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ON A WARM EVENING
in June 2020, one week
before the grand opening of
Maltfabrikken, a complex of
renovated factory buildings
overlooking the harbour or
Ebeltoft, the place was alive
with people working hard to
get everything done. Twelve
long years of preparation
were almost over. Suddenly, the glaring sunshine
activated the water sprinklers in the main hall, which
was filled with hundreds of
cardboard boxes waiting to
be unpacked, including the
priceless regional archives
that would also find their
place in the new Maltfabrikken. Immediately, the team
and the volunteers jumped
barefoot into the rising
water. They started rushing
boxes outside. Neighbours
came running to help. The
local emergency services
arrived at full speed. In
the end, everything was
saved. There was no serious water damage. It was a
mighty relief – and a lesson
that everyone in the Trans
Europe Halles network will
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recognise: you can prepare
for anything and still be hit
by the unexpected.
Trans Europe Halles should
have been meeting at
Maltfabrikken. Cultural Impact Now! – the European
Conference of Cultural and
Creative Spaces – had been
planned for the first weekend in June 2020. Maltfabrikken was ready to host
us but Covid-19 intervened.
In the end, Maltfabrikken
did actually celebrate its
opening later in June. The
property looked magnificent. The Danish crowd was
there in force. The whole
town showed up. The only
people missing were visitors
from abroad.
It is an extraordinary place
with an extraordinary story*:
“Maltfabrikken, once facing demolition, was saved
by a group of local people
who turned the iconic red
buildings into a centre for
all kinds of cultural and
creative activities. After a
fundraising tour de force

and extensive redesigning
and reconstruction, Maltfabrikken is now a cultural
and creative powerhouse –
also known as The People’s
Factory. Maltfabrikken hosts
a microbrewery, an eatery,
creative workspaces, festival
facilities, a concert hall, a
youth culture club, visual
arts/exhibitions/crafts, an
artist residency, a public
library, a museum, historic
archives and much more in
its six buildings.”
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How it all
started

IT TOOK THEM 12 YEARS
to get to this point. It’s a
story that offers a lot of
valuable insights to anybody
else who is in the process of
revitalising a building – and
its surrounding community – for cultural purposes.
Which is why we decided
it was high time for an indepth conversation with
Kristian Krog, the director
and co-founder of Maltfabrikken. With his dark curls
and wide smile, he has one
of the friendliest faces on
this continent. But don’t be
fooled. Although he might
look like a kid at his own
birthday party, he can tell
you mean stories about
spreadsheets, organisational strategies and fundraising
the impossible.
“I moved to this area 16 years
ago,” he says. “I started
organising concerts and
festivals, not for profit, just
creating opportunities for
myself and other people
to grow. But the area was
going downhill. It used to be
very popular among Danish
tourists, but the population
was ageing. There were
less and less children in the
public schools. Shops were
closing down. It was an
emergency zone. I was 26, I
loved art and music and the
community where I was living.

“Deeply rooted in the local
history, it held a potential
which wasn’t just about the
building itself. The town we
loved so much was in need
of creativity. So we presented this idea of transforming
the factory into a culture
house to the politicians.
They loved the idea, but
they left the responsibility
of making it happen totally
up to us – a group of local
citizens.”
That was the starting point.
In 2006, the 5,000 m2 factory complex had been sold
to a private developer. Four
years later, in 2010, the city
council gave the developer permission to tear it all
down and build a new shopping centre. In response, the
think-tank named itself Ny
Malt (‘new malt’) and started campaigning for their
vision.

So we said to each
other we had a
choice to make: close
down the whole
town or actually do
something to bring it
back to life.”

“Our objective was for people to meet and co-create
in this big factory space,”
explains Kristian. “In the
midst of our pretty town, we
had this rough but iconic
industrial building. As you
know, these factories are
perfect: robust, large scale,
built for heavy use, able to
tell us something about an
era when we didn’t produce
knowledge but real things.
Everyone in Ebeltoft knew
someone who had worked
there. For decades, it had
been the most important
employer in town. The new
owner was a local guy too,
but he didn’t have the same
sensibility.”

In 2007, the municipality of
Syddjurs invited a group of
local people to form a thinktank to develop a new strategy for culture. “We focused
on the potential of the old
malt factory,” says Kristian.

