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Response to the Discussion Framework – Towards a national cultural policy 
 
Introduction 
The Australian Major Performing Arts Group represents and provides a national voice for 28 member 
companies from six States. The companies produce drama, dance, orchestral and chamber music, opera and 
circus for international and Australian audiences.  Every year they provide employment for around 9,000 
performers, musicians, artists, managers, designers, technicians, producers etc and attract a voluntary 
workforce of over 5,000 people.  
 
The companies are critically acclaimed and regularly recognised through a range of creative awards. As 
producers of live performance, the AMPAG companies are an essential element in creating a vibrant cultural 
life for Australians. They are committed to bringing the brilliance and range of talent in Australian 
performing arts to as wide an audience as possible.  
 
As the umbrella group for the major non-profit companies in the performing arts, AMPAG has a natural focus 
on the partnership between Government and the non-profit sector. The development of a National Cultural 
Policy is considered highly important by the companies and to which they are keen to make a contribution. 
 
The companies view their partnership with Government and by extension the development of the Cultural 
Policy as a major lever in reaching audiences, in increasing participation in the arts through employment, 
training, development and arts in education, and in creating further partnerships with the business sector 
and with philanthropic foundations. 
 
Discussion Framework 
AMPAG supports the 10 points which are listed in the Discussion Framework and would like to elaborate on 
how our member companies contribute to this. 
 

 The AMPAG companies have in excess of 2.3 million attendances each year1. They offer a diversity of 
performing arts product from classical to contemporary music, theatre, circus, ballet and contemporary 
dance.  

 

 In 2008 they produced 63.5 new works ie world premiers, which included Australian and international 
works, but which have an Australian interpretation to them. They produced 235 Australian works 
(including new and extant works) which represent our culture, our stories, traditions and way of life, and 
are the result of intellectual and imaginative minds working together. 

 

 AMPAG companies are producers of work for schools and present work in partnership with schools. They 
believe strongly in the value of arts and education and while only five companies are funded to provide 
education programs (and so have dedicated education programs of performances managed by specialist 
staff, involving extensive multi-state touring) there is only one AMPAG company that does not currently 
have any education program/activity. Some companies eg Musica Viva and Bell Shakespeare, have direct 
funding relationships with state departments in education areas, while the music and opera companies 

                                            
1
 We say ‘in excess’ as although we know the number of performances in regional areas we do not know the number of attendances as not all 

companies receive this information from the venue. Source: Securing the Future 2001-07 (MPAB, Australia Council, September 2008) 
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also have substantial relationships with education funders as well as philanthropic  and sponsorship 
support. 

 

 In 2008 717,000 students attended 4,383 performances by AMPAG companies2, an increase of more than 
68,000 attendances compared with 2007. In working with schools the companies:  
 provide professional development for teachers integrating arts into the classrooms;  
 present regular schools or theatre  based performances as part of their partnership with schools and 

education agencies; 
 run participatory programs for students;  
 provide work experience opportunities for school and tertiary students; and 
 develop resources for schools based on state curriculums.  

 

 AMPAG companies support the uniqueness of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture. Bangarra 
Dance Theatre, is an indigenous company which presents unique stories of Australian identity informed 
by senior indigenous cultural advisors. In addition a number of other companies eg Company B Belvoir, 
Malthouse Theatre and Black Swan State Theatre Company have as part of their mission the creation and 
presentation of indigenous work. In addition, Company B has a specific indigenous associate artist 
position which has been filled by a number of emerging indigenous directors since 2005. 

 

 The 28 companies provide sustainable employment every year for around 90003 artists (on-stage and 
backstage) and in the highly skilled management and support functions that make live performance 
exciting and compelling. In addition, there are many more technical, front of house and support crew 
employed directly by the venues at which the companies perform. Further, the work that the companies 
create and perform maintains many specialised crafts that do not have a big market and may otherwise 
disappear. 

 

 Around 5,5004 volunteers are engaged with the companies on an annual basis because they believe in the 
power of creative work.  The opportunities for volunteering not only benefits the companies but the 
individuals who obtain invaluable experience in the performing arts industry which can lead to future 
employment in not only this industry but many others – thus extending creativity across the board.  

