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• A primer on the Swedish total 
defence system.

• How did we get here?
A brief historical rollercoaster

• The individual in the system.
Personal preparedness, 
responsibility, will to defend.

Agenda



Bringing all of society to bear

The total defence concept 
and system



Total defence
• Not “military defence and total defence” – one is part 

of the other.

• Not “civil-military cooperation” – a mode of operation 
in international missions to include civilian (often local) 
actors and divide the workload.

• Nor “private-public cooperation” – the private sector is 
an indivisible part of the whole of society.

• Not “civil defence” or “civil protection” (i.e. the 
protection of civilians, rescue services during war) but 
civil society’s contribution to the defence effort.

• Not “crisis management, but more” – it has its own 
distinct set of laws and ordinances, partially codified in 
the constitution.

• An all-of-society approach to maximise the combined 
defensive posture of the entire nation.

• Above all: it is obligatory! 

So, what is(n’t) it?

Military defence

Armed forces

- 5½ regions

Adjunct agencies (coast 
guard, intelligence 
agencies, defence 
industry agencies).

Civilian component 
of the total 

defence effort

12 sectors of coordination

40+ “readiness” agencies

300+ other agencies

6 CIVO (civilian regions)

21  county boards

21 regions

290 municipalities

7+ million individuals
aged 16–70





• Maintain a capability to defend Sweden against 
armed aggression and to safeguard our security, 
liberty, sovereignty , and self-determination.

• Participants in total defence activities must be 
able to operate individually, in collaboration with 
others, within and outside of the national 
borders.

Note in particular how life and the health of the 
individual is no longer a priority and how the core 
values have shifted.

The goals of the total 
defence

• Reduce risks related to crises and accidents that 
may threaten our societal security.

• Safeguard lives and individuals’ health, and 
protect foundational values such as democracy, 
rule of law, and human rights and liberties by 
maintaining critical functionality for all of society 
or by reducing harm and damage to property and 
to the environment when a crisis occurs.

The goals of the crisis 
management system



• Defend Sweden in case of armed aggression and 
attacks

• Maintain the territorial integrity and protect the 
sovereign rights and national interests in Sweden 
as well outside Swedish territory in line with 
international law

• Promote our security and pre-empt and manage 
conflicts and war while at peace by operating 
within and near our territory, as well as by 
participating in international peace missions, and

• …protect and preserve a functional society by 
contributing capabilities and resources in 
peacetime as well as during High Readiness.

The goals and purpose of 
the military component

• Protect the civilian population

• Uphold the most critical functions of society

• Maintain a supply of necessary goods

• Support the capabilities of the military in case of 
armed aggression towards or near the nation

• Maintain a societal resilience against external 
pressure and strengthen the will to defend

• Contribute to the societal resilience against 
hardships in peacetime and

• …contribute resources and capabilities in 
international missions of peace and humanitarian 
aid

The goals and purpose of 
the civil component 



Cold war, crisis, new security challenges

The events that formed 
Swedish societal security





1944–1951

1995
2002

2015Civil preparedness
Brigade system

Civil commanders

“Threat and risk 
assessment”

– pivot to crisis 
management, all 

hazards

Civil preparedness no 
long a public function; 
territorial defence not 
a priority; no further 

conscription

Total defence 
system reinstated

A constant and persistent problem 
with doing two things at once.

Gold-plating and over-commitment, 
especially when we “compete” with 
our Nordic neighbours. 



2004
2014

2018
2022–2024

Boxing-day 
tsunami

Forest fires, 
invasion of 

Ukraine

Forest fires,
“If war or crisis 

comes”

Post-Covid; Russian threats 
against self-determination; full-

scale invasion of Ukraine; NATO; 
“If war or crisis comes 2.0”

A dawning realisation that we sold out 
capabilities we now desperately need in a 
hurry – the “10-year recapture” was 
forgotten in the downsizing.

Outdated rules, systems, and assumptions



• 2004 tsunami

• 2014 forest fires

• 2018 forest fires

• 2020 pandemic

What did we learn?

• You are responsible for your 
own safety and security

• Everyone wants to help, but 
the state doesn’t know how to 
accept that help

• Also, we are very vulnerable to 
supply chain disruptions

• Also also, the private sector is 
really quick to respond



Personal responsibility and volounteerism
in an age of individualism

The private citizen and
the will to defend



• 10.5M residents; 2.3M children at teens, 2.2M elderly.

• 265,000+ associations, clubs, hobby/interest groups, and non-
profit organisations employing nearly 200k for the purpose of those 
associations alone – almost 4% of the national workforce.

• 90% of the population is a member of at least one such association; 
on average, each person is a member of 1,8 associations. The vast 
majority is volunteer work.

• We are already organised to support each other – the question is 
how the public sphere can leverage this massive pre-existing 
support network.

The paradox of public unpreparedness



• How can it ever be equitable?
∘ Socio-economic situation – who can afford to be prepared?

∘ Housing situation – who can physically maintain a supply cabinet?

∘ Gender distribution in the workforce vs. prioritised workload

∘ Geographic self sufficiency vs. access to services

• What baseline skills and sufficiencies are needed?
∘ Source critique / information hygiene

∘ Mobility, reskilling, offloading critical sectors (e.g. health care)

∘ What is at stake, personally and societally?

• Time to act – time to change – forecasting

But on the other hand…







1943

1952

1961

2018

2024

2026



• 32 pages of information and 
basic preparedness instructions

• Focus on the individual’s role, 
responsibilities, and means and 
methods for self-help

• “We will get to you, but in the 
meantime…”

“The brochure”



• The role of the private sector as 
a puzzle piece in societal 
resilience

• Understanding the scope of the 
problem

• What needs to be done to build 
basic resilience

• Responsibilities, opportunities 
and legal frameworks

… and for businesses



• “Civil preparedness sectors”
Headed by one agency coordinating 5–10 others
(but still very public-sector focused).

• Cross-municipality collaboration
Consolidation of costs, capability and 
functionality for pragmatic reasons

• “Campus total defence”
A strategic collaboration platform to give 
universities a role in the total defence system as 
providers of expert knowledge, education, 
innovation etc.

• Psychological defence & strategic 
communication
Community outreach, individual preparedness, 
but also a lot of research into how citizens are 
organised, societal “mood” and will to defend 
— what do people need to know and 
understand, how to make national defence a 
personal responsibility

• …but still stumbling on including the private 
sector on a strategic level. Networks for 
collaboration and information sharing in crises 
exist, but will they work for a wartime scenario?

Tools at our disposal



Remember that we all need to demand 
much more from ourselves in war than 
in peace. You are more capable than 
you believe. Strength grows in the face 
of danger.

Keep calm.
Put trust in yourself.
Help your fellow countrymen.
Support the authorities.
Fight on with determination.

We never surrender

Finally



• Private citizen version

https://www.mcf.se/en/advice-for-individuals/the-
brochure-in-case-of-crisis-or-war/

• Business version

https://www.mcf.se/sv/publikationer/preparedness-
for-businesses--in-case-of-crisis-or-war/

In case of crisis or war
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Questions

The end?
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