Just a few months earlier,
Ny Malt had presented their
plans to the municipality.
They were already renting
a few of the buildings in
the factory complex, transforming them into creative
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spaces. That made it all the
more disappointing when
even the local mayor
herself - a person Kristian
still considers a friend and
colleague - voted to tear
down the old buildings.
There was only one way out.
Ny Malt was offered the
opportunity to buy the
property, on the condition
that they could get the
money together soon.
“This put the developer in
a very good bargaining
position,” says Kristian. “He
raised the price: we would
have to pay him €3 million,
while the value had been
externally estimated at €1
million. But he argued that
we would have to compensate him for the value he
would lose by not being
able to establish the shopping mall. So we had to
move fast. Our dream was
slipping away…”
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The people who made it happen

FORTUNATELY, NY MALT
was a very strong group
of people. They had the
drive, the vision and a great
combination of skills and
ambitions. An art collector.
The director of Vega music
venue in Copenhagen. The
former director of the local
glass art museum. The
leader of the Ebeltoft-based
European Film College. And
the chairman: CEO of the
locally based textile design
brand, born and raised here,
connected to artists and
architects all over the world.
“We were all volunteering,”
says Kristian. “Making as
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much noise as possible.
Communicate, communicate, communicate. Articles
in the press. The social
media, new at the time. All
of us were the executive
committee together. There
was so much work to do.
The others were very busy
people, I was the only one
with time. I quit everything
else. For over a year, we had
no income at all, including
for myself. But small grants
started coming in, for organisational expenses and a
modest fee for me, so I was
hired for 10 hours a week. It
was a very tough period. I
spent a lot of time organis-

ing exhibitions and concerts, but also poring over
Excel late at night. I have no
background in economics.
But the beautiful thing is:
you start learning how to
work those spreadsheets.
At first you hate it, but you
come to love it. And another
lesson that I learned very
soon: such a project can
take years, but you always
have to keep it moving, to
keep things happening,
otherwise it will die.”
Kristian learned a lot from
the man he calls his hero,
chairman Anders Byriel,
head of the Danish textile
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design icon Kvadrat, a company with its HQ in Ebeltoft
but branched out across
three continents. Success
hadn’t made Byriel vain or
reclusive.
“He let me use his office as
my headquarters,” Kristian remembers. “We even
used their bank account
for our transactions at first.
Kvadrat would pay for our
attorney, put the expenses
on their balance, as a loan
– which was risky, because
the chance was very real
that they would never get
it back. It was all based on
trust. They just did such

things, their accountant
would sort out the mess.
It was a lifeline for our
initiative. There were so
many competences in that
company we could use. As
a new organisation there
is so much that you don’t
know about, tax, legal stuff,
bookkeeping. We had no
cashflow yet. Take an example from TEH: if our friends
from Interzona in Verona
want to buy a building, this
is a great legal challenge.
We got all the advice we
needed, as a contribution
for free. And it also matters
in small things: the address
on our applications looked
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much better than if it had
been a small private apartment in a social housing
block somewhere.”
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overcoming
the
impossible

NEGOTIATING FOR A DEAL
with the owner felt like mission impossible. “I recorded
one of the meetings on my
phone, and I still have it,”
he says. “This was in 2011. I
play it to myself sometimes.
Just to remind myself – and
all my friends in TEH – to
never give up. The one who
continues will always win,
sooner or later.”
The communication with
the owner remained awkward. “He got rich in the
used car business. A real
wheeler and dealer. One
minute he could be very
nice, the next a total asshole.
The only thing that mattered
to him was money. In the
years after the economic
crisis of 2008, he wasn’t sure
how to get his return on
investment on the shopping
mall. This is how we discovered that we really needed
to buy the place. In the end,
we came to an agreement.
The deadline was the summer of 2013. So we had to
raise €3 million soon.”
Ny Malt was organising
concerts, food festivals, art
exhibitions and all kinds of
activities in the factory spaces they rented. All of this to
re-introduce the community to the red industrial
fortress in their midst. “And
in the meantime, we were
asking people to help us financially,” says Kristian, who
has proudly saved a picture
of the first share of 1,000
Danish Kroner. The date: 3
October 2011. The text on
the share says:

