The Arts in Somerset

Strategic Overview and Scenario Planning


Phase Two: Final Draft Report v 2 - Consultation Feedback Form

As an important arts organisation or stakeholder that has participated in the development of this important piece of work, we would very much like you to comment on the proposed Phase Two – Final Draft Report and include anything you think we have omitted on this feedback form.

The completed feedback form should be returned via email by Friday 26th February 2010 to Sara Mein, PA to Kay Allen, Head of Community Regeneration, email address scmein@somerset.gov.uk
Name:
Malcolm Williams

Organisation:  Mendip District Council
Position:  Director of Services
Contact:  01749 341325  williamsm@mendip.gov.uk
	1. Key Assumptions 
Are the key assumptions highlighted in the first chapter correct and comprehensive? Does anything need to be added or removed?

	The general tenor of the Phase 1 report and the Key Assumptions that fall out from it, as set out in this Chapter have an intellectual consistency to them which from a detached point of view have a clear attraction in their simplicity. Two factors that will dictate Mendip District’s reaction to change, which recur over and over again in this response nonetheless are:
Somerset’s Geography  -  it is a largely rural county with three large urban centres and a multiplicity of market towns, some small, and others not so small. Taunton, as the county town may be the largest community, and the one identified by the RSS as the growth point, but it is not a natural focus for the county in a ‘city region’ sense, and its sphere of influence does not extend across the county uniformly. In Mendip, its sphere of influence is limited, and both Yeovil and Bridgwater also have limited spheres of influence. Mendip has seen the development of its own nodes of creative arts with its own built facilities – not because it is parochial, but because its geography, and the integrity of its market towns has meant they are the natural focus.
Secondly, Mendip sits very close to two much larger cities in Bristol and Bath, and cultural offer is likely to draw people northwards rather than look naturally westwards

Politics with a Small P

Peter makes this point very well over and over again. Brave decisions are going to be needed, people must not be slavishly protective of their own, and some will suffer. If Mendip is to buy into this tough strategic agenda, it will need to feel comfortable that decisions taken will nonetheless lead to an equitable outcome for all. It is acknowledged that the overarching key Assumptions are broadly right, but because so much arts activity is very localised, it is anticipated that the outcomes for Mendip as per Peter’s assumptions will struggle to find local support

With this all said, my comments on the assumptions are

Bullet Point 7  -  yes in principle, but complete disinvestment out of Mendip by strategic partners might make this very hard indeed. 
Bullet Point 11  -  Yes but this has so far proved elusive and could be regarded as Utopian. It it was that easy we would have found them by now and the report would be promoting them
All the rest are reasonable assumptions




	2. Strategy for the Arts in Somerset 

Does the specified stakeholder roles, long-term vision and five year strategic aims provide the right future navigational framework for the arts in Somerset? Does anything need to be added or removed?

	Stakeholder Roles
SCC -  accept that support might inevitably be for a smaller number of KSO’s, but it must also reflect the geographic constraints already referred to. The implicit falling back to the three main centres will be problematic for Mendip District Council
Districts  Broadly agree with the observations, but just what devolved provision actually means will be critical. Districts will indeed want to continue to provide for services for those living within the district, but if the strategic bodies pull funding from what is a more peripheral district, it is not clear with some districts, including Mendip could in any way fill the void. We too will most likely be dis investing in some fashion
Arts Council   It would be useful to look a bit more at the difference between Arts Council, SCC and districts in terms of criteria for funding. E.G. Arts Council is very much about high quality arts production, whilst districts might be about providing what local people say they want. This will help us decide who funds what, where.

Guiding Principles  OK
Long Term Vision  Broadly agree with all the comments set out in this section. The comments of Mendip’s ADO are very relevant here  -  Generally this whole section 2 sounds great - inspirational for the participatory and professional arts, but where is the voluntary sector? 

Five Year Strategic Aims   Broadly support these aims
Three year Operational Objectives  -  Mendip is not in a position to provide this level of detailed comment at this stage
One Year Action Plan -  MDC is secured a one year stand still budget settlement that gives it the opportunity to approach a strategic arts outcome in a measured fashion – but the planning, norming and storming has to start pretty soon 


	3. Three Year Operational Objectives

What SMART objectives would you wish to see added for each of the strategic aims? 



	Strategic Aim One

Improve the range and quality of professional arts production in Somerset

· SMART objectives: 





Strategic Aim Two

Respond with energy and flexibility to new and emerging creative practice

· SMART objectives:




Strategic Aim Three

Provide the people of Somerset with access to work of quality and excellence

· SMART objectives:





Strategic Aim Four

Increase involved participation in engaged communities across the County

· SMART objectives:




Strategic Aim Five

Engage young people with their own creativity within and beyond formal education

· SMART objectives:




Strategic Aim Six

Enhance the economic contribution from across Somerset’s creative economy

· SMART objectives:

Other Strategic Aim:

· SMART objectives:

 



	4. Delivery Options
In the context of public funding cuts, do you support the principle of fewer KSOs with a clearer and more strategic brief? Will the stated options enable the long-term vision and five year strategic aims to be achieved? Do any further options need to be added and considered? 

