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The theme of this issue is water, including 
flooding, of course. Time and time again, our 
expensive defences built to protect communities 
and infrastructure seem to fail, our models and 
predictions become overwhelmed by ever more 
extreme climate events. As Patrick Lagadec 
has often stated: Are we fighting the last war? 

And this is a controversial question, but one 
that needs to be asked: When do areas become 
too dangerous for human habitation? Should 
relocation – as a strategy of last resort – be 
discussed more widely? Last year, the San 
Remo consultation, organised by UNHCR, 
examined the issue of planned relocation owing 
to sudden onset disasters, acute environmental 
degradation and longer term effects of climate 
change. It found that those working on climate 
change adaptation frameworks are often 
unfamiliar with the experiences of resettling 
communities, whether as part of dam projects 
or resettling refugees in other countries. “The 
silos which characterise work on this issue are 
immense,” it said, which is worrying, given the 
virtually unimaginable long-term, generational, 
financial and human costs relocating vulnerable 
or untenable communities would entail.

It would take a brave – or possibly politically 
suicidal – government to tell large numbers 
of its citizens that it can no longer shield 
them from extreme climate events and that 
relocation is the least unattractive option. 

In a draft document ahead of COP21, the 
UN proposed a climate change displacement 
co-ordination facility, to provide organised 
migration and planned relocation, as well as 
compensation to people fleeing rising sea 
levels, extreme weather and ruined agriculture. 
The reference was dropped from the draft.

But it is clear, though decidely unpalatable, 
that relocation will have to be considered 
in some areas and the duty of all those 
involved in emergency preparedness, 
mitigation and response is to familiarise 
themselves with existing experience and 
consequences, and consider how this could 
affect them, their roles and communities.

Emily Hough

Mathijs van Ledden Peace Direct
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Educational projects for secondary school students, 
school fire safety officers, fire and safety hosts, home 
visits and home parties – these are just some of the 

many activities that Räddningstjänsten Syd has used in recent 
years to both reduce the number of arson and other accidents, 
and to increase knowledge among members of the public on 
how to protect themselves. These initiatives have also reduced 
violence and threats against rescue services staff and promote 
a greater sense of safety in society. The journey continues with 
an imminent new action programme set to up the pace.

Räddningstjänsten Syd is one of Sweden’s larger rescue 
services, with responsibility across five municipalities in the 
southern region of Skåne: Burlöv, Eslöv, Kävlinge, Lund and 
Malmö. Its mission is to prevent accidents and to respond 
to incidents. The rescue service also works on community 
planning, organ transport, fire safety inspections and permits for 
flammable and explosive goods, as well as training, information 
and advice for the public, organisations and businesses.

To complement the more technical and operational side of 
its work, Räddningstjänsten Syd has also introduced a social 
dimension. This encompasses concepts such as target group 
adaptation, volunteering, networking and social safety. The social 
dimension reaches beyond the rescue service’s traditional remit, 
and demands greater collaboration with municipalities and other 
civil society organisations, in order for its work to be a success. 

It all began with the riots in Rosengård. In December 2008, 
the police were called to enforce an eviction from a basement 
mosque occupied by young people protesting against the fact 
that an Islamic cultural society was having to leave the premises, 
since the property owner had not extended its lease. 

Conflict arose and soon turned into unrest, with arson attacks 
and stone throwing. The riots that ensued caught all public 
authorities by surprise. Communication and collaboration 
between the authorities was dysfunctional, and there was a 
clear lack of trust between citizens and authorities. The crisis 
of confidence and anger was initially directed not against the 
rescue service, but against the parties involved in the actual 
eviction process. However, the eviction proved a flashpoint.

Community paralysis
In addition to unrest and riots in the immediate vicinity of 
the incident, the rescue service had to cease responding to 
callouts more widely and several months of recurring fires 
paralysed the local community deep into spring 2009.

Räddningstjänsten Syd took two strategic decisions early 
on, the first being to secure the working environment for 
members of the rescue service so that emergency rescue 
missions could be carried out. The second decision was to 
build relations with the local community so the rescue service 
was always welcome, whatever its reason for being there.

