
Just 29 companies receive 59% of Australia Council funding. Artists are calling for a change

Written by Jo Caust, Associate Professor and Principal Fellow (Hon), University of Melbourne

Today, the Daily Review published  an open letter with more than 700 signatures addressing
the meeting of cultural ministers , which convenes this
Friday. 

The letter is signed by some of the most important artists and arts-workers in Australia,
including Mother and Son writer Geoffrey Atherden , photographer William Yang , dancer Liz
Dalman
, playwright 
Patricia Cornelius
, publisher and critic 
Katharine Brisbane
, Terra Nullius author 
Claire G. Coleman
, La Mama artistic director 
Liz Jones
, and former Adelaide Festival artistic director 
David Sefton
. 

This meeting will be discussing the Major Performing Arts (MPA) framework, and the open letter
is an “urgent request [for ministers] to withhold [their] endorsement of the revised MPA
Framework.” They write:

Across all measures, the independent and small-medium sector is the lifeblood of the national
arts ecology. This sector, on which Australian culture depends for its productivity, efficiency and
international reputation, is on the verge of collapse. 

The letter captures the growing feelings of despair and disenfranchisement in the arts sector. 

Protected funding for 29 companies

The MPA Framework, in existence under various titles since 1999 , ensures the majority of
available arts funding at the federal and state level is directed to 29 performing arts companies. 
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https://dailyreview.com.au/open-letter-telling-states-to-reject-arts-funding-framework-gets-strong-backing/
https://www.arts.gov.au/mcm
https://www.nfsa.gov.au/collection/curated/geoffrey-atherden-oral-history-excerpt
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-05-08/william-yang-photographic-history-sydney-queer-dance-parties/11076708
https://engagingwomen.com.au/stories/dr-elizabeth-cameron-dalman-oam/
https://engagingwomen.com.au/stories/dr-elizabeth-cameron-dalman-oam/
https://www.theguardian.com/culture/2019/mar/14/its-a-scam-australian-playwright-patricia-cornelius-surprised-by-234000-prize-win
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/arts/review/katharine-brisbane-retains-great-currency-in-theatre/news-story/8d2014a6f523baaed1aedc0611ea444a
https://www.thesaturdaypaper.com.au/opinion/topic/2019/01/26/bloody-australia-day/15484212007356
https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/theatre/la-mama-s-visionary-artistic-director-honoured-for-45-years-of-service-20190422-p51g8f.html
https://www.artsjournal.com/culturecrash/2018/11/arts-funding-the-us-vs-the-world.html
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/arts/mpa-overhaul-a-questions-of-dollars-and-sense/news-story/f6f13e862dad6a3feaae4a1e3971eeb9
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Of the A$177 million in arts funding the Australia Council had to distribute in 2016-17, $109
million went to MPA companies
: the open letter says the current proportion of funding to the MPA companies is 59%. These
companies aren’t subject to 
peer review
, and are 
protected
from cuts to arts funding.

The MPA organisations include ten orchestras, five opera companies, eight theatre companies,
and three ballet companies. These companies are generally focused on the western canon
and follow the European tradition in terms of their cultural priorities. 

They tend to be white and male dominated  in their leadership – Bangarra  is the only First
Nations company. The very nature of major 
performing
companies excludes all other art forms, such as literature and the visual arts.

       À lire aussi :       Australia's art institutions don't reflect our diversity: it's time to
change that

Primarily located in Sydney and Melbourne, MPA companies attract most of the arts
sponsorship as well as the majority of the box office income: companies are theoretically only
eligible to be a member of the MPA if they can demonstrate a non-grant income of more than
$1.6 million .

The rich continue to get richer and the poor get poorer.  

The open letter intends to draw urgent attention to the situation facing the broader community
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https://www.themonthly.com.au/issue/2019/october/1569374077/alison-croggon/desertification-australian-culture
https://www.themonthly.com.au/issue/2019/october/1569374077/alison-croggon/desertification-australian-culture
https://theconversation.com/majors-and-the-majority-planning-for-australias-artistic-legacy-starts-now-45290
https://dailyreview.com.au/on-art-and-irrigation/85504/
https://nitro.edu.au/articles/2018/11/30/the-mpa-framework-and-the-culture-of-cultural-funding
https://theconversation.com/to-fix-gender-inequity-in-arts-leadership-we-need-more-women-in-politics-and-chairing-boards-97782
https://www.bangarra.com.au/
http://theconversation.com/australias-art-institutions-dont-reflect-our-diversity-its-time-to-change-that-122308
http://theconversation.com/australias-art-institutions-dont-reflect-our-diversity-its-time-to-change-that-122308
https://www.australiacouncil.gov.au/workspace/uploads/files/a-national-framework-mpa-2011-5b41eedc1174c.pdf
https://www.australiacouncil.gov.au/workspace/uploads/files/a-national-framework-mpa-2011-5b41eedc1174c.pdf


Just 29 companies receive 59% of Australia Council funding. Artists are calling for a change

Written by Jo Caust, Associate Professor and Principal Fellow (Hon), University of Melbourne

due to their funding inequity, the overall cuts in funding , and the lack of any real increase to
arts funding over many years.  

Reconsidering the framework

In 2018, the government hosted a survey  about the future of the MPA companies, receiving 8,
026 responses
. The cultural ministers will be 
responding to the findings
of this survey at their Friday meeting. 

The public survey asked five questions , including what should be the MPA’s “guiding
principles”, what the criteria for being an MPA company should be, and: 

[…] MPA companies are not subject to a competitive process through peer review for their base
funding […] Do you agree with this approach?