	KSO’s   There is an inevitability around the reduction in the number of KSO’s. MDC has six at the moment and the pattern of support from strategic partners reflects their different funding criteria. The Council is in the last year of its SLA with its 6 KSO’s, which coincides with the funding cycle of ACE.it is therefore timely. The Council would wish any strategic disinvestment to be done in a co ordinated fashion, but remains distinctly uneasy that the 4 proposed based upon Art Form Development and Creative Production would unlikely be sitting within the Mendip area of the County. A hub and spoke arrangement itself does not hold great attractions as likely to lead to a very subsidiary outcome.
Somerset Arts Development Agency The lack of strategic leadership and advocacy in the Arts has been stated clearly. In principle, the creation of some form of body  -  linked to a local authority or developed independently has intuitive appeal.
 However, in this part of Somerset with an unusually wide cultural offer (Glastonbury Festivals, Frome Festival, Frome Arts Network, Wells Cathedral School, Jackdaws Educational Trust, Wells Literature Festival, Priddy Folk Festival etc), it is particularly difficult to buy unilaterally into a centrally focused (urban) offer which we have little control of or that does not focus on the area’s priorities.

Mendip could position itself to buy into the new county mix, choosing carefully to support/engage/commission those aspects of service that provides best fit to this area. E.G. 

· A Village Performance Scheme

· An annual or biennial Open Studios event

· Participatory music/performance programme out of school hours for young people

· Dance programme for older people




	5. Preferred Delivery Options
Given the need for change, what would be your preferred delivery option(s) and why? 

	The Council has not yet formally started any work itself on addressing future priorities on the creative industries in this part of Somerset, but like everybody else, some downsizing is seen as inevitable. It would rather do this in collaboration with others than do anything unilaterally.
The idea of supporting a centralised Arts Development Agency that advocates and provides leadership and direction may attract support if it can be seen to be delivering outcomes in the local area. The Council has become less supportive of such bodies based upon the indifferent performance of some existing structures like the STP (tourism) and Into Somerset (business collaboration) – and the idea of this one may not find favour for this reason
KSO’s -  I suspect no KSO investment in Mendip would be unacceptable to the Council. The four proposed might need to become 5. The reduction in funding from the two centres in Mendip (Strode and Merlin) might well mean that they simply get absorbed back into an educational environment, and simply do not survive in their current format.

The Boyden rationale probably needs to be adjusted to reflect 4 geographic zones of creative arts influence in Somerset – the three principal centres and their respective rural hinterlands – Taunton, Yeovil and Bridgwater, to which should be added East Somerset – to cover the five Mendip market towns. It better reflects geographical and political realities




	6. Programme of Managed Change
Does the programme comprehensively cover the change issues you foresee with the implementation of these proposals? Are there any other change issues that need to be considered and included?

	Responding as a ‘non creative industries’ consultee, I am very conscious that the Boyden work is grappling with a fiendishly difficult domain to distil down into so many words, and has been commissioned at a time when the public purse is seriously threatened. Much of what is in this programme does not and will not sit comfortably with existing arts provision in Mendip.  However I see no other approach on the horizon at the moment and accept that this is as good a starting point as anything we have available. The answer to the first question is therefore yes.
Much of the debate has tended to focus down upon the likely impact on cherished symbols of arts activity – most notably upon the principal theatres in the County. Two such investments lie within Mendip, and they no doubt feel threatened by this process. Although Mendip is fortunate in having two theatres, it has a remarkably active creative industries sector outside these formal domains. Ample testament to that, apart from the very obvious festival activity is the wealth of art and craft activity exemplified by the contribution to the Somerset Arts Weeks.
I therefore believe that the change programme needs to take greater ownership of the geographic diversity of the county, which cannot simply be focused upon the more urban parts of Somerset. A model that replicates itself to a degree upon the Regional Spatial Strategy view of Somerset does not work for the Arts.

I therefore anticipate that Mendip would expect there to be some ‘new model’ KSO investment in its locality as due reflection of the strength of the sector in east Somerset.
Finally, I am not entirely sure that the change programme has fully picked up upon the very active role of the voluntary sector, or what might be described as vigorous and high quality amateurism in the county. Some such small facilities are thriving without subsidy. It should also not be forgotten that much of our creative industry activity is driven by very active and independent small businesses whose future is not governed by the patronage of public bodies. Clearly, it helps the sector to have the support of an active and strategically focused set of public bodies, but the future of these small ventures is not in itself fundamentally threatened by the contraction of the public sector. We must not loose sight of this as we continue to agonize about where the public sector best manages its own contraction


	7. Other comments
Are there any other comments you would like to make about Phase Two Final Report? 

	See comments above
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