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Introduction

This strategic overview and assessment of future scenarios for the arts in Somerset was commissioned by Somerset County Council (SCC) and Somerset Arts Promoters (SAP) in July 2009. SAP has applied resources made available through the Arts Council England South West (ACESW) Thrive initiative. The work has been managed through a Steering Group containing two representatives from SAP and one each from SCC, South Somerset District Council (SSDC) and ACESW. They share a common interest in understanding the best approach to a challenging set of circumstances for public sector arts finances. 

The brief and work plan (which provide the terms of reference) sets out five objectives. It asks that the work should:

· consider a “reasonable” expectation of arts provision in Somerset

· review existing resources and establish those which are dependent on local authority and ACE investment

· summarise the key priorities of the major stakeholders in Somerset with regard to arts and cultural provision

· consider the “best” fit between expectation, current delivery and priorities in Somerset and highlight areas where the fit could most usefully be changed

· examine a number of “scenarios” for the future taking into account the current political situation and future trends in public sector financial planning

These objectives have formed the basis for one-to-one and group discussions with public stakeholders and the arts constituency during July, August and September 2009. Those spoken to are listed in Appendix A. Support for the project has been made available from the Arts Partnership Development Officer and the Policy and Development Manager for the Arts and Creative Industries at SCC. The former has brought together the statistical information which forms the basis of Appendix B while the latter has reviewed public strategy documents for Appendix C. Thanks are due to both of them – as they are to everybody who has made time available in crowded diaries. A detailed questionnaire has been circulated to SAP members seeking more detailed knowledge of non-arts public funding. Although it has not yet been analysed, it will provide a detailed assessment of the current pattern of arts provision.

The process aims to be completed by early October 2009 so that it can inform discussions surrounding the setting of public budgets for 2010/11 in the autumn. The timetable is very tight. The focus for the work is necessarily the “view from space” rather than the “inch to the mile”. It reviews a fast changing world (and examines options in response) but makes no specific recommendations for action. There is no expectation that individual organisations will have their problems resolved here; organisational development options for SAP as a wider group (in the context of  the Thrive programme) are being considered through a complementary consultancy. This report provides a strategic framework for that work.

This Final Report incorporates responses to a draft which was discussed by the Steering Group on 30 September. An Executive Summary has been added. It will now be made available to SAP members and to stakeholder representatives but will not be published for wider circulation. Part One presents a “snap-shot” overview of the position in 2009/10. Part Two then assesses the creative, social and economic implications of different investment options. It also investigates the potential for different approaches during a period of what seems increasingly certain to be serious public expenditure constraint.  

Apart from Section 5’s proposal for “a programme of managed change”, as an exercise in scenario planning this report makes no specific recommendations for action. The author cannot be held responsible for the results of any actions which may be taken following its further discussion.

Peter Boyden

30 October 2009

Executive Summary
1. Public Stakeholders

What are the key factors affecting public investment in the arts in Somerset?

1.1 Strategic context

Public investment in the arts in Somerset has evolved without the benefit of agreed strategic intent. Funding has focused resources from ACESW, SCC and the five Districts on Key Strategic Organisations (KSOs). It isn’t clear what defines a KSO; neither is it easy to see how the current portfolio represents a strategic pattern of investment. The nature and extent of the return on public investment isn’t therefore easy to quantify. Local authorities also employ staff who engage with the arts infrastructure in different ways. They range from Arts Development Officers (ADOs) with responsibility for arts development to staff with responsibilities in economic development and education. In some cases these individuals control small discretionary budgets. The network of ADOs has been shrinking with the loss of posts and budgetary pressure. They now tend to be managed within economic development. SSDC also operates the Octagon Theatre at a significant net cost. 

A network of policy documents provide a planning framework developed through partnerships and signed up to by individuals and committees with relevant mandates. The key shift in their operating environment is the impact of the 2008 decision not to move to unitary status. They also mostly pre-date the financial pressures summarised in Section 1.2.1 and are predicated on a continuing capacity for economic growth. Most need to adjust their ambitions to reflect the strong likelihood of public spending constraints over the coming period and to demonstrate a commitment to collaborate. 

1.2 Past and present patterns of public investment

Current year public investment in the arts will reach over £2m. Local authority expenditure (in grants, payroll and directly-operated facilities) shows a total investment of over £1,157k. Nationally ACE has nearly doubled its Treasury grant through the DCMS since 1997/98. This is in addition to revenue and capital lottery schemes. Although they haven’t enjoyed the same pattern of growth, local authorities have increasingly come to appreciate the range of cultural, economic and social returns generated from investment in the creative arts. RDAs across the country have done the same. As a result a number of non-arts budgets have added to the core investment in KSOs and other arts project funding. 

Proportionately, arts organisations in Somerset have benefited from these changes. Since 1998/99, the amount invested in KSOs has increased from £762k to some £1.23m. That said, for a number of reasons Somerset hasn’t benefited to the same extent as other comparable counties. Even if this were not the case the golden period is over. In common with other areas of public spending, the arts in Somerset now face a period of uncertainty linked to economic recession and the government’s decision to stabilise financial institutions over the last 18 months. Although its length and severity remain unclear, the threat to the sector is immediate and profound. The arts in Somerset therefore need to plan for a three to five year period of constraint embracing both tiers of local government and ACESW as well as other areas of public spending with which the arts have a relationship.

2. The Arts Constituency

What happens at the moment?

2.1 Current arts activity in Somerset

Somerset’s professional arts infrastructure is under-resourced. As a result, although committed individuals make a significant impact, the volume of professional work produced is constrained in scale and quality. This is true across the art forms. A network of performance venues grapples with a rolling sense of underlying crisis which periodically becomes acute. Visual and media arts have only limited facilities and low levels of revenue investment. They lack the capacity to respond effectively to ambition and opportunity. Although agencies do what they can to occupy the gaps in the strategic framework, the casualty is often the ability of artists (especially young and emerging talent) to construct a working life in the County. 

By contrast there is a strong network of participative and community-focused activity. Very often this is the area of engagement for ADOs. The nature of the local arts development function which determines their role is not usually articulated in a coherent way. Its potential loss in response to financial pressure is therefore difficult to measure. Although sub-sets of activity (arts and education, arts and health, the development of the creative economy) have been subject to individual initiatives, they have lacked a clear strategic context. All of them would benefit from closer relationships with relevant local authority departments. The consultation with the sector reveals trepidation over the future and a lack of understanding of how best to proceed. The key now is to act and act swiftly in response to the demonstrable financial threat outlined in Section 1. The Thrive initiative linked to ACESW RFO funding represents a crucial opportunity to grapple with these endemic problems.

2.2 Building blocks of a creative future 

Across the art forms, production is the weakest link in the creative chain - with particular challenges in the visual arts. Somerset’s lack of professional producing organisations lies behind the relatively low level of investment  from ACESW compared with other parts of the region. The consideration of future options needs to place a commitment to production at the heart of its strategy. This is also where the impact of the creative economy will be most keenly felt. Local government by contrast naturally focuses on presented work and engagement with participatory programmes. It isn’t therefore surprising that presentation has been a major focus for the arts in Somerset. It both links local artists with local audiences and brings artists of quality into the county. Visual and media arts particularly feel the lack of dedicated venues.

Participation is a real strength of the arts in Somerset. It forms the bedrock for community engagement and for arts in education. This isn’t just a question of amateur activity - though it has an important role at one end of the arts spectrum. There are professional artists specialising in participatory community practice. Actiontrack is a good example. They have the ability to provide significant social return on public investment. Carnival and celebratory outdoor arts also sit comfortably under this heading. So too does the broad area of arts and young people’s creativity in a range of contexts stretching from youth theatre, through the criminal justice system and into formal education.  

The arts development  function embraces activity ranging from providing advice about the use of a community venue for arts purposes to strategic advocacy at regional and national levels. The role reflects a mix of information, networking, communication, advocacy, training and delivery. In Somerset the network of ADOs has tended to work at the local end of this spectrum. Although they have been (and remain) a valued part of the arts landscape, they have been constrained by lack of leverage and resources. Their role is an important area for consideration. So too is the lack of strategic leadership and advocacy at a more senior level. There is a link between the low level of non-arts public investment and the fact that no individual, organisation or agency is mandated to provide such leadership.

3. Issues and Implications

What does it all mean?
3.1 The need for change

The conclusion to be drawn from Sections 1 and 2 is that things can’t continue as they are. If the pressure on public spending filters through the current arrangements without strategic mediation the county’s arts infrastructure may suffer unpredictable but damaging losses and the stakeholder partnership could default to the defence of institutional interest. The arts funding system saw the impact of an “equal misery for all” approach in the 80s and 90s. It would be a failure of nerve to approach the need for public retrenchment through a “top slice” across the range of existing public investment. The constituency deserves better. The need for change isn’t just a response to short-term budgetary pressure. It provides an opportunity to engage with problems which have inhibited growth for years. For both these reasons (public finance imperatives and difficulties with the existing arrangements) we should consider new ways of doing things. Crucially they must be strategic, intelligent and, where possible, evidence-based. They will not all command consensus across the arts constituency. 

3.2 Strategic drivers for public investment in arts and culture

No strategy exists setting out the “agreed purposes” of public investment in the arts in Somerset. A primary objective would be to provide the foundations for future partnership integrating public investment of all kinds. To do so it would need to be “signed-up” to by both tiers of local government and ACESW. It would also need to engage the arts constituency in the drafting process. The resources used to achieve the agreed purposes would embrace dedicated grant aid (capital, revenue and project specific), local authority staff, directly operated facilities and non-arts public funding. In 2009/10 they total more than £2m. 

Impact-driven accountability is a central plank of public investment for public benefit. The ad hoc nature of arts funding in Somerset over the last decade has made this difficult. We need to specify more clearly the “outcomes” through which success will be measured. They should be built into strategic planning from first principles. They will need to embrace appropriate soft indicators reflecting social impact as well as hard indicators reflecting volume. It seems logical that there should be a direct link with the “agreed purposes” so that there is a clear relationship between strategic objectives, identified resources and specified oucomes.

Stakeholders don’t start from the same position, aren’t subject to the same pressures and don’t necessarily seek the same outcomes. If the partnership is to be robust it must acknowledge these differences and build them into the process. It seems perfectly possible to set out distinctive roles for the County, the Districts and ACESW within the partnership as well as the purposes they hold in common. It would be helpful to do so in a way which can then drive investment decisions with greater clarity.

There will be an underlying fault-line in any analysis which is stakeholder-driven without constituency engagement. Beneath the need for pragmatism in response to pressure on public finance lies the “real-world” impact on people and organisations. If we are to grapple with change in an evolving landscape we must have a process which acknowledges and responds to this impact. The harsh fact is that jobs may be lost and much-loved local assets threatened by the removal or reallocation of public funding. There should be an expectation that the wider constituency will rally in defence of perceived threat and that individual organisations will fight for their survival. A transparent protocol for “disinvestment” should acknowledge and respond to these concerns. 

At the heart of this piece of work is the desire to understand what constitutes a “reasonable” and “sustainable” arts infrastructure for Somerset. The desire reflects the sense that the arts in Somerset have somehow been “structurally disadvantaged” over a long period – which, though it may be true, isn’t a fruitful argument under the current circumstances. It is nonetheless important to articulate a “base-line” aspiration against which to measure current circumstances and future opportunities. As well as helping us see where we are, it provides the basis for a vision-driven future while allowing better decisions to be taken about how cuts might be made over the next period without critically damaging the infrastructure.

3.3 Delivery mechanisms to maximise public benefit

A recurring theme from the consultation is the perceived lack of strategic leadership and high level advocacy for the arts in Somerset. The difficulty in attracting significant investment from non-arts public sources (including other local authority budgets) is a related problem. No individual or organisation has the authority to speak for the sector, coordinate its strategic development and manage the complex network of relationships. A preferred mechanism for Somerset needs to be further discussed. It could form a unit within the County Council (though financial constraints may make this problematic) or it could be an independent agency with broader stakeholder support. The need for quick action is likely to be the key.