 

 The companies take their role as leaders in the performing arts sector seriously. They believe a dialogue 
with the public as well as the industry is important. A number of the companies hold regular forums on 
various topics such as public discussions with artists on works that have been performed, public lectures 
(eg Phillip Parsons Lecture, Stuart Challender Lecture), panel discussions addressing critical sector issues 
and the like.  

 

 The companies have a strong connection with regional Australia and tour widely with approximately 353 
regional seasons (encompassing 119 regional centres) and 125 capital city tours in 2008.  
 

 The companies believe in promoting Australia and its culture. A third of the companies are internationally 
renowned and regularly take work to overseas festivals and venues. In 2008, 11 MPA companies 
presented 211 performances in 19 countries – Austria, Brunei, Canada, China, England, France, Germany, 
Italy, Japan, Laos, Luxembourg, Malaysia, New Zealand, Scotland, Slovenia, Thailand, The Philippines, USA 
and Wales. Total international presentations rose 17%, from 176 in 2007 to 211. This year three theatrical 
performances – Exit the King (Company B), Optimism (Malthouse) and Streetcar Named Desire (STC) – 
played to wide acclaim in the US and UK, resulting in sold out performances, and in one instance, the 
highest theatrical award, a Tony for Geoffrey Rush. 

                                            
2
  “Securing The Future : An assessment of progress 2001 to 2008” MPAB, Australia Council, August 2009 

3  Headcount numbers based on MPAB Australia Council survey April 2009 
4  Figures collected by MPAB Australia Council 
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 Research and development is a key component of the companies’ work. In partnership with Government, 
whose role is “not to directly shape culture but to enable all Australians ...to explore and nurture their 
creativity”, the companies create programs which develop and explore creativity.  Nineteen companies 
have dedicated artist development programs involving selected external participants in company 
activities, while the remaining nine companies provide development opportunities for existing company 
artistic personnel and/or opportunities that assist artist development within the artform.   

 

 The digital era has signalled a new way of working for the companies. They are continually experimenting 
with the possibilities. Already many education programs are run online; live performances of Swan Lake 
by the Australian Ballet and Carmen by Opera Australia have been screened to regional cinemas and open 
air city venues. Other projects are being planned. 

 
The Future 
Since the introduction of the groundbreaking Tripartite Agreements for 2001 operations and productions, 
the Federal Government and the AMPAG companies have been in a partnership which has strengthened the 
sustainability of the non-profit sector and seen significant increases in audiences in Australia and 
internationally for work made in Australia.  
 
The companies have been able to develop and grow by leveraging the Government investment with 
corporate sponsorship and philanthropic support which fund education, access, and research and 
development programs. In short they have been highly successful in “growing the pie”.  
 
We see the opportunity of a National Cultural policy to move to a new stage – using the Government 
partnerships to strengthen careers of artists working independently or in smaller companies, to make 
international touring a driver for awareness of Australia internationally, and to use the companies’ 
production and presentation infrastructure to allow more artists to build sustainable careers.  Australian 
audiences and communities should have long term access to the best of talent emerging and be able to 
participate and share in the best of Australian performance. 
 
The crucial driver in these relationships is investing in exciting, enriching and entertaining work which 
reaches a wide variety of audiences and encourages more people to participate in Australia’s cultural life.  
 
Investing in artistic quality and innovation – Building on success so far 
This National Cultural Policy is an opportunity to find new ways of working to create continuous investment 
in new work, in developing artists and technical production skills while also creating opportunities to connect 
audiences with the work.  
 
The AMPAG companies provide a critical mass to the sector. In the past few years these companies have put 
collaboration and mentoring within their art forms as a major priority. This is a natural progression from the 
achievements of recent years in stabilising the infrastructure for production and presentation of work in the 
state.  For example in 2008 the Malthouse Theatre provided 13 metropolitan and regional bursaries to 
performers, technicians, producers and subsidiary theatre workers to undertake attachments inside the 
company’s activities.  
 
Deeper relationships have also been developed by the companies with training institutions for artists (eg 
NIDA, NICA, QUT), as well as collaborations with smaller companies and individual artists eg Opera 
Queensland’s Young Artist and Developing Artist programs which provides a 32 week program to 10 young 
or developing artists in two streams. 
 
