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Sweden is one of the prominent countries when it comes to domestic and international support for LGBTI rights and gender equality. This is expressed through the government’s feminist foreign policy, funding dedicated to gender issues, as well as allyship of Swedish embassies in different countries with civil society organizations working with vulnerable groups. However, despite the government’s overall constructive approach to cooperation with civil society groups and explicit support for equality and diversity, we are experiencing trends in politics, media and other areas of public life in Sweden, that are alarming and already negatively affect lives and well-being of LGBTI people as well as religious and ethnic minorities and migrants.

With this submission we would like to shed light on those trends, to showcase that the situation in Sweden is developing in a direction reflective of the global pattern of mobilization of the anti-emancipatory and anti-gender groups. We hope that this will help paint a bigger, more comprehensive picture and allow for global strategizing against these tendencies. 

	Have there been public expressions or statements by political and/or religious leaders that have led to indefinite extension, modification or suppression of actions, activities, projects, public policies or application of gender frameworks?



In 2018 the Swedish government proposed a new gender recognition law, based on self-determination and giving people under 18 the possibility to change legal gender. The issue however caused a heated public debate and criticism and the proposal was put on hold. 

In spring 2019, Swedish television broadcasted a program called “The trans train”, criticizing trans health care for young people and the abovementioned draft law. Critique presented by the creators of the tv-show was not constructive and was predominantly built around the controversial and disproven concept of ’’rapidly onset gender dysphoria’’, insinuating (without any proven empirical basis) that easier access to services encourages ’’unnecessary’’ transition and inflicts harm on youth that are not trans and may simply be girls who are depressed or exploring their identities. The program failed to feature stories of trans people and youth who found access to gender affirming services beneficial and who, instead, found limited accessibility to this type of support detrimental to their health and well-being.

The program and the toxic public debate resulting from it about trans issues, gender and sex and gender affirming health care for young people, continues to cause suffering to members of trans community whose perspective is often left out. The debate is still ongoing and the government continues to fail to propose a new law, despite our numerous requests. 

One important actor opposing the new law is the Sweden’s Women's Lobby, an umbrella organisation for women’s rights groups, who has a strong voice in Swedish politics and strong connections to the main government party in Sweden - the Social Democratic Party. 

The Women’s lobby defines “gender” as “legal gender” and generally sees gender equality in biologically deterministic and binary terms. They oppose the possibility of changing one’s legal gender without medical interventions.  They believe that opening up for changing one’s legal gender out of self-determinations will lead to errors in gender statistics and an undermining of women’s rights. They think that trans inclusion, gender neutral language or work to include gender identity and gender expression in the equality work risks undermining the work for equality between men and women and women’s rights overall. In relation to access of minors/youth to gender affirming care, the Swedish Women’s Lobby has expressed opinions mirrored also in the tv-show ’’the trans train’’ mentioned above. Namely, the organization believes that it is possible that because being a young woman is connected to big social demands and expectations, some of the youngsters assigned female at birth could be seeking gender affirming care simply in response to these societal demands and not because of their gender identity. They further connect gender affirming care and hormone therapy to historical androcentrism in medical care. They oppose trans inclusion in the strive for gender equality and they also oppose the possibility for trans people to participate in gendered sports according to gender identity.

While we believe that there is a need to be critical towards existing norms, institutions and structures, this critique needs to be constructive and well-founded. Making connections between rights and care for vulnerable communities, that also suffer at hands of patriarchal structures in the society, and tools of oppression, is dangerous and causes further marginalization of trans and gender diverse communities.  

Another important voice against a new gender recognition law and trans health care for young people is GENID (Gender identity challenge). A Swedish/Norwegian group of parents of trans kids and feminists who oppose the notion of gender identity and gender affirming care for young trans people. They have a strong connection to the Christian right and radical feminists. Since the fall 2018 and their participation in the TV-program “The trans train”, they have strongly influenced the Swedish debate on trans rights and gender affirming health care. GENID is a very active lobby organisation, having educated both the Swedens Women’s Lobby and the Christ Democrats in Parliament about the issue on trans health care for young people.


	Who are main actors who argue that the defenders of human rights of LGBT individuals are furthering a so-called “gender ideology”? What are their main arguments? Have they been effective in regressing the human rights of LGBT individuals? Have their strategies directly or indirectly also impacted on the human rights of women and girls?



There are a variety of actors who represent the anti-gender forces in Sweden and they range from political parties to religious, civil society and far-right groups. Despite the diverse nature of these groups, they often find anti-LGBTQI actions as an overlapping agenda point. As mentioned above, trans and gender non-conforming people are targeted the most. This is also a pattern we observe in other countries in the Global North. 

Sweden Democrats

The Sweden Democrats is a nationalist and right-wing populist political party, represented in the Swedish parliament and in most counties and municipalities in Sweden. In some municipalities they are the largest party. According to the polls, SD would get 18.8 % of the votes if the elections were held today, making them the third biggest party in the Parliament.

The Sweden Democrats party was founded by people with direct ties to Nazi and white supremacist groups. SD continues to be a xenophobic, racist and anti-LGBTQI political force, that looks up to Victor Orban as a role model. They advocate, among other things, for closing public service media, banning immigration into Sweden and have a generally hostile stance concerning abortion rights. Across the country, they oppose Pride events, rainbow flags on public buildings and LGBTQI-trainings for public sector. In a 2020 proposal to the parliament they expressed a wish to end all funding to gender studies, ban civil society organizations from receiving public funding and ban public sector from buying services from civil society organizations. That would include, for instance, LGBTQI certification provided by RFSL, among many other services that civil society provides to public sector. 

In the municipalities where they hold majority, Sweden Democrats have introduced laws such as a ban on begging, a ban on veils in schools, ban on LGBTQI-training for the public sector, ban on raising of the Rainbow flag during Pride-season, ban on funding for Pride events etc. 

The party has also proposed to Parliament a ban on trans health care for young people, with arguments inspired by GENID (see above).

Svenska Evangeliska Alliansen (Swedish Evangelical Alliance)

The Swedish Evangelical Alliance is an umbrella organisation for evangelical churches in Sweden. They are opposing LGBTQI rights and have also raised their voice about the so-called transgender ideology. However, they do not have a lot of power in Swedish politics or society.

NMR - The nordic resistance front

Different neo-Nazi groups have during a number of years targeted RFSL’s events and offices and Pride events, resulting in crimes such as vandalism, unlawful threats, hate speech and abuse directed at the LGBTQI community members. 

During 2018 and 2019 the activities of NMR - Nordic Resistance Front (Nordiska Motståndsrörelsen) escalated and also affected other groups such as the Jewish community. This was particularly evident during the Politics Week in Visby (Politikerveckan i Visby) – a major political event where politicians from all the parties meet with civil society and other stakeholders to discuss and debate various issues, as well as present their election plans. The summers of 2018 and 2019, NMR activists attacked and harassed LGBTQI-activists and representatives from other minority groups during the event. The presence of the neo-Nazi activists was to a certain extent protected by their freedom of assembly, which the Swedish police assessed took precedence in practice over protecting other participants’ freedom of assembly. The many incidents during the event both 2018 and 2019 have sparked a debate in Sweden over when the police have the right to deny a potential violent group from gathering and whether racist organisations and participation in racist organisations should be prohibited. A public investigation about this by the Swedish government has been launched and they will soon deliver their conclusions to the government. 
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