Racist
Violence in
Sweden
By Victoria Kawesa,
Centrum mot rasism

Published by the European Network against Racism (ENAR) in Brussels, March
2011, with the support of the Community Programme for Employment and Social
Solidarity - PROGRESS (2007-2013) and the Open Society Foundations.
PROGRESS (2007- 2013) is managed by the Directorate-General for
Employment, social affairs and equal opportunities of the European Commission.
It was established to financially support the implementation of the objectives of
the European Union in the employment and social affairs area, as set out in the
Social Agenda, and thereby contribute to the achievement of the Lisbon Strategy
goals in these fields. For more information see: http://ec.europa.eu/progress.
The information contained in this publication does not necessarily reflect the
position or opinion of the European Commission.
ENAR reserves the right not to be responsible for the accuracy, completeness or
quality of the information provided in this report. Liability claims regarding
damage caused by the use of any information provided, including any information
which is incomplete or incorrect, will therefore be rejected.

2

An assessment of overall trends and patterns
In Sweden, several studies have pointed out that immigrants and persons born in
Sweden, who have foreign born parents, are subject to greater levels of racism and
discrimination1. Among the immigrant group, immigrants/descendents from the Middle
East and Africa are the targets of Islamophobia and/or Afrophobia. Other vulnerable
groups of racist and religious hate crimes are the Roma and the Jewish community.
In Sweden, statistics on racist violence and hate crimes are compiled in annual reports
by the Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention (Brottsförebyggande rådet,
Brå).These reports are primarily a statistical summary of the hate crimes reported to the
police. A major change in the definition of hate crimes was made in 2008, when Brå
decided to expand the scope of hate crimes to include offences between minority
groups and offences by minority groups towards majority groups. New hate crime
motives were added such as hate crimes towards Afro-Swedes (Afrophobic hate
crimes) and Roma (anti-Roma hate crimes) since these groups emerged as being
particularly vulnerable2.
In 2009, Brå reported that there were 585 reports containing an Afrophobic motive.
The kind of xenophobia/racism that afro-Swedes experience in the Swedish society is
based on their ethnic background, skin colour and nationality3. These can be in the form
of racial insults in graffiti sprayed on front doors saying „ape‟, defamation by being called
„nigger‟ or being assaulted in a market due to skin colour. Although Afrophobic hate
crimes are a growing concern in Sweden, there is still lack of knowledge about the
exposure of Afro-Swedes to hate crime and discrimination4. According to Brå, unlawful
threats and molestation represent 37% of all Afrophobic hate crimes reported, which
makes this the most common crime category. Violent crime (26%) and defamation
(19%) are the next most common types of crime5.
In 2009, just fewer than 120 reports were identified as having a primary offence with an
anti-Roma motive. Brå reported that unlawful threats and molestation represent 44% of
all anti-Roma hate crimes reported, which makes this the most common crime category.
Violent crime and agitation against ethnic group (10%) and defamation (12%) are the
next most common types of crime. Other crimes (4%) and criminal damage (3%) are
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less common compared with other hate crime motives6. Information and data on racial
violence by Brå show that are subjected to defamation by being called “gypsy” or by
being subjected to unlawful discrimination by being refused entry into shops because of
their origin. Although the victimization of Roma is increasing, there is still lack of
knowledge about the exposure of Roma to hate crime and discrimination. 7
Reported Anti-religious hate crimes (Islamophobic, anti-Semitic and other
antireligious hate crimes) by Brå, show that the crimes committed are often cases of
vandalism of premises linked to religion, such as mosques, synagogues, churches or
cemeteries, but also harassment of persons because of their religious faith. In 2009,
there were almost 600 reports identified as containing an anti-religious motive. Of all
reported anti-religious hate crimes, 42% were anti-Semitic, 33% were assessed to be
Islamophobic, and 25% were all other forms of anti-religious hate crimes8.
In the report published by the Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention in 2010
regarding statistical data of hate crimes during 2009, the number of cases with a
xenophobic/racist motive amounted to 4,100. This is a decrease of about 100 reports
compared to 2008. The report showed that the majority of all hate crimes reported are
motivated by xenophobia/racism (71%)9. The most common offence types found among
xenophobic/racist hate crimes are unlawful threats and harassment (42%) followed by
violent offences (22%) and defamation (14%)10.
In 2009, there were 555 white power ideology motivated hate crimes; the majority of
these were xenophobic/racist hate crimes (81%). The most common crimes reported
were criminal damage/graffiti (35%) and agitation against an ethnic group (37%). This
means that a total of 6% of all hate crime can be linked to a national socialist
organisation or right-wing extremist group11.