The companies also see increased community participation in the arts at various levels of expertise as a 
natural goal. For instance WotOpera, a partnership between Opera Australia, schools, local arts 
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communities, regional theatres, Councils and state funding bodies, is a participatory arts education project in 
which Opera Australia works with groups of 20 students to create their own original operas in 16 hours. 
Participants create their own characters, story, text, music, paint the backdrops, cast, and finally perform 
their operas in-school and at a professional venue. In 2010 CreateAbility, a theatre group for young people 
with disabilities, will join with three other local schools for a combined performance at the Capital Theatre, 
Bendigo. 
 

Major Issues and Opportunities for the National Cultural Policy 
 
1) Gaining maximum benefit from the infrastructure and artistic development that resides in the major 

performing arts companies  
 
a) A New commitment to new work and fostering artistic careers:  

i) AMPAG applauds the Government’s Artist in Schools initiative but recommends establishing an 
Artists in Residence program which allow emerging and developing artists’ residencies in the 
major companies to work for sustained periods on a season of work with support from 
established directors and mentors eg Malthouse Theatre has a commitment to annual contracts 
with key creative personnel able to collaborate over many works, and gain direct involvement in 
artistic decision making and programming. 
 

ii) Extend the young and emerging artist programs in a number of the AMPAG companies which 
are currently funded through short term philanthropy programs without the ability to develop 
longer term planning.  
 

iii) Substantially increase funding so as to expand the successful Interconnections program 
(currently $150K pa) which allows small to medium sector companies and major companies to 
collaborate on new works. This small fund successfully supports equal creative partnerships 
between large and small companies, resulting in innovative work that extends normal 
boundaries and reaches out to new audiences. 

 
b) Risk Capital to build audiences for work of independent artists and companies: 

i) A Research & Development fund which could reward ‘success’ would see the Federal 
Government investing in artistic development with the major companies being able to provide 
production resources, mentoring and marketing eg the new Lawler Studio in the MTC Southbank 
venue could offer greatly increased opportunities for smaller companies to perform and to reach 
new audiences. 
 

ii)  As audiences develop, sponsorship and box office should also develop eg Malthouse Theatre 
has created a successful program of artistic development work with its Tower venue, but funding 
has come through short term philanthropy. This approach could be leveraged further with some 
additional R & D matching funds from Government. 

 
c) Having good physical infrastructure at affordable prices. 

i) Many state governments have invested in key infrastructure however there have been issues in 
planning for the realistic running costs of new and refurbished facilities. This in turn then puts 
pressure on the venues to pass on costs to hiring companies, resulting in the venues being 
outpriced for small and medium companies. As part of a National Cultural Policy the Federal 
Government should be actively engaged with State governments about the planning of 
infrastructure and the feasibility of joint funding programs. An opportunity was missed in the 
Commonwealth’s stimulus package by not including the renovation or refurbishment of key 
performing arts centres and theatres. Hopefully any future programs will consider these centres/ 
theatres as a priority. 
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2) Focus on on-stage excitement and enrichment 

a) AMPAG believes direct investment in the content of live performance is vital for the Government to 
maximise community benefits of artistic and physical infrastructure. This can work on various 
models including the suggested R & D Fund, expanding the Interconnections program or through 
support for international activities. 
 

3) Build on the relationships between performing arts institutions and the non-profit producers and 
presenters 
a) The state performing arts venues and festivals can provide a major opportunity to showcase 

Australian work. Great works of creativity and scale eg Cloudstreet, War of the Roses, which are 
often collaborations between various companies, some festivals and a venue, have been supported 
through the Major Festivals Initiative. This has been a widely successful program and deserves to be 
recognised in a Cultural Policy as a means of creating new cross arts works of scale, and rewarded by 
extended and increased funding.   

 
4) International touring and collaboration 

a) International tours by AMPAG companies not only enhance Australia’s reputation (eg the recent 
success of the STC’s Streetcar Named Desire in the US), but also are used as a meeting place for 
potential and current business and diplomatic allies. Company experience in touring has been that 
the theatre has become a focus of relationship building. 
 

b) International cultural tourism, which was badly affected by the recent recession, can be enhanced 
through international touring.  
 

c) Within the framework of a National Cultural policy there is an opportunity to create an international 
touring fund which can support the role of cultural diplomacy, enhance the image of Australia and 
extend the creativity of Australians overseas. It could be a unique fund managed by the Department 
of Foreign Affairs and Trade, which works in conjunction with key artists and companies early on in 
their program planning to realise the ambitions of both the Government and the companies. Artists / 
companies could pitch their ideas and the touring potential to the International Fund Manager who 
would also have information on target destinations for Government so that a match could be 
engineered early on.   
 

