COMMUNITY ARTS FORUM RESPONSE TO THE REVIEW OF TSN
The Community Arts Forum (CAF) welcomes this opportunity to in-put into this current review of TSN: an anti-poverty strategy for Northern Ireland. 
CAF is an umbrella organisation representing over 280 community arts groups and individual artists throughout Northern Ireland.

The organisation was formed in January 1993.  During the past twelve and a half years, CAF has been central to the growth of a vibrant and dynamic community arts sector across Northern Ireland.

CAF's mission is:
“To promote community arts as a tool to develop the innate creativity of individuals and communities.”

CAF’s aims and objectives are:

CAF aims to service the community arts sector and all its constituent parts by:

· Supporting and extending community-based opportunities for people to participate in and control arts activities

· Creating a membership organisation to secure long-term sustainable development of community arts organisations and groups

· Developing understanding and standards of practice of community arts through training, education and information

· Raising awareness of and support for community arts at neighbourhood, city and national levels; and

· Developing partnerships with government and key funding agencies to shape policy relating to community arts

Access, participation, authorship and ownership are the main tenets of community arts and are ideals to which all community arts practitioners and organisations, projects and programmes of work aspire. The process by which a project or product is facilitated defines and distinguishes community arts from all other art activities, making it a unique form of creative or artistic expression. 
Community arts practice involves people who are usually excluded in some way from mainstream society and from creative activity and engages them in an art project through creative and inclusive processes. It is their project. Community arts practitioners and organisations ensure access to and participation in the arts across all art forms.  This work has the potential to greatly develop communities of social disadvantage and on an individual level, to improve levels of self confidence and self esteem.
Central to CAF’s ethos is Article 27 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights:

“Everyone has the right freely to participate in the cultural life of the community, to enjoy the arts and to share in the scientific advancement and its benefits”.

This Article states clearly that access to the arts is an innate right, not something which is dependent on the social class into which you are born. Unfortunately, this has not been the case in Northern Irish society where ACNI’s figures indicate that only 17% of the population are attending live arts events… a woeful statistic. For centuries, access to the arts in western societies was for a tiny minority of the population and funding patterns reflected this.  For TSN to be a meaningful piece of policy, which affects the lives of people living in TSN areas, it must address quality of life issues, to which access to the arts is central.

Community arts groups work almost exclusively in TSN areas. TSN when it was first introduced was a most welcome policy initiative for the community arts sector. The sector, having battled for years to make the arts more accessible for people in social classes C2DE and facing an uphill battle with ACNI for years to encourage this statutory body to be less exclusive and elitist sat back and watched with pleasure and eager anticipation as the 1997 new labour government handed down policy after policy to which ACNI had to adhere. TSN was one of these welcome policies.
However, the idea that resources should be directly allocated to areas of social need, so that they stopped being areas of social need, never really took hold within ACNI, despite a significant increase in resources for the community arts sector for the 2001-2002 financial year. This increase was met with dismay by some members of the wider arts and cultural communities who were concerned that this would lead to a ‘dumbing down’ of the arts. This has never been built on and developed. 
Current indications are, alarmingly, that funding for the arts is set to actually decrease. It does not seem to be recognised that the community arts sector could be key in helping to deliver Programme for Government and ACNI’s strategic plan and, crucially helping the statutory and government bodies meet their TSN targets.

Speaking in March 2000, CAF committee member (now Chair) asked:

