Interview with Lena Linden, June 2009
Background: 

Dr Lena M Linden was the inspiration behind, and founder of Nordens Ark, Sweden, and has been its chief executive for over 20 years, creating a unique institution and facility. She has degrees in zoology and geology, ethnography and physical geography. She has an honorary doctorate from the University of Gothenburg, and is a member of the Royal Swedish Academy of Agriculture and Forestry. She is Treasurer of the International Species Information System as it undergoes its multi‐million dollar transformation into the global Zoological Information Management System.

She has committed Nordens Ark to a pioneering role of linking conservation of endangered species in and out of the wild, providing the public with a stunning recreational experience combined with public education and awareness, sponsoring applied research and providing training for young professionals. In support of all these ambitions, Lena has also been remarkably successful in winning substantial external funding.  In 2007 JRA Ltd held a brief funding workshop at Nordens Ark to assist with forms of EC funding beyond those already secured by Nordens Ark.
Shortly before this interview was being carried out Nordens Ark had concluded  a very successful ‘summit’ meeting on threats to biological diversity convening conservation biologists from all around the world. The event was attended by Crown Princess Victoria and renowned primatologist Dr Jane Goodall.
JOHN: Lena, before we talk about funding, how has your recent conference worked out? I know it has been many years in planning, so I hope it has been successful?
LENA:  The summit was very successful. I was especially pleased at the presence of both the Crown Princess and Dr Jane Goodall.

Some things I think I learned from the experience were that it was good to extend participation beyond people with a biological background, and also that it is crucial to have a good  a good facilitator. Andrew Acland did an especially good job in that respect.   The contribution of Mark Stanley Price (formerly Director of Jersey Zoo) was also very important in designing the program  finding the right participants and to collaborating with the facilitator .
JOHN:  A successful event, and of course you have been also very successful in winning financial support from the outside world, can you tell us how this all started?
LENA:  Well from the very beginning when I began at Nordens Ark, it was clear that we were not going to make enough funding just from visitors. If we were going to expand and to fulfil our mission, new investment had to come from outside.

Basically our funding has come from two sources:  various foundations within Sweden; and Government funding to “match” the applications for EU. The foundations split into two sorts as well: private philanthropic foundations set up by individuals or families, and those attached to certain financial institutions, such as Swedbank (Sparbanksstiftelsen Väst).
In approaching foundations, we basically just described exactly what we wanted, and in most cases, they were responsive. 

The second kind, the public funding was funding from the European Commission. These were the Structural Funds, and had to be matched by money from the Swedish Government. In our case, these were budgets controlled by the regional government.

Both rural areas and West Sweden were prioritised, so Nordens Ark was lucky in both respects. It was also important that we were an NGO, a non profit organisation

These funds helped to pay for our hotel and our lecture theatre

JOHN: We talked a little when I visited Nordens Ark last year about the potential for Nordens Ark and other zoos across the EU in rural areas in the new Rural Development Funds launched in 2007 (a separate fund from the Structural Funds). Did you ever go back to look at these again? 

LENA:  We have not recently received any funds from the Rural Development Funds, at least not since 1999.

We did consider this funding after your workshop here, but to be frank, we have had so many developments over the last 6 or 7 years, that I think we really need to just consolidate and evaluate all this progress now.  

In addition we are not really ready just yet to look for opportunities for new capital projects, but may look at this in the future.

JOHN: Can you tell us a little about the case you made to the regional authorities to win this money?

LENA:  Well, it was important that we were a rural location, and we showed that these developments would create real jobs.  Also we could prove that Nordens Ark was profitable enough to run our core programme. We were seen a reliable, growing organisation who could actually use the funding available.  Our  education activities on all levels ( preschool children up to university level ) and also for disabled children, were also important for their decision to support us.  

The regional government actually liked the fact that we actually asked for ‘big money’.

JOHN: That’s really interesting. So the authorities valued the fact that you could “help them spend their own money”..!

LENA:  Yes, and we could show them concrete results. They and others could actually come and see and touch the benefits of EU and Swedish Government money.  They wanted ‘substantial’ things.

In fact they were so pleased that they asked us to come back and apply for some more funds.  So we applied for our wetlands project and amphibian and reptile programmes.

JOHN: How did you see the project to win external funding fitting with Nordens Ark’s mission..?
LENA:  All of our external funding was driven by our mission needs. We really needed all kinds of practical facilities for our own work, and these would also be of use to other external partners.
Partnership with universities was very important. We made the case that Nordens Ark is a resource for universities, especially Gothenburg University and National University for Agriculture, (with whom we have official contracts) and other universities throughout Sweden.

