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Introduction

Community Arts Partnership was formed in 2011 and is the new trading name of New Belfast Community Arts Initiative (New Belfast), after its merger with Community Arts Forum (CAF).

Community Arts Partnership builds upon the strengths of New Belfast and CAF, two major organisations at the forefront of community arts in Northern Ireland. We take the lead in the promotion, development and delivery of community arts practice, in the belief that the arts can transform our society at a cultural, social and economic level. 

New Belfast supported community development through the arts for over a decade. The organisation had a track record of working with communities to develop and run inspiring arts projects, mainly focusing its work in the greater Belfast area.  As Community Arts Partnership we continue to deliver arts projects, while extending our arts provision across Northern Ireland. 

CAF was the umbrella body for community arts in Northern Ireland and led a significant growth of the sector for almost twenty years. CAF strived to provide greater access to community arts to individuals and communities through various initiatives - support to develop community arts programmes, training in community arts, information and research about community arts, and advocacy for the sector. Community Arts Partnership has now taken over these areas of work, which combined with project delivery will allow the organisation to offer a comprehensive range of services to support community arts in Northern Ireland.

We continue to support communities through our arts workshop programme, with a focus on those most disadvantaged in our society. Our programme provides real opportunities for growth and renewal and celebrates the creative innate talent of the participants. The programme spans across different art forms - visual, performing and verbal arts, and traditional and digital media, and it includes a variety of projects, such as dance, drama, film-making, fashion, crafts, painting, art in public, poetry and story-telling. We encourage as many participants as possible to find their space within the spectrum of community arts, and we promote inclusion and accessibility to our creative workshops, regardless of age, gender, beliefs, ethnicity, political opinion, and sexual orientation.

Our work has been highly valued by its stakeholders. Our arts programme has been prized by individuals, community groups and schools, and attracted the support of major funders, including Arts Council of Northern Ireland (ACNI), Belfast City Council (BCC), Department of Foreign Affairs (DFA), the European Social Fund (ESF) and the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF).

Community Arts Partnership is continuing to develop and implement a variety of services and initiatives in order to support, promote and advocate the community arts sector in Northern Ireland and beyond. 
These services and initiatives will comprise:

· Advocacy

· Information 

· Research

· Platforms for networking and sharing experiences

· Professional training

· Other initiatives to promote engagement with community arts

These services will primarily benefit community arts organisations, community groups/organisations and artists. They will also benefit educational, public, other arts and voluntary organisations, and the general public. Even if these services are mainly targeted to individuals, communities and organisations in N Ireland, they have a wider geographical appeal at national and international level.

Advocacy
Community Arts Partnership is committed to fulfil a prominent advocacy role in Northern Ireland for community arts. We will promote the profile and the status of the sector, and will aim to inform policy and resource allocation decisions within public institutions. 

We will advocate for the sector through:

· contact with Government, councils, arts authorities, centres of learning, community groups, arts organisations and artists;

· fora for advocacy, learning and cultural development;

· information and research about provision and positive impacts of community arts on society;

· attending and hosting events providing opportunities for networking and sharing experiences;

· public talks;

· acting as a central point of contact for the community arts sector

Information services

Community Arts Partnership disseminates information about / relevant to the community arts sector with a focus on N Ireland. This information includes news, issues, initiatives and opportunities (e.g. funding, training, work, volunteering). 

This information is available through 

· weekly and monthly e-newsletters

· on-line news pages

· our staff, mainly from the Information Officer

· on-site and on-line library

Research

Community Arts Partnership will provide and grow a research base for community arts in N Ireland. Research projects will include a large-scale review of the N Ireland sector via consultations. We will collaborate with other organisations in order to ensure that research is relevant to the sector, and complement and integrate existing research activities. Research papers will be produced and disseminated at local, national and international level.

Platforms for networking and sharing experiences

We will organise a variety of initiatives focussing on community arts, including conferences and symposia in order to offer opportunities for networking, sharing experiences, facilitating and prompting debates.  Local, national and international practitioners will be invited to take part.

Professional training

At present we provide training opportunities though our workshop programmes at different levels. Participants from community groups and schools can acquire or improve their creative skills, as well as developing their life and work skills. Community leaders and teachers gain or grow their confidence, abilities and knowledge to deliver creative projects. Artists with a limited experience of working on community arts activities can learn on the field from more experienced artists and build on expertise in this field in view of working as facilitators themselves. 

We also offer professional development opportunities to artists working in community settings. These include seminars and workshops a range of topics, e.g. disability awareness, conflict mediation, and working with ethnic minorities.

Over the next few years we will develop additional professional development opportunities with the aim of encouraging and supporting practitioners in the sectors of community arts, arts, community development and education, to design and deliver community arts projects to complement and integrate their activities.

Other initiatives to promote engagement in community arts

We will promote engagement with community arts also through other initiatives, including

· surgeries about funding opportunities for community arts

· on-line database with details of artists interested in working with communities

· signposting

· direct support to those interested in becoming involved in community arts

· placements and volunteer opportunities.
Response

Community Arts Partnership welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Programme for Government. We acknowledge the key priorities in the document following the Northern Ireland Budget and we appreciate that we are working on a much different level of expenditure over the next number of years. The key priorities are to be commended and cannot have been easy to construct based on a reduced block grant from the Exchequer and with the ongoing recession. We welcome the urgency on restoring and regenerating the private sector. We recognise that the finer details within the commitments will need to be disseminated in due course as it is not always clear throughout the document how the mechanics and timescales of each commitment will be delivered.
The five key priorities provided in the consultation document are described as interconnected and interdependent. CAP resonates this through our own work in the community arts and creative sectors as our services cross cut from health and well being, education to employment which we will illustrate throughout our response. Whilst we predominantly represent the community/ participatory arts sector it is important to point out the more general ecology of the full spectrum of creative practice in which community arts organisations and practitioners are inextricably allied and indeed, work. 