This donation
is a contribution
to the New
Maltfactory
– a donation,
not an
investment!
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It sounds too good to be true.
Raising €3 million in a town
of just 7,000 inhabitants. How
did he find these people?
“First, you need to look
around in your local environment,” he says. “In every
area, there are people with
some kind of resources. Who
owns a company, who was
the owner of something
before, like the old castle in
the area? We looked into
municipal records: how
many employees does this
company have, what is its
yearly turnover? And of
course, listen to people: have
you thought about that guy
with the big horse farm
by the sea? It’s not a big
community, everyone knows
our chairman and his good
reputation. So I would write
a letter, we would both sign
it, I would follow up with a
phone call and meet these
people for coffee. I would
mention all the support we
already had, making the
story a bit more positive
than it actually was. And I
would always ask them the
same question: do you want
this town to close down, or
should we do something
about it? Do you prefer a
shopping mall for the happy
few or a happy place for
everyone, for families, new
businesses and tourists?”
Kristian was known for
driving around Ebeltoft in
his small, three-wheeled
Italian Ape scooter, chasing
donors. “In Denmark, if you
donate to a non-profit, you
can deduct this from your
taxes. The first lady I visited
had just received a large
inheritance. She loved the
idea and told me she was
even considering buying the
factory herself. For a moment, I thought: she’s going
to give us the full €3 million.
It turned out to be €150,000.

Still, a very generous donation for the first cup of
coffee, and on the condition
of anonymity. Many of the
first large donors preferred
to remain anonymous.”
Just before the deadline,
Kristian was close but hadn’t
fully reached the target yet.
“I drove my scooter out of
town to visit a friend who
had already donated a huge
sum. ‘This is our last chance,’
I told him, ‘if we are to succeed you will have to double
what you gave us before.’
He just sat there. Then he
looked at me and said: ‘Let’s
do this. Let’s buy the factory.’
Driving back home,
I had to pull over to the side
of the road, I was crying so
hard. It was so important to
this man that we kept this
community together. That
feeling was so strong.”
Once they had bought the
property, Ny Malt faced its
next challenge: the full
renovation of the buildings,
inside and out. This time,
they would need the full
support of the municipality.
And approximately
€20 million more…

donors’ first question would
always be if Maltfabrikken
was supported by its
municipality. “In Denmark,
we have this saying ‘the cat
keeps circling around the
hot porridge’. Everyone was
waiting for each other to put

some real money on the
table. Then, out of nothing,
came the solution: the
public library in Ebeltoft
needed to find a new
location. They had put a
serious budget aside to
build a new library. So we

suggested: why not place it
inside Maltfabrikken, within
this artistic environment,
where you can merge the
library with the public archive
and the local museum?
A win-win situation,
everyone loved the idea.”

“This advocacy with the
authorities is kind of an art
form,” says Kristian. “If you
have a vision, and the politicians don’t see it, it won’t
work. But within every political party, there would be
different opinions. It was a
difficult time. The economy
was in a bad shape because
of the financial crisis. Our
municipality had run out of
reserves and was kept under
supervision by the Danish
state. This was not a time
for serious investments. But
also exactly the right time
for investing in the future.”
Ny Malt was approaching
other major donors, but the
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Planning for the long term
ONE DAY, CHAIRMAN
Byriel invited Kristian into
his office to teach him how
to define his long-term
strategy. “When the project
gets bigger, you can have
only so much stuff in your
head. It can be content, the
building, the organisation.
But not everything at once.
So he told me what
experienced leaders do:
they look farther ahead into
the future, more than just
the one year I had in my
mind, define the main
strategy lines and the
milestones that you want
to reach on each of these
lines. In our case, we came
up with three lines:
creating partnerships,
fundraising and content
development.”

Aarhus is 50 kilometres
away, Maltfabrikken
became a very important
part of this large national
project. And finally, we
wanted to create a beautiful
artist residency here. Today,
Malt AIR offers three-month
residencies for six
international artists per
year, in cooperation with
the Danish Arts Foundation
– because we wanted to
have a national arts
institution inside our project.”
The same strategy was used
in fundraising and content
development. “In every
case, we knew: what is the
content, who is in charge,
what is the deadline, what
is the status. And at every
board meeting, we presented
the status of each line,
so they could ask questions
about the progress.

Kristian shows a matrix for
the partnerships line,
started some years ago,
now completely fulfilled.
Back then, he set the goals
for local, regional and
international partnerships.
“It has become part of our
DNA. Take our Trans Europe
Halles membership. We had
defined exactly what we
wanted to offer and what
we wanted to gain. We
became members in 2015.
A year later, I was in the
Executive Committee
(ExComm) of Trans Europe
Halles. In our press releases,
we communicated every
step. A bit later, we
partnered with the
development of Aarhus
2017, the European Capital
of Culture. Our chairman
joined their ExComm.
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And that is essential,
too: never be afraid
to ask for help.
Nobody knows
everything.”