I should stress that, whilst the partnership with these universities is very important to get funding, the projects so funded are entirely ours, with one exception, our research school. 

This had to be an “official partnership” with a university, and cost SEK 3.9 million  However  the University retained a standard commission of 33% , so  SEK 9,000,000 as  “overhead costs”. This was very irritating.  but is an unavoidable standard condition where the University is an “official partner” in a funding arrangement.

That is why Professsor Claes Andren (whom you met during your visit John,) although  Professor of Conservation Biology at the University of Gothenburg,   is a direct employee of Nordens Ark.  I didn’t want to pay a commission on his salary!
So to summarise, we have had 3 projects externally funded over the last few years, the hotel, the lecture hall and the wetlands.  All of these together cost 57 249 570 SEK.  and EU funds have covered 20 784 555 SEK and Nordens Ark 1 313 013 SEK out of that and the remaining costs 35 152 000 SEK have come from many different external sources. And it has all happened during six years, 2002 – 2008.
The money spent on the Hotel is totally 31 397 962 SEK ( EU Funding 12 317 555 SEK and Nordens Ark ‘s input 72 791 SEK and the rest 19 006 654 SEK from different types of external funds.
The Annedal ( lecture hall, vet clinic, lab, staff area ) total cost is 15 101 608 SEK  ( EU funding 5 867 000 SEK and Nordens Ark  292 220 SEK and the rest 8 942 388 SEK from external funds)
The Wetland area cost is 10 750 000 SEK and (EU funding 2 600 000 and Nordens Ark 950 000 and the remaining costs 7 200 000 SEK from external funds)

10 SEK is approximately 1 Euro…slightly more right now.

JOHN: Was there any disagreement at the beginning within Nordens Ark as to the funding project?
LENA:  Not really, except there was some internal concern as to Nordens Ark perhaps being gradually  ‘taken over’ by the Universities, a worry that the scientific researchers and their more academic agenda might become dominant over more core zoo concerns such as husbandry and biodiversity skills.

But actually the opposite happened. Our own animal staff have become so admired by the visiting students, and the University has grown to more and more appreciate the work that we do. 
JOHN: I almost expected just then you were going to say just then there was an initial worry at Nordens Ark  becoming associated with the overall issue of  the more invasive aspects of  ‘animal research’  that might  be linked to the University?

LENA:  No, that wasn’t an issue.  All the work of the University was focussed on our own needs in biodiversity and conservation.  The University needed our resource, and we needed the information produced by their research, so it was a good match

JOHN: Were there particular tactics used in securing the funding?

LENA:  Well, you know, the relevant people in the Regional Government liked Nordens Ark right from the start.  We had the opportunity to talk to them right at the beginning before their own strategies were finalised and let them know what we wanted to do.
 JOHN: That is really interesting. In one of the presentations I do on funding, I suggest where an organisation realises it simply cannot ‘win’ within a given funding regime, they should find a way to ‘change the rule’s. That is a little like your situation…?

LENA:  Yes in a way.  In terms of tactics, certainly just going out there and telling people about Nordens Ark was all important, what it is really there for, and what it could become in the future

JOHN: So networking was important..?

LENA:  Yes, I was invited to lots of formal and informal events … parties and seminars. I tried to go as many of these as possible, and then to invite people back again to Nordens Ark.

Events at Nordens Ark are very useful to make contact with people.  So last week’s conference and the presence of the Crown Princess and Jane Goodall was a wonderful opportunity to show people what Nordens Ark is all about.

I go to events in Stockholm as well.  Recently for instance I was there for a celebration of one of Sweden’s biggest NGO’s,  and met Julia Marton-Lefèvre, the Director General of IUCN.

I also often just send tickets to relevant people, so they can have a private visit, whenever suits them.

As part of the networking strategy we meet regularly with all kinds of decision makers and let them know our future plans.  For instance,  in respect of last week’s conference,  which was supported in the end by the Swedish Government, we  first told the authorities that we were planning this 4 years ago. Then we reminded them 3 years ago and showed them some early plans; then again 2 years ago with more detail; then 1 year.  And then, finally, we said “Okay – now we are doing it!”