Looking at trends in victimization over time can be difficult since the definition of hate
crimes was changed in 2008. It is Brå‟s view that it is not possible to directly compare
the levels for all hate crimes and xenophobic/racist hate crimes with previous years.
When we investigate the perpetrators of xenophobic/racist hate crimes, the absolute
majority of them (97%) were committed against minority groups by the majority groups
(77%). Only 20% of the perpetrators were other minority groups. The least reported
xenophobic/ racist hate crimes (4%) were committed against the majority group, which
are people of a Swedish background12.
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The authorities responsible for hate-crime data collection in Sweden are the Law
enforcement agency / Police Prosecutors office and the National Council for Crime
Prevention (Brå), which works to reduce crime and improve levels of safety in society by
producing data and disseminating knowledge on crime and prevention 13. The Crime
Victim Compensation and Support Authority is responsible for assessing state
compensation, administering the Fund for Victims of Crime and acting as an expert
centre14.
Although racist hate crimes have consistently been in the majority (71%) of all reported
hate crimes to the police in Sweden, there is still a lack of research in this area
compared to other forms of hate crimes such as homophobic hate crimes 15. Very few
projects or research on racial violence are actually funded by the Crime Victim
Compensation and Support Authority. This can be compared to the relatively massive
funding that homophobic hate crimes have received 16. This lack of knowledge and
funding on racist violence was confirmed by Gudrun Nordborg at the Crime Victim
Compensation and Support Authority. She explained that in recent years they have not
funded any projects about racial violence and hate crimes17.
One of the few reports on racial violence published by the Crime Victim Compensation
and Support Authority is the report Offer för hatbrott (Victim of hate crime). In the report
there is a section about Afrophobic hate crimes and the lack of funding of research and
projects aimed at fighting racist violence presented by the NGO; the Afro-Swedish
Association18.
Among NGOs working with anti-Roma hate crimes, the Roma International Association
has concentrated on increasing the authorities‟ understanding of the Roma‟s situation.
The federation has also concentrated on encouraging Roma to report crimes, but also
for the authorities to differentiate between discrimination and hate crime19.
The anti-discrimination agencies also receive reports about racist violence. In a report
made by the anti-discrimination agency in Helsingborg, they raised attention to a case
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where a 10 year old Roma boy was harassed and physically violated because of his
Roma background. The school denied the incident and didn‟t take any measures to
ensure that such an incident would happen again. The case was later reported to the
Equality Ombudsman20.
Although Brå has reported that Islamophobic hate crimes have decreased during 2009,
the media reports and the experience of NGOs show otherwise. NGOs such as the
Sweden's Young Muslims have raised attention to the piles of hate mails and threats
they receive on a daily bases. The organization has repeatedly complained about the
way the police handle these cases by deciding to discontinue the investigations 21. The
anti-discrimination agency in Örebro has also received similar death threats and they
too have raised concerns regarding the lack of investigation into these cases by the
police authorities22.
In the statistics from Brå, anti-Semitic hate crimes have increased the most during 2009.
This is consistent with the media reports and the experiences from NGOs. During 2009
several cases of damages towards Jewish buildings and sites were reported in Malmö,
which is a city in southern Sweden. Members of the Jewish community were concerned
for their children‟s safety at their pre-schools and Jewish families decided in quantities
to leave Malmö in order to escape persecution and harassment23.
A heated debate took place in 2009 regarding the increasing Islamophobia in Sweden.
Several incidents of harassment against Muslims were reported, among these the case
of an Imam in Malmö who was shot at through the window24. However, the most
reported incident in the Swedish Media on Islamophobia related to an article published
by the newspaper Aftonbladet. In the article, Jimmie Åkesson, head of the far-right
Sweden Democrats claimed that Islam is the biggest threat to Sweden since World War
II. According to Åkesson,‟more than ten Muslim terrorist organizations have been
established in Sweden‟. He argued that Muslim men are highly overrepresented among
the perpetrators25. Several NGOs reacted against this article and the space that the
newspaper gave to it. The anti-racist organization Centre against Racism (Centrum Mot
Rasism) reacted by calling on the Chancellor of Justice to examine whether the
statements made by Åkesson were tantamount to agitation against Muslims. The
Chancellor of Justice disagreed and a preliminary investigation was never made26.
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Another heated debate in the media during 2009, regarded the racism that was exposed
within the Swedish police force. The police were caught on a surveillance video using
racist language in December 2008 during a riot in the immigrant dense suburb,
Rosengård. The police were filmed calling immigrant youth „damn little apes‟. Later it
was also revealed that fictitious names such as „Negro Niggersson‟ and „Oskar Nigger‟
were used by the police force in Skåne [Southern Sweden] during an internal education
course. These incidents caused outrage among NGOs, politicians, and the public. The
policemen were reported to the Equality Ombudsman and to the Parliamentary
Ombudsman [Justitieombudsmannnen]. The Chief District Prosecutor initiated a
preliminary investigation against the police according to The Act on Persecution of
Minority Groups (Lagen om hets mot folkgrupp)27.
