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Artlink promotes the work and performances of artists and cultural practitioners from Africa, Latin 

America, Southeast and Southwest Asia and Eastern Europe in Switzerland. In Switzerland, artlink 

promotes the inclusion of artists with migration experience in the Swiss art scene. Artlink 

promotes exchange between cultural practitioners across different cultural contexts and forms of 

artistic expression, thereby strengthening the diversity of the Swiss cultural landscape.  
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1. Here We Are  What is it about? 

Newly arrived professional, freelance artists and students at art schools and colleges are faced 

with numerous questions concerning their careers: How does the Swiss art and cultural 

landscape work? Who are the most important players? How does Swiss arts and culture 

funding work? Which funding bodies can I approach? How do I find my peers? What education 

and training opportunities are there? What languages do I need to master in order to gain a 

foothold? Who represents my interests? Where and how can I present my work? How do I find 

the resources I need? What legal status do I have as an artist in Switzerland? What does an 

application dossier look like? 

There is no national point of contact/ hub for artists with migration experience in Switzerland 

that is easily accessible and that deals with these questions and concerns. There is a lack of 

collaborative, transversal and comprehensive engagement that, based on the needs of artists 

with migration experience, develops sustainable and low-threshold solutions in co-creation with 

artists, educational and funding institutions as well as event organisers, authorities and 

specialised agencies. Artlink wants to close this gap and initiate a participatory, open-ended 

process. The project Here We Are was launched to this end. Here We Are is aimed at 

immigrated artists from all artistic disciplines and of all origins. After a pilot phase of three years, 

the hub Here We Are is to be transferred into long-term and sustainable support.  

2. Working Principles 

All phases of the project Here We Are, from conception to realisation, are based on the 

following working principles:   

• artlink does not want to act for but together with artists with migration experience. 

• Artists with migration experience and their needs are at the centre of Here We Are. 

• For us at artlink, creating perspectives with artists with migration experience means 

creating scope for action. By this we mean spaces in which all participants are able to 

act, i.e., to speak, to listen and to participate in decision-making. 

• Only through open dialogue and the joint shaping by all the actors involved - organisers, 

artists, institutions, funding bodies, specialised agencies - can long-term solutions be 

developed. That is why we are asking artists with migration experience to come to the 

table together with other actors in the Swiss cultural landscape, so that an efficient and 

solution-oriented exchange is possible.  

• Process-oriented instead of results-oriented: We work in an open-ended way, which 

means that the focus is on cooperation processes and not on prefabricated concepts 

and proposed solutions. This supports an exchange at eye level. 

• Active listening: We are willing to learn and to question ourselves.  

• We build bridges. Building bridges takes time. 

• Trial and error, failing and sharing. We reflect together on what works - and what 

doesn't. We review implemented ideas and question them again. 

3. Goals 

Here We Are wants to: 

• make the voices of artists with migration experience heard. 
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• Here We Are aims to improve the inclusion of artists with migration experience in the 

Swiss art and culture scene. 

• provide artists with migration experience with low-threshold access to the cultural 

landscape and cultural production in Switzerland, thereby facilitating access to a 

broader (artistic) field of action. 

• promote the participation and involvement of immigrated artists in Swiss cultural 

production. 

• raise awareness among art schools, cultural funding bodies, event organisers and other 

actors of the challenges faced by artists newly arrived in Switzerland. 

• build a community around questions of access for artists with migration experience and 

stimulate solution-oriented exchange. 

• contribute to the discourse on diversity and inclusion - and thus on cultural diversity - in 

the Swiss cultural landscape. 

• become the national hub and contact point for artists who are new to Switzerland. 

4. Approach 

Here We Are consists of three parts: Co-Thinking Module (2022), Co-Creating Module (2022-

23) and Co-Acting Module (2023-2024). 

• Co-Thinking Module: Getting to know and understanding the needs of artists with 

migration experience and discussing together the challenges and opportunities of these 

specific situations.  