PLANNING FOR THE LONG TERM
CREATING THE PEOPLE’S FACTORY IN DENMARK

PLANNING FOR THE LONG TERM
CREATING THE PEOPLE’S FACTORY IN DENMARK

17

Economics is
everything

“WE ENTERED PHASE 2:
after buying the property,
we were now approaching
national funds for the renovation. We needed some
€20 million, not counting
the expenses for activities
and the organisation: the
website, the offices, the
team etc. First, we had
to create a legal entity. In
Denmark, that is quite
complicated. You need to
find out which is the ideal
construction for administrating your type of organisation – economically and
legally. This is complex and
you will need to make these
decisions before you even
know how the whole thing
is going to work. You’ll have
to learn that stuff first. I
learned from the talented
and experienced people in
our group, most of all the
former Vega director, who
became my mentor. We
were actually buying a big
piece of the town, right in
the centre, on the seaside.
So there were many articles
in the local planning, the
building permits etc. All of
this had to be included in
the documents. And there
was just one way to do it:
download everything and
start reading.”
While doing the legal work,
Kristian was out fundraising
again. This time, he wasn’t
driving his three-wheel
scooter to local individuals;
he was travelling around
the country, approaching
major private and public
donors. “The recipe was
simple, it was all about
storytelling: we were able
to crowdfund €3 million in
our neigbourhood! But now
it was about a much larger
timeframe. Not just one
cup of coffee. Not even like
EU applications, which can
take you two months, but
then you get a simple yes
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or no. Here, I was talking to
potential donors, keeping
up the dialogue, visiting
their exhibitions or activities,
giving them my business
card or, better still, special
postcards printed for the
occasion – but in a gentle
way, so they wouldn’t get
annoyed. Three or four
donors at a time, never 20.
Just sending an application
is not the way to do it. A big
project like Maltfabrikken
is hard to explain, even for
me, so their forms certainly wouldn’t allow you to
express the whole story.
Often, our chairman would
give them a call, to open
the door. And then I would
come and play the game.
Telling them that other
donors were interested too.
Walking the line, sometimes
just crossing over. You have
to tell the truth, but sometimes you are really juggling
the options. Like a teenager
who asks permission from
the mother first, then from
the father. Again and again.”
In the end, Kristian says,
everything is about economics in projects like
this. “In the big dreams of
transforming an empty
factory, but also in the daily
expenses, if you don’t know
how to do it, you will have
to learn. I went to school,
so I knew maths, but here I
had to learn how to use it. In
the beginning, I set up my
budgets in Word. But later,
of course, I understood that
I needed the spreadsheets,
to follow the developments
in every aspect of the
work. After joining the TEH
ExComm, I started learning
from others about management. Birgitta Persson, the
previous director, showed
me the spreadsheets for the
network. They were super
advanced, many tab pages.
It was inspiring to see how

they put up their budgets.
We still do it in the same
way: a copy-paste of Birgitta’s work. Why not steal
from the best? If you’re part
of this network, you will always learn from the others.”
And now others are learning from him. His subtle
management of the donors,
ever so slightly bordering
on manipulation sometimes, became a highly
sophisticated form of art. “In
modern language it’s called
catalytic philanthropy. To
look at the first donations
as the first domino tiles. If
you wait until everything is
secure, you will never get
started. Someone always
needs to be the one to
place the first tile. And once
they are interested, others
will become interested too.
We played with them a bit.
But never kept them at a
distance. You have to get
them around the table, so
that they are willing to take
responsibility, because they
feel they are a part of the
project. In our case, that
meant that they were not
just taking a bit of a risk, but
also that they would have a
bit of the cake. Many of the
first local donors preferred
to stay anonymous. Later,
when the municipality and
even bigger donors became
involved, they wanted a bigger say. We dealt with this
by creating a steering group
for the renovation. The
group had ten seats. The
municipality had three. Our
foundation had four. Large
foundations from Copenhagen, who donated serious
amounts, came and took a
seat. In principle, we agreed
to decide by majority vote.
But it never came to voting,
not once. There was always
a dialogue first, then unanimous agreement. The external foundations brought
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in a lot of experience with
projects of this scale. Our
values and vision were
strong enough for them to
respect, but there is always
5 per cent about which you
are not so sure. That’s how
we learned. It became such

a valuable process, because,
if there was a problem, we
had to solve it together.
For instance, when the
renovation costs became
higher than planned, which
was inevitable, we all had
to pay a bit more. Because
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now everyone was
committed to the success
of this project, and nobody
wanted to lose the money
they had invested.”
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C o ‒ c r e at i n g t h e v i s i o n

IN KRISTIAN’S VISION,
leadership and ownership
in the community walk
hand in hand: “In the case
of Maltfabrikken, we had
a clear vision that the
cornerstones were
passionate people.