5) National touring 
a) AMPAG has been working in conjunction with four other organisations to develop and create a 

national touring office (Performing Arts Touring Alliance) which can facilitate, enhance and 
coordinate national tours. It will assist in the work of Playing Australia by providing on the ground 
information and advice about the success or otherwise of national tours, and ways in which they 
could be improved.  
 

b)  Playing Australia needs to actively work more closely with the major companies so that productions 
can tour directly from a mainstage season and thereby reduce overall costs, ensure original casts 
and create more equitable access to a wider range of the highest quality work. Within the regions 
there is an appetite for diverse, high quality, well designed works of scale from the major companies 
however the costs are often prohibitive when remounts are involved.  A new funding stream to 
support such tours straight from the capital city season should be established – this has the benefit 
of responding to regional need, providing longer employment for artists and extending the life of a 
creative product. 
 

c) In an ideal world the collaborations between the small to medium companies and the major 
companies, arising from the Government’s successful Interconnections program, would all have an 
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extended touring life to regional areas thus maximising Government investment. 
 

6) Extend philanthropy and corporate support 
 
a) Establish a matching funds program to encourage donors and corporations to leverage 

government investment e.g. for international touring, education or building programs.  
i) The Queensland Government for a number of years has offered a matching scheme for 

donations to arts companies up to a certain amount. This has greatly increased philanthropic 
donations and created a new cohort of regular donors. There is wide evidence in other sectors 
such as Tertiary Education that matching schemes are a great carrot for ‘growing the pie’.  
Within the arts there are many examples of the benefits of a matching fund. The Reserves 
incentive Fund is one such example which encouraged companies to put aside ‘spare’ funds for 
reserves. The Victorian government assisted a Melbourne Symphony Orchestra international 
tour in 2007 through a matching funds pitch, and AMPAG urges the Government to take a 
leadership role in this area.   
 

b) Create International Foundations to which expatriate Australians can donate to support the arts.  
i) Universities have been very successful in this area establishing 'Friends of' organisations, in the 

UK and US, which are not-for-profit organisations classified as a public charity under UK / US law, 
and which offer tax deductibility for contributions by UK / US taxpayers, and provide grants to 
specified foreign not-for-profit organisation(s). The difficulty for most arts companies, bar the 
very largest, is that such foundations are expensive to set up and require significant input from 
staff in Australia as well as the appointed Directors in the home country. Establishing one 
international arts foundation that supports for example international tours, artist scholarships 
and the like would assist in ‘growing the pie’.  This could potentially be an extension of work 
done by the Australia Council’s ArtSupport program. AMPAG would be happy to be involved in 
the establishment of such entities. 
 

c) Implement the recommendations of the 2020 Summit on the creation of a National Endowment 
for the Arts which would incorporate a Patronage Fund 
i) The endowment would bring together public endowment and private philanthropy and provide 

a wide range of loans and grants to artists. The notion of patronage encourages those who have 
the means, both individuals and corporations, to provide finance for the assistance of creative 
individuals on a long term basis. The management of the endowment could also raise funds (via 
public appeals) from the general public and disperse those monies in implementing the purposes 
prescribed. Artists and the like could register their projects with the fund and matches could be 
made. In addition ‘patrons’ could provide mentoring to artists / arts workers according to the 
skills required.  

 
7) Appoint artists / arts producers / arts representatives to key decision making groups across the 

Government sector 
a) People working within the arts industry have a track record in risk taking and entrepreneurial 

management. The Government has a large Innovation agenda and could use the skills of these 
people. In the same way as business people have been appointed to arts institutions and bodies the 
converse should also occur. The artists and producers will ask the questions that others may not and 
look for connections that may not be immediately apparent. Many artists and arts workers also have 
qualifications in a diverse range of fields (eg law, social work, geology, medicine etc) and this 
background, combined with their artistic work, means that they have valuable skills to offer. 

 


