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13/1/05

Mr David Gonski AO

Chairman

Australia Council

PO Box 788

Strawberry Hills NSW 2012

Dear David,

As former Directors of the Community Cultural Development Board, representing over three decades of national leadership in the area, we write to express our concerns with the Australia Council’s recent announcement that it will disband the Board and devolve its responsibilities. We propose an alternative way forward that would ensure the Australia Council’s continued national and international leadership in policy, advocacy and support for direct participation by the Australian community in the arts.

Our primary concern is that the Australia Council’s decision was not soundly based and that its proposals will prove very destructive to cultural development in Australian communities, especially in rural and regional Australia. We certainly do not object to review and change: indeed we believe a review is warranted and the constructive change that a full and fully-informed review would bring could be of great benefit. This is a sector that is very responsive to changes in social and cultural circumstances because it depends on engagement with its many, complex stakeholder groups and is not constrained by needing to maintain large-company infrastructure. It has always embraced change and to suggest, as the CEO of the Australia Council has, that concern at the announced changes is coming only from the ‘losers’ in the new order, is to misunderstand the sector.

The Australia Council’s proposals give no indication of what its community cultural development policy is trying to achieve. They are limited to major administrative re-arrangements with no stated policy objectives. They were developed without reference to the wealth of available documentation and expertise. The six week ‘consultation’ provided, over the Christmas period, is wholly inadequate. 

We propose that the review be expanded to include experts in and practitioners of community cultural development and that the consultation be extended to the end of June, 2005. We believe this approach will produce soundly-based reform of the Australia Council’s critical role in the sector and avoid the serious threats and inadequacies the current proposals embody. 

These include:

· A threat the Australia Council’s international and national stature in community cultural development
The Australia Council’s current proposals threaten the viability of the community cultural development sector and jeopardise the Council’s national and international stature in community arts policy, advocacy and support.

The reduction in status and capacity of the CCDB, the subservience of Community Partnerships to Audience Development and Marketing and the pitifully small staffing establishment assigned to Community Partnerships (2 staff) severely dilutes the capacity of the Australia Council to provide leadership in an area of practice which is recognised internationally as exemplary. Without this leadership the gains which have been made in securing support from other non-arts partners will be lost.

Three decades of practice have developed an understanding of what it takes for community-based arts to flourish.  Australia leads the world in the practice and theory of community arts. Much of this knowledge is embodied in the CCDB.  Dissolve the Board and fail to replace it with an alternative specialist entity and you marginalise the knowledge and its continued evolution as well as the national focus.
· Community cultural development objectives made subservient to audience development 

The establishment of a new entity: Community Partnerships and Market Development presumes that the primary objectives of this unit will be to develop cross-sectoral partnerships only insofar as these activities are aligned to marketing objectives. The narrowness of this focus ignores the need for strategic partnerships with other sectors to demonstrate the value and usefulness of the arts within broader non-arts agendas. Recent publications such Art and Wellbeing a Guide is one of many publications documenting the Australia Council’s success in supporting community cultural development practice which also delivers artistic, community development, economic and environmental outcomes.

In designating support for the direct participation by groups of people in making their own culture subservient to marketing and audience development, the Australia Council fails to recognise the impact that the valorisation of community arts has on participants’ support for the arts.

· Contradictory objectives

The rationale for the abolition of the CCDB and the devolution of its responsibilities is to give greater emphasis on arts activity. However, this rationale is at odds with the Australia Council’s stated objective to broaden support for the arts through the engagement of non-arts sectors. The mental health sector, for example, is not interested in a strategic partnership driven principally by fine arts criteria.

· The duality of the Australia Council’s objectives not reflected in the new structure

The Australia Council sees its primary role as supporting and advocating for the arts. The implication of the Australia Council’s proposal is that the CCDB's arts focus was not 'strong' enough.  We couldn't find anything in the support material to justify this insinuation.

However, since its inception, the Australia Council has also pursued other, more complex objectives. Written into its Charter is the requirement that it pursue access to and participation in the arts as well as foster excellence in the arts. These policy objectives of access and participation have been realised by the Australia Council through programs which have sought to support the plurality of Australian cultures and enhance the capacities of local communities to manage their own cultural development. 

The proposed Community Partnerships section within Community Partnerships and Market Development fails to give adequate recognition and status to this duality of purpose and to the effective advocacy the Australia Council has pursued over past decades through programs like the local government strategy, the CEAD program, arts and education programs and the Arts for a Multicultural Australia Strategy (all initiated through the CCDB and its predecessor the CAB).

· Australian’s participation in the arts threatened 

Successive governments have, since the Australia Council’s inception, sought to justify expenditure on the arts by requiring that they be accessible to people living in rural and regional communities and culturally and linguistically diverse communities. The proposed organisational arrangements jeopardise the Australia Council’s capacity to fulfil this mandate and significantly reduces community access to Australia Council support across Australia’s regional, rural, indigenous and multicultural communities. The art form Boards will always apply an assessment of specific art form criteria above anything else. There is no effective provision for community cultural development to be given significant value.

· Art form Boards unqualified to assess community cultural development

The job of the art form Boards is to support specific art form activity. Most community cultural development activities are facilitated by a multi-disciplinary team of artists and are not driven by single art form imperatives. The criteria for the effective evaluation of community cultural development are very different from those used to judge, for example, whether a small dance group is worth supporting. There is no provision to ensure the art form Boards have access to adequate staff expertise. The proposed single Board member with community cultural development expertise will be subsumed by the majority, lacking expertise or understanding. 

A way forward

We propose that there be a moratorium on the restructure of the Australia Council pending a review of community cultural development policy, practice and infrastructure which will:

· Identify best practice models for community cultural development which are the most effective, responsive, democratic and appropriate for the 21st century;

· Identify the most appropriate leadership role and delivery mechanisms for community cultural development by the Australia Council;

· Identify the most appropriate structures and processes for the delivery of this national leadership.

A six month review period is recommended, ending no later than July 2005 followed immediately (upon the adoption of the review recommendations by the Australia Council) by a six month implementation phase.

It is recommended that the review be conducted by a suitably qualified and credible independent professional consultant under the direction of a Reference Group appointed by the Australia Council and drawn from nationally recognised and respected community cultural development Fellows.

We recommend that the review process be designed to engage community cultural development practitioners and key stakeholder organisations and to identify and explore a range of policy options.

We would be grateful if you could take whatever action you think will be effective in establishing a comprehensive review process leading to soundly-based reform.

Yours sincerely,

Jon Hawkes

Andrea Hull AO

Deborah Mills

Cc Jennifer Bott, CEO

13/1/05

Ms Jennifer Bott

CEO

Australia Council

PO Box 788

Strawberry Hills NSW 2012

Dear Jenny,

Please find enclosed copies of letters to your Chairman, David Gonski and the Minister for the Arts. 

I look forward to catching up with you now that you are back from leave.

Yours sincerely,

Deborah Mills
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