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A CITY
Sweden has one of the most progressive 
immigration policies in Europe. 
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DIVIDED
Why then are tensions in the city of 
Malmö on the rise?  BY  L I S A  F I T T E R M A N
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Malik Rehman and 
Peder Ask look at 
each other, unsure 
what to say. It’s a 
wintry Sunday af-
ternoon in Malmö’s 
central library and 

Ask, a tall Swedish filmmaker, has just 
“borrowed” Rehman, a short, dark 
Muslim from Pakistan, as part of a pro-
gram where people offer themselves 
up to be explored as “living books.”

Ask begins. “What was it like grow-
ing up Muslim?” 

So starts a conversation that is re-
markable because so few like it are held 

in Sweden. For Rehman, a 30-year-old 
computer systems engineer, it’s a rare 
chance to talk. He moved here six years 
ago, after his family cast him out be-
cause he was gay. Once here, he found 
his sexuality was not a problem—but 
his dark colouring and religion were. 
Landlords didn’t call him back when he 
tried to find an apartment. A young 
couple that finally did rent their base-
ment suite to him later confessed they 
did so despite a fear that he posed a 
danger to them and their children. 

“Like what? Make smelly food?” he 
asks. “No one talks about differences 
here. They’re too scared of asking ques-
tions. And that can lead to a lot of prob-
lems for Sweden.” 

Sweden has always been proud of its 
immigration and integration policies, 
since the 1970s one of the most liberal 
in Europe, offering newcomers free 
education, housing, healthcare and 
welfare. When Sweden’s economy hit 
the doldrums in the late 1980s, it 
stopped accepting most immigrants. 
But the refugees kept coming. The re-
sult is that much of the immigrant com-
munity is made up of desperate people 
fleeing war, famine and persecution—
people from the Balkan states, Afghan-
istan, Iraq, Turkey and Somalia. They 
have been accepted with no questions 
asked—a Good Samaritan policy that, 

in the throes of a continent-wide reces-
sion, has failed. 

You can see the consequences clearly 
in Malmö, this tiny city at the southern 
tip of Sweden where nearly one third 
of the population of 300,000 comes 
from somewhere else. Unemployment 
rates are 80 per cent in some neighbor-
hoods and an increasing sense of isola-
tion and abandonment has bred riots, 
gang warfare and gun crime. Although 
there is no official breakdown by group 
of who receives social welfare, last year 
[2011], almost 117,000 people in Sweden 
over the age of 16 were collecting some 
form of social assistance, compared to 
88,000 in 2006.    

IT’S HARD FOR PEOPLE TO GET JOBS 
WHETHER YOUR NAME IS LARS OR MOHAMMED.”
— Lars-Johan Hallgren, Swedish Democrat Party 

“



Top: Boys in Rosengard (that’s all 
the photographer gave!)  Still 

waiting for info on bottom pic tktkt 
ktkkt ktktkt  tkt ktkt kt tkt kt kt kt t 

tk tk tk tk tt kt kt ktktkt ktktk kt

[[2R]]

F
O

T
O

/I
L

L
U

S
T

R
A

T
IO

N
 C

O
P

Y
R

IG
H

T

1234567890

Education, or lack of 
it, is a crucial 
factor. The gov-

ernment requires 
that immigrants and 
refugees attend special 
classes to become proficient 
in Swedish before being al-
lowed to enter the work force, 
even at the most menial level. 
But many newcomers are il-
literate. Some have never 
even used a pen or pencil 
before.

“Some hold them as if 
they were weapons and then 
stab the sheet of paper,” says 
Margareta Linder, who re-
tired last summer after a 
career of teaching immi-
grants and refugees the lan-
guage of August Strindberg 
and Stieg Larsson. Children 
learn by example from their 
parents: 36 per cent of students 
with a foreign background don’t 
make it past Grade 9 with marks 
good enough for senior high school, 
or gymnasium, as it is known.  In 
2011, only 42 per cent of students with 
a foreign background qualified for post-
gymnasium education compared to 65 
per cent of Swedish-born students.

     I visit Rosengård, a hardscrabble 
neighbourhood near the centre of town. 
The moment you exit the pedestrian 

tunnel you step into a world straight 
out of the Middle East or Africa, with 
Halal butchers, kebab stands, Al 
Jazeera blaring on televisions and Ara-
bic on signs everywhere. Arabic is the 
language spoken by men who hang out 
in the barbershop at the strip mall and 
by the mothers in hijabs quietly ex-
horting their children to get ready for 
school.