“What happened to New Targeting Social Need (TSN) principles that were supposed to be applied to budgets by all government departments? With less than 6% of ACNI money going to community arts, is the Arts Council confident that the remaining £6.2m allocated to the rest of its client partners, will adhere to and satisfy the New TSN principles.”
Sadly, there has been little improvement since that date and, coupled with the demise of Peace 1 funding, access to the arts in TSN areas is at real risk of decreasing rather than increasing.
Regarding the review of TSN, the first point to make is that we welcome the commitment of government to an ‘anti-poverty strategy’. We view an anti-poverty strategy as proactive. We also welcome the commitment in principle to measure progress through targets and a focus on financial inclusion. 
CAF feels, however, that the current consultation report does not address poverty in a meaningful way.  The current proposals will not skew resources into areas of social need. They will not force government departments to place monies in areas of social need to develop these areas. These areas will therefore not receive the financial attention they need to help them move out of poverty and social need.  A strategy is not a strategy if there are no resources attached. Expenditure patterns are only significantly changed if the programmes to which they are attached in the budget are changed.
Northern Ireland is a highly unequal society. The current proposals do nothing to address this. There is inequality at every level. This inequality is enshrined and reflected by the 11+ and subsequent tripartite system of education which produces the highest amount of people leaving school with no educational qualifications as well as the highest number leaving with excellent qualifications in the UK. While more and more people are living in poverty, the incomes of the richest are continuing to soar. The vision of an ‘inclusive society’ as set out in the first Programme for Government seems, at the time of writing, more distant than ever.

In addition, any anti-poverty strategy must acknowledge the result of the conflict on the population of the north of Ireland. Yet again, communities of social disadvantage suffered disproportionately. 
This review took place over the summer months – a bad time of year for consultation, as many people who would like to respond will be on annual leave.  CAF urges that the consultation proceeds in a working partnership with the voluntary and community sector to develop a comprehensive anti-poverty strategy for the region. In addition, we need clearer political direction, which would be greatly aided by the resumption of the Assembly and institutions. The current vacuum is a huge disadvantage to this type of work. A comprehensive anti-poverty strategy is less likely to progress in the absence of a local minister.
A Northern Ireland anti-poverty strategy should draw from that agreed in Britain and from good practice in the Republic of Ireland’s anti-poverty strategy and wider policies on poverty and social inclusion. As is currently happening in Liverpool, Capital of Culture 2008, culture should be a key economic driver for any government strategy. This will encourage a holistic development which will enhance the region.

In line with NICVA, CAF believes that the elements of a strategy to be negotiated include research, legislation, resource allocation and action on several fronts including:

· Access to the arts should be recognised within the strategy as a universal human right which should not be influenced by social class, gender, race or disability.

· Recognition of the role the voluntary and community sector plays in addressing poverty issues. This should include recognition of the preventative and proactive as well as reactive roles of the sector. Agreement to include permanent funding from government departments for the community sector.

· Northern Ireland’s role in influencing the key levers of social policy: taxation, benefits (eg child benefit to combat child poverty) and the national minimum wage. Action should recognise that a key weakness of Northern Ireland compared with Britain is the low level of wages in the private sector.

· As assault on disparities in income between people on high incomes and the low paid; the gap is already huge and growing continually.
· An assault on sectarianism, to be enshrined within any anti-poverty strategy, including a clear strategy to develop mixed housing initiatives within areas of social disadvantage and a clear commitment to and strategy for the development of integrated education.
· Rebalancing rates so that the rich pay more and the poor pay less in order to claw back some of the huge gains by the middle classes in property price rises. Current rates are set by address not by income. This needs to change.

· Exploration of the high level of economic inactivity in Northern Ireland and a plan to reduce the numbers of out of work people by enhancing employability and creating more well-paid jobs. This should include greatly increased resources for the social economy.
· Comprehensive, free, universal child-care in New TSN areas.
· An assault on educational equality under which working class children perform much worse than advantaged children and disadvantaged adults suffer from educational under-achievement (to include resources for community arts and community education and a commitment to a more comprehensive style of secondary education).
· Concerted efforts to redirect resources to tackle inequalities in health on grounds of social class, including a strategy for introducing alternative health options across the board.
· Ongoing and transparent analysis of government expenditure, including spending on infrastructure, to ensure it is balanced towards the most disadvantaged.
· Increased provision of social housing in view of the difficulty low-income families have in finding a place to live in an inflated housing market.
· Action to overcome rural poverty and disadvantage.
· Targeted resources for disadvantaged areas to develop their capacity to reach and involve disadvantaged people and to create strong, learning communities, working through and with local community centres.
Conclusion

If government is serious about tackling poverty, then these issues must be addressed.
CAF urges government to seriously embrace the notion of a truly inclusive society with culture enshrined as a key social and economic driver.