• Co-Creating Module: developing sustainable formats and/or services that respond to 

the real needs of artists with migration experience. 

• Co-Acting Module: Formats and services are implemented. 

5. Co-Thinking  what happened so far 

From autumn 2021 onwards, we were looking for artists with migration experience for 

workshops all over Switzerland, via social media, newsletters and calls in various networks. 

There were no restrictions based on home country, duration of residence in Switzerland or 

artistic discipline. The interested parties had to merely meet the following conditions: They had 

to have migrated to Switzerland and be professionally active in the arts, or be enrolled as a 

student at a Swiss art college or university.  

At the end of January 2022, we held the first of a total of five workshops with artists from 

various disciplines. Each of these lasted half a day. The first took place at the Zurich University 

of the Arts. The next workshops were held at the Bern University of the Arts, and others at 

HEAD in Geneva and ECAL in Lausanne. Because only a few interested people registered for 

the last workshop at the end of June 2022 in Ticino, we conducted this workshop online.  

The workshops were attended by 53 artists with a wide range of profiles. The focus was on 

getting to know, deepening and understanding special challenges and needs, but also 

opportunities of their specific situations. Together we discussed initial options for action and 

approaches to solutions. The findings and lessons learned are summarised below. They are 

also available as a five-part podcast series, narrated in either French or German, which can be 

listened to here. 
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6. Profile of the participating artists  

 

Field   Fine Arts    29 

   Music/ Vocal    10 

   Film      03 

   Theatre/ Dance   09 

   Literature     02  

total     53 

 

of those  (event) organisers   05 

students    07 

 

Gender  female     31 

   male     21     

   non-binary    01 

 

Age   Data not collected; estimated at between 18 - 60 years old.   

 

In Switzerland since Data not collected. The length of stay varies greatly, from a few months 

to over 20 years. 

 

Residential status  Data not collected. Among the participants there were people with 

student visas, people without papers, recognised refugees or refugees 

with an F permit (temporarily admitted), as well as people with a B or C 

residence permit and naturalised persons with a Swiss passport.   

 

Countries of origin  Albania, Algeria, Argentina, Brazil, Cameroon, Cape Verde, Cuba, Chile, 

Colombia, Democratic Republic of Congo, Egypt, Ghana, India, Israel, 

Italy, Kazakhstan, Kosovo, Malawi, Mexico, New Zealand, Nigeria, 

Portugal, Romania, Republic of Ireland, Russia, Senegal, South Africa, 

Sudan, Sweden, Syria, Turkey, United States (USA), United Kingdom. 

 

At the end of this first module, artists from the different parts of the country met for a national 

get-together. In addition to the countries of origin already mentioned, artists from the following 

countries participated as well: Bosnia Herzegovina, Nepal, Benin und Palestine. 

7. Insights und Learnings from the Workshop-Series-I 

Before we outline the insights and learnings from the workshop series-I, we would like to state 

that we are convinced that artists with migration experience are an untapped potential for the 

cultural landscape of Switzerland. "Switzerland needs to understand what it is today. It is rich in 

brilliant minds (artists with migration experience) that are not recognised." Immigrant artists 

bring an enormous wealth of experience, knowledge and expertise through their curricula. "We 

are here to share!" "We want to be perceived as an enrichment of the cultural landscape." 

 

The challenges of immigrant artists can be roughly grouped into 12 fields: 
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7.1 Networks 
"It's promising to be new to Switzerland - but understanding the dynamics of the cultural 

industry takes an incredible amount of time." "We need networks. People are widely scattered. 

It is difficult to find peers."  

As revealed during the workshops, one of the biggest challenges is the lack of contacts. 

Networks are lacking for newly arrived artists in all fields. Needed are connections   
 

- with promoters, bookers, publishers, gallery owners, concert agencies, patrons, etc., to 

other artists, whether from the same artistic field or from other fields. "It is extremely 

hard to meet and exchange ideas with local artists. "In music, too, we need storytelling. 

