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IS THIS GOOD CIVIL SERVICE
PRACTICE? REFLECTIONS ON PUBLIC
ART FROM A CIVIL SERVANT
PERSPECTIVE

Elin Aspeklev

This essay asks what good civil servant practice is when it comes to working with
public art. It collects reflections and lessons learned from the years 2021 to 2025, when
the author tried to establish a long-term model for working with street art in a Swedish
municipality. Focusing on several public artworks created during that period, the essay
highlights the sometimes-contradictory tasks a civil servant has, balancing artistic
vision with the regulations and constraints of the public sector.
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In the autumn of 2022, I found myself standing on a sidewalk in central Lund,
peeking through the window of a private apartment, together with the
American artist Brad Downey and the Slovenian restorer Rok Pahor (Fig. 1).
I had to stand on my tiptoes to look inside, hoping to make some kind of con-
tact with the person living there. To be honest, it felt a bit problematic and
somewhat difficult to achieve, but our goal was to gain access to the apartment
so we could search for and hopefully restore an artwork created more than
forty years earlier by the American artist John Fekner. According to our
research, the artwork should be right there, on the white wall visible to us
through the window. I remember thinking, “Will they believe me when I say I
am working for the municipality?” In retrospect, as I will return to later, they
probably did not.

The year before, a political decision had been made that Lunds konsthall—
a kunsthalle for contemporary art governed by Lund municipality—was to be
responsible for and operate a new project called LundART, which was to pro-
duce three new public artworks for the city. In the official decision letter, it
was made explicit that artworks with an ephemeral character could improve
specific sites in the city by making them more interesting or eventful and at
the same time prevent vandalism. In the letter, it was clear that one of the
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Figure 1. Brad Downey and Rok Pahor. Photograph by Peter Bengtsen.



three planned works would be a mural painting. Also, the location had already
been decided, not only for one work but for two." The level of detail regarding
the nature and location of the artworks can of course be discussed in relation
to the principle of arm’s length distance, but here I will content myself with
stating that these types of formulations are not uncommon at the municipal
level. As project manager, my ambition was to establish a long-term model for
working with street art (Swedish term: gatukonst), which also led me to the
dubious situation I described at the beginning. As a municipal civil servant in
Sweden, there is—more or less—a set way of working with public art, but dur-
ing my time in this role, I often wondered what could be considered good civil
service practice. It was very much a matter of balancing the municipal regula-
tions as well as expectations from the political sphere, the citizens of Lund,
and the artists with whom I collaborated. In this essay, I have gathered some
thoughts based on the lessons I learned during my years working as a civil
servant.

In my opinion, there are several potential pitfalls for a municipality want-
ing to engage in what can be grouped as street art or urban art. First, there is
the question of what street art is, and whether it is even possible to work with
it in a bureaucratic system.”? Second, there are numerous actors who offer their
services to municipalities. Over the past ten years, many so-called street art
festivals have emerged, focusing on urban art, murals, and street art. These
festivals often take responsibility for project management, administration, art-
ist selection, and production of artworks. Occasionally, issues arise, including
poor working conditions and low financial compensation for artists, as well as
unclear ownership of the new artworks and responsibility for long-term man-
agement. In connection to these festivals there have also been discussions
about whether the principle of arm’s length distance (understood here as the
idea that neither political agendas nor administrative issues should control or
hinder artistic expression) has been upheld.?

To ensure that LundART would follow The Artists’ Association of
Sweden’s recommendations regarding public art—and to maintain a high artis-
tic standard—Lunds konsthall chose to retain control over the project and
manage it in the same way as existing ongoing work with public art.* Also, to
strengthen the expertise on street art, art historian Peter Bengtsen was invited
to the advisory group, which proposes artists for each unique project.

As in many other Swedish municipalities, klotterfrdgan has been a contro-
versial subject in Lund. The issue centers on whether graffiti should be consid-
ered as vandalism (i.e., tagging, scribble, and scrawl) or as a form of art.> The
first investigation in Lund on the issue was conducted in 1998, and the result-
ing strategy states that the municipality “does not tolerate graffiti anywhere”
and that it “does not participate in or contribute to municipal graffiti boards.”