The proposition for a Creative Industries Unit to subsume responsibility for the arts in the County emerged in 2006 from DCMS-sponsored Somerset Pathfinder status. Although the idea struggled to command full support from either SAP or the Districts, a subsequent consultancy lead to the Cultural Forum and related Cultural Executive. For several reasons, it appears to have been a problematic initiative. Nobody we spoke to feels the arrangement works well. It follows that a renewed stakeholder partnership should investigate a smaller, perhaps more senior group working to a specified development brief in a set timetable. The group should determine the appropriate long-term strategy and monitor its implementation.

The term “Key Strategic Organisation” is used in Somerset to describe organisations which are in receipt of recurring funding from the County and more than one District. There is no agreed definition setting out the characteristics of a KSO or specifying their responsibilities. ACE uses a parallel term (“Regularly Funded Organisation”) for organisations receiving what used to be called core funding. It has come to be seen as a desirable stamp of authority as well as the route to reliable and predictable annual funding around which to plan for future programmes. It would be helpful if there were a clear statement from all stakeholders describing how and why these organisations are both “key” and “strategic”. The nature of their appropriate funding partnership would then have firmer foundations. 

There are implications for SAP, for Thrive and for the wider arts constituency. Thrive began in different times. Two years ago there was no sense of the looming economic crisis or the resulting public service financial melt-down that lay in store. Under the circumstances its chosen approach (building consensus through collaborative process in an expanding universe) was understandable. The balance of the Thrive resources and related processes now need to acknowledge and engage with the changes set out in Section 1. There are implications for the way in which the initiative now proceeds to its conclusion. ACESW sees its Thrive investment as being in pursuit of a sustainable arts infrastructure rather than the maintenance of SAP as an entity in perpetuity. Now is the time to demonstrate what that might mean in practice.
4. Future Scenarios

What might we do in the future?

4.1 The impact of different investment decisions

Sections 1 and 2 suggest that the sector has never benefited from a level of investment designed to maximise its impact rather than simply maintain its survival. While the issues raised in Section 3 have the capacity to improve the situation, they don’t, in themselves, address the potential of the arts in Somerset to generate a full range of economic and social impacts. Although it is unlikely that this position will be achievable in the near future, it is important to place a marker for the “optimum level of achievable ambition”. The arts have the continuing capacity to deliver against the policy objectives of both tiers of local government as well as ACESW. Aside from their “innate value”, they do so in ways which provide strong “value for money” while engaging with key constituencies and achieving corporate objectives through their “instrumental impact”. In considering future scenarios at a time of financial constraint, it is important not to lose sight of the continuing case for investment. 
The reality is likely to be that all sources of public funding will look for economies over the coming period. 10% cuts would be painful but probably manageable with relatively limited impact on sectoral sustainability. It would be feasible to examine different approaches which could manage the process with minimum damage. There would be an expectation that individual organisations would either seek internal economies or identify new sources of income. The scale and extent of the social and economic impact would therefore probably not be enormous. 20% cuts (removing one pound in five) become trickier. If the cuts were applied across the Board then a number of building-based organisations would need to review their position. The pressure to cut costs and to raise income from new sources would be more severe. The boards of some independent organisations may no longer be able to balance their budgets and would need to consider their position. 30% cuts would undermine the stability of the existing professional arts infrastructure. The “critical mass” on which the sector depends could diminish to the point at which it unravels. The survival of organisations would be directly threatened – especially building-based organisations with their increasing cost base. The ability to retain a decent proportion of expenditure for produced, presented and participatory programmes would diminish with a direct impact on the outcomes on which public benefit depends. Economic and social impact would be significant and immediate. 
4.2 Guiding principles for the development of the arts in Somerset

There is no suggestion that cuts would simply be imposed across the board. There may be a range of approaches which will have winners and losers as well as delivering the necessary cuts. Each of the propositions outlined below need to be “measured” against their capacity to achieve desired results. These criteria should allow a reasoned assessment of their impact and therefore of their desirability. They become the “guiding principles” for a strategic approach to the arts in Somerset. 

4.3 Future options and their implications

A number of future scenarios need to be tested against these guiding principles. More work needs to be done to demonstrate their impact. They aren’t mutually exclusive. It may be that the preferred solution contains elements from different scenarios. The task is to defend the existing infrastructure during a period of public expenditure constraint so that subsequent re-investment can be based on firmer foundations with greater strategic intent. This section forms the basis for further discussion. Please note that these are “scenarios” not “recommendations”. The five scenarios considered are:

· An integrated strategic approach to culture 

· Fewer, better-resourced Key Strategic Organisations

· Increased professional production and artist development

· Enhanced community delivery and engaged participation

· Improved strategic development and leadership
5. A Programme of Managed Change

How might we get there?

If change within the arts in Somerset is both unavoidable and desirable, a suitable mechanism for managing it is urgently needed. Designing a critical planning path which meets the needs of stakeholders and the arts constituency is the first step. In the absence of such a path, the change which Section 1 suggests is unavoidable will be difficult, divisive and damaging. Having been designed, the programme’s implementation could become a mechanism for bringing the stakeholders and the constituency into a mutually fruitful process. 

A programme of managed change requires a small, senior, time-dated and mandated group to oversee its design and manage its implementation. It should contain the most senior officers possible from the three key stakeholders (SCC, Districts and ACESW) plus representatives of the arts constituency. The Steering Group for this strategic overview (perhaps augmented by an additional District representative) is well placed to carry the process forward. 

Part One: The Present

Where are we starting from?

1 Public Stakeholders

What are the key factors affecting public investment in the arts in Somerset?

This section examines the critical issues from a stakeholder perspective. It lays the policy and financial foundations for the scenarios considered in Section 4. The focus is on the top two tiers of local government (as they re-focus on a collective duty to collaborate following the 2008 decision on unitary status) and on ACESW as the regional body with responsibility for the application of central government resources through the DCMS. 

1.1 Strategic context

This section summarises the characteristics of the public sector framework for partnership before pointing up the political, cultural, geographic and demographic contexts in Somerset to which it must respond. It then summarises the cultural, social and economic case for public investment in the arts. 

1.1.1 Overview

Public investment in the arts in Somerset has evolved over time without the benefit of agreed strategic intent. Historically determined funding patterns have focused resources from ACESW, SCC and the five Districts on regular funding for Key Strategic Organisations (KSOs) reinforced by a limited number of small-scale capital and project grants. Although regular support for independent organisations is managed through Service Level Agreements, it isn’t clear what defines a KSO; neither is it easy to see how the current portfolio represents a strategic pattern of investment. As a combination of venues, development agencies and arts creators, their collective purpose is nowhere set out and agreed by the public stakeholders. The nature and extent of the return on public investment isn’t therefore easy to quantify. 

Local authorities also employ staff who engage with the arts infrastructure in different ways. They range from Arts Development Officers (ADOs) with a broad responsibility for the arts development function to staff with specific responsibilities in economic development and education as well as people working in related cultural areas – notably heritage and libraries. In some cases these individuals control small discretionary budgets and/or engage with directly operated community facilities. The network of ADOs has been shrinking with the loss of posts and budgetary pressure at District level. There is a tendency for them now to be managed within economic development functions. SSDC also operates the Octagon Theatre at a significant net cost to the authority.

The strategic context for the public spending on the arts in Somerset is determined by a network of national, regional and local policy documents. The most important are listed as Appendix C. They provide a framework for cultural, economic and community planning developed through a range of partnerships and signed up to by individuals and committees with relevant mandates. The key shift in their operating environment is the impact of the 2008 decision not to move to unitary status. They also mostly pre-date the financial pressures summarised in Section 1.2.1 and are predicated on a continuing capacity for economic growth. Most now need to adjust their ambitions to reflect the strong likelihood of public spending constraints over the coming period. 

1.1.2 Regional cultural context

As in other parts of the country, the South West Regional Development Agency (SWRDA) is facing significant contractions (of some 20% or £56m) in its budget for the coming period. Cut backs in planned programmes announced earlier this year reflect this position; so too does the internal structural reorganisation which has been taking place over the lat year. Having signed off two key documents with regional stakeholders (the regional cultural strategy, “A Better Place to Be”, and the cultural infrastructure plan, “People, Places, Spaces”), the Regional Cultural Consortium (Culture South West) was wound up in March 2009. The second strategy introduces a key notion of “Planning Area for Culture” which follow demographic changes predicted in the regional spatial strategy rather than local authority boundaries. The key regional policy shift over the next period is therefore likely to be linked to population growth in identified areas. In Somerset this means a focus on Taunton/Bridgwater and on Yeovil. Collectively they determine the cultural sector’s contribution to the Single Regional Strategy through which SWRDA and GOSWA will maintain regional planning over the next period. Here, as elsewhere, the impact of a general election is unclear. Though these regional strategies remain in force it is unclear exactly how individual regional Non-Departmental Public Bodies (NDPBs) will use them in the future and how they therefore might be of best use to local government planning. 

The key factors to take into account in the assessment of future scenarios are:

· Significant and ongoing spending constraints on key regional agencies

· Shift to a Single Regional Strategy integrating a range of perspectives

· The two key strategy documents which are the legacy of Culture South West

· Potential of Planning Areas for Culture to reinforce cross-authority approaches.

· Potential for continuing change across the government-funded regional NDPBs

1.1.3 Local political context

The debate in Somerset surrounding unitary status has been determined in favour of a continuing two tier system. The decision carried with it an expectation that County and Districts will actively seek a collaborative approach to service delivery. Although the approach to arts and culture will no doubt follow this logic, the mechanisms through which it will happen remain to be determined. The current arrangements (a “Cultural Forum” linked to a “Cultural Executive”) grew from a series of initiatives over the last three years. They no longer seem to command the enthusiastic support of either the stakeholder partnership or the arts constituency. Neither appear to be sufficiently robust to manage the impact of public sector funding constraints over the coming period. The impact of a new conservative administration at County Hall remains to be fully felt but is unlikely to lead to an expansion in public services.

The perceived problem is a lack of clarity over both responsibility and process. The County isn’t explicit about why it supports the KSOs in the way it does, while the Districts adopt different approaches to delivery. The pattern of ADOs is inconsistent  - SCC, MDC and SSDC all still have them in some form, SDC no longer does, TDBC may soon not have one and WSDC works through a voluntary agency. Most Districts continue to focus financial support on their key buildings - TDBC on the Brewhouse and SDC on Bridgwater Arts Centre, while SSDC commits significant resources to the Octagon as a directly operated facility. Only a small number of strategic organisations are funded by the County and more than one District. 

The answer must be to determine a clear role for the County and the Districts which reflects the distinctive nature of their respective contributions. During a period of public funding retrenchment, this clarity should provide the framework for good decision making. By its nature (and in conjunction with ACESW) the County is best equipped to maintain a strategic overview of county-wide arts services. By contrast the Districts are best equipped to support local delivery. Where a facility/organisation is based in a District but provides county-wide impact, the stakeholder partnership should perhaps reflect its broader significance. 

The key factors to take into account in the assessment of future scenarios are:

· Decision to continue with a two tier approach to local government

· Need for County and Districts to demonstrate a more collaborative approach

· Need for clarity in their respective roles and functions

· Likely policy impact of a new Conservative administration at County Hall

· Huge impact of the government’s response to recession on public spending

· Need for both tiers of local government to cut costs over the coming period

· Existing mechanisms for collaboration don’t command widespread support 

1.1.4 Geographic and demographic contexts

Although the ancient county of Somerset has one of the oldest sustained borders in Europe, changes to local government structure have removed a significant slice of the north of the County from this discussion. That the old Avon County authorities in the north tend to look to Greater Bristol and Bath for cultural critical mass isn’t surprising. The balance of the county has its own distinct geographic and demographic characteristics. Travel distances undermine the sense of a single entity. Research suggests that audiences don’t tend to move far within the county for arts experiences while participation naturally has a local focus. There is relatively little audience cross-over or competition.  

The pattern of provision reflects the centres of existing population. Somerset is less rural than, say, Cornwall - where 73% of people live in rural communities and the largest town has less than 14,000 inhabitants. As the county town, Taunton currently has over 80,000 people and is planned to grow to over 110,00 by 2015. Smaller towns maintain a distinct sub-regional focus. Minehead (looking to Devon) has little in common with Frome (looking to Bath and Wiltshire) or Yeovil (with a hinterland embracing stretches of north Dorset). The Taunton/Bridgwater corridor have their own critical mass which will be reinforced within the regional spatial strategy – which demonstrates where planned growth will take place. Unlike Cornwall, the demographics reveal only clusters of relative deprivation with a higher than average proportion of older and better-off residents. There are implications for the location of organisations and facilities offering county-wide services and for the ability to attract resources from the European Social Fund. 

