The Arts in Somerset

Strategic Overview and Scenario Planning


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

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

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

Organisation: Somerset Film

Position:  Facilitator

Contact:  phil@somersetfilm.com

	1. Key Assumptions 
Are the key assumptions highlighted in the first chapter correct and comprehensive? Does anything need to be added or removed?

	At SF’s recent board meeting our trustees challenged Peter Boyden’s assumptions about the less than fully rural nature of the county, and the tendency to centralisation flowing from his essentially metro-centric view.  The Trustees feel his analysis is over simplified and that, based on our fifteen years experience of work in the county, the true picture is considerably more complex than he describes. 

The role of Somerset Film seems to have been largely overlooked (referred to only as a ‘sub regional facilities house’) and this presents concerns for us in terms of our status as a KSO which does not anywhere appear on the Boyden map.  There are of course functions we deliver which are likely to fall within the new visual arts hub, essentially those functions we have been developing with our partners in the Reveal project – around digital art and support for artists and audiences engaging with this area.  We are comfortable with our intended future part in Reveal but very concerned that our wide range of other cross county and cross sector functions (community media facilitation and support, advice, information, subsidised courses, access facilities, outreach projects, family learning, community chroniclers, archive development to name but a few) will effectively go unsupported by the local authorities in the future.  The potential for the value of community broadcasting has also been completely overlooked.  None of this is acceptable to us.

The Trustees are also clear that we shouldn’t just accept there is less money available for the arts and digital media. Less money may be a given because of the low status given to the sector by successive governments but it is a situation we should continue to contest in the strongest possible terms.  It is vital that stakeholders recognise that the arts and digital media are not just a leisure option but are fundamental to quality of life.  Trustees hope there is still time to influence the decisions shortly to be made.
What follows for the rest of this answer is my own expansion on this theme:

By framing everything in economic terms we risk devaluing the principles that underpin our work and give it its value.  Our immovable aim put simply should be to ensure that every citizen in the county has access to a guaranteed minimum level of access to the means of participating in and enjoying the creative arts and media. 
Recent authoritative studies in the UK and abroad show that what people deeply desire in their lives is meaning and purpose, connection to others, a sense of recognition, social justice and the value of the world beyond the purely material.  These are all areas that our society in general does not value but that are central in creative practice. Their value will not necessarily be delivered in the proposed centralized model.  Activities, facilities, support and advice need to be available across the county not just in the two proposed production centres and centralised agency.   Culture lives where people are and that’s where the building blocks should start.
We must revisit first principles and make sure we infuse them before we embark on this journey.




	2. Strategy for the Arts in Somerset 

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

	Whatever the way forward it’s good to have a framework to work to and the commitment from districts, county and Arts Council to take a joined-up approach is welcome.  After returning to first principles (asking again why any of this matters in the first place) we need to establish a coherent network of practice, each venue/outlet/workshop with autonomy but co-committed to a genuinely collaborative approach.  It is also vital to ensure inclusivity in our approach; this is not just about the members of Somerset Arts Promoters but everyone involved in the creative sector in this county.  It is also crucial that we prioritise the involvement of young people as key contributors to this process.

To quote Boyden… (a sustainable future has to be) … ‘be driven by a commitment to collaborate rather than control’

We can’s stress the need for a collaborative approach enough.  The sector will fragment if agencies and venues consider their own needs alone.   In this respect and when thinking about the mooted strategic agency, yes, we need leadership but the kind of leadership that is committed to ceding control, to empowering our wider sector through devolution and capacity building.

If there is to be an independent development agency it is vital that it has a cast iron and respected linkage to SCC.  The fit with the SCC creative economy teams across the county is crucial.  It will not be acceptable for future local governments to relinquish their responsibilities for the cultural well being of their constituencies – this will remain a danger if a new agency does not have contracted links to and partnerships with government!
If the Boyden model is adopted it is critical that the proposed production centres commit to co-working with the art form ‘hubs’ in their plans, budgets and long term visions.  