The open letter calls for the MPA framework to be abolished and for these companies to be
subjected to peer review, like all other arts organisations and artists. 

As the letter notes, smaller companies play to larger audiences ; are more artistically
innovative ; and
undertake more 
international tours
. 

Grants to individual artists – who also fall outside the MPA framework – have fallen by a third
since 1999 . 

Many believe the two-tiered funding model is decimating the sector . Smaller players manage
on very little and are seen
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https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/art-and-design/collateral-damage-arts-funding-rejection-starts-to-take-a-toll-20190813-p52gqc.html
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/arts/mpa-overhaul-a-questions-of-dollars-and-sense/news-story/f6f13e862dad6a3feaae4a1e3971eeb9
https://www.arts.gov.au/have-your-say/major-performing-arts-framework?fbclid=IwAR0pvvvsty7fxQcVM3xaS7n7q51E0nBbT4FDttRrXxQ0vApnpdVqO8x7oXQ
https://www.arts.gov.au/have-your-say/major-performing-arts-framework?fbclid=IwAR0pvvvsty7fxQcVM3xaS7n7q51E0nBbT4FDttRrXxQ0vApnpdVqO8x7oXQ
https://www.australiacouncil.gov.au/research/major-performing-arts-framework/?fbclid=IwAR3YBFT5T4nmcEw0v3jdfJzm6yd5puZRX7kW-hbxzIP0lI8btk_v1XFFqVk
https://larsenkeys.com.au/2018/08/07/major-performing-arts-framework-survey-have-your-say/
https://www.crikey.com.au/2015/09/18/brandis-is-wrong-small-arts-orgs-deliver-much-greater-bang-for-govt-buck/
https://research.monash.edu/en/publications/a-natural-experiment-in-australian-cultural-policy-australian-gov
https://research.monash.edu/en/publications/a-natural-experiment-in-australian-cultural-policy-australian-gov
https://www.crikey.com.au/2015/08/20/big-companies-tour-more-do-they-george-bungles-the-arts-again/
https://www.arts.qld.gov.au/images/documents/artsqld/Research/arts-plus-discussion-paper.pdf
https://www.arts.qld.gov.au/images/documents/artsqld/Research/arts-plus-discussion-paper.pdf
https://www.themonthly.com.au/issue/2019/october/1569374077/alison-croggon/desertification-australian-culture
https://dailyreview.com.au/on-art-and-irrigation/85504/
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as disposable
, putting arts organisations that have been the backbone of the arts ecology at risk and causing
many artists to 
struggle to survive
, or leave the arts altogether.

       À lire aussi :       Federal arts funding in Australia is falling, and local governments
are picking up the slack

An artistic ecosystem

Like the environment, the arts are an ecosystem. If a major part of it is damaged irreparably, the
entire system could collapse. 

Big companies rely on the output  of small companies for development of new content, artistic
styles, and emerging artists. Without the underlying structure of the independent and
small-to-medium sector, the big companies can become moribund. 

One argument  is these large companies are labour intensive and require many more resources
to stay afloat than a small gallery or a publishing company. It follows, then, it is necessary for
governments to provide a large amount of funding to these companies. 

Yet, as the open letter notes, big companies received a subsidy  of $31.50 per audience
member; the small-to-medium and independent sector receive a subsidy of $3.36 per audience
member. 

       À lire aussi :       Majors and the majority: planning for Australia's artistic legacy
starts now
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https://dailyreview.com.au/on-art-and-irrigation/85504/
https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/rn-arts/the-cost-of-art/
http://theconversation.com/federal-arts-funding-in-australia-is-falling-and-local-governments-are-picking-up-the-slack-124160
http://theconversation.com/federal-arts-funding-in-australia-is-falling-and-local-governments-are-picking-up-the-slack-124160
https://web.archive.org/web/20140708165846/https://www.abc.net.au/arts/blog/Alison-Croggon/Major-companies-must-support-independent-artists-if-Australian-theatre-is-to-flourish/default.htm
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/arts/stage/opera-must-become-more-accessible-in-order-to-survive/news-story/413b300efa92d94e7ae3e31de911dd90#
https://www.crikey.com.au/2015/09/18/brandis-is-wrong-small-arts-orgs-deliver-much-greater-bang-for-govt-buck/
http://theconversation.com/majors-and-the-majority-planning-for-australias-artistic-legacy-starts-now-45290
http://theconversation.com/majors-and-the-majority-planning-for-australias-artistic-legacy-starts-now-45290
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There are some hard questions here the letter writers want the culture ministers to address. 

Do they want to support a healthy arts ecosystem? Do they want to lose extraordinary artists,
arts activity and arts organisations year after year, because the government wants to protect the
few who are big and powerful? Leaders talk about cultural diversity, but are they willing to shift
funding priorities to ensure it occurs?  

It’s critical the culture ministers address these fundamental questions without them being
captured continually by political interests. The future of Australia’s arts ecology depends on it.

Jo Caust has received funding from the Australia Council. She is a member of the Arts Industry
Council (SA) and NAVA. 

Authors: Jo Caust, Associate Professor and Principal Fellow (Hon), University of Melbourne

Read more http://theconversation.com/just-29-companies-receive-59-of-australia-council-fundi
ng-artists-are-calling-for-a-change-124873
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http://theconversation.com/just-29-companies-receive-59-of-australia-council-funding-artists-are-calling-for-a-change-124873
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