The rescue service’s approach was not to throw up defensive walls. 
Instead, the focus was on meeting local citizens in their daily lives, 
on their terms. Meetings, visiting work and relationship-building 

activities were given the highest priority. The emphasis shifted from 
‘telling them about us’ to ‘asking them what they needed from us’.

Key success factors included involving the rescue service’s own 
employees in developing activities, and increasing collaboration, 
not only with the authorities, but also with individuals and groups 
of citizens, local associations, property owners and so on.

Two core projects on a general level, funded by the European 
Social Fund (ESF), were implemented in 2009-2010 and 2011-
2012. One focused on ethnic diversity and the other on equal 
opportunities. The projects led to the employment of colleagues 
with a different ethnic background, the majority of them women. 
This has made it possible for the organisation to communicate 
and establish relations with local citizens even more effectively.

Below are examples of more activities:
 ● Establishing a collaborative model ‘Ear to the Ground’, weekly 

informal meetings for exchanges of information with the 
police and various municipal and district representatives;

 ● Fact-finding studies to the UK for employees;

Setting sights on social 

Ulf Nilsson and Attila Jensen of 
Räddningstjänsten Syd, Sweden, describe how 
sustained targeted engagement activities with 
local communities after civil unrest and riots 
in 2008 have increased community safety and 
have reduced violence against rescue workers

http://www.crisis-response.com


33 join the CRJ LinkedIn group  follow us on twitter @editorialcrj  Crisis Response Journal 11:2 | December 2015

 ● The Rescue Service In Sync with the Kids project 
(RISK), where secondary school students spend 
some of their lesson time at a local fire station;

 ● Setting up a permanent presence in local authority 
drop-in centres in the local districts;

 ● Summer holiday programme for young people; 
 ● Swedish For Immigrants (SFI) educational and 

information activities for new arrivals;
 ● Three rounds of home visits (2010, 2012, 2014/2015), 

totalling around 8,000 home visits in the local area 
to provide information and conduct a dialogue on 
fire safety and what to do in the event of a fire;

 ● Home parties – targeted at women with limited 
knowledge of the Swedish language and little day-
to-day interaction with Swedish society;

 ● Regular patrols – citizens and authorities working together 
in the local community to promote mutual trust; and

 ● The presence of fire safety officers in schools. 
Räddningstjänsten Syd has seen positive results on 

various fronts. Fires in the area – both in buildings and 
outdoors – have halved from the levels of 2008 and 2009. 

Stones are no longer thrown at employees. There used to be 15 to 
20 incidents per year, and now there are practically none. Residents 
are now much better informed about fire safety in the home and the 
rescue service is more involved. Collaboration between organisations 
and authorities has improved. There is a confident belief that the 
authorities will not be caught by surprise in the same way again.

So could the events that transpired in December 2008 
have been predicted? Taking a broader world view and 
a more proactive approach, the association could have 

spotted signs of unrest and riots in areas with high levels of 
unemployment and exclusion in several cities around the 
globe (including in London and Paris) in the late 1990s.

The mosque fire of April 2003 opened the organisation’s eyes. 
At that time, the main mosque in Malmö was ablaze and people 
wanted to help fight the fire, but the rescue service denied them 
access. This was a case where the culture of the rescue service 
clashed with the culture that existed in the local community. 
Understanding of how the rescue service worked was non-existent 
and the rescue service had no understanding of, or organisation 
for, dealing with these people in this time of grief/crisis. There 
was no preventive collaboration, no coming together.

It was this incident that prompted the majority of activities aimed 
at bringing the two sides together. Projects involving bridge builders 
were initiated, but their focus was largely on ‘explaining about the 
service and how we work’. However, the focus from 2008 onwards 
has increasingly been on mutual need and the relationship between 
the rescue service and both the individual citizen and society at large. 

Räddningstjänsten Syd considers that its strategy from 2009 
has been fruitful from many perspectives. The number of fires 
has decreased, the number of informed and trained citizens 
has increased, the threatening behaviour and stone throwing 
have almost vanished and the sense of social safety among 
those living in the ‘worst’ areas has increased. Most of this is 
related to the sustainable work made by the firefighters and 
officers as a part of their ordinary work, together with information 
that officers can communicate in different languages. 

By using their competence and trust in a new way, they have 
reached results that are far better than were hoped for when starting 
this journey. 
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