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INTRODUCTION 
 
On Friday, November 13, 2020, More Europe – external cultural relations convened the last 
gathering of its series of 3 structured online discussions to exchange with partners, unfold an 
assessment of the crisis’ impact on cultural organizations, identify new challenges, opportunities and 
best practices to reshape and enhance cultural relations with artists, academics, researchers, policy-
makers and cultural institutes representatives to analyse the needs, priorities and conditions for 
sustainable action based on mutuality, reciprocity, respect and openness. 
 
After looking at the impact of Covid-19 on the economic models of cultural organisations and the 
challenges and opportunities of the digital transformation, the webinar tackled international cultural 
mobility with regards to climate change. 
 
Three broad areas where unpacked: 
 

1. Mobility as a mean of global integration; 
2. Lockdown measures' impact on mobility; 
3. The environmental footprint of mobility. 

 
 

THE NEED FOR CULTURAL EXCHANGES AND THE CHALLENGES AHEAD 
 
With Covid-19 and travel restrictions, what is necessary and what is not is now questioned. Cultural 
professionals agree that cultural exchanges have a positive impact on societies. They contribute to 
cultural diversity, bring people together, get them to know each other, develop creativity. Cultural 
mobility is the basic and the traditional way to think of cultural exchanges, on the baisis of the 
principle that artists have to travel in order to collaborate and create together. 
 
Nevertheless, artists face many obstacles when they travel i.e. legal issues, bureaucratic and 
economic barriers. In the United States, the visa regime is such that the bureaucratic barriers are 
too often unbearable for artists touring. In Europe, we fear that Brexit will add to the administrative 
burden where public administration has the power to evaluate cultural significance and/or necessity. 
Such barriers lead to an increase in spending, are time-consuming, expertise and work-load is 
tenfold.  
 
However, we must acknowledge that these barriers are part of the the daily routine of artists from 
the Global South. For instance, despite numerous declarations on the importance of cultural mobility, 
little is done at political level to encourage it within African countries. “Cultural mobility is considered 



 
as and treated by public authorities like migration” as François Bouda observes. No programmes nor 
policies are developed to this end by regional organisations such as the African Union or the 
Community of West African States. Very little is done for mobility within African countries and the 
cultural sector in Africa is extremely fragile: the market is weak and there are very few funds to 
promote and support South-South cultural exchanges. In addition, transportation infrastructure is 
really poor. 
 
Within the African continent, o mobility i.e. African artists going to Europe. Covid-19 put lights on the 
fact that African artists are very dependent on the European and North American markets. For artists 
from the Global South, mobility is a question of survival.  
 

COVID-19'S IMPACT ON CULTURAL MOBILITY 
 
Covid-19 hit hard the cultural sector and so is mobility due to travel restrictions and lockdown 
measures. Many cultural organisations such as touring companies are on the verge of collapse. 
There will be no going back to normal after the crisis. Claude Schryer underlines that the debates 
on whether we should restore or reset are over and the question should now be around the kind of 
reset we will have for the artists and organisations that will survive. Although it is challenging to 
continue operating cultural relations in this context, this is a great opportunity to rethink the meaning 
of mobility in the cultural sector and to invent new ways of cultural cooperation. Issues of inequality 
are more than ever relevant and it is a moment for great shifts e.g. environmentalist Steven 
Guilbeault is now Minister of Canadian Heritage. 
 
 

THE DIGITAL REFUGE 
 
2020 brought the cultural sector even more online than before. However, it must also face the legal 
issues on how artists can monetise their work and performances shared online. In the meantime, 
cultural organisations must rethink how to support and finance cultural activities. 
 
The shift to digital meetings allowed artists to come together, discuss on common challenges and 
defend the interest of the sector almost for the first time. Artists who were always away from home, 
travelling around, are now able to take time with their family. Thanks to the digital it is also possible 
to discuss and collaborate with people from far beyond the reaches than usually in live events.  
 
Nonetheless, digital is not the answer and the assumption that the access is wider and easier with 
digital is dangerous. It excludes and makes invisible people who don't have high speed connection. 
In Africa for example, internet is really expensive and the quality of the connection is very low, 
everybody doesn't have access and doesn't master the technology. Even in Wales and in other 
developed countries, there is a digital divide: some people have no internet and are excluded. It is 
easy to forget about them in developed countries. 
 
Moreover, the digital didn't bring people together. The divides between communities such as 
Francophones, Anglophones and Portuguese-speaking in West Africa remained. The digital can't 
replace in person connection. With the internet we lose the essence of humanity and the feeling of 
each other emotions. This is particularly true for live performance which aims to share emotions. 
However, we need to rethink our mobility. We could imagine to meet first in person and then 
collaborate with the digital technology as it is easier for artists and people to collaborate if they have 
been in personal contact before. 
 