Kasem Mohammed sits with his 
friends in a coffee shop in the Cen-
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trum, a huge concrete shopping centre. 
Slight and wiry, he was a shopkeeper 
in his native Somalia but has been un-
able to find a steady job in his seven 
years here. “We’re all jobless and on 
welfare,” he says.

As a father of four, he is the first to 
admit life is not all bad here. There are 
programs that help immigrant women 
to work and encourage kids to explore 
the rest of Malmö. There’s a sports 
centre where a coach teaches kids to 
box and there are social workers ga-
lore.

At the same time, there is a sense of 
menace here. Just a few blocks from 
the Centrum is an area known for its 

poverty, drug dealers, violence and 
guns. On one side are crumbling, cock-
roach-ridden tenements that are 
owned by absentee landlords; because 
of a long-standing mould problem, 
residents must go outside to trailers 
equipped with toilets, sinks and show-
ers in order to relieve themselves, even 
in the middle of the night. A burnt-out 
car sits abandoned on the street. 

This is where a riot began in 2008, 
sparked when authorities sent police 
dogs and heavily armed officers into 
the basement of a privately owned 
building that locals were using as a 
mosque. There were riots again in 
2009 and 2010 with cars, kiosks and 

storage sheds set on fire. The mobs 
were young, disaffected and volatile, 
texting their friends to come join the 
fight against the police “whores” and 
“pigs”. Many were gang members. 
Some of their families have been here 
for two generations, stuck in over-
crowded apartments and knowing no 
other way of life.

They were kids just like the group 
hanging out today during school hours 
in front of the local convenience store 
– kids like Abdel Bekkar, 17, a shaven-
headed, sharp-featured Palestinian 
who saunters over to ask, “You police?” 

In this part of town, you can score a 
gram of hashish in less than three min-

utes and harder drugs in under five. “A 
lot of people sell drugs here but they 
are good people,” Bekkar says.

His friend, Kamal El-Takach, 22, 
whose parents are from Lebanon, says 
the Swedish public treats him and his 
friends with disdain and discrimina-
tion. As soon as companies glimpse a 
name that seems vaguely Arabic, they 
don’t even call you in for an interview. 
So they look for other ways to make a 
living. “We are on our own.”

With a wave of execution-style gang 
shootings that began in June 2011, 
Malmö has developed a reputation as 
Scandinavia’s Chicago, a reference to 
the dark days of gangsters and Al Ca-

WE HAVE TO ACCEPT A DIFFERENT CLASS OF IM-
MIGRANT OR ELSE WE’LL BE IN BIG TROUBLE.”
—Anja  Sonesson, Malmo City Councillor

“



Top: waiting for info; Bottom: Ibrahim 
Smatti, a.k.a. Ibbe, (middle in green) 
is an Algerian born in Sweden, and 
living in Nydala, a neighborhood 
known to have large immigrant 
population in Malmo. He studied at 
Rosengård School, yet he doesn’t feel 
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pone. Last January alone [2012] there 
were six shootings here, three of 
them fatal. Most involved gangs 
and immigrants, including a 
15-year-old boy who was watch-
ing a New Year’s Eve fireworks 
show in Rosengård when as-
sailants shot him five times 
in the chest and once in the 
head. His murder spurred 
thousands of people to 
march in central Malmö, 
chanting “Where are the po-
lice? Where is the safety?” If 
a kid with no criminal re-
cord or known gang 
affiliation could be 
killed, no one was safe.

It’s not just that there 
is more crime here, com-
pared to other Scandinavian 
cities. It also tends to be 
more violent. Last year, Swe-
den’s National Council on 
Crime Prevention reported 
that in 2011 guns were used 
in 13 cases per 100,000 
residents, compared with 
four in the country’s cap-
ital, Stockholm. 

This is hardly news to 
Göran Holmgren. Tall and 
thoughtful, the deputy police 
chief of the Rosengård pre-
cinct says violent crime here goes in 
explosive cycles, depending partly on 
the number of police assigned to the 
area. The guns are smuggled in across 
the Øresund Bridge that connects 
Malmö to Denmark. There is no per-
manent customs post at the entry to 
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Sweden because there are not enough 
police to staff it, Holmgren says. 
“Think of it as a free-for-all, where you 
can bring in anything you like and sell 
it here for much higher prices than you 
paid for it.” 

With all the guns, drugs, unemploy-
ment and discrimination, you would 
think there would be plenty for Swedes 
to talk about in order to find a solution. 
But few people want to confront un-
comfortable topics in this polite, po-
litically correct country. They are, if 
not complacent, then benignly toler-
ant, unquestioning of other cultures’ 
values—and that has opened the door 

to what journalist Lars Åberg calls a 
“nice racism.”