From 2008, it is mandatory for the police authorities to indicate in a new field whether a
crime is a suspected hate crime or not28. The method that Brå uses for identifying hate
crime is based on searches and the examination of the narrative text included in the
reports by the police29. This means that it is important that the police register the
relevant information in the report made by the victim. Unfortunately, this is not always
the case. Several NGOs have raised the issue of the lack of knowledge about hate
crimes in the police force and that it is common that reported cases are discontinued.
The shortcomings by the police authorities in registering hate crimes have also been
observed by Brå. The way the police for instance record hate crimes in the RAR system
has not effectively captured a large proportion of reported hate crimes. Brå argues that
the problem is mainly about differences in the definition, aim and area in recording hate
crime properly in RAR30.
This police practice can have an impact on underreporting of incidents of racist
violence. Often victims of racist violence are not aware that what they suffered is a hate
crime and therefore when and if they report the incident, they do not identify it as such.
In turn the police report it as a normal criminal incident. Furthermore, victims do not
have a lot of trust in the police and feel that „that they would not understand‟ or treat the
incident seriously which leads victims not to report the incident.
During 2009 few hate crimes have been tied to a perpetrator. When Brå followed up the
reports on hate crimes from 2007 until the end of March 2009, it emerged that few
reports (8%) lead to an initial prosecution, a statutory punishment issued by a
prosecutor or a waiver of prosecution31.
To improve prosecution of hate crimes, research has to be carried out on what happens
to reported hate crimes further down the judicial chain. Previous studies have shown
that the rule of increased severity of punishment is rarely used – hate crimes do not
27
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often lead to more severe punishments. A positive initiative is that Brå intends to start a
study aimed at developing the judicial chain perspective in hate crime statistics. This is
also an area where NGOs could contribute with their specific knowledge concerning
racial violence.
In the Swedish Crime Survey (SCS), a sample of the population was asked whether
they were exposed to approximately 10 types of crime. For the following categories of
crime: mugging, assault, threats and harassment, the SCS posed a follow-up question
as to whether there might have been a xenophobic motive behind the offence. In total,
the results from the SCS 2008 show that 1.2% of the population (16–79 years) which is
approximately 83,000 persons answered that they had been subjected to a hate crime
with xenophobic motives during 200732.
Looking at the gender suspects of hate crime, men make up the majority (80%). Women
are more often subjected to xenophobic/ racist hate crimes. Young people are
overrepresented, both as victims and as suspects of hate crimes. The locations that are
common to be subjected to hate crimes are one‟s home, place of work, school and in
public places33.

Typical case study
The case study chosen is a common case that exemplifies hate crimes directed towards
NGOs working against racist violence and their staff members.
Death threats linked to hate crimes against ADB in Örebro
A letter was received addressed to B who works at the anti-discrimination agency in
Örebro. The letter, which was several pages in length, was full of insults and threats
against Muslims. On the front page, it states „to all Muslims and those who help Muslims
will die‟. B called the police on the same day that the letter arrived and reported the
incident. During the phone call, B pointed out that it is important that the incident is
classified as a hate crime. Instead the police that received the report argued that he was
not sure whether it was a hate crime. He explained that this depended on how worried
the receiver was of the threat. The police promised that B would be contacted within the
following five days. After two weeks, B called the police to get information about the
progress of the report and why no one had been in contact with him. B got the reply that
the investigation had been discontinued on the grounds that it couldn‟t be investigated
any further. B asked why nobody from the police department had contacted him after
filing the report. The police on the line referred to the inspector who performed the
investigation, but also informed B that the inspector was now on vacation. When B
further questioned why the report was not recorded as a hate crime, he got the same
answer again being referred to the inspector who performed the investigation.
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Recommendations
Provide funding to research how the rule of increased severity of punishment is
used concerning hate crimes.
Official policies against racist violence should focus on combating anti-Roma,
Afrophobic, anti-Semitic and Islamophobic hate crimes
The official recording of racist violence should have common definitions, aims
and categories.
Racist hate crimes should be a priority by the police, other law enforcement
agencies and the criminal justice system.
Provide further research on the response of the police, other law enforcement
agencies and the criminal justice system to racist violence.
Increased funding to NGOs working to support the victims of anti-Semitic,
Islamophobic, anti-Roma and Afrophobic hate crimes.
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