The investigation further states that the issue of graffiti is complex and a rela-
tively new international phenomenon, noting that it can be both illegal and
legal—ranging from “pure” vandalism to an artistic activity that is appreciated.
It concludes in part that graffiti writing can be the beginning of either an artis-
tic or criminal career. The investigation also contains a description of the prac-
titioners’ pathology, where the worst trope—“big scribbler,” is described as
having an “almost compulsive behavior in terms of scribbling.”® It took until
2013 before the strategy was revised. The process can be described by using
Ole Marius Hylland’s terminology, as a shift from negative to positive cultural
policies.” This means that the policy went from being actively restrictive and
hindering to being a supportive strategy by which “Lund Municipality shall
prevent scribbling and promote legal graffiti and street art.”®

As far as I know, LundART was the first project in Lund to seriously
engage with artistic expressions connected to graffiti and street art within the
framework of a municipal art institution. Even though the cultural policy had
changed almost ten years earlier, older ideas were partly still present within
the administrative organization.

The Swedish artist EKTA was the first to be invited in 2021, and he cre-
ated a mural that was received positively (Fig. 2). Later, I realized that there
had also been an unspoken wish in some parts of the administration that the
creation of an artwork at this location would result in a clean wall (i.e.,
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the removal of tags and scribbling), and that the artwork itself would prevent
future “damage” due to its visual composition. During the process of creating
the work, however, I was more concerned with guarding the artist’s desire to
avoid conflict with those who had already left their mark on the facade, which
led him to adapt the artwork in a way that preserved space for multiple
expressions. Concretely, and to the displeasure of some, the bottom two meters
of the wall were left untouched by EKTA, allowing existing graffiti to remain in
place.

Through LundART, it became clear that the sort of art with which a public
administration can work is largely controlled by the types of funding available.
As in many other countries, in Sweden the most common form of financing for
public art is the One Percent Rule. In fact, this “rule” is not a rule but a fund-
ing model, whereby one percent (preferably) of the cost of publicly funded con-
struction projects (new buildings, redevelopment, and extensions) is
earmarked for art.” According to The Artists’ Association of Sweden’s report
“Arets konstkommuner 2025” (Art Municipalities of the Year 2025), 54 percent
of the Swedish municipalities use this funding model, and 79 percent of them
have a specific policy declaring how the One Percent Rule is to be applied.'®

Most of the projects realized within LundART would not have been pos-
sible if it were not for the fact that Lunds konsthall also received new monet-
ary resources in the form of operating funds in connection with the
assignment. The new resources made it possible to invite artists for short-term
projects (e.g., EKTA’s mural was estimated to have a lifespan of five years,
after which a new building was expected to be constructed on the parking lot).
Between 2021 and 2024, six different artists were invited to show their work
at Lund Central Station, each for a six-month period. Up until then, all proj-
ects had been made as investments. For an art project to be considered an
investment, the cost must be amortized over at least three years, and the cost
must be at least half the price base amount." Reaching half the price base
amount is not difficult, but guaranteeing or arguing that an artwork would last
for at least three years can be more difficult. Works of art with a temporary
and ephemeral character, projects made with the knowledge that they will dis-
appear relatively quickly, are under these circumstances particularly difficult to
realize.