“Listen to the radio or TV or open a 
newspaper and you immediately know 
what the angle of a story will be: be 
nice to people who are not like your-
self,” says Åberg, who lives here and 
has written extensively about immigra-
tion and integration. “You can feel very 
nice about yourself this way. We even 
tolerate people whose behaviour we 
don’t like! You think you are treating 
people the same. You stay silent.”

Into this silence has stepped the ex-
tremist Swedish Democrat Party. Con-
sidered little more than a fringe neo-
Nazi movement when it was founded 
in 1988, it has positioned itself as a 

champion of the voiceless, willing to 
tackle bluntly the sensitive topic of im-
migrants and refugees. In the election 
of 2010, it won 5.7 per cent of the na-
tional vote, enough to get it 20 of the 
349 seats in parliament. In the Malmö 
area, it polled nearly double that: ten 
per cent. With a platform that, in its 
anti-Muslim overtones, reflects those 
of other far-right movements in the 
EU, it calls for the entire refugee and 
immigration system to be revamped.

“Why should refugees get free 
healthcare and specialized programs? 
Why should they be allowed to live 
wherever they want rather than settle 

in areas that actually need workers?” 
asks Lars-Johan Hallgren, a local Swed-
ish Democrat Party leader who is an 
honorary chairman on Malmö’s city 
council and a member of the regional 
parliament. Tall and didactic, with 
blunt-cut brown hair and in a suit shirt, 
he sounds affronted as he tries to ex-
plain his beliefs. “It’s hard for people 
to get jobs these days, whether your 
name is Lars or Mohammed,” he says. 
“Right now, we have nearly 500,000 
people unemployed in Sweden!”

Anja Sonesson, who as a rival Malmö 
councilor crosses swords with Hall-
gren at city hall meetings, agrees that 
the traditional approach is not work-
ing. Instead, it has helped foster the 

I’VE NEVER MET ONE ASYLUM SEEKER WHO 
SAYS ‘I WANT TO LIVE ON WELFARE.’ ”
—Erik Ullenhag,  Integration Minister, Natonial TK Party“
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belief that immigrants are takers who 
prefer to be on social welfare. “If we’re 
going to accept people from other 
countries, we need to have people 
coming to start their own companies 
here and employing others. We have 
to accept a different class of immi-
grant, like Canada and the U.S., or else 
we’ll be in big trouble.”

At the national level, Sweden’s cen-
tre-right coalition government knows 
that more trouble is coming unless 
they do some fixing—fast. In 2010, it 
introduced a program bureaucratically 
called “Self-Obligation with Profes-
sional Help,” which means the empha-
sis will shift from all-encompassing 
help for refugees upon arrival to jobs, 
jobs and more jobs. Now, immigrants 
will be permitted to work while they 
are learning Swedish. “You can work 
as a janitor without speaking the lan-
guage fluently,” says Erik Ullenhag, the 
Integration Minister. “I have never met 
one asylum seeker who says ‘I want to 
live on welfare.’ They say ‘I want to 
have something to do.’”

Another major shift is in schools: 
until recently, the children of immi-
grants and refugees have been auto-
matically placed in classes with their 
age peers, regardless of their profi-
ciency in Swedish. The intention was 
to be inclusive but many of these chil-
dren—kids who’ve never spoken any-
thing other than their native lan-
guages—can’t keep up. Now [as of 
2013] their academic levels are being 
assessed before they are placed. Tutor-
ing and special classes are given as 
needed. 

Despite Sweden’s attempts to attract 
more monied, educated immigrants, 
Ullenhag insists the country will not 
abandon its moral duty to provide 
refugees with a safe haven.  “We stand 
for acceptance,” he says.        

Back in Malmö’s central library, 
Rehman and Ask walk away with a bet-
ter appreciation of each other. The 
filmmaker has been shaken by the im-
plicit racism that Rehman encoun-
tered. It sounds simplistic, he knows, 
but could not plain words bring more 
understanding? Why not even expand 
the Living Library program to the city’s 
squares so that people can bring their 
stories to a larger audience?

“If people don’t talk to each other, 
they will continue to fear each other,” 
he says. “That’s not good for Malmö 
and it’s not good for Sweden.”





This pic is from 
another ‘hood in 
Malmo, but we 
don’t have any 
pics of gangster 
types, so 
wondering if it’s 
worth including? 
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