We need visual designers, photographers - we need each other. We work in an 

interdisciplinary way. We need to be able to exchange with each other and have 

collaborations between artists of different disciplines." 
 

- with peers who are in the same or a similar situation, i.e., who have also immigrated. "I 

felt understood here (HWA network) and realised that I am not alone." "I feel safe here 

(HWA occasion)." "It would be cool to meet other newly arriving artists." 
 

7.2 Cultural Funding 
Switzerland consists of 26 cantons and just as many cultural laws. Public cultural funding 

functions according to the principle of subsidiarity and is generally divided between the federal 

government, the cantons and the municipalities. Private cultural funding comprises countless 

foundations whose objectives differ greatly. Getting an overview and finding access is a difficult 

challenge for newly arrived artists "I first have to deconstruct the system before I can get to  

the gatekeepers".  
 

Applications: There is a lack of knowledge about the form and composition of applications, 

about structure and wording. Problems are caused by insufficient language skills (see above). 

"When I have an application written by others, it often happens that my artistic statement is no 

longer recognisable. "Because German is not my language, I cannot express myself, although I 

would have a lot to say. We deal with complex contents and concepts that are subjective and 

philosophical. It's totally frustrating to defend a dossier in a language that's not yours, it dilutes 

the discourse." 

 

7.3 Mobility 
A lack of financial means leads to a restriction of mobility. Artists want to (have to) move around, 

want to physically exchange with peers who do not live in the same city, work with them, visit 

an exhibition in Lugano, or a concert in Winterthur, a dance piece in Lausanne. Lack of financial 

means makes their own artistic development difficult. 

 

7.4 Language Skills 
"My language is my identity." Lack of language skills is an enormous obstacle, especially when it 

comes to submitting applications. Applications are therefore often written in a simple language, 

contain grammatical, orthographical or syntactical deficits. These deficiencies override the 

actual content of an application.  Or applications are translated and written by acquaintances 

and friends or a production manager. In this case, content is watered down or, in the  

former case, may place a strain on relationships.  
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7.5 Recognition of foreign diplomas 
Diplomas are relevant for cultural funding. At what point does an artist qualify as a professional? 

What about the dancer from Senegal who has done nothing but dance all his life and has 

travelled around the world with companies, but has no diploma to prove that he is a dancer? Is 

he entitled to funding? Diplomas are also relevant for access to (further) training. There are 

problems with the recognition of foreign diplomas. Can the Senegalese dancer study for a 

Master's degree at an art academy in Switzerland?  

 

7.6 Mental Health 
"I live precariously, but what I need is not social welfare, but funds so that I can travel and visit 

exhibitions". Many artists live precariously, it is no different for artists with a migrant background 

- or, and this is conjecture, it is even more pronounced. "I don't want to be perceived as a 

suppliant, but as a contributor!" "I feel alone." "I feel at the bottom, which takes a lot of energy." 

"We feel marginalised and stand outside. We stand apart and create our own world, a one-

person bubble." "I notice how an empowering safe space, a kind of protected zone like this 

event, does me good." "I feel negated, lonely and lost in this new place. It's totally eating away 

at my self-esteem." "I need networks to feel comfortable." 

 

7.7 Students 
Art students with migration experience are confronted with specific challenges. Some workshop 

participants would like to see quotas for immigrated artists when it comes to access to art 

colleges. Foreign students describe the housing situation as a huge (financial) problem. Once 

they have completed their studies (Master's or PHD), it becomes difficult. There is a lack of 

follow-up solutions and advice in this area.  

 

7.8 Diversity, Integration, Inclusion, Cultural Participation 
"Inclusion concerns everyone; those who come and those who have been here for a long time 

or have always been here. It is a two-way process. We all have to go halfway" "The concept of 

integration assumes that something is absorbed into something else. That's outdated, in an 

intercultural society all sides approach each other and can benefit from the best of all." "We 

need more diversity in the decision-making process." It's about power issues and sharing 

power. How do decisions come about? Who makes the final decisions? One artist of colour, for 

example, finds job advertisements that explicitly invite people of colour to apply problematic. It is 

about making institutions more diverse and discussing why we have the problem of non-

diversity. "Cultural segregation is structural. When artists are integrated into a discriminatory 

system, we reproduce that system."  