The key factors to take into account in the assessment of future scenarios are:

· Geography of Somerset significantly affects communication and collaboration

· Audiences don’t tend to travel far for arts experiences

· Participation has a community focus with strong local commitment

· Population focuses on a small number of key market towns with rural hinterlands

· Built facilities follow this geographic logic

· Taunton/Bridgwater and Yeovil are the key focus for planned population growth. 

1.1.5 Cultural, social and economic returns on investment

The desire to understand, to explain and to influence has always driven our culture. It is a distinguishing characteristic of the species. It places some kind of order on apparent chaos. It unlocks individual potential. It lies at the heart of our economic base, of our ability to educate and of our capacity to build sustainable communities. Cultural planning now draws on a body of research which moves these presumptions from the speculative to the acknowledged. Over the last 20 years a powerful body of evidence has demonstrated how a strategic approach to “culture” links sustainable communities with economic development. We now know about primary and secondary spend in the local economy, the extent to which the creative economy outperforms GDP, the role of culture in in-bound investment decisions, the power of place-making, the impact of engaged citizens and the power of creative education. Appendix C points to the key documents which both make the case for the arts in Somerset and determine its strategic context. Significant research projects (notably Annabel Jackson’s work on the social impact of the arts and David Powell’s on the creative economy) provide a body of work on which to build for the future.

This isn’t a crude argument about “innate” or “instrumental” value. It only works through a unified commitment to quality and to access which expresses them though a sustainable and integrated infrastructure of people, buildings and programmes. Section 1.2 shows the nature and extent of the public spending threat; section 2 shows the state of the arts infrastructure in Somerset. It lacks the scale and resources to deliver across the full range of public benefit. The key task is to better understand the assets that have been developed by the hard work of committed individuals so that their capacity to deliver social and economic benefit isn’t undermined during the period of constraint.

The key factors to take into account in the assessment of future scenarios are:

· Independent arts infrastructure cannot provide a full range of cultural services

· It lacks the capacity to deliver full economic and social return on investment

· Local government and NDPB support remains crucial to cultural critical mass

· A series of cultural assets have nonetheless been developed over the last ten years

· These assets form the backbone of a more strategic approach

· Some remain fragile and would be directly threatened were they to lose funding

· A more strategic approach would allow each pound invested to run harder and further

1.2 Past and present patterns of public investment

This section assesses past and present patterns of public investment in the arts in Somerset. From individual stakeholder perspectives, it also summarises the factors affecting funding decisions over the next three years and gives a sense of how Somerset performs against regional and national comparators. It draws on the statistics presented as Appendix B and strategy positions outlined in the documents listed in Appendix C to set the parameters for future scenario planning.

1.2.1 Overview

Table One in Appendix B (summarising the investment from County Districts and ACESW in 2009/10) shows total public investment in the arts of over £2m during the current year. Table Two breaks down local authority expenditure in grants, payroll and directly-operated facilities. It shows a total investment of over £1,184k. Collectively these figures provide the baseline for future scenario planning. 

The last ten years will in future be seen as a “golden period” for arts funding. Nationally ACE has received over 90% increases in its Treasury grant through the DCMS since 1997/98. This is in addition to the various revenue and capital lottery schemes which have pumped large sums into the creative economy and to culture in general. RDAs across the country have done the same. Although they haven’t enjoyed the same pattern of growth, local authorities have come to appreciate the range of cultural, economic and social returns generated from investment in the creative arts. As a result a number of non-arts budgets have added to the core investment in KSOs and other arts project funding. This reflects a real sectoral strength which needs to be defended over the coming period.

Proportionately, the independent arts organisations of Somerset have benefited from these changes. Table Five in Appendix B suggests the amount invested in Somerset KSOs has increased from £762k to over £1.2m  in Somerset over the last decade. That said, for a number of reasons Somerset hasn’t benefited from local authority, regional NDPB or lottery investment in the arts to the same extent as other comparable counties. This is also true of investment from SWRDA. The key reasons are:

· An historically low level of investment in the arts infrastructure

· The relative lack of buildings and organisations funded to produce professional work

· Relatively few resident creative practitioners making a living from their work

· The absence of urban critical mass within key market towns

· The presence of Bath and (especially) Bristol as “creativity magnets” for young talent

· Insufficient rural poverty reflected in indices of deprivation to attract European funds

· Historically low levels of unified strategic leadership among local authorities

· The lack of a Higher Education presence in the county

· Geographic and demographic challenges

Even if this were not the case (and Somerset were now equipped with a robust and vibrant arts infrastructure) that golden period is over. In common with other areas of public spending, the arts in Somerset now face a period of uncertainty and threat linked to economic recession and the public sector’s requirement to stabilise financial institutions over the last 18 months. Although its length and severity remain unclear, the threat to the sector is immediate and profound. It is highly likely that the setting of next year’s budgets (and probably those of the following two years) will be negatively affected. The arts in Somerset therefore need to plan for a three to five year period of constraint embracing both tiers of local government and ACESW as well as other areas of public spending with which the arts have a relationship.

1.2.2 Somerset County Council

SCC faces two fundamental changes over the next three to five years. The first (the move to a conservative administration) holds out the prospect of policy change in key areas of service delivery. The second (increasing pressure on public spending linked to economic recession) will significantly decrease the amounts available for investment in non-statutory areas of provision. These two changes are made more complex by the decision to continue with two tier local government rather than to proceed towards unitary status The extent to which the  arts in Somerset are likely be affected by all three changes is the main driver for this work.  

SCC engagement with the arts in Somerset is managed by the Head of Community Regeneration through three groups focusing on Arts and Libraries, Economic Development (with a policy emphasis on the creative economy) and Heritage. All three are engaged with the imperative to cut costs as part of the process of setting a balanced budget for 2010/11. Libraries and museum services are also both under immediate threat – with a diminished capacity to provide synergies with arts spend. Although the impact of a general election is unpredictable, there is every likelihood that the following two years’ settlements from central government will (at least) maintain the downward pressure on SCC spending. The arts are unlikely to be immune from this general picture. 

Unlike libraries and museums, SCC doesn’t operate building-based arts facilities. Its financial commitment to the arts is through payroll (a proportion of section heads’ management time and two dedicated arts development posts working on short-term contracts) and through the grant budget. 2009/10 figures (presented in Appendix B’s Table Two) show a combined figure for dedicated posts and grant aid of £318k.  Both areas will inevitably be considered for savings within the budget setting process.
The key factors to take into account in the assessment of future scenarios are:

· Decision to maintain two tier local government rather than move to unitary status

· Need to design mechanisms for collaboration between County and Districts

· Potential for synergies with other cultural services

· Significant pressure on SCC budgets for at least the next three years

· Strong likelihood the total SCC investment in the arts will decrease over this period

· Related need to re-focus arts spend to increase its strategic impact 

· Absence of agreed strategic framework for public stakeholder investment

1.2.3 District Councils

The financial story is no different at second tier authorities. The extent of the impact of public spending constraints is becoming ever clearer. To balance its budget, for example, SSDC needs to find around 20% savings on an annual spend budget of some £20m over each of the next three years. TDBC is currently engaged with a “top-to-bottom” financial review to balance this years budget. It is likely to result in job losses. Versions of the same situation apply in MDC, WSDC and MDC. In all cases next year’s settlement is likely to be challenging.

The District Councils have all engaged with the arts development function in different ways. Again the amounts involved in the current year are presented in Appendix B’s Table Two. Although the sums involved have diminished, WSDC has developed an innovative and effective voluntary agency (ArtLife) through which to maximise the impact of community-based delivery. The amount invested has dropped from £77k in 2006/07 to £50k in 2009/10. Over the last decade, the other four have all balanced a dedicated arts officer post with grant funds. In 2009/10 the figures range from £131k in MDC to SDC’s £74k. District grant aid tends to be dominated by support for key local venues - many of which have been subject to recurring cycles of threat. SSDC is notable for its direct operation of a major facility in Yeovil (with its capital programme) at a net annual cost of some £279k. This figure significantly outstrips any other single investment in the arts in Somerset from either LAs or ACESW. Arts officers have recently tended to be managed within the economic development function and have become increasingly part-time. 

The key factors to take into account in the assessment of future scenarios are:

· Perceived negative impact among Districts of the bid for unitary status

· Need to design mechanisms for collaboration between County and Districts

· A developing financial threat to the network of ADO posts

· Move to manage these posts within the economic development function 

· How best to manage the arts development function currently carried out by ADOs

· Absence of agreed strategic framework for public stakeholder investment

1.2.4 Arts Council England South West

Along with ACE’s national office and the other regions, ACESW is currently engaged in a major restructuring which seeks annual administration and payroll savings of some £6m. Across the country as many as 23% of existing posts may be lost as part of this process. Along with the East and West Midlands, the South West will become part of a new “super-region” headed by a single Regional Director. “Grants for the Arts” (the lottery supported project funding scheme) will be administered nationally from a base in Manchester – though on the basis of regionally taken decisions. The decade from 1997/98 saw an increase of some 87% in central government investment alongside major capital and project support from lottery funds.  Following the logic of public spending cuts anticipated in the 2011 Comprehensive Spending Review, guidance from the DCMS suggests that ACE should now plan for the first real cuts in its annual Treasury grant for 12 years. 

Somerset’s lack of building-based organisations with a resident production capacity means that (over time) ACESW has not invested the same amounts in the County as it has in some other parts of the region. More recently (acknowledging this imbalance) it has identified the County as a priority area for investment. The Thrive initiative and a new line of annual RFO support (some £160k in the current year) reflects this desire to re-balance the regional pattern of investment. The patterns of ACESW investment in Somerset over the last decade (set out in Appendix B’s Table Four) show significant increases. 

ACESW is currently in the second year of three year funding agreements (running to 2010/11) with its existing portfolio of regional RFOs. The Secretary of State for Culture has made it clear that the third year of these agreements may, in some cases, be subject to review. Once the internal review is completed (in March 2010) ACE is likely to review this portfolio from first principles. The search for economies of scale will be an important driver. As a result, the number of RFOs is likely to diminish as part of a move to fewer, more strategic and better-resourced clients. There will also be an aspiration to reward success rather than rescue failure and a strong desire to maintain strategic partnerships with local authorities and other regional stakeholders. 

The key factors to take into account in the assessment of future scenarios are:

· Impact of ACE re-structuring at national and regional levels

· Potential for cuts in Treasury investment through DCMS from 2011/12

· Likely review of the ACE RFO portfolio between March and October 2010

· Strong possibility that this may lead to fewer regional RFOs

· The possibility that those that remain will be funded to a higher level

· Continuing desire to work in close partnership with local authorities

1.2.5 Other sources of public investment

Although individual organisations have succeeded in attracting small pots of investment, for a number of complex reasons, Somerset has slipped below the radar in terms of attracting regional investment into the arts infrastructure and the programmes through which it is animated. In part this is to do with an absence of pre-existing scale on which to base strong bids; in part it reflects structural gaps in the landscape – such as the absence of an HE institution. 

An historic lack of strategic leadership and advocacy on behalf of the arts in Somerset must also take a share of the blame. Investment from SWRDA in the County hasn’t reflected either the demographic or the geographic profile of the County. Investment from the arts capital programme followed the same pattern. As a result the arts infrastructure hasn’t drawn strength from the last decade of enhanced public investment to the same extent as other parts of the region.

Issues of scale and local economic profile also mean that Somerset has had limited success in attracting corporate support and only limited potential for funding from major trusts and foundations – even if it did so this whole sector is itself under great recession-driven pressure.  The extent of the sums achieved and their sources will be revealed in the SAP membership questionnaire. During a period when the traditional sources of arts funding are experiencing difficulty, it becomes ever more important to identify and deliver alternative sources of public investment. It will be a critical component in the assessment of future scenarios.

The key factors to take into account in the assessment of future scenarios are:

· Historically low levels of non-arts regional investment attracted to Somerset

· Decline in resources available to SWRDA

· Need for a coherent framework for stakeholder partnership

· Need for energetic advocacy and strategic leadership

2 The Arts Constituency

What happens at the moment?

