 be	 able	 to	 build	 their	 own	 network	 outside	 of	 the	 city’s	 institutional	
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context.	This	is	for	two	main	reasons:	first	of	all	the	ICORN	guest	writers	and	artists	often	have	bad	
experiences	from	political	state-	or	municipal	organisations	and	in	order	to	develop	trust	we	need	to	
provide	as	much	independence	as	possible	–	there	is	no	real	freedom	of	speech	if	the	guest	does	not	
feel	 that	 they	 can	 be	 independent	 towards	 the	 city.	 Secondly	 the	 ICORN	 programme	 provides	 a	
relatively	long	residency	period,	two	years,	and	for	the	guest	to	be	able	prepare	for	the	time	after	
the	 programme	 it	 is	 very	 important	 that	 they	 can	 build	 new	 solid	 networks	 of	 their	 own	 choice.	
However,	 having	 said	 this	 of	 course	 we	 also	 do	 organise	 events	 in	 the	 city	 and	 for	 example	 at	
international	book	fairs	in	order	to	promote	the	guest,	though	we	make	sure	that	the	event	first	and	
foremost	is	safe	and	beneficial	to	the	guest’s	career	as	a	writer	or	an	artist.	As	an	extension	to	our	
involvement	with	 ICORN	and	other	organisations	promoting	artist’s	 rights	and	freedom	of	speech,	
such	as	Freemuse,	Scholars	at	Risk	etc.,	we	have	 initiated	the	annual	 international	conference	Safe	
Havens-	the	Malmö	Meetings	for	the	whole	sector	of	organizations,	artists	and	activists	in	the	field.	
		

3) What	represents	the	importance	of	ICORN	for	you?	
	

We	believe	that	 it	 important	to	respect	 the	choices	of	 the	guest	and	that	 the	city	has	so	much	to	
gain	from	this	programme	that	there	is	no	reason	to	promote	the	city	too	much	in	this	context	or	to	
make	the	guest	“work	for	us”.	If	the	guest	is	happy	with	the	stay	in	Malmö	we	are	sure	people	will	
hear	 about	 it.	 We	 have	 integrated	 the	 ICORN	 programme	 into	 the	 work	 of	 the	 city	 culture	
department.	 For	 example	 our	 first	 guest	writer	 Parvin	Ardalan	 from	 Iran	was	 granted	 permanent	
residency	in	Sweden	and	is	now	a	permanent	employee	of	the	culture	department.	This	is	due	to	her	
great	knowledge	of	feminist	working	models	and	gender	issues	and	presented	some	very	interesting	
projects	 to	 the	 city.	 Our	 “community”	 of	 guest	writers	 and	 artists	 as	well	 as	 the	 intellectual	 and	
artistic	crowd	that	is	developing	around	this	programme	is	constantly	growing,	adding	much	value	to	
the	 culture	 department,	 the	 city	 and	 together	with	 the	 increasing	 number	 of	 ICORN	 cities	 in	 the	
country	also	 to	 the	cultural	 life	of	 the	country	as	a	whole.	 ICORN	as	a,	 still	 growing,	 international	
network	of	cities,	activists	and	artists	boosts	the	power	of	global	free	thinking,	freedom	of	speech	
and	artistic	freedom.	
	

4) What	do	you	think	about	Brazil	joining	ICORN?	
	

It	is	very	good.	We	have	worked	hard	on	encouraging	more	cities	in	Sweden	to	join	ICORN,	and	since	
this	 has	 been	 very	 successful	 we	 now	 see	 that	 the	 Scandinavian	 countries	 are	 dominant	 in	 the	
system	-	and	it	is	of	great	importance	to	have	a	balance	between	east	and	west	and	south	and	north	
in	the	system.	The	great	strength	in	the	ICORN	system	is	that	each	city	is	responsible	for	its	ICORN	
guest	writer/musician/artist	etc.	Since	ICORN	is	a	member	organisation	and	belongs	to	its	cities	this	
gives	 us	 all	 more	 strength	 in	 terms	 of	 shared	 knowledge	 and	 experience	 as	 well	 as	 a	 broader	
understanding	of	the	conditions	our	guests	are	living	in.	We	are	very	impressed	by	the	work	that	has	
been	done	for	cities	in	Brazil	to	join	the	network	and	we	are	certainly	welcoming	new	friends	in	the	
global	community	we	are	all	part	of.	
As	a	way	of	contributing	to	the	expansion	of	ICORN	to	more	regions,	Malmö	has	initiated	collaboration	
with	Cape	Town,	South	Africa	and	a	number	of	organizations	in	South	Africa,	in	order	to,	through	a	
city-to-city	collaboration,	see	if	we	can	be	of	assistance	in	establishing	Cape	Town	as	the	first	ICORN	
city	in	Sub	Saharan	Africa.	
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Biography	

Fredrik	Elg	is	currently	the	Head	of	Development	of	the	city	of	Malmö’s	Culture	Department.	He	was	
previously	 the	Project	Manager	 for	shelter	cities	at	 the	Swedish	Arts	Council,	where	he	wrote	 the	
handbook	for	Swedish	shelter	cities.	He	 initiated	the	ICORN	Safe	Haven	program	in	Malmö	and	was	
instrumental	 in	 opening	 up	 the	 program	 internationally	 also	 for	musicians	 and	 visual	 artists.	The	
ICORN	shelter	city	program	organizes	cities	and	regions	offering	shelter	to	writers	and	artists	at	risk.	
In	2013	Fredrik	Elg	 initiated	Safe	Havens,	 the	Malmö	Meetings;	a	series	of	annual	conferences	 for	
activists,	 institutions,	 NGO:	 s	 and	 artists	 involved	 in	 the	 protection	 and	 promotion	 of	 artists	 and	
writers	 at	 risk.	 Earlier	 in	 his	 career	 he	 has	 worked	 as	 a	 Producer	 for	Malmö	Museums	 and	 as	 a	
Producer	and	Director	of	Photography	in	numerous	film	projects.	Elg	studied	at	the	European	Film	
College	in	Denmark,	Malmö	University	and	Lund	University	in	Sweden	as	well	as	University	of	Cape	
Town	in	South	Africa.	

	
	


