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Introduction

Arts Council England is developing a high level policy covering touring and digital distribution in order to make the widest range of arts activities available to people across the country. This will help us achieve our ambition of putting the arts at the heart of national life and people at the heart of the arts. The policy summarises the changing context for distribution and the Arts Council’s role. It sets out the framework for an enhanced approach to distribution and the priorities we have set to help us deliver this.

Our distribution policy will help us deliver the six areas of our agenda for the arts: taking part in the arts, children and young people, the creative economy, vibrant communities, internationalism and celebrating diversity.

We are prepared to make choices – sometimes tough ones – about how we commit our funding to respond to the kind of ambitious thinking and high quality work that will take our priorities forward. We believe they will help us develop a confident, diverse and innovative arts sector that is valued by and in tune with the communities it serves.

The context for distribution and the role we play

In an age of increasing choice and personalisation, people, wherever they live, should be able to choose the kind of arts activity that interests them and decide how they want to engage with it. We believe it is essential for the arts to offer the kind of convenience, flexibility and choice that people now have in other aspects of their lives. If arts organisations don’t respond to new patterns of consumer behaviour, they will be left behind.

The Arts Council is committed to supporting the creation of work and making sure it reaches as many people as possible. We want to ensure that people can engage with art in a wide range of ways. We are equally concerned with the quality of the experience people have, whether attending a live performance, reading a book, visiting a gallery, downloading work from the internet or watching a television programme.

Much of the work we support is made and shown in a specific place for a local or regional audience – a theatre, gallery or concert hall, or as part of a festival. To complement this experience and expand it we want work to be distributed nationally through a range of media. This includes physical distribution such as touring exhibitions, performances and publishing; and digital distribution through the internet, broadcasting, and work that uses new and digital technologies.

Distribution has been at the heart of the Arts Council’s work since we began in 1946. That’s when we began to build what has become the largest loan collection of modern and contemporary British art in the world. The South Bank Centre’s Hayward Gallery now manages the Arts Council Collection and curates its regular touring exhibitions across the country. Over the past 60 years, the Arts Council has also directly funded a wide range of performing arts organisations to tour their work. We now invest over £70 million a year in funding work to tour nationally.

The audience for the arts is now more diverse than ever, in terms of age, ethnicity, background and lifestyle choices. People want and expect to have access to a broad spectrum of arts activities. They may choose at different times to be a viewer, listener or reader, an audience member, someone participating in an arts event, or someone creating art themselves. There is an expectation now that the relationship between the consumer and the arts organisation or artist will be an interactive one. People no longer expect to be passive consumers of art but active commentators and creators in their own right.

Each artform has different opportunities and different challenges in developing new ways to distribute work. The music industry has led the way in new forms of distribution. iTunes and Napster and then the iPod changed the way we buy and listen to music. In the subsidised sector many orchestras have put in place contractual arrangements that allow them to create greater access to their work, through webcasts, broadcast and CD recordings. Other sectors have only just begun to respond to changing consumer patterns.

We recognise that digital distribution brings challenges. We are engaged at government level and internationally in discussions that are central to the wider distribution of work, for example intellectual property and the new Licensing Act.

We are well placed to build strategic partnerships with other funding bodies, distributors and commercial organisations, and have already begun to negotiate new partnerships resulting in a wider distribution of arts activities.

Our most substantial partners are the local authorities that fund, manage and support a large part of the arts infrastructure in England, including theatres, libraries, galleries and public spaces. We are building our partnerships with broadcasters and we will support partnerships with online access providers, publishing houses, commercial theatre operators and new media distributors.

Our vision for distribution

Diversification is at the heart of our distribution policy. In terms of public value we believe that there should be access to the work we fund through different media. We want a wider and more diverse range of people to engage in arts activity. To achieve this, we will expand the range of distribution we support so that everyone has the potential to experience art that is contemporary, interesting and relevant to them. We will encourage artists and arts organisations to re-imagine what an arts experience can be for people, and think creatively about the different ways in which art can be distributed and accessed by the public. The Arts Council and the organisations and artists that we fund will need to listen more to the public, canvassing their opinions and engaging them in debates about the arts.

Art that is exciting and innovative deserves to have a longer life and to be available in more than one medium. The artists and organisations that we fund need to demonstrate a commitment to distributing their work more widely, more often and to a more diverse audience. They need to be responsive to new ways of distribution and to challenge their own custom and practice. We particularly want to see the potential of digitisation and digital distribution technologies fully realised.

We want the work that we currently support to reach its full potential, in terms of audience attendance and artistic and financial success. In addition, we want artists to find new national and international markets for their work, maximising the exposure of the work and enabling greater commercial returns. We will develop and share the expertise required to take up different distribution options, particularly in understanding technological and legal issues.

Promoters are the human face of the arts infrastructure, providing the crucial link between artist and audience. They act as cultural ambassadors within their communities, whether they are venue programmers, librarians, festival organisers, booksellers, producers, broadcasters or curators. We want to encourage a greater diversity of people to take on this role, and to enable them to become more entrepreneurial and take greater risks with the arts activity that they present to the public.

Communities benefit from having access to creative spaces where they can attend or participate in arts activities. These spaces – theatres, arts centres, village halls, galleries – are often the heart of a community, with local people taking an active part in their management, acting as volunteers, trustees, promoters and other key workers. We recognise that there are still areas of the country where there is currently none, or very little, local provision. We will prioritise those areas of the country and we will also ensure that we fund work to tour that is appropriate and relevant to local communities, so that people have access to a balance of locally produced and national arts activity.

Distribution crosses artistic, cultural and geographical boundaries. The current global arts market enables everyone to cross these boundaries without necessarily leaving home. Just as artists want the chance to profile and distribute their work internationally, so audiences expect to have access to a diverse range of artists and artistic traditions from outside the UK. 

We will continue to support the distribution of work in England by international artists and arts organisations. We want it to reach more places across the country, rather than being confined to large metropolitan areas. To realise this, we will explore both physical and digital distribution opportunities, forging partnerships where necessary to make international arts content and infrastructures accessible to the public in England.

Our priorities for distribution 2007–2011

To support a more confident, diverse and innovative arts sector, which is valued by and in tune with the communities it serves

· We will fund a portfolio of organisations that are contemporary and committed to engaging people in their work in new ways. We will work with artists and arts organisations to ensure they put in place imaginative and entrepreneurial strategies for creating greater access to the work they produce so that the work we fund fulfils its full artistic and economic potential

To enable more people to take part in the arts as both audiences and participants 

· We will respond to public demand and the changing patterns of attendance at and participation in arts activities. When funding or supporting the distribution of work, we will ensure that the views and requirements of current and potential audiences have been appropriately considered. We will build upon, expand and forge partnerships wherever possible in order to widen and diversify the infrastructure to ensure that the arts can reach more of the public

· We will publish and implement a detailed distribution strategy to enable more people to access the arts in the places, context and formats of their choice. We will do this through consultation with artists, arts organisations, the public and partners in the commercial and subsidised creative industries
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We are committed to being open and accessible. We welcome all comments on our work. Please send these to Andrew Whyte, Executive Director, Advocacy and Communications, at the Arts Council England address above.
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