This section presents a snap-shot of what happens now across the arts in Somerset. It provides an overview of the asset which has been developed over the last ten years and summarises the main issues to which future scenarios must respond. Once again it makes reference to the figures in Appendix B, the strategy documents listed in Appendix C and the individual and group meetings set out in Appendix A.

2.1 Current arts activity in Somerset

Section 2.1 outlines the existing characteristics of the arts in Somerset. After providing an overview, it summarises the current position from the interlocking perspectives to which an integrated strategy must respond.

2.1.1 Overview

The arts in Somerset have a number of distinguishing characteristics. Relatively speaking, the professional arts infrastructure is under-resourced and lacks confidence. With notable exceptions, the volume of professional work produced is constrained in scale and quality. This is true across the art forms. A network of performance venues grapples with a rolling sense of underlying crisis which periodically becomes acute. Difficult problems currently face a number of them – especially linked to their ability to produce. Although they started from a low baseline, there have been significant recent successes (based on partnership) in the commissioning of new work in both visual and media arts. They nonetheless still work with only limited facilities and low levels of revenue investment.  Although agencies do what they can to occupy the gaps in the strategic framework, the casualty is often the ability of practising artists (especially young and emerging talent) to live and work in the County. The ability to deliver a full return on public investment requires their engaged and active presence. 

By contrast there is a strong network of participative and community-focused activity. Devolved delivery at a local level is likely to remain an important component of the arts in Somerset. Very often this is the natural area of engagement for the network of ADOs employed by local authorities. The nature of the arts development function which determines their role is not usually articulated in a coherent way. Its potential loss in response to financial pressure is therefore difficult to measure. Key sub-sets of activity (arts and education, arts and health, the development of the creative economy) have all been subject to individual initiatives. They haven’t generally benefited from a coherent strategic context through which the whole might become bigger than the parts. All of them would benefit from closer relationships with relevant local authority departments.

The consultation with the sector reveals considerable trepidation over the future and a lack of understanding of how best to proceed. Why have so many passionate and committed individuals experienced such frustration for so long? Knowledge of the sector isn’t the problem. There is a deep pool of information drawing on major pieces of research over the last five years. Often they have delivered sensible proposals based on coherent analysis. For some reason they haven’t triggered a collective response which links the stakeholder partnership and the arts constituency. The key now is to act and act swiftly in response to the demonstrable financial threat outlined in Section 1. The Thrive initiative linked to ACESW RFO funding represents a crucial opportunity to grapple with these endemic problems.

2.1.2 Professional arts: Somerset Arts Promoters and the Thrive Initiative

Three years ago, relative to national comparators, the professional arts in Somerset were fragmented and under-valued. Comparatively small amounts of money were spread thinly in a pattern which was historically determined rather than strategically negotiated in response to need. The proportion of public investment which has found its way into the making of art was relatively low. Its focus was on venues and a small number of agencies. People who ran arts organisations negotiated a network of relationships across the worlds of professional practice, community development and education without a firm foothold in any of them. The constant pursuit of resources drove them ever-further into the pursuit of funding opportunity. As a result confidence and trust across the sector was low; so too was the capacity regularly to produce work of quality and ambition. Although good work was generated by committed individuals, the relatively low level of professional production continues to be an important challenge for the arts in Somerset. This is true across the art forms. Because of a low starting point, visual and media arts work is particularly constrained – though once again the high value of relatively low cost partnership projects must be acknowledged.

Then came the ACESW-funded Thrive initiative. With its roots in the Stabilisation Programme, it provided a well-resourced opportunity to confront and resolve these structural problems. Its chosen route has been collaboration, commissioning and the appointment of shared support posts. The focus is now on organisational development through a range of process-driven initiatives linked to specialist appointments working across the sector. Including new RFO and Thrive funding, Table 3 in Appendix B suggests that, in 2009/10, Somerset KSOs will receive total public investment of a little over £1.23m. It is perhaps worth noting that this is about the same as ACESW invests annually in the Bristol Old Vic.

Although Thrive’s long-term impact remains to be seen, two years in, venues still face problems caused by fixed costs and assorted other challenges – some linked to key partnerships and governance. Development agencies still lack an over-arching strategic context for their work. Artists still struggle to find support through which to make work and take it to an audience. Now in its third phase, Thrive remains a major opportunity for professional art in Somerset. Linked to additional RFO investment allocated by ACESW for this year and next year it still provides the only bridge to a sustainable future. If the opportunity is not taken, it is hard to see where further development resources will be found over the next five years. The future for the network of ADOs needs to be seen in the context of the Thrive initiative and its ability to deliver a healthy professional arts sector. 

The ability to speak collectively with confidence and authority has long been a central issue for the professional arts in Somerset. With neither mandate nor constitution, Somerset Arts Promoters (SAP) developed as an informal support mechanism – in which capacity it has done sterling work. Although its 16 members were drawn from different kinds of organisations (doing different things in different ways), they have never embraced the full spectrum of arts activity. It isn’t clear how a new young initiative would find its way into the mix. SAP’s post-Thrive role and function is the subject of a parallel organisational development consultancy. Its outcome is very significant. This paper provides the context for its conclusions.

The key factors to take into account in the assessment of future scenarios are:

· Infrastructure hasn’t become more robust after a decade of increased investment

· Some independent arts organisations continue to face uncertain futures

· With their high fixed-cost base, venues are particularly threatened

· The quality and quantity of professional production should be increased

· SAP doesn’t necessarily embrace the full range of professional practice

· Thrive remains the single most significant source of development funding
2.1.3 Community-focused arts: amateur and voluntary activity 

Research suggests that Somerset is characterised by high levels of voluntary and community-focused arts activity with a strong participative focus. The 2004 research (“Valuing Local Arts”) reveals the nature and extent of amateur activity across Somerset and Dorset. It ranges from carnival clubs to village halls and represents a significant asset  on which to build. The strong sense of community “ownership” of local facilities is supported by one of the country’s oldest and most respected rural touring schemes. Some professional arts organisations (like Actiontrak) have a long and honourable track record of community-focused work – indeed most funded arts organisations seek to engage with this kind of activity to a greater or lesser extent. The nature of their engagement (and the extent to which it is specified within Service Level Agreements) varies across the county. Support for this area of practice is an important component of the work of ADOs. It needs to be defended in consideration of diminished public investment. Options for supporting a healthy network of devolved local provision need to be at the heart of future scenario planning.
The key factors to take into account in the assessment of future scenarios are:

· High levels of amateur and informal arts activity

· Strong network of community venues with strong local “ownership”

· Most professional arts organisations engage with community-based work

· Particular strengths in carnival and celebratory activity

2.1.4 The arts consumer: involved audiences and active participants

Over the last five years several pieces of research have developed a much clearer picture of the consumption side of Somerset’s arts equation – both audiences and participants. Work for SAP carried out by  South West Arts Marketing in 2004 provides a detailed analysis of markets and perceptions across the performing arts. It suggests that the pattern of consumption is largely local with only limited audience “cross-over”. By extension this suggests there is limited competition for a potentially expandable pool of regular attenders.  This pool is likely to be at its deepest in areas of projected population growth. There is less knowledge about consumers and participants in either visual or media arts – though a specific initiative within Thrive (linking the Brewhouse, Somerset Film and Somerset Artworks) is addressing this area.

The key factors to take into account in the assessment of future scenarios are:

· Knowledge of arts consumers has increased significantly over the recent period

· It focuses on the performing arts rather than visual and media arts

· There is only limited cross-over of audiences from venue to venue

· Future density of population is a key determinant of audiences

2.1.5 Arts and young people: creative education and skills

Arts and education is a dense and crowded area. Over the last few years, a series of initiatives have been grafted onto the continuing move away from LEA arts advisory services towards devolved school budgets. The result has been a crowded landscape occupied by a combination of ACE-driven schemes (notably Creative Partnerships and the Arts Education Partnerships) and the move to a County “Children and Young People’s Directorate” with a more broadly based responsibility ranging across schools and social services. This is a complex proposition. It remains to be seen how, and to what extent, the Directorate will seek to integrate young people’s creativity across a number of active programmes within its broad commitment to a “universal cultural offer”. There are implications for the rural delivery of work with children and young people (CYP) which are beyond the scope of this review.

Although skills-based training initiatives are taking shape at the Tacchi Morris centre, in Somerset the key development organisation for arts and education has been SPAEDA. Formally constituted in 2001, its focus on delivery (linking artists and schools) has negotiated varying relationships with the Directorate, with the advisory service and with individual schools. It is currently resourced by SCC Cultural Services and by ACESW (but receives no funding from the Directorate) to provide advice, information, advocacy, training and strategic projects. As things stand, to balance its books (and maintain its core team) it must draw on its reserves or chase project funding. Though it is trying to engage directly with schools through a membership scheme and low-margin programme packages, the operation is under-resourced relative to the scale of the task. This critical area needs therefore to be engaged with as a matter of some urgency. The response of the Directorate and the extent to which it will back SPAEDA as the key delivery mechanism is likely to be the key. SPAEDA’s hard-fought formal recognition within SCC’s CYP Plan is an important starting point. The Local Education Partnership (being modelled through Building Schools for the Future) will also be significant. So too will the creative primary curriculum and the QCE Big Picture.

The key factors to take into account in the assessment of future scenarios are:

· Arts and education is increasingly significant in curriculum delivery

· Strong regional models of good practice on which to draw

· Children and Young People’s Directorate is likely to be the key driver

· Relative to the scale of the task, SPAEDA is currently under-resourced

· Needs a clear strategic context linking resources to future delivery

2.1.6 The creative economy: new jobs in a post-manufacturing world

Somerset follows the national and regional lead in placing the creative economy at the heart of its economic development strategies. This is equally true of both County and Districts. The development of a post-manufacturing knowledge-based economy in Somerset is a significant and important challenge for the next five years. The County sees the creative economy as one of six growth areas – the others are “connectivity”, aerospace, food/drink, tourism and green technology. It is seeking innovative interventions through which to engage with the sector. The pursuit of momentum will follow the logic of population growth and the spatial strategy with a particular emphasis on Taunton and Yeovil. Once again, the lack of an HE institution through which to channel activity and attract investment is a problem.

What is less clear is how the generic arguments (based on creative industry growth rates significantly outstripping GDP and on “quality of life” arguments driving inbound relocation decisions) translate into a rural county with a fast-growing county town and a small number of geographically dispersed market towns. Regional responsibility for these areas has been historically split between South West Screen’s focus on creative media and ACESW’s responsibility for other creative forms. The subsidised arts tends to fall into the latter group – though with the exception of Somerset Film and the Engine House. In terms of direct economic impact, subsidised performance tends to lag behind other parts of the creative economy – notably computer games, software development, architecture, new media, e-publishing, film and television. The arts are nonetheless important triggers to creative innovation – especially with children and young people. We therefore need to see their economic and social impacts as being closely inter-related.

The key factors to take into account in the assessment of future scenarios are:

· Somerset’s wider economic strategy focuses on creative industries

· Needs a clearer understanding of what is distinctive in the County’s approach and how the creative industries actually function in the County

· Lack of HE institution is an inhibiting factor

· Subsidised arts represent only a small sub-set of the creative industries

· They are crucial to its innovative development

2.1.7 Sustainable communities: engaged citizens and the making of place

The creative economy deals in hard indicators which tend to diminish the significance of the subsidised arts. Sustainable communities, on the other hand, use softer and more subtle measures. There is an increasing understanding that communities require a sound economic base but that there are many other factors which determine their sustainability.  A sense of collective cultural engagement and the common ownership of the public realm lies at their heart. The arts have the capacity to provide a focus for community identity and for the engaged activity through which it is expressed. If we lose key elements of the arts infrastructure then the culture will be weakened and communities diminished. This is equally true at a local level (where creative participation often provides the social glue which binds the community) and at the sub-regional level where larger, better-resourced organisations can link professional and community practice.

Through Take Art (and especially its involvement with rural touring), Somerset has been at the forefront of these arguments (regionally and nationally) and remains an important player. Other arts organisations in Somerset have also learnt how to be effective at a “grass roots” level. It is at the next step up that the gap between ambition and resources widen. This is the key focus for debate in contemplating future scenarios. It is especially important in considering the relationship between facilities, resources and population growth. In 10 years time not all of Somerset’s communities will be characterised by their rurality. Some will be emerging urban areas experiencing rapid growth. They will require cultural facilities appropriate to their scale and demographic profile. At the same time, the demographics of the rural economy are changing fast with unpredictable community impact.

