ARTS SECTOR RESPONSE TO THE 

REVIEW OF PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION

The arts sector welcomes this opportunity to input the Review of Public Administration (RPA). This is the first time in over a generation that such a thorough review of how Northern Ireland is governed has been carried out.

In essence, the arts sector agrees that the region is over-governed and welcomes the opportunity to comment on how future arrangements could work best to develop and promote the work of the arts sector in the north of Ireland.

The arts sector is a very broad church comprising theatre groups, large and small venues, circus groups, dance groups, a range of festivals, music groups, an orchestra, film, video and multimedia groups, galleries and studios. It encompasses disability arts, community arts, voluntary arts and arts and health organisations. Interwoven throughout the sector are artists in all art forms who are employed to deliver the programmes of the organisations involved.

The arts in the region have contributed to tourism, economic regeneration, capacity building and rural and urban regeneration.  The arts have also been used as a tool for peace building throughout the past twenty years; groups have engaged with the arts to express issues of culture and identity as well as issues directly related to the conflict. The arts (in particular community arts) have provided a safe space to articulate these issues through both single identity and cross community work.

Since the 1960’s, major arts organisations have been funded by the Arts Council of Northern Ireland (ACNI). Funding for the Arts Council comes from the Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure and for the lottery programme through the Department of Culture, Media and Sport based in London. 

In its last round of annual support funding, ACNI distributed over £7 million of funding to 129 groups. In addition, it distributed around £10 million lottery funding. 
The option presented in the RPA for administration of the arts in the region is that:
“The alternative to the existing executive public body would be to delegate most of the Arts Council’s grant giving power to local government and to bring the remaining funding within DCAL for direct support of regionally important projects”.

Arts sector consultation exercise

As part of its consultation exercise, the arts sector attended one of five workshops organised by ACNI at venues across the north. Some members also attended a facilitated consultation session on Friday 2nd September 2005. Around 30 arts organisation were represented at this event. 

The arts sector found it difficult to formulate a response as neither of the two options presented in the RPA were felt to be inspiring. The sector is extremely concerned about the proposal for the arts to be administered through local government and DCAL. It is also unwilling for the situation to continue as it is as there are serious concerns about the current administration of the arts in the region. What is presented in this response is, essentially a ‘third way’.

At the consultation session, there was a high degree of consensus on the following:

Arts Sector Feedback on Current Position

· The sector feels strongly that the best way to administer the arts is via some kind of arms length Agency and not through local councils and DCAL

· The sector is not happy with the functioning relationships between the ACNI and DCAL

· There is no sense of vision and leadership for the sector within government

· DCAL is perceived as vague, slow to respond and unnecessarily interfering in operational matters (below policy making level)

· Neither DCAL nor ACNI in their current form have succeeded in delivering on ‘joined up government’

· There is an almost unanimous view that ACNI fails to act as a champion, an advocate and a voice for the arts in Northern Ireland 

· There is a lack of grassroots arts sector representation on the ACNI board and communication with the sector is poor

· ACNI has become an administrative and bureaucratic body when it ought to be strategic and innovative

· Most arts organisations perceive ACNI to be old fashioned and distant when the drive in the RPA is for modern and citizen-centred governance

· Outside local authorities there is a total lack of engagement of politicians in the arts sector and despite some reservations, this is considered to be inappropriate and unhelpful

· The culture within ACNI is deeply problematic. Clients do not feel that they are working in partnership with the ACNI; they feel there is a lack of transparency and accountability within the organisation. There is also insufficient arts representation on the board. This means that decisions on the organisation’s policy and strategy are taken by people with a limited understanding of issues facing the arts community
What does the sector want? 

As a result of the RPA discussion process, arts sector organisations wish to see:

· Retention of an ‘arms length’ Agency
 as a regional body dealing with strategy and acting as a well-informed, responsive, modern champion for arts development, working at arms length from government. This Agency should be revised, smaller and more open than the current ACNI. It should have political involvement in a partnership working model, embracing participative democracy principles. In terms of staffing levels, ACNI employs 49 members of staff to distribute £17 million worth of funding; the Irish Arts Council distributes £40 million with a staff team of 52 and the Arts Council in Scotland distributes £50 million with a staff team of 90. The arts sector estimates that it should take a staff team of around 30-35 people to administer the arts in Northern Ireland. The Agency would deal with regional and international issues, providing policy guidance and where necessary, co-ordinating actions across local authorities, encouraging experimentation and innovation and filling gaps in provision

· Strong local authorities supporting the arts throughout the region

· Effective local funding and local delivery within local authorities’ remit, operating within the framework of an overall arts strategy for the region agreed by local authorities, the arts sector the Agency and DCAL
The sector would like to see DCAL’s role restricted to policy at central government level through the Programme for Government/priorities and budget. Funding should be distributed through the Arts Development Agency in response to a rolling three-year strategy and business plan generated from the bottom up.  

DCAL will be the body accountable to parliament/assembly and so it must have a scrutiny role.  For the sector, the question is whether or not the arts are better served by a strategic unit within DCAL or an executive public body. The sector’s view is that the arts will be better served by an independent Agency, working at arms length, on a partnership model, with the flexibility and freedom to innovate, challenge and develop and without the constraints of civil service bureaucracy.

In summary, the arts sector would like to see:

· Change to the status quo

· A new arms-length Agency or a radically reformed ACNI

· A dynamic interface comprising the arts sector, the Agency, central and local government. 
· Increased arts sector participation and influence at a decision making level at all levels of operation of the new agency

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the RPA. The arts sector trusts it may look forward to further dialogue on these proposals within the drive towards modernisation of local services and local government.
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� This is not a suggested title, rather a way of highlighting the need for an entirely different type of arms-length body that is different to ACNI as it currently stands. 





PAGE  
1