 

7.9 Visibility 
Artists with migration experience do not feel represented in public life and in the media. "We 

don't exist in the media". Artists want to have the opportunity to show who they are and what 

they do and create. They want to be seen and noticed. They would like to be able to present 

their work or their portfolios to interested exhibition makers, theatre directors, dance organisers, 

but also to other artists, to get to know each other and to discuss possibilities for collaboration. 

"It would be great if there were forums where we could present portfolios, either electronically or 

looking for expe  
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7.10 Labelling 
"I simply want to be perceived as an artist, not as an African artist who produces African art." 

Artists complain that they are perceived as black first, defined by their nationality second and as 

artists last. Artists are boxed in because of their origin. Expectations of them as artists are 

clichéd and based on preconceived images. "My Jewish background is exoticised." For artists, 

adapting to the expectation of others and being willing to compromise means risking losing  

their own voice. "Just because I play an oriental instrument and sing in Arabic doesn't mean I 

make world music. With one band I play jazz, with the other rock." "Clichés are a problem for 

me. I am a composer and I create contemporary music. I don't make oriental music!" Artists do 

not want to be perceived as migrant artists, but rather through their artistic statement and their 

skills.  

 

7.11 Legal Questions 
The workshops with artists addressed a wide range of legal issues. They dealt with residence 

status (artists with refugee status, artists without papers, students who have completed their 

studies and want to remain in Switzerland), labour law issues (self-employment, social security), 

social welfare or tax issues. The problem is that although there are specialised contact points 

such as immigration authorities or professional artistic associations, there is no office that can 

provide competent information at the interface of immigration and the profession of artist. 

"There needs to be a contact point in every canton, a physical place where these two 

competences are united.  

 

7.12 Infrastructure 
Artists struggle to find spaces for creation: Studio spaces for visual artists, dancers, theatre 

artists, musicians. They do not know about the offers and possibilities in their place of residence 

and do not have the networks to access this information, or they do not have the financial 

means to rent spaces. 

8. Potential Solutions 

Initial challenges and possible solutions have already been discussed with artists in the five 

workshops, as well as in two further workshops in Renens VD and in Zurich in the autumn of 

2022. Artists, cultural organisers, representatives of public and private funding and 

representatives of art academies took part in these two workshops.   

Possible solutions and answers to challenges from the workshops: 

 

8.1 Networks 
• Offer networking and further education programmes within the framework of festivals 

(theatre, music, film, book fairs), e.g., watch, listen and talk - formats for immigrant 

artists. These are either aimed exclusively at immigrated artists or have a quota for 

immigrated artists. 

• Cultural event organisers host network events. Around a cultural event and a shared 

meal, those responsible present their nstitution and answer questions. (See the artlink 

programme shifting places.) 

•  

• Networking with providers of artist residencies in Switzerland. Arrange residencies in 

Switzerland for immigrated artists.  

https://www.artlink.ch/projects/shifting-places
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• Build networks with peers and peer communities. Promote physical meeting 

opportunities for artists. 

• Regular regional gatherings (physical rather than online) of and for immigrated artists 

(sharing knowledge, socialising, building networks). 

• Facilitate and enable collaborations between peers. Offer regular national get-togethers 

for immigrated artists, together with artists already established in Switzerland. 

• Annual exchange meeting with all interested actors: Artists, promoters, organisers, 

representatives of universities - can be dedicated to a specific theme. 

• Promote exchange between institutions as well as between institutions and artists 

 

8.2 (Cultural) Funding 
• What role does funding play in the realisation of diversity? What role does it play in the 

integration process of immigrated artists? 

• Reconsider the definition of criteria, e.g., what is professionalism?  

• It should be possible to submit dossiers in languages other than the Swiss national 

languages, and in alternative formats, e.g., instead of a written letter of motivation, it 

should be possible to send an audio or video file. 