The key factors to take into account in the assessment of future scenarios are:

· The arts play a crucial role on the development of sustainable communities

· Economic and social impact are inextricably linked to the notion of “sustainability”

· Participation and amateur practice have a distinctive and important function

· Somerset has been historically strong in understanding these local issues

· The appropriate level of provision for larger market towns remains unresolved

· Demographic and economic change in rural communities remains difficult to assess

2.1.8 Buildings: physical hubs and creative clusters

The nature, extent and purpose of Somerset’s venue infrastructure has been touched on several times. The buildings have emerged in response to opportunity over more than two decades. They tend to depend on different kinds of partnerships – notably with the education sector. Historically they attract the bulk of public investment. The emphasis is on the performing arts (Octagon, Brewhouse, Merlin, Strode, Tacchi Morris, Bridgwater AC) though some of these engage with different art forms to a greater or lesser extent. In terms of venues (as in terms of other resources) crafts, visual and media arts are relatively disadvantaged.

Buildings are, by the nature, subject to high fixed costs. Over the last three years, across the country, arts venues have been hit by rapidly increasing energy bills. The simple cost of opening the building has accounted for an ever-increasing proportion of total expenditure with direct pressure on staffing and on programme budgets. Output is inevitably affected. This is especially acute for large and middle scale buildings but also applies to smaller community venues. At the same time the looming impact of recession is squeezing the available resources of partners and public investors. It is a double whammy with worrying implications.

Somerset is no different from anywhere else. A number of its venues are subject to varying degrees of crisis which are likely to intensify as pressure on public finances increases. Future scenario planning must take this into account in determining the nature and location of the built arts infrastructure which Somerset is capable of supporting. This will need to engage with the relationship between buildings and the potential for “hub and cluster” relationships to provide an “investment cascade” to more local levels of provision.

The key factors to take into account in the assessment of future scenarios are:

· The pattern of arts venues in Somerset is historic not strategic

· It doesn’t necessarily follow existing and potential population

· Some of the partnerships which have sustained it are coming under pressure 

· As a result, a number of buildings are under immediate and mid-term threat

· The nature and extent of a sustainable venue infrastructure is a key discussion

2.1.9 Creative resources: people and programmes

On their own, buildings are just brick and mortar. They only come alive through people and programmes. In this sense, programmes embrace the spectrum of produced, presented and participatory work. Although public investment supports all three, the return on investment is generated by the programmes. In turn, they are dependent on the skills of arts professionals. If the buildings have their own issues, the key question is how do we retain creative people in Somerset and provide them with resources to deliver programmes of quality that engage with ever-increasing numbers of people.  In part this is a question of attracting creative talent; in part it is a matter of determining the balance between buildings, producers and development agencies. It is also a question of working out how best to maximise the sustainable resources that are available for programmes. 

Over the recent period, Somerset has provided financial support for buildings and for agencies which develop programmes for delivery - either though venues or through other relationships. Relatively little funding has been focused directly on artists and companies with the capacity to produce. The nature of these agencies and their future role is an interesting area for discussion. So too is their relationship with the development function carried out by local authority ADOs. The four new two year appointments made through Thrive are an important extension of this approach whose impact it is too early to assess. Unsurprisingly the consultation throws up different opinions about the balance of provision and investment.

The key factors to take into account in the assessment of future scenarios are:

· Buildings have no innate creative value

· They require people of talent and creative programmes to animate them

· The programmes provide the return on public investment

· The arts development agency has been a chosen delivery mechanism 

· They have been a key link in the programme chain

· Relatively few resources are directly provided to artists and production companies

2.2 Building Blocks of a Creative Future

Resisting the temptation to take an art-form specific approach, this section looks at three critical areas of activity which needs to be defended in future scenarios. The key to a sustainable future lies in getting the balance between the four right in terms of the pattern of public investment. Without repeating points raised in the previous sector, it scans the building blocks of creative Somerset under four key headings:

· Production: making professional work of quality and substance

· Presentation: bringing more art to growing audiences

· Participation: extending public engagement with the arts

· Arts development: building a sustainable creative environment

2.2.1 Production: making professional work of quality and substance

Across the art forms in Somerset, for understandable reasons linked to past patterns of public investment, production is the weakest link in the creative chain. The long-term absence of resident performance production companies has left its mark. Although there are encouraging recent signs of the positive impact of partnership work, there are particular challenges in the visual arts. The ability to make work of quality and substance in the county sits alongside the commitment to bring such work into Somerset. Somerset Film shows the kind of impact that can be made by relatively small amounts of strategically focused investment. Its ability to lever non-arts public investment over the last 12 months and to engage at the cusp of the creative economy provides high levels of low cost public benefit. 

In its early days the Arts Council focused its resources on professional artists and their ability to produce rather than on presenting venues. In the South West for historical reasons it also sees the development of digital and new media end of the creative economy as being predominantly the responsibility of South West Screen. Somerset’s lack of professional producing organisations lies behind the relatively low level of investment  from ACESW compared with other parts of the region. From this perspective, the consideration of future options needs to place a commitment to production at the heart of its strategy. It is likely to be a key focus of ACESW concern. This is also where the impact of the creative economy will be most keenly felt.

The key factors to take into account in the assessment of future scenarios are:

· Historically low level of professionally produced work in Somerset

· Mechanisms for producing quality work of scale need to be developed

· This is equally true across the art forms

2.2.2 Presentation: bringing more art to growing audiences

Local government by contrast has been historically more interested in services to constituents than in the making of art. It naturally focuses on the consumption of presented programmes and engagement with participatory programmes.  It isn’t therefore surprising that presentation (the promotion of live or film events at all scales which generate box office income) has been a major focus for the arts in Somerset. It both links local artists with local audiences and brings artists of quality into the county. Visual and media arts particularly feel the lack of dedicated venues – though the film programme at Strode shows what can happen. Festivals (including Somerset Arts Week) naturally fall into this category. Like anywhere else, in Somerset there are issues of scale and facilities to contend with. At one end of the spectrum, the county has few venues with full flying capacity. Seating capacities in also preclude certain kinds of programme because of the inability to meet guaranteed fees. Yeovil’s Octagon is a key facility from this perspective – as reflected by the net cost picked up by SSDC. At a community level, providing support for local venues presents a different set of challenges to which Somerset has shown itself well equipped to respond.

The key factors to take into account in the assessment of future scenarios are:

· Presented programmes reflect the constraints of the venue infrastructure

· Visual and media arts both lack dedicated spaces for the showing of work

· Performance programmes reflect the lack of a large–scale venues 

· Lack of venues with flying capacity is also a constraining influence

· Support for the programming of community venues remains an important issue

2.2.3 Participation: extending public engagement with the arts

Participation is a real strength of the arts in Somerset. It forms the bedrock for community engagement and for arts in education. This isn’t just a question of amateur activity - though it has an important role at one end of the arts spectrum. There are professional artists specialising in participatory community practice. Actiontrak is an excellent example. They have the ability to provide significant social return on public investment. Carnival and celebratory outdoor arts also sit comfortably under this heading. So too does the broad area of arts and young people’s creativity in a range of contexts stretching from youth theatre, through the criminal justice system and into formal education.  Though SPAEDA has engaged energetically with this area it isn’t adequately resourced for the scale of the challenge.

The key factors to take into account in the assessment of future scenarios are:

· Participation represents a solid bedrock for the arts in Somerset

· Local venues provide a natural focus for engagement

· Community practice is a key building block in constructing sustainable communities

· Participation embraces young people’s creativity in a range of contexts

· It also plays to important strengths in carnival and outdoor celebratory arts

2.2.4 Arts development: building a sustainable creative environment
“Arts Development” has always been hard to define. It embraces a spectrum of activity from advice about the use of a community venue for arts purposes to strategic advocacy at regional and national levels. Nationally the role reflects a mix of information, networking, communication, advocacy, training and delivery. At a more senior level it involves the determining of strategy, the brokering of relationships, the nurturing of partnerships and the securing of resources have formed an important series of arts development building blocks. 

In Somerset the network of ADOs has tended to work at the local end of this spectrum. Although they have been (and remain) a valued part of the arts landscape, they have been constrained by lack of leverage and resources. Their continuing role and function is an important area for consideration. So too (and arguably more urgently) is the perceived lack of strategic leadership and advocacy at a more senior level. There is likely to be a link between the low level of non-arts public investment (local, regional and national) and the fact that no individual, organisation or agency is mandated to provide such leadership.

The key factors to take into account in the assessment of future scenarios are:

· The arts development function lacks a clear definition in Somerset

· It embraces a raft of functions from the strategic to the operational

· The network of ADOs has tended to work at the local end of the spectrum

· They are increasingly managed within economic development

· No individual or organisation is mandated to provide strategic leadership

Part Two: The Future
3 Issues and Implications

What does it all mean?

This section assesses the implications of Sections 1 and 2 and their impact on future scenarios. It looks at Somerset’s creative assets through the lens of the public policy imperatives and financial constraints. For a number of reasons it concludes that the status quo isn’t a sustainable option. Public stakeholders and the arts constituency should now respond collectively and with mutual understanding to the imperative for change. This will involve articulating a shared purpose and considering new ways to maximise public benefit from what are likely to be decreasing levels of public investment over the next three years. It will also involve a programme of managed change to maximise continuity of provision by identifying and defending key elements of the arts infrastructure.

3.1 The need for change

The conclusion to be drawn from Sections 1 and 2 is that things can’t continue as they are. Even if it could be afforded, the status quo simply isn’t an option. If the pressure on public spending filters through the current arrangements without strategic mediation the county’s arts infrastructure may suffer unpredictable but damaging losses and the stakeholder partnership could default to the defence of institutional interest. The arts funding system saw the impact of an “equal misery for all” approach in the 80s and 90s. The constituency (artists, audiences and participants) deserves better. It would be a failure of nerve to approach the need for public retrenchment through a “top slice” across the range of existing public investment. There are good reasons why this approach would be counter-productive:

· It would enshrine historical patterns as the basis for future provision

· It would demonstrate a lack of strategic purpose from public stakeholders

· The fragile framework for public domain partnership may not survive 

· The arts development function may be a victim of the process

· The arts infrastructure could be weakened and some organisations may fold

· Those that survive wouldn’t necessarily be the most strategically significant
The need for change isn’t just a response to short-term pressure on budgets. In a sense it provides an opportunity to engage once and for all with underlying problems which have inhibited sustainable growth for years. Sections 1 and 2 show the extent to which current circumstances have been determined by the serendipity of past decisions and relationships. If they respond to future need it is by good fortune rather than good planning.  For both these reasons (public finance imperatives and difficulties with the existing arrangements) we should consider new ways of doing things. Section 4 examines a number of scenarios. They will not all command support across the arts constituency. Although the need for a more strategic approach (based on consistency and clarity) is acknowledged, the instinct for survival will kick-in as soon as individual organisations feel themselves under threat. In itself, this can be no reason for the stakeholder partnership not to make difficult decisions. Indeed, in the face of public expenditure constraints, they may be unavoidable. Crucially they must be strategic, intelligent and, where possible, evidence-based. Sections 3.2 and 3.3 now examine the strategic and operational implications. 

3.2 Strategic drivers for public investment in arts and culture

This section summarises the implications of Sections 1 and 2 for a more strategic approach to arts development in Somerset.

3.2.1 Agreed purposes for public investment 

There is a long-standing frustration that no “statement of strategic intent” exists setting out the agreed purpose of public investment in the arts in Somerset. Its primary objective would be to provide the foundations for future partnership integrating public investment of all kinds. To do so it would need to be “signed-up” to by both tiers of local government and ACESW. It would also need to engage the arts constituency in the drafting process. The resources which would be used to achieve the agreed purposes would embrace dedicated grant aid (capital, revenue and project specific), local authority staff, directly operated facilities and non-arts public funding – total in 2009/10 of over £1.2m. The need for the last of these, suggests the statement should also encourage other public resources to engage with the arts in pursuit of their own objectives. The most obvious are the local authority services (and NDPBs) focusing on libraries, heritage, young people and economic development. 