The art-form ‘hubs’ will need sustained contracts of sensible lengths (five years minimum) to grow the core development services with access to challenge funds as appropriate.  They should not o any account be subsumed into the above mentioned development agency but enjoy a robust independence – to ensure the needs of those hubs are not swept into a generalist whole led by non-specialists.   The autonomy of the art- form specific development ‘hubs’ is critical to ensure best opportunities for attracting funding and wider sector support.




	3. Three Year Operational Objectives

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



	Strategic Aim One

Improve the range and quality of professional arts production in Somerset

· SMART objectives: 

Support a Somerset showcase tour to other parts of SW and UK to support and disseminate the excellent work being produced here across the arts and digital media sector – and so raise the profile of the county



Strategic Aim Two

Respond with energy and flexibility to new and emerging creative practice

· SMART objectives:


Evaluate public spend against the criteria of social justice, inclusion, creativity and value for money informed by a wide and sustained programme of engagement with citizen-participants and audiences, refreshed on an annual basis. 


Strategic Aim Three

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

· SMART objectives:


Put in place a public transport system based on equality of access and cultural well-being (e.g. buses that run in the evenings), invest in car sharing, safe cycle routes into the main centres, pressure the DOT and First Great Western to re-open Somerton, Langport and run regular outer circle rail services via Westbury, Bath, Bristol, Taunton, Castle Cary.- also to re-establish regular rail services Yeovil Junction via Pen Mill to Taunton.. Create route taxi network (like most so-called ‘third world’ countries have managed to do very efficiently for decades)  so people can travel quickly and cheaply between main towns without having to use their own cars.



Strategic Aim Four

Increase involved participation in engaged communities across the County

· SMART objectives:


       Reverse the trend in disinvestment in informal adult learning, support initiatives addressing this issue, which isolates and disempowers potential participants, producers and audiences
       


Strategic Aim Five

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

· SMART objectives:

Make an unwavering commitment to putting young people on every committee and embed them in every future structure, empower them as agents of change within the institutions and wider society


Strategic Aim Six

Enhance the economic contribution from across Somerset’s creative economy

· SMART objectives:

Create opportunities for the sector to meet up, to share ideas, to co-inspire and broker partnerships : Junction events, forums on important issue where the input of culture can make a huge impact (e.g. teenage pregnancies, repeat offending) speed dating sessions for bringing people together to share information.

Other Strategic Aim:

· SMART objectives:

 Get more front line cultural workers on the ground – practice shows that what people really want to feel noticed, listened to, responded to – not in a token-istic box-ticking way but through investment in the long term relationships which actually pay off and deliver real benefits.


	


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

	Not essentially, we think we should be smarter about ways to sustain and grow our existing energy centres, not offering a blank cheque but creating criteria for future funding based on creativity, social justice and value for money.  We worry that the flawed assumptions in this report (see Q1) will now define stake holders’ thinking and will ultimately not work to the long term benefit of our communities.




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

	Culture as a fundamental part of life needs to be facilitated wherever people live.  The Reveal media hubs (now up and running in Taunton and Langport as well as at the Bridgwater Engine Room) provide a model for how creative activity can be encouraged and facilitated on a networked basis – and potentially in any art form.  Participants and producers can avail themselves of their nearest facility while having access to the wider network of provision and information, also accessible to them when required.  These hubs can be supported with regular surgeries, drop ins and networking opportunities based on the model now in its eighth year of successful operation at the Engine Room.

None of this negates the importance of having key venues and presentation spaces which we would of course support, but it is important to recognise that the paucity of production which Boyden refers to can be greatly improved with the dispersed hub style provision outlined above.

The county and districts have critical roles to play here (hence our belief that the umbilical cord with SCC needs to be re-enforced and sustained) as they are the pathways to the numerous potential project partner agencies – who we believe will increasingly wish to engage and invest as the realisation of the creative sector’s real significance grows.




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

	No for the reasons given above




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

	There are always opportunities to explore and we will be there to explore them.  We know there will be less money and whilst we will never endorse the policies which make this inevitable we will work with what we have and support our peers.  Sadness though that this report seems not to have captured the true uniqueness of our rich collective offer – and hence frustration that what is likely to flow from it may not serve our county as well as it should.




The completed feedback form should be returned via emailed by Friday 26th February 2010 to Sara Mein (pa to Kay Allen) at scmein@somerset.gov.uk