JOHN: It must be a little difficult as Director having to do all of this external work and to have all the practical tasks of managing Nordens Ark at the same time?
LENA:  Well, yes it was at the time, but now fortunately for the last 1.5 years I have a marvellous Deputy, who focuses for me on most of the internal matters. The chemistry between us is so good, that he knows when he can just take care of certain matters himself, and when he needs to keep me informed

JOHN: In terms of resources, at the outset of the project to raise the money,  what did you need in human terms and in timescale?

LENA:  Well, it is just me.  As a relatively small organisation, Nordens Ark does not have an employee dedicated to external funding as such.  Although we do have a very good person who looks after our membership club.

We also have a system to stimulate and manage giving in wills through ‘bequests’. We derive between SEK 2 and 3 million a year from this source.

JOHN: Can you remind me briefly of the overall financial picture for Nordens Ark..?
 LENA:  Okay, our turnover is SEK 30 million. 

35/40% of this is supported by some form of fundraising ord external funding

30% comes from the entrance fee

30/35% from education visits, retailing, catering, the hotel and other sources (wood and other activities from the property ) 
And of course then there is the wider Nordens Ark estate of 383 hectares of forest. We have the income from harvesting the lumber that this brings

JOHN: How important is external championship to your fundraising?
LENA:  Well members of the Swedish Royal family are of course tremendously important.  As mentioned above, our partnership with the University is also quite pivotal to our success.

I should also stress that the Head of our Regional Government is a key ally

Strangely enough the local community government of Sotenäs is not especially supportive of Nordens Ark.

JOHN: So the regional government helps you, but the local government does not…? Why is that?
LENA:  We don’t really know. It is certainly not a matter of finance. Perhaps it is because they are not comfortable working with a ‘private’ organisation, even though of course we are non-profit and the second largest source of employment in Sotenäs.
Another aspect of the Government which does support us though is the road authority. You may remember us talking about it when you were here, John..? They helped us with a tunnel under the road that runs through Nordens Ark
JOHN: If you were doing this all again, is there anything you would do differently?
LENA:  I think most of what we did I would just repeat. However, in the first years it would have easier if we had had some working capital. In those days, it could be a little too easy to get loans in Sweden, but it would have been useful to have had some money to move things forward more swiftly.

One big advantage we had all along though was that we owned all the land. So we never had to ask permission of any outside authorities for anything we wanted to do. We could make quick decisions on our own.

In terms of reporting back to our funding we meet regularly with the ECS and explain our progress. To get the last 10% in particular we have to provide a full report and evaluation of our project. So for instance, we might have estimated the creation of 3 jobs, but actually generated 4, and so on.

JOHN: Is the current financial climate going to affect Nordens Ark and its fundraising badly?

LENA:  Well, a little, we have lost sponsors and conference bookings. One of our biggest foundation supporters, supporting a professorship, has had to suspend its funding.

But individual people remain generous and make up for the losses in other areas.

Also the Swedish Krona is very low at the moment, so this is good for tourism and more visitors will help.

I should also mention a new lottery system that has come to Sweden, which originated in the Netherlands. Basically in addition to the individual winner who bought the ticket getting a big prize, all the households who share that person’s zip code or postcode get some money too.  It is very popular!  20% of the funds generated go to ‘good causes’ and Nordens Ark was selected as one of these to win a grant of SEK 750,000.

We were able to announce this during the recent event when the Crown Princess and Jane Goodall were here, so that brought us some marvellous publicity.

Visitors are still coming. February and March were not so good, but our April figures were double last year.

JOHN: Tell me a little about business sponsorship. Is this important to Nordens Ark?
LENA:  Yes, we have 5 ‘head’ sponsors. These pay us a fee and also provide “sponsorship in kind”.  For instance all our site insurance is covered by a sponsoring insurance company.

Then we have 35 to 45 smaller sponsors. They bring in about SEK 2 million 

We also use a telemarketing company to call people and sell various kinds of simple merchandise to support Nordens Ark. Everyone knows that the goods involved would not normally be worth the price, so it is very much a case of an ‘excuse’ to make a donation.

To complete the picture in terms of people supporting Nordens Ark,  we benefit from some of members acting as volunteers to decrease our costs. We are allowed 2 volunteers for 6/7 hours a day in Spring, Autumn and Winter, but are not allowed any volunteers in Summer. This is because  the Trade Unions we work with are concerned that, past a certain point, this could take away employment from paid workers.
JOHN: Lena, thank you for such an interesting and comprehensive account of Nordens Ark’s success.  Long may it continue!

LENA:  You are very welcome John.
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