Though it may reference those of continuing value, such a statement wouldn’t replace the existing strategy documents which guide cultural planning at regional and local level. At this stage it shouldn’t be a lengthy document based on new research and consultation. It would be able to draw on the extensive research carried out over the last five years. A couple of sides of A4 would probably be enough. It could use the draft “guiding principles” set out in section 4.2 as a starting point. Crucially the document would allow senior officers to make a more integrated case for investment decisions so that, in turn, elected members can make more informed and evidence-based judgements. 

3.2.2 Specified returns on public investment

Accountability is a central plank of sustained public investment for public benefit. The relatively ad hoc nature of arts funding in Somerset over the last decade has made this difficult. We need to specify more clearly the “outputs” through which success will be measured over the coming period. Indeed they should be built into the strategic planning process from first principles. They will need to embrace appropriate soft indicators reflecting impact as well as hard indicators reflecting volume. It seems logical that there should be a direct relationship with the “agreed purposes” so that there is a clear relationship between strategic objectives,  identified resources and specified outputs.

3.2.3 Stakeholder clarity: agreed roles and expectations

The stakeholders don’t start from the same position, aren’t subject to the same pressures and don’t necessarily seek the same outcomes. If the partnership is to be robust it must acknowledge these differences and build them into the process. It seems perfectly possible to set out the distinctive roles of the County, the Districts and ACESW within the partnership as well as the purposes they hold in common. It would be helpful to do so in a way which can then drive investment decisions with greater clarity. ACESW and the County, for example, have a joint interest in maintaining a strategic overview of county-wide provision while Districts are necessarily going to be more focused on delivery within their patch. 

Section 2 shows how this translates into a closer relationship between the Districts and the larger venues with less clarity than is desirable about the nature of their strategic county-wide role. At the same time ACESW will be more focused on production (across the art forms), on artists development, on participation and on their current stated priorities. 

It will be much easier to achieve “stakeholder clarity” if we have in place “agreed purposes” and “specified returns”. Section 3.2.4 returns to the implications for a “reasonable and sustainable” infrastructure.

3.2.4 Constituency “sign up” to the need for change

There will be an underlying fault-line in any analysis which is stakeholder-driven without constituency engagement. Beneath the need for pragmatism in response to pressure on public finance lies the “real-world” impact on people and organisations. If we are to grapple with change in an evolving landscape we must have a process which acknowledges and responds to this impact. The harsh fact is that jobs may be lost and much-loved local assets threatened by the removal or reallocation of public funding. There should be an expectation that the wider constituency will rally in defence of perceived threat and that individual organisations will fight for their survival. 

Across the country in December 2008 ACE experienced the backlash of poor “disinvestment” process. Baroness McIntosh’s subsequent report pointed up the implications very clearly. The experience doesn’t preclude the need for change or the right of public investment to follow the logic of policy and financial realities. What it does mean is that we need a clear process which is transparent and consistent through which to do things differently. It must involve the constituency from first principles and we urgently need to consider how best to do so. Section 3.3.4 returns to the implications for Thrive.

3.2.5 A “reasonable and sustainable” arts infrastructure for Somerset 

At the heart of this piece of work is the desire to understand what constitutes a “reasonable” and “sustainable” arts infrastructure for Somerset. The desire reflects the sense that the arts in Somerset have somehow been “structurally disadvantaged” over a long period – which though it may be true, simply isn’t a fruitful argument under the current circumstances. While “reasonable” and “sustainable” are slippery adjectives, it is nonetheless important to articulate a “base-line” aspiration against which to measure current circumstances and future opportunities. As well as helping us see where we are, it provides for a vision-driven future which should allow better decisions to be taken about where and how cuts in funding might be made over the next period without critically damaging the infrastructure.

There a number of linked points to make. The first is that the arts don’t respond well to a “top down” approaching linking “need” and “provision”. While the Sports Council is comfortable with national ratios linking population to facilities, success in the arts tends to be rooted in personal talent and ability and driven by individual and collective energy. The best organisations and buildings can fail with the wrong people; the worst can succeed if they can attract and retain the right talent. There is also the longstanding dilemma posed by rural communities (and the right of access to a devolved pattern of provision) set against urban density (and the creative implications of a critical mass of arts activity). 

Having said both these things, there is merit in relating population (audiences and participants) to the pattern of provision (facilities and programmes). A mixed creative economy (especially one involving high-cost buildings) requires financial models which generate earned income rather than relying solely on public investment. Of course, it isn’t possible for every community to have its own publicly funded professional arts facility. It therefore seems logical to consider a strategic pattern of provision which places fewer, properly resourced, buildings where most people live. The spatial strategy suggests they should be located in the population centres in the east and west of the County. 

Reflecting the analysis in Section 2.2, their role should be to act as creative hubs working across the arts forms and bringing together professional “presenting” and “producing” functions. They should expect to work collaboratively at the heart of sub-regional “clusters” which draw strength from their facilities. This responsibility should be built into Service Level Agreements. It seems logical that they should be supported in these strategic aspirations by the County, their home district and ACESW. Smaller scale “presented” and “participatory” programmes should be delivered at a local level through community-based facilities and supported by appropriate public interventions along the lines established by rural touring schemes. The “development” function could then be carried out either at a local level by a network of District-based ADOs or by a dedicated independent agency – which would also be able to discharge a strategic responsibility for brokering partnerships and attracting third party public investment into the County. 

3.3 Delivery mechanisms to maximise public benefit

The timetable for budget-setting, means we are faced with the need to act quickly. This section turns to the delivery mechanisms through which change might be managed. Section 3.3.5 makes a specific proposition for immediate next steps.

3.3.1 Sectoral leadership and new resources

A recurring theme from the consultation (and from previous reports) is the perceived lack of strategic leadership and high level advocacy for the arts in Somerset. The difficulty in attracting significant investment from non-arts public sources is a related problem. No individual or organisation has the authority to speak for the sector, coordinate its strategic development and manage the complex pattern of relationships. The new two year Field Officer for Strategy and Resources post appointed through Thrive will help – but may not, in itself, be at a sufficiently senior level. A number of models elsewhere in the region have approached this role in different ways. In Cornwall, the Cultural Development Unit began as a quasi-independent organisation and has moved into the local authority as part of the move to unitary status. Both Bristol and Swindon have worked through a Cultural Development Partnership. Dorset has driven the process from within the County Council. A preferred mechanism for Somerset needs to be further discussed. It could form a unit within the County Council (though financial constraints will make this problematic) or it could be an independent agency with broader stakeholder support. Either way its brief would be very similar. If the independent route is preferred it could lead to a new agency, an existing organisation could be mandated to take on the task or a tender procedure could be implemented. The need for quick action is likely to be the key.

3.3.2 A new framework for stakeholder partnership

The proposition for a Creative Industries Unit to subsume responsibility for the arts in the County emerged in 2006 from DCMS-sponsored Somerset Pathfinder status. Although the idea struggled to command full support from either SAP or the Districts, a subsequent consultancy (from David Powell) lead to the Cultural Forum and related Cultural Executive. Its key distinction was that it engaged portfolio members in a decision making group along with SAP representation and designated individuals. It appears to have been a problematic initiative for several reasons. Senior officers tended to need parallel decision making meetings, some Districts remained at arms length and portfolio holders often hold responsibilities straddling different services while some lacked the necessary knowledge and experience. As a result meetings have become erratically attended. Nobody we spoke to feels the current arrangement works well. It follows that a renewed stakeholder partnership should investigate a smaller, more senior group working to a specified development brief in a set timetable. The group should determine the appropriate long-term solution.

3.3.3 Key strategic organisations

The term “Key Strategic Organisation” is used in Somerset to describe organisations which are in receipt of recurring funding from the County and more than one District. There is no agreed definition setting out the characteristics of a KSO or specifying their responsibilities. The closest to a working definition comes in Diana Johnson’s 2005 report  which talks of a KSO as being “an organisation funded by SCC and at least one District because of its strategic, creative or community purpose”. ACE uses a parallel term (“Regularly Funded Organisation”) for organisations receiving what used to be called core funding. It has come to be seen as a desirable stamp of authority as well as the route to reliable and predictable annual funding around which to plan for future programmes.

It would be helpful if there were a clear statement from all stakeholders describing how and why these organisations are both “key” and “strategic”. The nature of their appropriate funding partnership would then have firmer foundations. Section 1’s analysis suggests that in future there could be fewer KSOs than there are now and that they may be resourced in a different way. It seems logical that they should draw support from the County and ACESW plus their home District (in the case of key creative venues) and from more than one District (if they play a genuinely county-wide strategic role). 

3.3.4 SAP, Thrive and the wider arts constituency

There are clear implications for SAP, for Thrive and for the wider arts constituency. Thrive began in different times. Two years ago there was no sense of the looming economic crisis or the resulting public service financial melt down that lay in store. Under the circumstances its chosen approach (building consensus through collaborative process in an expanding universe) was understandable. The balance of the Thrive resources now need to acknowledge and engage with the changes set out in Section 1. There are implications for the parallel organisational development process and for the way in which the initiative now proceeds to its conclusion. ACESW sees its Thrive investment as being in pursuit of a sustainable arts infrastructure rather than the maintenance of SAP as an entity in perpetuity. Now is the time to demonstrate what that might mean in practice.
4 Future Scenarios

Where might we go? 

Faced with the analysis of Sections 1, 2 and 3, this section looks at the impact of a number of different scenarios. After assessing the creative, social and economic impact of different public investment decisions over the next three years (4.1) it proposes outline “guiding principles” for the development of the arts in Somerset over that period (4.2). These principles then become the criteria against which to assess a number of different scenarios (4.3). 

4.1 The impact of different investment decisions

In broad terms, this section looks at the effects of resourcing the sector for maximum impact maintaining public investment at current levels and at varying levels of cuts. Section 1 shows the extent to which public spending will come under pressure over the next period. It is therefore likely that we will need to focus attention on the impact of different levels of cuts rather than on either increased investment or maintenance of the status quo. 

It should be stressed that this is not a scientific exercise. There is no established methodology through which to assess the relationship between public funding in the arts and the complex inter-relationship between cultural, social and economic returns on that investment. Similarly no figures exist against which to “test” Somerset’s comparator position taking account of all forms of public investment in the arts – grant aid from all sources, local authority ADOs and on-costs plus directly operated facilities. None of the main agencies report figures in this form. CIPFA figures are too self-selecting and vary too widely from authority to authority. The perception that Somerset is relatively disadvantaged nonetheless remains strong. 

4.1.1  Resourcing the arts for maximum impact

Sections 1 and 2 suggest that the sector has never benefited from a level of investment designed to maximise its impact rather than simply maintain its survival. While the issues raised in Section 3 have the capacity to improve the situation, they don’t, in themselves, address the potential of the arts in Somerset to generate a full range of economic and social impacts.  Although it is unlikely that this position will be achievable in the near future, it is important to place a marker for the future. The key is perhaps to return to the four building blocks of a creative future for the county as set out in Section 2.2 – production, presentation, participation and development. Each of these is subject to its own imperatives in terms of buildings, people and programmes. A strategic plan embracing all four should perhaps start with a cross-art form statement of the “optimum level of achievable ambition” for each. This would carry implications for capital and revenue investment relative to the existing infrastructure. A full assessment of the cost of “resourcing the arts for maximum impact” could then follow the logic of Sections 1 to 3 by:

· agreeing the nature of the arts world in Somerset as things stand

· understanding the likely changes to the operating environment

· articulating a five year vision for a fully resourced sector

· determining how best to get from where we are now to where we want to be five year down the line - in the light of achievable levels of public investment

4.1.2 Maintaining public investment in the arts at current levels

For arts organisations and NDPBs alike (less so for local government), the last decade has been predicated on growth. Although Somerset hasn’t benefited to the same extent as other parts of the region, Appendix B suggests that significant increases in investment have been made by most stakeholders. Faced with the kinds of pressures outlined in Section 1, there is a strong argument that, even at current levels of investment, the arts have the continuing capacity to deliver against the policy objectives of both tiers of local government as well as ACESW. Aside from their “innate value”, they do so in ways which provide strong “value for money” while engaging with key constituencies and achieving corporate objectives through their “instrumental impact”. Were the stakeholder partnership to be in a position to do so, in considering future scenarios, it is therefore important not to lose sight of the continuing case for investment. Section 1.1.5 summarises the key social and economic arguments. That said, even if it were financially possible to maintain the status quo, there would still be strong arguments for the kind of change management programme outlined in Section 3.3.5. Its purpose would then be to use current levels of investment more strategically in order to increase its impact. The process could then be used to engage with and resolve longstanding sectoral problems and to maximise the social and economic return on public investment. 