During the period April to October 2023, Swedish artist duo Toxoplasma
exhibited a series of artworks explicitly created for Lund Central Station. Three
big advertisements for renovated bikes at very low prices were installed (one of
these is depicted in Fig. 3). To purchase a bike, one just had to call or text the
artists. Through this intervention a question central to street art was high-
lighted: Who has the right to leave their mark in the city? The price of adver-
tising in the city via established ad vendors is high and the possibility of
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Figure 3. Toxoplasma, Raleigh, 2023. Photograph by OMN/Lunds konsthall.

legally taking a place in public space is limited. Renting an advertising space
to sell a bicycle for 900 Swedish Kronor (about 95 USD) would be a pure loss-
making business. True to their artistic practice, the artist created an interactive
artwork that transformed throughout the period without my knowledge. For
example, upon returning from my summer vacation, I discovered that the
artists had put up a note reading “Sold” on one of the bicycles and had low-
ered the price of the other two in order to sell them (Fig. 4). To this day, I
remain uncertain about who actually altered the work; however, it is likely that
the artists themselves initiated the change, even if they did not carry out the
modification personally.

In LundART, we worked exclusively with direct procurement, the method
that the kunsthalle commonly uses for public art projects. Regardless of the
level of public administration, the procurement procedure for public art is not
significantly different from other types of services or goods. The framework
and expected delivery for each project must be clearly stated. Procurement
should normally be preceded by a public announcement, as an open call,
although exceptions exist. For example, public announcement is not required if
the goods can only be provided by a specific supplier, as in cases where the
goal is to create a unique artwork or artistic achievement. Open calls are
announced almost exclusively digitally via specific procurement systems, allow-
ing interested artists to submit proposals. These may involve multistep or
selective procedures. Artists who meet the requirements are evaluated by a



Figure 4. Toxoplasma, Raleigh, 2023. Photograph by the author.

jury, and the most suitable artist(s) is contracted. In direct procurement, the
process is somewhat reversed: a jury suggests and reviews artists who meet
the project’s requirements and are considered capable of creating a unique
work for a specific location. One or more artists are then invited to accept a
commission, without public advertising. Both methods comply with the
Swedish Public Procurement Act, which implements the European Union regu-
lations outlined in Directive 2014/24/EU. In recent years, there have been
cases where direct procurement has been challenged in Swedish court, and the
latest case clarifies that direct procurement is a permissible method.**



I will not delve deeply into the different reasons behind choosing one of
the two procurement methods. Suffice it to say that, in my experience, there is
a widespread idea among civil servants that open calls are the most “fair” or
“democratic” way to procure public art. However, based on my experience
managing LundART, I would say that direct procurement can be very useful.
During the years I managed LundART, participating artists would sometimes
ask, “How did you find me?” or “How did you know about my work?” Several
artists were surprised to be invited (Fig. 5). In The Artists’ Association of
Sweden’s report “Utsikt frdn ateljéerna—Rapport 2: gestaltningsuppdrag”
(View From the Studios—Report 2: Public Art Commission) from 2025, it
appears that the main reason (relevant to almost 40 percent of respondents)
for artists to not work with public art commissions is that they feel that their
artistic practice does not fall “within the scope of this type of assignment.” The
second most common reason is that the application process is perceived as too
complicated. As far as I understand, the report only relates to so-called open
calls, because the option I have not been offered/asked does not seem to have
been included.™ In the case of street art, I can see that there are inherent chal-
lenges in integrating into a bureaucratic model artistic expressions that are
largely constituted by their unsanctioned production.'# It is also possible to
imagine that artists who mainly work unsanctioned and outside the institu-
tional framework may think that their work does not fall within the scope of a
municipal public art commission. Working with such artists can be facilitated
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Figure 5. Klisterpeter, Lifeless, 2022. Photograph by OMN/Lunds konsthall.



by employing direct procurement.

Another challenge in the procurement of public art is linked to language.
Most of the open calls are written in Swedish and are advertised in channels
primarily aimed at actors that already work in Sweden and communicate in
Swedish. One of the last projects I worked on in LundART, and which I also
referred to at the beginning of this essay, is a good example of a work of art
that would not have come about through an open call.

