Convenor:  Mark Bick (Gloucestershire Music Makers)
Participants:  Harriet (West?) of Artshape,  Adam  Payne – Roses Theatre

Question: “Who cares about the skint people?”

Or  more fully “ What about those who lack the economic resources or are dependents whose parents or carers are not supportive”

Key points:

We noted that only 3 people had been interested enough to turn up and discuss this.  Did that answer the question? 

All three participants had numerous stories about people who had been supported over the years in engagement in creative activities despite coming from various kinds of “disadvantaged” backgrounds. It had made a major positive difference to these people  - enabling them to achieve more in their lives and give back to others. 
Artshape  is running activities at £4 per session and has waiting lists for most of these.  Music Makers has found it difficult to charge more than £2 per session to teenagers in Cinderford, but has found some particularly vulnerable young people not able to come at this cost and offered them free places, demand has exceeded capacity with young people queuing for access at times.  

Financial support for children, young people and adults in these situations is reducing drastically.  Adults needing support are now are being moved to personalised budgets but there have been recent decisions that leisure activities (including the arts) should have low priority in how those budgets are allocated. Funding for creative activities at after school clubs, youth clubs and other places has been cut more or less to nothing. Music Services are facing almost total withdrawal of subsidy,  targeted support services and locality teams working with children and young people deemed “at risk” are looking for free provision from arts organisations most of the time, while funding for the organisations to do this kind of work has been reduced. There was agreement that these changes are short sighted and the true value to society of equality of access to the arts was being ignored.

In hard economic terms the arts earn our country significant export income. Many of our established artists, musicians etc. have come from very disadvantaged backgrounds. 
The Government seems to be looking for provision by volunteers, seemingly at zero cost.  Our 3 organisations made extensive use of volunteers :

Artshape – recruit volunteers through the voluntary agencies, by referral from Occupational Therapists etc. of people recovering from health difficulties, and from past participants. Many students, some have significant support needs – most get a huge amount out of their volunteering, the most competent tend to move on more quickly. 

Roses have older mostly female volunteers doing front of house work, and some older participants in youth groups go on to be volunteers. 

Music Makers – (Cinderford site) have older young people volunteering (17-23 age group), mostly previous participants BUT they can move on quite suddenly – 3 core volunteers recently decided to take up HE courses at the last minute.  CCP studio in Cheltenham are struggling to find enough opportunities for all their young music volunteers. Wired gigs at Gloucester Guildhall had loads of young volunteers but have stopped now as the leader could secure enough earned income to cover the time he put in and this was not sustainable for him (he did it for at least 8 years!).  
All of us agreed that volunteers make a significant contribution to keeping costs down and enhancing the quality of what we offer and that the volunteers benefit as well BUT we cannot do it without significant paid staff input.  The costs of providing sufficient support are substantial. We are struggling to find this money and had expected from the Government’s rhetoric that might be forthcoming.

Local Authorities do have some funds to support the most disadvantaged. They are developing policies of only funding “evidence based practice”. The  Arts in Health sector has been building substantial evidence, as are Youth Music, but often in very lengthy documents. It would be helpful if organisations could collaborate to get together the kind of concise versions of the evidence that the budget holding lead professionals are beginning to ask for. (Nationally and across regions as well as locally)  It needs to be of very good quality. We to use this and other actions to get across the value of what we do in the right language for those who control budgets.   BUT there is a need for caution as there is not much evidence that local authorities really follow “evidence based practice”.  
We concluded that equality of access MATTERS and inequality of access has a long term detrimental effect on our society and nation.  Things have taken a turn for the worse and we need to fight against this, but fight smart and find smart ways to do at least some bits of work in the mean time.  Recession always throws up opportunities as well as difficulties.  Creativity is innate to human nature and there will be sparks whatever the barriers. We need to find and nurture the sparks and fight for the resources we need, from whatever source.  

