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The network – and networking – at WOMEX con­
tinues to expand, with new sessions this year, including 
an EU Outreach specifically to WOMEX delegates 
(with an explanation of their goals here on the following 
pages), the gathering of the European Broadcasting 
Union’s (EBU) annual World Music Workshop and so 
much more. 

Here in the network chapter we feature a detailed 
follow-up to last year’s Conference Session on the artist 
visa crisis, which has gotten unforgivably worse this 
year. It’s a summary of a “white paper” published by 
Freemuse. 

Plus we have a new partnership in our ongoing 
WOMEX Offsping project: South Africa’s Moshito 
 
 
 

Put three organisers together in a room and they can 
tell a thousand and one visa stories. Arcane rules, 
weighty bureaucracies, broken promises. With each 
story comes a different reason for failure. And with 
each failure come harmed careers, loss of exposure, 
and financial difficulties.  

Katerina Pavlakis of Kapa Productions has this to tell. 
When Abdulhamid Sidi, a member of Sidi Goma in 
charge of all the group’s visa applications since 2003, 
contacted the Danish Consulate in Mumbai on 30 
May, he was told by the visa officer that she could not 
interview the 12 group members together. Sidi Goma 
was going to perform at the Roskilde Festival. That the 
visa officer hadn’t heard of the internationally renow­

conference. This year we joined forces and co-developed  
conference sessions, worked international media and 
marketing and attended for our third straight year. 

We also feature an update on our DISMARC sound 
archive project – another WOMEX Offspring – and 
the launching of the first four online compilations 
exclusively using DISMARC resources.

See also
› Schedules/WOMEX Day Schedule
› Conference/Sessions A – Z, European Broadcasting   
   Union, Session 3
› Conference/Sessions A – Z, Freemuse/ELMF/   
   Divano Production, Session 6
› Conference/Networking Meetings & Presentations

ned festival, and hadn’t a clue of who Sidi Goma is, may 
not be surprising. Most visa officers around the world 
have to deal with anything from international scientists 
to artists, family reunion applicants to potential “eco­
nomical refugees”. 
Abdulhamid was given appointments on two separate 
days, Friday and Monday. Katerina had to pay for two 
round trips from the village where the members reside. 
In the end, he had to stay a full nine days, with Katerina 
footing a far higher hotel bill. She had applied for mul­
tiple Schengen entry as Sidi Goma was going to tour 
Europe later this year. But the Danish Embassy said no. 
Single entry only. In a later follow-up, the Danish Mi­
nistry of Immigration confirmed that a multiple entry 
visa could indeed have been granted. 

Artist Visas in Crisis 
A Threat to Diversity

By Ole Reitov | Freemuse
© Kristina Funkeson



92

n
e

t
wo


r

k
A

r
ti

st
 V

is
a

s 
in

 C
r

is
is

Said Michel, Without “granted visas, the flight 
reservation for the artists were lost… travelling costs 
doubled, and the band would have to stay 15 more days 
in Europe”, with all the added hotel and food costs and 
no extra performances planned to cover them. “Taking 
in consideration the fact that British embassies in 
Europe do not deliver visas to non-EU residents,” he 
added, “Kasai are not able to perform at WOMAD, 
which would have covered a part of the days” against 
the costs. “This is just an example to illustrate the 
disastrous financial situation of the tour.”

Given that situation, the vastly increased costs and the 
loss of some of the performance dates, Michel had to 
accept that the tour was no longer viable. These failures 
have terrible consequences for the artists, for the people 
who would have been exposed to them, and for the 
companies themselves working so hard to present the 
fruits of the world’s great musical cultures. 

For Michel, the price may be the highest one to pay. “It 
is not the first time Divano Production is hit by this 
reality”, he said, thinking of a similar Kasai disaster 
when they couldn’t get visas to perform a WOMEX 
Showcase in 2006 and lost over 20,000 euros in plane 
tickets. “We doubt being able to continue in our 
activities, due to a financial collapse.”

A broken visa system, and one of the finest, longest-
running agencies is facing ruin. 

When earlier Kasai and Konono visa troubles were 
explained at a WOMEX visa session last year, the re­
sulting media stories in the UK, Sweden and France 
focused on the slow procedures at European Embassies 
in Africa. But they didn’t cover the second part of the 
problem. Yes, there was a combination of slow, com­
plex, opaque procedures at European Embassies, but so, 
too, is there experience with barely functioning embas­
sies like those in the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
which withheld – or, rather, simply did not process – 
new passports for many weeks.

But at least Sidi Goma got to perform. Worse is 
what befell Michel Winter of Divano Production.  
I include much of Michel’s statement since it gives the 
clearest possible indication of a system in collapse. 

Michel Winter had worked months to get Schengen 
and British visas for a summer 2008 tour of the 
acclaimed Konono No. 1 and Kasai Allstars. He had 
lined up strong support and guarantees from both 
booking agents and promoters. With over 30 years of 
experience in the field, he had done all he knew he must 
to deliver a standard application in anticipation of a 
standard approval. To be doubly sure he lined up media 
interest and applied graceful pressure on diplomatic 
missions in Kinshasa and abroad.  

First problem: The members of Konono had to apply 
for new passports since the pages of their old ones 
were filled with the stamps of old visas. The Congolese 
government was not issuing passports and wouldn’t for 
at least the next several months. 

Problem solved: With much persuasion, the Congolese 
Ministry of Culture finally issued special cultural/
diplomatic passports to get them through the bureau­
cracy. 

Next problems: The French Embassy refused their visa 
application and the Swedish Embassy delayed so long 
that performance deadlines passed.

Result: The entire tour was cancelled.