In the fall of 2022, Lunds konsthall invited the American artists Brad
Downey and John Fekner to create a new public artwork in central Lund. The
finished art project Dates Doors Then & More (2024) can be said to consist of
three parts: five ephemeral works (Fig. 6), a semipermanent work (Fig. 7)
meant to last five years, and a publication that both follows the creation of,
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Figure 6. Part of Brad Downey’s and John Fekner’s work Dates Doors Then & More, 2024.
Photograph by OMN/Lunds konsthall.
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Figure 7. Part of Brad Downey’s and John Fekner’s work Dates Doors Then & More, 2024.
Photograph by OMN/Lunds konsthall.

critically discusses, and is a part of the artwork. In an interview I did with
Brad Downey for the publication, he describes how he was very surprised to be
invited, mainly for two reasons. First, Downey and Fekner had never collabo-
rated artistically before. Second, Fekner had decided not to create any new art-
works. When the advisory group suggested Downey and Fekner to be invited,
it was known that the two artists had never collaborated explicitly on an art-
work, but not that Fekner had decided to stop making new artworks. After
some consideration, the artists accepted the invitation.

Dates Doors Then & More is a public artwork that is not only site-specific,
in the sense that it relates to a specific place, or to the place’s function, history
or future use. It is also site-specific in the sense that it highlights an important
part of Lund’s art history through Fekner’s previous collaborations with
Galerie St:Petri, Anders Tornberg Gallery, Skissernas Museum—Museum of
Artistic Process and Public Art, and Lunds konsthall during the 1970s and
1980s. While the advisory group was to some degree aware of this history,
they did not initially understand the full extent of it.

During the process of creating Dates Doors Then & More, the artists
attempted to locate and restore some of the works that John Fekner had cre-
ated without permission in Lund during the 1970s and 1980s. For various rea-
sons, it was not possible to find or restore the original pieces. For example, we
were not allowed to make any permanent alterations to a metal door at Lund
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City Hall, where Fekner created two stencil works—September 1958 (1979) and
We Overfeed Our Heroes Until They Explode (1984)—together with Don
Leicht. Also, we were never given access to the apartment where a work of art
potentially was hidden under countless layers of paint. As Peter Bengtsen notes
in his text, “We Overfeed Our Heroes Until They Explode. A Public Artwork
Forty Years in the Making,” the residents later installed milky screens onto
their windows.'> Maybe it was fortunate that we did not get the opportunity to
restore the work in the apartment. If we had succeeded, it would likely have
resulted in a series of difficult legal issues about ownership. However, parts of
the Random Dates series were reactivated in five different locations in the
city, without formal permits (Fig. 6). Given my ambition to work with artists
whose artistic practice largely consists of working directly in the city, partly
without permits and in interaction with others, I should not have been sur-
prised when the institutional framework was challenged in this way. While
working on Dates Doors Then & More, 1 sometimes thought that there could
not possibly be more twists, turns, and boundaries to break. But in some
magical way, there was always something new to tackle. As a civil servant you
try to do everything by the book, but in this case, it was necessary to bypass
the public art machine’s greased structures and boundaries to fulfill the artistic
vision.'®

So, what lessons did I learn in my role as a civil servant? First, specific
types of monetary resources and procurement processes have a great impact
on what type of art can be created. As mentioned above, there are pros and
cons to both open calls and direct procurement, and I hope for livelier discus-
sions around these conditions among civil servants, politicians, and scholars.
Certainly, as the cases discussed here have shown, direct procurement can be
useful when wanting to work in an institutional framework with artists who
usually operate in public space without permission and therefore may be less
likely to respond to open calls. Second, it is of great importance to act as, or to
be surrounded by, strong civil servants who do not compromise the principle
of arm’s length distance, whether the restrictions come from politicians or,
perhaps more commonly, from other civil servants in other branches of the
administration. Civil servants should always—I know it should go without say-
ing but it is still worth mentioning—wholeheartedly believe in the projects they
initiate, and be able and willing to defend them in the event of any turbulence.
Third, I have Brad Downey and John Fekner to thank for deepening my under-
standing of the sometimes-conflicting tasks a civil servant has, balancing
artistic vision with the regulations and constraints of the public sector.
I am grateful to have been part of these projects. Whether my work as a civil
servant can be considered good practice or not, I leave to others to judge.
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