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This edition of ARTWORK is a way of
continuing the debate that began at the
Regional Arts Australia Conference
and the ‘Real Communities’ Forum.
This selection of papers extends the

topics at both events and with the

readers’ assistance perhaps

discussions will continue.

was recently asked to take
part in a city radio
discussion about regional
Australia, the population
drift to the cities and the lack
of resources in rural settlements. The
producer's briefing included sweeping
generalisations about the narrow minded
attitudes in country communities. 1
immediately became very defensive about
rural towns arguing that surely he did not
believe that racist and judgemental
people were absent in the city. I went on
air expounding the joys of country life.

Although T have chosen to spend much of
my own working life in the regions T felt 1
had been vaguely dishonest, as 1 believe
working in the arts isn't always easy and
there can be a real sense of isolation from
like minded people’. This theme, raised
by Steve Mayhew in this issue of Artwork,
was one of the motivations behind the
staging of the 'Real Communities' Forum
in October last year.

The organisers also recognised that the
political, social and cultural agenda in
Australia is dramatically different from
the times when the 'community arts
movement' took off in the '70's. In
putting the Forum together there was a
sense of urgency. We recognised that
many workers are no longer employed by
the 'on the edge' community based
organisations but in local government,
industry and mainstream arts companies
with the benefits of a better resourced
and connected infrastructure while
perhaps losing some of the freedoms of
relative independence. Some felt we had
become too serious, 'corporatised' or
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academic. Some believed we do not
examine our work enough in a
philosophical or political sense.

While new technologies and faster
communications have changed our lives,
perhaps now distinctiveness is harder to
define and celebrate. Hence the name of
the Forum - a search for 'Real
Communities' aiming to give community
cultural development workers a chance to
meet, debate and feel a sense of shared
vision.

How far those aims were met is difficult
to assess. The time frame was much too
short. Following a full three day
conference most delegates were tired and
the gathering, which we thought might
attract up to 50 people, became a closely
packed 91. The meeting attracted artists,
volunteers, museum and gallery
directors, arts officers, administrators,
regional theatre and dance workers,
touring managers and academics,

It was evident that this event was so rare
that many people didn't wish to “spoil”
the opportunity by being too contro-
versial, while others who see their work
as politically motivated were nonplussed
that the debate was at times tame.

However with Deborah Mills' skilled
guidance discussions were animated and
experiences shared.

There was disappointment expressed
about the low numbers of Aboriginal
workers and volunteers present at both
the Conference and the forum. Despite
cultural sensitivity in our work, the
structure of conferences and seminars as
well as the content is often still culturally
specific, and despite travel subsidies from
the Australia Council, attendance
required considerable expenditure.

Shortcomings aside, for many of the
newer recruits to the field(s) the Forum
put their work into a historical and social
context and most commented on the
motivation gained from coming together.
Almost every delegate asked for a longer
forum in the near future.

Glynis Flower was the coordinator of the
'Real Communities™Forum for Regional Arts
Australia. She is employed by South
Australian Country Arts Trust as the
Riverland and Mallee Arts Development
Manager. 'Real Communities' was funded by
the Community Cultural Development Fund
of the Australia Council.
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