• Submission guidelines of public and private funding bodies should generally be 

administered more flexibly.  

• Eliminate the condition that an artist must have lived in a municipality, canton or 

Switzerland for a certain number of years before they can apply. 

• Work towards ensuring that future calls for proposals and guidelines for private and 

public funding are written in simple language. 

• Recognition of the complex life and professional experiences of artists with migration 

experience. 

8.3 Mobility 
• Establish a national mobility fund for immigrant artists. 

8.4 Language Skills 
• Free access to language courses for immigrated artists. These can be hosted by cultural 

institutions such as museums, art associations and other institutions. 

• Create a fund that supports language acquisition for artists. 

8.5 Services 
• An office where dossiers can be translated into a CH national language.  

8.6 Financials 
• Introduce basic income for all 

• Scholarships also for immigrated artists.  

8.7 Mentoring 
• Establish programmes such as patronage or tandem programmes (newly arrived artists 

and those who have been based in Switzerland for some time). 
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8.8 Diversity 
• Before talking about diversity, it is important to define what it actually means, so that 

everyone starts from a shared understanding.   

• Promote diversity in funding institutions, private and public, but also in art colleges, 

universities of applied sciences and among cultural providers. 

• Involve diversity experts to accompany and review processes. To this end, a pool or a 

network of diversity experts should be established. 

8.9 Visibility 
• Consistently involve immigrated artists in educational projects in and out of school 

• Create a platform where organisers and journalists can find information and details 

about immigrated artists and their expertise. 

8.10 Awareness 
• Institutions must open up. Raise awareness among private and public funding agencies, 

gatekeepers such as cultural commissions, event organisers, cultural policy makers, 

integration authorities, universities and universities of applied sciences, the media and 

the public. 

• Sensitisation also means working towards not reproducing clichés and avoiding 

labelling, or boxing. 

• Wording: avoid othering, stop referring to Swiss and immigrant artists and instead use 

terms like "Swiss based artists". 

• Digital point of contact: A website platform for the above-mentioned topics where 

immigrated artists can introduce themselves, network and interact with other cultural 

actors. Such a platform must be curated and moderated.  

• Whether physical or digital, such offers must be advertised and publicised (the 

communication of the offers must be considered)  

8.11 Centralisation of information 
• Create a point of contact with accredited and qualified expertise for artists with 

migration experience. Think about intersectionality (different forms of discrimination). 

• Physical point of contact: an office that provides offers and assistance around questions 

of competences in production work (writing project dossiers, creating budgets and 

financing plans), arranging contacts to facilitators / gatekeepers/ door openers, access 

to resources and networks, to artistic professional associations, legal advice, integration 

authorities, social insurances, technical tax questions, authors' rights, grants, 

infrastructure, technology, how to monetise digital (artistic) content, and much more. 

8.12 Residencies 
• Municipalities, cantons and private individuals define quotas for their residency studios 

for newly arrived artists. 
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9. And Now? Next steps  

Here We Are is currently in the the Co-Acting Phase. In this phase, artlink would like to 

implement one or the other of the proposals mentioned under 8). At the moment it is (still) 

impossible for us to develop and implement sub-projects for all challenges. Therefore, we want 

to prioritise those solutions where we have identified a great need for action. 

We invite you to participate! 

Who of you would like to work on concrete implementation formats? 

 

We would like to prioritise and concretise ideas for implementation together with a working 

group or accompanying committee made up of interested artists, funding bodies, 

representatives of art colleges and organisers. As a first step, we propose that a group of 

interested parties meet in the beginning of April 2023 for a four-hour workshop. In a second 

step, artlink will write up these draft formats and take over the necessary acquisition of third-

party funding. We could imagine that in the implementation phase, the working group will then 

be transformed into a sounding board, which will meet regularly for critical feedback. 

Please communicate your interest by 28 February 2023 to 

markus.baumann@artlink.ch. 

 

 

 