Then came the trials of Kasai Allstars. They applied for 
Schengen visas with plenty of time to spare, in April, 
and were only granted an approval on 20 June. This 
was only four days before their scheduled departure 
to Europe, which meant there was no time to get the 
necessary UK visas. This would have meant a trip from 
the Congo to the British Embassy in Nairobi, Kenya, 
where the visas could be granted. They’d simply run out 
of time.
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Visas: Breakdown

There is a huge discrepancy between governments’ 
talk of “strengthening international cultural ex­
change” and the reality faced by artists, managers 
and festival organisers.

Touring artists from developing countries in Europe is 
extremely expensive and enormously time-consuming. 
Administrative procedures are not only complex 
– they are sometimes impossible to navigate. The  
experiences of Pavlakis and Winter are in no way 
exceptional. Organisers are often referred from 
“Herod to Pilate” and in this process even given much 
misinformation.

Embassy and Consular staff officers, however, present 
very different versions of events than those told by 
organisers and managers. They claim that organisers 
are not applying in good time or that key information 
is often missing. This is certainly true, but too many of 
those applying experience arrogant treatment, receive 
misleading information and suffer unreasonable delays 
from visa officers.

On the governmental level some politicians have raised 
these issues, and ministries have even requested Consu­
lar offices to deal more diplomatically and more effici­
ently with artists. But what is being said in Paris does 
not always reach the French visa office in Kinshasa or 
Senegal.

Time for Joint Action

We could offer dozens of stories like the ones above, but 
the point is made. It is time to look at constructive ways 
to deal with an issue that is harming diversity, exposure 
and the music industry itself. 

When Freemuse last year offered to compile a “white 
paper” on visa issues, we also suggested that the music 
industry needs to explore political arguments in 
international conventions and then very specifically 
point out the problems to the EU and Schengen 
countries. As mentioned above, politicians and 
cultural organisations do indeed speak about the 
potential of “using” culture as a bridge between 
peoples and nations, though they seldom refer to 
existing political agreements and how these should 
be implemented.

Implementing the UNESCO Convention

Take the UNESCO Convention on Protection and 
Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions, 
adopted October 2005 and ratified by all European 
countries soon after.

Article 14 clearly states countries should support the 
strengthening of cultural industries in developing 
countries through:

- Facilitating wider access to the global market. 
- Adopting, where possible, appropriate measures in 
developed countries with a view to facilitating access 
to their territory for the cultural activities, goods and 
services of developing countries.

In a more simple language it could have said: The rich 
countries need to simplify their visa procedures for  
artists and more actively secure cultural represen­
tations from developing countries.

The European Parliament, in a May 2007 report, called 
on the EU Commission to “reflect on current visa and 
work permit arrangements applicable to artists and 
begin to draw up Community rules in this area which 
could lead to the introduction of a specific temporary 
visa for European and third country artists such as 
already exists in some Member States”.
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- One-stop handling is introduced (one EU country, 		
	 say, the French Embassy in Ethiopia, could clear visas 
	 for the whole EU/Schengen area).
- Management and Artists certification is introduced.

At the moment bands like Sidi Goma, Kasai Allstars 
or Konono need to return to a Consular office every 
time they are going on tour. If the tour organiser and 
the members of the bands had a certification that was 
accepted all over the EU/Schengen area, they could in 
principle get multiple entry visa/work permits issued 
for a period of several years, thereby saving a lot of 
money, transport, frustration, and, from the point 
of view of the visa officers themselves, paperwork on 
all sides.

Realistically, it is not possible for the individual 
manager, festival or artist to do all the governmental 
lobbying. They need to organise and then collaborate 
with larger organisations. EU lobbying costs time and 
money, but so do cancelled tours, rescheduling or 
cancelling flights, lost hotels and advertising. 

Freemuse offered to collect experiences and propose 
suggestions from “WOMEXicans”. In this process 
we’ve also experienced – no surprise, here – that many 
of you are top-level professionals. However, all need to 
rise to that same level, and to inform themselves more 
thoroughly on proper visa procedures. A catalogue of 
“remember to” or even “crash-learning courses” would 
be a valid way for newcomers in the business.

But you need to be united. You need to engage your 
colleagues in national and international lobbying. And 
join us at this year’s WOMEX visa session.

© 2008 by Ole Reitov

› Conference/Sessions A – Z, 
    Freemuse/ELMF/Divano Production, Session 6
› Conference/Bios A – Z, Reitov

The Parliament stressed the “need to take account 
of the difficulties currently being encountered by a 
number of European and third-country artists as a 
result of visa requirements with a view to obtaining 
work permits and the attendant uncertainties”, and the 
Parliament pointed out that “artists with short-term 
employment contracts currently find it difficult to fulfil 
the conditions for obtaining visas and work permits”.

Problems regarding mobility for artists coming from 
non-EU countries to Europe and non-EU citizens 
residing in Europe as artists have further been dealt 
with in other reports, as in the EU Commission-
funded “Study on Impediments to Mobility in the EU 
Live Performance Sector”. 

The European Live Music Forum (ELMF) has also 
established a working group on cultural diversity, 
visa and work permit issues involving both artists and 
production services. It covers artists coming into and 
leaving from the European Union and the impact of 
additional regulation by establishing requirements for 
work certificates. The working group notes that “the 
accumulated effects of the various problems related to 
visas and work permits now affect all segments of the 
live music industries”. 

In short, the UN and the EU are well aware of the crisis 
and have made specific policy directives to address it.

On to Action

The documentation is there. What is needed is that all 
good forces join hands. “The white paper” prepared 
by Freemuse and the ELMF suggests that a number of 
problems could be avoided, provided if: 

- Visa rules and procedures are simplified and 
	 made transparent.
- Consular staffs get increased knowledge about 
	 cultural industries and specific instructions to 
	 help stimulate them.