Developing a vision
as well as rebuilding
a factory calls
for talented people
who want to make
a difference.

Working on the content we
involved talents from the
art scene, the food/gastronomy business, the entrepreneurs, the volunteers
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and the kind of people with
mindsets out of the ordinary. We held hundreds
of workshops and their
contribution is very visible
in what has turned out to
be the DNA of Maltfabrikken today. If you think you
can do it alone, you will
fail. The process as well as
the result will be so much
better when you co-create
– and the journey from idea
to living out the dream will
be much more fun.”
Kristian’s thoughts on
leadership are built on the
same philosophy: “Have talented people around you.

The smart leader chooses
colleagues who are better
than him- or herself. Don’t
hire people with the same
profile and set of skills that
you have. Find the talents,
trust them, always encourage and give credit. It can
be difficult to be the frontman and at the same time
leave the stage for others
to shine, but remember to
do it, and do it often. Say
‘we’ instead of ‘I’. That is
what we have been trying
to do at Maltfabrikken, and
this is how we grew from a
volunteer-based organisation to a super strong team
of talented staff.”
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A few days before the
official opening of Maltfabrikken, Kristian was
interviewed by the Danish national newspaper
Jyllands Posten: “For me,
Maltfabrikken is a project
carried by many people,”
he said, talking about the
huge load that people in
Ebeltoft have pulled to
make it all happen. “It is
one of the most important
aspects of the project. This
comes from the belief that
the place has to be important to the community.
I travelled across Europe
to visit different projects.
Also the ones where things

went wrong. Places where
the doors were locked,
the windows were closed,
you would see no lights
burning after dark. So we
added to Maltfabrikken’s
contract that renters
would pay in cash and in
time. Collaboration is an
important condition in our
rental contracts. If you are
just looking for an office,
there are plenty of offices
in town. But if you want to
be a part of this community, you will have to invest. If
you are a graphic designer
and we’re having a festival,
you can make the poster.
One of our artists in resi-
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dency, from Copenhagen,
was very introverted. He
declined to take part in a
festival, but the next morning, he was there to clean
up the trash.”
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Surviving the
pandemic

AND THEN THE CORONA
pandemic happened.
“We had been opening our
spaces gradually, over the
past year. On 1 March, we
opened from 30% to 75% –
the restaurant, co-working
spaces, meeting rooms.
And 11 days later, we had to
close everything down. We
lost income, because not
everyone was able to pay
the rent: €100,000 in three
months. And we have no
savings. Our deficits grew.
We were used to crises
and fighting for survival,
but of course, nothing had
prepared us for this. At the
same time, being forced to
take a break from the endless to-do-lists also proved
to be valuable. To rethink.
We had a long dialogue
with our team of eight people about prioritising the
tasks. If someone needed
help with something, they
could ask, because now,
there was no concert to
prepare for tonight and no
guests waiting for a guided
tour. This created new en-
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ergy and focus. In the first
weeks everyone was afraid,
of course, for their families,
the community, the world,
and also about losing their
jobs. We said: don’t worry,
we need to help each other
now. We’ve been in a hurry
for 12 years. Now, so close
to the opening, we have to
do it together. It created
stronger relations in the
team. It’s hard to put figures on that, but maybe the
outcome is as big as the
money we lost. We had no
choice but to embrace it.”
During a TEH meeting in
Amsterdam in 2014, Kristian
visited the alternative arts
centre Worm in Rotterdam.
“The manager said, the best
advice I can give you is:
‘when you’re facing a problem, hug it, don’t fuck it.’
There are so many things
you can learn from your
colleagues all over Europe.
In Denmark, we always
try to be exactly on time
and be efficient. And then
I meet Michele, a philoso-

pher and entrepreneur, at
Manifattura Knoss, in Lecce,
where they are exploring
the time in between decisions. In this network, you
can learn from people who
are just like you. But sometimes you can learn even
more from people who are
totally different. People can
be rich and wise in so many
different ways.”
So what is the most important thing he has learned
over the past 12 years?
“The trust between the
partners, the Maltfabrikken
family. It’s like a fairy-tale,”
he says. “There was such
a huge risk, maybe 90
per cent, that this project
would fail. We faced so
many challenges along the
way. But we trusted in each
other and in the dream.
And now we’re open.”
His wide smile is priceless.
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