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Last year I stood here full of optimism. Together we would make the case for the arts.  And we did.  But, in common with the whole of the public sector, the outcome is extremely challenging.  A 30 per cent cut to the Arts Council’s grant is a significant reduction in anybody’s language.  So what next?

Next we roll up our sleeves.  We get organised.  Set clearer priorities than ever before.  Make braver decisions in defence of excellence, innovation and the richest possible mix of talent and taste.  Take creative advantage of the trust placed in us for regional museum and library development so we see culture in the round. 
We still have substantial funds from government and the lottery to invest.  We just need to prioritise more bravely than ever before because every penny is even more precious.

I know every arts organisation is waiting to know whether it will have more money, less money or none at all.  It’s a tough and anxious time and I salute everyone who has gone on producing great shows, great work, great events during this nail-biting period. 

It is a marvellous boost to everyone’s morale that, despite the gloom, we see David Chipperfield’s fabulous Hepworth Gallery open in Wakefield, the National Theatre announce a knockout new season, the RSC flourishing in its transformed home and great work coming to fruition everywhere. All over the country excellence and innovation continue to thrive – and the Arts Council will continue to support them, in all their many forms.
Long before the recession we embarked on a radical set of changes to our own institution, the articulation of our vision and our relationships with artists and audiences up and down the land.  Change was needed irrespective of the economic squeeze and the work we have done in the past couple of years will, I hope and believe, help us weather the current storm. 
First, and to some extent foremost, we have tackled the Council’s own costs.  As I’m sure you know, we took out 15% of our own overheads last year thanks to Alan’s Organisational Review.  And now we’ve gone even further, trimming our own spending again this year to keep cuts to arts organisations down to just 6.9%. But I tell you frankly that I am worried about the latest target the government has set us - to slice another 50% from our running costs over the coming three years. 
A cut of that size has to mean drastic change. It will seriously affect the scope and nature of the job we can do.  It will mean a fundamental rethink - but our priority for the moment is, and must be, to settle the funding of arts organisation for the years ahead. 
In artistic terms we have published our 10-year strategic vision, Achieving Great Art for Everyone, with its five clear goals and a simple set of priorities to get everyone focused on our destination.   Thank you to everyone – and there were many hundreds of you – who contributed to the shaping of that vision.  At a time of hard choices it is more important than ever to have a robust framework against which to make decisions. 
Five clear goals will therefore govern our funding decisions. 

First, is the celebration of talent and artistic excellence – the absolute root of everything we do.  It’s not a simple concept and we have gone to some lengths to spell out what we mean by it and how we assess it. 
Second, we will pursue our ambition to reach out to more people who could enjoy and be inspired by the arts we fund.

Third, we will make the arts sustainable in every sense of the word, from carbon reduction to marketing, from finance to fundraising and not least how the arts can seize the transformative opportunities offered by digital technology. Ed Vaizey has been a powerful champion of this and we are delighted to have been given a specific role to help push this forward.
Fourth, we will see that our arts, and the people who make and run them, reflect the amazing cultural richness of contemporary Britain.

And fifth, and finally, we will focus on giving children and young people every chance to enjoy, understand and take part in the arts and culture.
Those organisations who have applied to be part of what we now call the National Portfolio have been asked to explain how their work will contribute to at least two of these goals.

These goals, alongside good governance and a realistic business plan, will be the basis on which we will make the first round of assessments.  The knowledge we have of organisations we have dealt with before will come in to play. And for new applicants we will reach a view about the potential they bring and their track record outside the former RFO portfolio.
Currently, we are flat out dealing with the first round assessments of 1340 applications from organisations who believe they can help us achieve these ambitions
We have been entirely open in our guidance about what will shape these decisions. Everyone knows what we are looking for and we know exactly what we are doing.

And we have explained that when we reach the second and final stage of decision-making and we find, as we certainly will, that there are many more good projects and organisations than we can fund, we will use our judgement to look at the portfolio as a whole and ensure that it represents the most outstanding mix of organisations across the country. 
Each art form needs to have its centres of excellence, its feeder tributaries and its cross-fertilising lines of communication.  Audiences need a reasonable geographical spread so there are not honey pots of richness and then miles of wilderness.  These decisions will be built from the bottom up, by discussion. First regionally, then nationally. Involving both Arts Council staff and regional and National Council members.  All will have an input but there has to be a national overview.  
This is the first time there has been such a formal policy and there will undoubtedly be hard decisions to make but I don’t want you to be in doubt about what we are doing and why.

We have worked very hard to try to ensure that we don’t repeat the experiences of the last investment round.  This time the process is transparent.   I hope that the criteria on which decisions will be made are equally clear.  And I hope that they will be respected by artists and arts organisations because the process of formulating them has been open and collaborative.

I certainly don’t imagine that when the time comes to announce our funding decisions there will be universal peace and light but we have done our damndest to make it as good and fair as it can be.

But process can only take you so far.  It is the necessary but certainly not sufficient condition for good decisions about how to fund the arts.  And all the good process in the world is no substitute for the judgement of skilled, experienced and knowledgeable people with a real passion for the arts and a real understanding of both artists and audiences.

That is why I get frustrated when people talk about the costs of running the Arts Council as “admin”.  We do of course do lots of admin.  As a tax payer I would be furious if we were spending over £350m of public money, not to mention the £150m of lottery money we invest every year, without knowing who got what and how they spent it.  But I will take every possible opportunity to remind those in government, rightly anxious about the public accounts, that the value represented by the Arts Council goes way, way beyond admin.  
Without it you would suddenly find the most amazing holes in the entire support, training, mentoring and talent development systems for the arts in England.  Our staff are entrepreneurs, impresarios, coaches, investigators and marriage brokers.  They are counsellors, experts and advice services.  They are not all perfect but I will fight anyone who talks about them as if they were simply ATM machines for doling out dosh.  

Thank you.  Rant over.

So the investment process is in place.  The vision is spelt out in this little pink book and on our web site.  But the realisation of that vision is not in the hands of the Arts Council.  We are the servants of the creative talent of artists, and the desires and responses of audiences.  Serving these two masters is our overwhelming duty.  We should be judged by the extent to which we fulfil it.

Of course the incidental effects of the arts are manifold and marvellous.  Art can make sick people better in hospitals, turn prisoners into confident citizens, bring communities together, make people see a meaning in life, soothe the savage  breast, make the rough places plain.
But we don’t set out with these as our aims.  We know they will happen if we steer for our stars of excellence in creative talent and commitment to audiences.

Politicians will always ask us for numbers through turnstiles, and we will tell them because we, too, care about those.
They will ask us for data on cost per grant, take up per education pack, employment and training outcomes and value for money, and we will tell them because we, too, care about those things.
We will map the contribution of the arts to the creative industries of design, film, television, and gaming because we, too, care about them and the arts are their R&D.

But in the end we say:  ours is a nation of burgeoning creativity.  Our artists, musicians, actors, directors, sculptors, acrobats, writers, dreamers and inventors are as precious a resource as North Sea oil or the coalfields, and they are a lot more renewable and enduring.

The world outside knows that and flocks to see and hear our art from Hofesh Shechter to Hamlet.  We are brilliantly creative and that brilliance makes our people happy, stamps our modern identity and enhances our global profile.

That’s why we should invest public money in the arts and why the Arts Council will do its level best to support and nurture them through times which may be really tough but are also full of promise.
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