4.1.3 Decreased public investment in the arts

The reality is likely to be that all sources of public funding will look for economies over the coming period. In setting budgets which seek to make investment cuts for 20010/11 and beyond, Somerset’s authorities will need to consider arts expenditure in four areas:

· grant aid to independent arts organisations

· payroll (and on-costs) of the network of arts development officers

· the net cost of directly operated facilities

· key areas of creative activity through non-arts budgets 

It follows that the desire to reduce expenditure could either focus on one area of engagement or a mixture of all four. With the exception of SSDC’s support for the Octagon (which commands high levels of member and public support) there are very few directly operated facilities. The fourth option wouldn’t have an immediate impact on the core budgets from which the arts are supported. At the least we would expect a programme of change (see Section 5) to increase the impact of this kind of investment and for other areas of local government to take a clearer responsibility in key areas (education and the creative economy for example).  Some combination of cuts to grant aid and the payroll costs of the ADO network is therefore likely to be the mechanism through which savings are made. It may be that there would be a preference for one approach over the other rather than a combination. There are pros and cons to both approaches. This section now assesses the impact of different levels of cut. 
10% cut

10% cuts would be painful but probably manageable with relatively limited impact on sectoral sustainability. It would be feasible to examine different approaches (see Section 4.3) which could manage the process with minimum damage. There would be an expectation that individual organisations would either seek internal economies or identify new sources of income. The scale and extent of the social and economic impact would therefore probably not be enormous. Threats to an agency approach in areas such as arts and education may even prompt a more direct sense of engaged responsibility from other parts of local government. In other agencies, some programme areas may be cut loose in order to retain others at enhanced levels. ACESW would probably seek ways to maintain investment at close to current levels in a new kind of cultural landscape with a closer emphasis on production and participation. Unless the rural touring support were removed, community venues would probably survive relatively intact. The bulk of the pain would fall on those organisations in receipt of the greatest proportion of second tier local government investment. Decisions by individual Districts could have the most negative effect on the network of venues which account for the bulk of their funding. There could be significant impacts on Bridgwater Arts Centre and the Brewhouse for example. The significance of the Octagon (with its relative security as a directly run facility) could increase under these circumstances.

20% cut

20% cuts (removing one pound in five) become trickier. If the cuts were applied across the Board then a number of building-based organisations would need to review their position. The pressure to cut costs and to raise income from new sources would be more severe. The boards of some independent organisations may fail to be able to balance their budgets and would need to consider their position. Buildings (such as the Merlin and Strode Theatres) which are already under pressure from their education partners’ imperatives may be pushed into unsustainable positions. Other venues would also find life hard. There would be a serious risk of dedicated facilities being lost to the sector with the resulting need to find another public domain use for buildings with limited flexibility. Agencies have a closer relationship between programmes and project funding and are less reliant on box office income. Costs and income are therefore more closely related. Whole programmes would presumably be threatened if an agency like Take Art were to be faced with cuts of this scale. Judgements would be difficult, jobs would be lost and social impact diminished. The effect on visual and media arts would be disproportionate because of their low baseline. Somerset Film, for example depends on public funding for only around one sixteenth of its turnover – but the £25k in question is what allows it to play a social purpose beyond that of a sub-regional commercial facilities house.

30% cut
To take nearly a third out of public investment in the arts in Somerset would seriously undermine the stability of the existing professional arts infrastructure. It would be hard to make the cuts strategic and therefore to manage their impact. The “critical mass” on which the sector depends could diminish to the point at which it unravels. Already fragile confidence could be undermined with unpredictable results. The survival of some organisations would be directly threatened – especially building-based organisations with their increasing cost base. The ability to retain a decent proportion of expenditure for programming would also diminish with a direct impact on the outputs on which public benefit depends. A significant number of jobs would be lost (with the attendant costs of redundancy) and the level of professional skills available to the sector would decline considerably. Gaps which have been identified within professional production across the art forms would remain un-bridged with a direct impact on the ability of young and emerging artists to make a living from their work within the county. It would also become even harder for young creative organisations to emerge and establish themselves. Economic and social impact would be significant and immediate. The ability to manage a creative economy component of economic strategy would decrease. So too would the social impact of the arts be diminished. This would reflect the extent to which delivery at community level would be affected – though the impact would probably be less than it would on the professional arts sector. The ability of an arts development function to identify and secure new investment would be undermined with the linked danger of triggering an unpredictable cycle of decline. 

4.2 Guiding principles for the development of the arts in Somerset

There is no suggestion that cuts of this magnitude would simply be imposed across the board. There may be a range of approaches which will have winners and losers as well as delivering the necessary cuts. Each of the propositions outlined in 4.3 need to be “measured” against their capacity to achieve certain desired results. These criteria should allow a reasoned assessment of their impact and therefore of their desirability. In a sense they become the “guiding principles” for a more strategic approach to arts development in Somerset. 

With this in mind, future options for action should:

· defend the principles of public investment in art during the economic down-turn

· generate efficiency savings without undermining the core infrastructure

· provide better “value for money” in terms of public investment in the arts

· increase non-arts public investment in creative enterprise

· increase the proportion of public investment that finds its way to the art

· enhance the range and quality of professional production in Somerset

· defend new and emerging creative practice

· increase involved participation in engaged communities

· review and re-new the collective understanding of “arts development” role

· enhance the ability to develop a dynamic contribution from the creative economy

· enhance the impact of the arts in education 

· extend and enhance the engagement of young people with their own creativity

· maximise strategic leadership, intervention and action
· keep bureaucratic process to a minimum consistent with public accountability

· command “sign-up” from stakeholders and the arts constituency

4.3 Future options and their implications

This section now sets out a number of future scenarios against these guiding principles. They aren’t mutually exclusive. It may be that the preferred solution contains elements from different scenarios. The task is to defend the existing infrastructure during a period of public expenditure constraint so that subsequent re-investment can be based on firmer foundations with greater strategic intent. Please note that these are “scenarios” not “recommendations”

The first two (“remove public funding from the arts in Somerset” and “maintain the status quo”) are presented  to provide a quick overview of why they are neither sensible nor helpful propositions. The others all contain different elements of what might become a sustainable solution. In each case a quick description of the proposition is followed by a summary of the implications. Most of them have already been touched on at various points. In each case they are trigger for discussion rather than a completed solution.

4.3.1 Scenario 1: Remove public funding from the arts in Somerset

Proposition

This scenario involves the removal of all public funding for the arts in Somerset by NDPBs and local government sources. It is an extreme position offered only as a reference point.
Implications
Public funding of the arts only began in 1946. Before then there was plenty of cultural activity in this country. People wouldn’t suddenly cease to be creative if all public investment were to be removed tomorrow. On the other hand, there would be no ability to focus investment for reasons of policy and no capacity to generate social and economic benefit. Cultural activity would presumably either default to the tyranny of the market or be subject to the whim of patronage. These kinds of draconian cuts would generate a level of public concern completely disproportionate to the amounts saved. It is hard to imagine the cultural edifice built over the last 30 years could be so wilfully dismantled.
4.3.2 Scenario 2: Maintain the status quo

Proposition

It is of course always possible to do nothing. Maintaining the status quo would leave a diminishing network of ADOs working from a predominantly economic development perspective. An historically determined pattern of KSOs would continue to be supported with relatively small amounts through stakeholder partnerships which have evolved over time. The four Thrive funded posts would continue for their planned two years before disappearing. ACESW would make a decision in due course on the additional RFO investement which is currently in its second year.

Implications
Recurring problems across the network of KSOs would continue to become acute on an unpredictable cycle. New and emerging organisations would struggle to develop sustainable critical mass. Professional production would remain problematic. Support for community resources would remain erratic and non-strategic. The total amount of public investment would still not be driven by a clear sense of purpose. A distinctive role for individual stakeholders would remain unclear. It is likely that a subsequent retreat into institutional positions would lead to unpredictable and non-negotiated cuts as the pressure on public finances continues to bite over the coming period. They could lead to a disproportionate loss of social and economic benefit. 

4.3.3 Scenario 3: An integrated strategic approach to culture

Proposition

This scenario responds to the sense that arts development in the county has suffered from a lack of strategic focus. At a minimum it involves a commitment to collaboration across both tiers of local government in partnership with ACESW and with the active engagement of the constituency. More radically it could also form part of an integrated approach to culture in the context of community development. By implication this would bring together heritage and library and arts functions in a unified strategic framework lead by the County and supported by ACESW and the Districts. 

Implications
This approach would allow all stakeholders to understand why they make the investment they do, what they expect from it and how their contribution to the partnership is distinctive. Crucially it would bring the constituency into discussions about its own future. It would therefore allow a single sense of ownership of the necessary response to public finance constraints. It would be a highly desirable outcome from this process. Though it would have been an interesting proposition five years ago, the more radical integration is likely to be a bridge to far at this point.

4.3.4 Scenario 4: Fewer, better-resourced KSOs

Proposition

The number of KSOs in the county would reduce significantly. There would be a clear definition of why they exist and what is expected of them. It is possible there may be as few as three (or perhaps four) of them. Two/three with a geographic focus in key population areas in the east and west of the county and one with a strategic development – which could be located anywhere. The two key facilities would benefit from a combined medium-term commitment linking capital and revenue support to the strategic vision for the county. All three would acknowledge a pan-county responsibility to be discharged through collaboration – both with each other and with the wider constituency. They would be resourced by more than one funder. Core SCC and ACESW support would presumably focus on these organisations together with a negotiated package from the Districts – especially the home district.

Implications
This scenario would introduce the possibility of a strategic response to need and un-pick the historical pattern of existing relationships. The precise nature of new KSOs and the process through which they should be identified and resourced remains subject to further discussion. This scenario necessarily means that some organisations which are currently defined and supported as KSOs could lose their funding from the County and from ACESW – though not necessarily from their District. All the caveats surrounding the need for a proper process to accompany any decision to “disinvest” need to be re-asserted here. By implication this would free up resources either for application to the new arrangements or to be taken as savings by local authorities. 

4.3.5 Scenario 5: Professional production and artist development

Proposition

There would be a significant re-alignment of public investment to focus resources on production and the professional development of artists – especially new and emerging talent. Key areas of activity could be prioritised. This scenario would embrace the full range of creative practice and would aim to raise the game significantly in terms of quality, range and ambition. It would be reflected in KSO Service Level Agreements and the development of appropriate facilities. This scenario would enhance creative partnerships between Somerset practitioners and national and international collaborators. It would also seek to bring significant artists into the county both to make work and to inspire local makers.

Implications
This scenario directly addresses longstanding concerns about the quality and ambition of professional production in the County. It provides for a closer relationship with the creative economy and offers increased opportunities to young Somerset artists. How such a programme might work, the contribution of a smaller number of KSOs and the relationship with existing organisations and agencies requires significant discussion. Lessons need to be learnt from the recent Thrive experiences of commissioning and from experiences in other parts of the country. Various existing aspirations (notably within dance, theatre and the visual and media arts) could be harnessed and focused through such an initiative. The new Thrive appointments would have a clear role to play in developing and delivering strategies.
4.3.6 Scenario 6: Community delivery and engaged participation

Proposition

The development and delivery of community programmes (based on participation as well as village hall promotions) would be developed through distinct strategies. They would draw on a number of core strengths including amateur activity, carnivals and outdoor celebratory events and creative education initiatives. The expectation would be that local communities would be empowered to develop a strong sense of ownership – both of local venues (perhaps including schools, libraries and community museums) and of the programmes through which they are animated. Arts and education would be a distinct sub-set of activity. The social impact of the arts would thereby be directly increased. 

Implications
This is a win/win. It plays to strengths and uses existing assets as well as reflecting the rural nature of much of Somerset. It also balances the focus on a smaller number of KSOs in centres of denser population. There are a number of sources of project funding available for community-based projects. Recent experience at South Petherton suggests that great strides can be taken without SCC or ACESW support. Again, the new Thrive appointments could have a clear role to play. So too could District-based ADOs and other local authority departments with a direct interest. The use of creative arts in a range of contexts involving children and young people would be a significant focus of attention.