A survey made by Resartis, an organisation which helps artists to find residencies and funding, 
showed a discrepancy between residency organisations and artists. The first want to or already 



 
developed digital residency support, while artists prefer to have a real residency or to postpone the 
live experience. On the long term, there is a need to rethink the format of residency for a smooth or 
smart mobility and that embed a part of online format. 
 
When we talk about mobility, the perspective differs very much under which part of the world we are 
living and which conditions we are working. The possibility to travel and to access to digital devices 
and connection impacts the possibility for cultural cooperation. 
 
Rethink of mobility under climate change perspective 
 
Before Covid-19, we assumed that the more exchange and mobility, the better. But the crisis 
accelerated a rethink of cultural mobility. Artists struggle to live and to express themselves but they 
are as affected as everyone by climate change and they should take it into account in their work. 
The concern regarding carbon foot print depends on the economic and geographic situation. For  
some artists the need of interaction and mobility weighs much more than climate change. 
Foundations should help them open their mind to climate issues by spreading awareness, getting 
them to work on this matter and developing tools such as sustainability policies, equity policies, 
taking into account offsetting in the budget... The British organisation, Julie's Bicycle does a lot in 
helping artists and cultural organisations to reduce their footprint. The Goethe-institute, working with 
the Prince Claus foundation works in a project which invites artists to mobilise communities and to 
find new answers adapted to the local context to deal with climate change. In Burkina Faso, the 
activist Youkba Sawadogo won the alternative Nobel prize for his use a traditional technique to 
transform a barren land into a forest and the festival Les Récréâtrales uses garbage to decorate the 
streets. 
 
Concerns on climate changes leads some organisations into developing models that excludes 
international mobility. On the Move worries that it would create new bubbles of exchanges less open 
to the world and that environmental concerns would become another tick the box without taking into 
account the specificity of the context. Cultural mobility has an impact indeed; however, we should 
not overstate the impact of arts in the global carbon footprint. 60% of the art's impact is the audience 
getting to the venue. Artists collaborating is a small factor in it. To reduce the impact, we should think 
on how to localise performances and audiences rather than getting rid of cultural exchanges. 
 
Slow travel 
 
When talking about impact of artistic mobility, another important factor to take into account is the 
notion of efficiency. Environmental mobility is not always opposed to cultural mobility. The travel can 
be more efficient if artists and cultural professionals gather events and networking activities in one 
destination and time lapse. 
To judge the worthiness of the travel, a balance has to be done between the cost of the foot-print 
and the gain of mobility. For some artists, mobility is a question of economic survival. They can only 
find funding and opportunities at the international level. The balance is then between carbon foot-
print and artistic creation. For others, mobility is the main tool for cultural cooperation which enriches 
one’s culture and creates a cultural understanding. It encourages communities to think globally and 
to tackle climate change which impacts all of us as citizens of the world. By not travelling artists save 
the carbon foot-print but they lose the opportunity to raise awareness on our responsibility to fight 
climate change. 
 
Mobility funders (national public institutes, private foundations) are rethinking formats and adapting 
their ways to support mobility. They propose longer term collaborations and less one shot 
performance. They also make a work in term of resources and transport facility used. It raises 
challenges regarding the time and money needed. Tools and training are developed to guide this 



 
shift but they need to be contextualised to the local situation. 
The program I-Portunus is a mobility fund supported by Creative Europe. Alan Quireyns, the 
manager of the project, felt a tremendous pressure to help artists and cultural professionals due to 
the Covid crisis. It led founders to examine the necessity of the mobility. For cultural professionals, 
mobility is not necessary for their activities which can switch to digital. For artists, mobility is a 
necessity for their survival. The program takes into account this question of necessity and applicants 
take the issue into great care. 
 
Impact of the digital on the carbon foot-print 
 
To lower the carbon impact of cultural activities, we assume that digital activities is the solution. Lock 
down measures amplified the dominant room of digital technologies. However, studies show the 
increasing impact of the digital on the carbon foot-print. Depending of the length of the meeting, the 
number of people attending and the place where they are coming from, the difference between live 
events and online tend to lower. We need more studies and data on the impact of the digital 
compared to the impact of mobility. Affected people need to have information and data to make 
decisions. Bureaucratic barriers are highly problematic because people don't understand it and they 
can't accept or oppose to it. 
In order to optimise trips, artists need to think of the relevance of it and find a good balance between 
digital and life exchanges. 
 
 
 