4.3.7 Scenario 7: Strategic development and leadership

Proposition

This proposition responds to the recurring concerns about strategic leadership, sectoral advocacy and the ability to attract significant non-arts funding into Somerset from regional and national sources. An independent agency could be established (possibly as one of the smaller number of KSOs) with a brief to broker relationships, nurture partnerships, attract investment and maintain a strategic overview of the arts in Somerset. It could also take responsibility for negotiating and supporting the contribution from other local authority departments as well as coordinating the county-wide development function at an agreed level.

Implications
There would be a strong need for such an agency to be mandated to speak on behalf of both the sector and the stakeholder partnership. It could also conceivably play a role in the development of the creative economy – though this would need further discussion. These functions could also be discharged through some kind of county-based Creative Development Unit along the Cornish model – though it seems unlikely that the will or the resources exist to do so. If the independent route were to be taken (and it would be able to attract investment from a broader base) then it would be possible either to adopt a tendering approach, set something up from scratch or build on an existing organisation.
5 A programme of managed change

How might we get there?

If change within the arts in Somerset is both unavoidable and desirable, a suitable mechanism for managing it is urgently  needed. Designing a critical planning path which meets the needs of stakeholders and the arts constituency is the first step. In the absence of such a path, the change which Section 1 suggests is unavoidable will be difficult, divisive and damaging. Having designed it, the programme’s implementation could become a mechanism for bringing the stakeholders and the constituency into a mutually fruitful process. This scenario planning exercise also needs to maintain its momentum. 

A programme of managed change requires a small, senior, time-dated and mandated group to oversee its design and manage its implementation. It should contain the most senior officers possible from the three key stakeholders (SCC, Districts and ACESW) plus representatives of the arts constituency. The Steering Group for this strategic overview (perhaps augmented by an additional District representative) is well placed to carry the process forward. 

The programme of change should set out clear and costed actions in an achievable time line. They should be linked to specified responsibilities and to milestones through which they will be monitored and evaluated. The programme should respond to the need to:

· Work within the time frame for local authority budget setting for 2010/11

· Articulate a “sustainable and reasonable” vision for Somerset’s arts infrastructure

· Ensure it is pragmatic in its response to funding realities 

· Use the opportunity of Thrive to move towards this vision

· Agree a clear and simple three year strategy to achieve it 

· Set up appropriate collaborative mechanisms to deliver it

· Incorporate the arts constituency in discussions about its own future

· Support the arts constituency as it responds to the impact of change

· Link built facilities with population growth and service demand 

· Review and determine the future roles and functions of “Key Strategic Organisations”

· Review and determine SAP’s future role and function

· Review and determine the future role of arts development agencies and the ADOs

· Examine support for devolved arts delivery in empowered local communities

· Create a county-wide agency responsible for strategic relationships and resources
Appendix A: Consultees

One-to-one discussions;

· Kay Allen, Head of Community Regeneration, Somerset CC

· Rob Froud, Group Manager for Arts and Libraries, Somerset CC

· Tom Mayberry, Group Manager, Heritage, Somerset CC

· Paul Hickson, Group Manager Economy & Europe, Somerset CC

· Rob Jones, Policy and Development Manager Arts & Creative Industries, Somerset CC

· Polly Davis, Arts Partnership Development Officer, Somerset CC

· Steve Joel, South Somerset DC

· Joy Wishlade, Taunton Deane Borough Council

· Simon Jutton, ACE SW

· Paul Goddard, ACE SW

· Barbara Wood, Thrive

· Ralph Lister, Take Art

· Liz Leyshon, Strode Theatre

· Robert Miles, the Brewhouse

· Phil Shepherd, Somerset Film

· Carol Carey, Somerset Art Works

· Alice Crane, SPAEDA

· Diana Johnson, consultant

· Sam Hunt, Thrive Organisational Development Consultant

Group meetings:

· Project Steering Group 



· Thrive Strategic Management Group




· ACESW Management Group 


· Thrive organisations open meetings (x 2: six people present at each)

· Somerset Arts Development Officers Group

Appendix B: Financial Statistics
Table One

Public Investment in the Arts in Somerset: 2009/10 Overview

	Source
	Amount

	
	

	Somerset County Council
	317,900

	Mendip District Council
	131,100

	Taunton Deane Borough Council
	274,060

	West Somerset District Council
	 35,000

	Sedgemoor District Council
	74,290

	South Somerset District Council
	352,030

	Arts Council England South West
	849,790

	
	

	Total
	2,034,170


Source: ADOs coordinated by PD
· ACESW figure lacks last three quarters of G4A investment (see note to Table Four)

· WSDC total arts budget down from £70,000 in 2007/08 and £77,000 in 2006/07

· ACESW figure only contains first quarter G4A grants – see note to Table Four

Table Two

Local Authority Investment in the Arts in Somerset: 2009/10 Overview

	Source
	Amount

	
	

	Somerset County Council
	

	ADO and support costs
	38,400

	Directly operated facilities
	0

	Grants
	279,500

	Mendip District Council
	

	ADO and support costs
	54,900

	Directly operated facilities
	0

	Grants
	76,200

	Taunton Deane Borough Council
	

	ADO and support costs
	37,050

	Directly operated facilities
	0

	Grants
	237,010

	West Somerset District Council
	

	ARTlife Coordinator
	12,050

	Directly operated facilities
	0

	Grant to ARTlife
	22,950

	Sedgemoor District Council
	

	ADO and support costs
	0

	Directly operated facilities
	0

	Grants
	74,290

	South Somerset District Council
	

	ADO and support costs
	30,100

	Directly operated facilities (Octagon)
	279,480

	Grants
	42,450

	
	

	Total
	1,184,380


Source: ADOs coordinated by PD

· TDBC grants include a one-off £50k payment to the Brewhouse plus grants to KSOs (£19,820), community arts groups (13,030) and the Public Art Partnership (£2,160)

· SSDC grants are split between KSOs (£22,347) and a discretionary arts budget (£13,890)
Table Three

Somerset KSOs: Sources of Core Revenue Support, 2009/10

	KSO
	County
	Districts
	ACESW
	Total

	
	
	
	
	

	Somerset Film
	11,500
	14,334
	0
	25,834

	Actiontrack
	6,900
	10,880
	51,362
	69,142

	Take Art
	49,300
	36,567
	134,586
	220,453

	Somerset Artworks
	5,400
	9,100
	0
	14,500

	Black Swan
	5,500
	12,955
	0
	18,455

	Bridgwater AC
	10,400
	64,530
	0
	74,930

	Merlin
	45,400
	14,100
	60,000
	119,500

	Strode
	43,900
	13,525
	0
	57,425

	SPAEDA
	31,400
	2,390
	27,839
	61,629

	Brewhouse
	27,300
	152,000
	0
	179,300

	Thrive
	
	
	209,441
	209,441

	New ACE RFO
	
	
	160,500
	160,500

	
	
	
	
	

	Total
	237,000
	351,891
	643,728
	1,232,619


Source: Thrive SAP membership survey and ACESW published RFO portfolio
· TA, SAW and SF are the only organisations funded by SCC and all 5 Districts

· Buildings are mostly funded by SCC and their home District

· New ACE RFO investment currently in second year of a three year funding agreement

· ACE Thrive and new RFO has an impact beyond KSOs

· Additional 2009/10 one-off payment of £50k from TDBC to the Brewhouse not included

Table Four

ACESW Revenue Support for the Arts In Somerset

1999/2000 to 2009/10

	Programme
	1999/2000
	2008/09
	2009/10

	
	
	
	

	RFOs (inc Thrive)
	141,800
	664,481
	653,948

	RALP/G4TA
	104,570
	376,105
	195,842

	
	
	
	

	Total
	246,370
	1,040,586
	849,790


Source: ACESW figures

· 2009/10 G4A figures are only drawn from the first quarter. The total annual figure will certainly be larger and will probably exceed the 2008/09 figures

· Current Brewhouse bid to ACE Sustain programme not included

Table Five

Core public Investment in Somerset KSOs (LA 1998/99 figures include SWA Subscription)
1998/99 to 2009/10

	Source
	1998/99
	2009/10

	
	£s
	£s

	SCC
	168,320
	237,000

	MDC
	33,293
	58,300

	SDC
	85,567
	74,290

	SSDC (Excludes Octagon)
	24,957
	22,347

	TDBC (See table 6 note)
	287,401
	217,515

	WSDC
	5,484
	10,244

	ACESW (RFO/Thrive)
	157,680
	653,948

	
	
	

	Total
	762,702
	1,263,424


Source: MDC ADO collated figures  

· WSDC investment routed through Artlife

· Excludes non-Thrive ACE lottery investment(capital, RALP, G4A)

Table Six

Local authority support for key Somerset arts organisations 

1998/99 to 2009/10

	Organisation
	1998/99
	2009/10

	
	£s
	£s

	Somerset Film
	-
	25,834

	Actiontrack
	8,494
	17,780

	Take Art
	38,730
	85,867

	Somerset Artworks
	-
	14,500

	SPAEDA
	-
	33,790

	Black Swan
	14,985
	18,455

	Bridgwater AC
	80,750
	74,930

	Merlin Theatre
	37,485
	59,500

	Strode Theatre
	46,475
	57,425

	The Brewhouse
	292,800
	229,300

	Octagon Theatre
	
	

	Tacchi Morris AC
	0
	0

	Folk South West
	0
	0

	Regal Theatre
	0
	0

	Meeting House
	0
	0

	Petherton Arts Trust
	13,000
	0

	Artshare
	14,450
	-

	SDC
	22,441
	-

	BSO
	12,833
	-

	South West Arts
	24,220
	-

	
	
	

	Total
	606,716
	617,381


Source: MDC ADO collated figures
· Doesn’t include capital investment

· TDBC annual funding for the Brewhouse (£85,730 in 1997/98) increased to crisis contribution of £274,000 in 1998/99. Decreased to £190,000 in 1999/2000 and to a core £152,000 by 2009/10. 2009/10 includes further one-off TDBC payment to the Brewhouse of £50k

· Figures don’t include net cost to SSDC of Octagon Theatre - estimated at £240,000 in 2009/10 but unknown for 1998/99

· BSO received £1,659k from ACE national and £33k from SWA in 1998/99 through SWCB

Appendix C: Strategic Documents
· “Great Art for Everyone”, 2008-2011, ACE National Priorities, 2008

· “Great Art for Everyone: South West ”, ACESW Regional Priorities, 2008

· Report into ACE 2007 investment strategy, Baroness Macintosh, 2008

·  “A Better Place to Be”: SW Regional cultural strategy, 2009

· “People, Places, Spaces”: SW Regional capital infrastructure strategy, 2009

· Somerset Cultural Strategy, SCC, 2009

· Somerset Community Strategy, SCC, 2009

· Somerset Economic Strategy, SCC, 2009

· “Into Somerset”: Economic regeneration and inward investment, 2008

· District and County Local Area Agreements (2008-11)

· District Corporate Plans

· “The Arts in Somerset: State of the Sector”, Polly Davis, SCC, 2009

· Social Impact Study of the Arts in Somerset, Annabel Jackson, 2009

·  “Creative Britain: New Talents for the New Economy”, DCMS, 2008

· Economic Impact Study of the Arts in Somerset, Colin Mercer, 2008

·  “Digital Britain”, DCMS, 2009

· Somerset Creative Industries, Mapping and Impact Study, Colin Mercer, 2004

· Mapping the Creative Industries in the South West, Burns Owen, 2007

· A Vision for Creative Industries in Somerset 2005-10, Diana Johnson, 2005

· Somerset Arts and Creative Industries Review, David Powell, May 2007

· Valuing Voluntary Arts: State of the Sector in Somerset and Dorset, 2004

· Somerset’s Theatre Locality Plan, Richard Crowe, 2004

· Events, Carnivals and Festivals toolkit

·  “Great Somerset Arts Adventure”, Caroline Dunn and Jo Dereza, 2007

· Somerset Arts Promoters, Audience Research, SWAM, 2004

· Thrive: Business Case 1: Phases One and Two

· Thrive: Business Case 2: Phase Three and beyond
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