Priority 1:  Growing a sustainable Economy and investing in the future
Building blocks listed in priority 1 include the Investment Strategy and the Creative Industries Innovation fund. The Northern Ireland Programme for Government for 2008–2011 stated as a key goal the intention of ‘growing the creative industries sector by up to 15% by 2011’. The draft Northern Ireland Executive Economic Strategy sets out five key priorities for the Executive to pursue its ‘long-term vision’ towards 2020. The first of these is ‘stimulating innovation, research and development, and creativity’.
The Draft Investment Strategy breaks down Investment by key sectors outlines the benefits of investment: ‘Investment in culture, arts and leisure makes significant and material contributions to key pillars of the Programme for Government, in particular the economy including cultural tourism and local economic development, health, education and social inclusion. Investing in our

cultural assets, our museums and theatres, helps to create a strong sense of place and belonging, affirming our identity and making Northern Ireland a welcoming and interesting place to visit.’

DCAL secured funding for the pilot Creative Industries Innovation Fund (CIIF) for the period 2008-11 administered by the Arts Council. The fund supported 133 business and 23 sectoral development projects. Priorities for Action under three broad themes were: Innovation in Business; Innovation through People; and Innovation through Sectoral Infrastructure and Knowledge. 

DCAL has invested a further £4m over 2011-15 to continue to grow and develop the creative industries. CIIF 2 will provide support for innovative development of commercially viable content, products, services and experiences capable of competing in global markets. Awards to businesses are capped at £10,000 and sectoral development bodies £20,000 however CIIF funds cannot be used as “gap” or “shortfall” funding for projects already in development. To support 200 projects over this period will mean less funding per organisation which will limit some applicants especially those who will be ineligible under the shortfall funding exclusion. The current Inquiry into the Creative Industries by the Committee for Culture Arts and Leisure may well conclude that in order to improve assistance for the sector; that the funding will need to reflect the needs of the sector. While cuts regrettably but perhaps inevitably have to be made across all sectors, this reduced fund could prove to be a disincentive for new creative producers establishing themselves in Northern Ireland. 
Access to finance for people within the Creative Industries has become increasingly problematic and the most common reason for banks refusing to lend cited was because the project had ‘insufficient potential or was too risky’
 It is important that there are support mechanisms for individuals and businesses in order for more creative producers to exploit market opportunities and take risks.  The Programme for Government includes a Liquidity fund for small and medium sized enterprises worth £50m in potential loans to companies. While this is undoubtedly welcomed by the private sector, there is still a great deal of unmet need. Many creative businesses find it difficult to meet Invest NI client criteria because of the particularly fragmented nature of the sector. 

This is pertinent to Community Arts Partnership as we employ many artists who work on a freelance basis across both community arts and creative industries. It is important for the industry to be sustainable to maintain that vitality of the sector and not add to the already higher rates of creative individuals moving to where the work is outside of Northern Ireland. Research has shown that creative individuals working collectively or together in close proximity encourage collaboration as an essential element of creativity and innovation
. There are informal creative clusters throughout Northern Ireland and this model thrives with regard to creative input and production process.
The current economic forecasts for Northern Ireland still show that there are low levels of employment and the Department of Employment and Learning Figures have shown a 22% reduction in job vacancies this year. The Our time Our Place Initiative outlined in the key commitments within Priority 1 is a good example of cross-sectoral working and will employ many individuals involved in arts and creative industries. 

Within the Arts sector there are organisations that support and assist innovation primarily the Institute of Directors and Arts & Business. Community Arts Partnership, as mentioned, is developing more grass roots services to assist smaller community/ voluntary organisations and individuals.  With this in mind we await the findings from the Inquiry into Creative Industries to ascertain what recommendations have been made to support this sector. 
Priority 2: Creating Opportunities, Tackling Disadvantage and Improving Health 

Whilst we are responding to the obvious areas within the programme that affect the arts sector namely Priority 1, our analysis for the Programme for Government concludes that the arts are not limited to just one section or priority of the PFG Document. 

Under Priority 2 the document details building blocks to address poverty and tackle disadvantage, address educational underachievement and greater equality of opportunity. We welcome the Social Investment Fund and commitment to invest £40 million to improve pathways to employment, tackle systemic issues linked to deprivation and increase community services which has been identified as a key component within the Programme for Government.  

At Community Arts Partnership, our job is to take the lead in the promotion, development and delivery of community arts practice, to affect positive change and in doing so, enhance the quality of life through arts for disadvantaged and marginalised groups while at the same time providing artists with employment and development opportunities. Our strategic services are to provide workshops to socially deprived areas while at the same time providing a conduit for which community groups and individuals can access advice and guidance. Community arts can not only respond to policy areas around health, education, older people, young people, urban, rural and social regeneration but indeed can help frame policy development in all these areas and lead to new creative practices.
We employ artists and empower groups and individuals to sustain themselves through funding opportunities employment opportunities and are currently developing further the training and services available from our organisation. It is important for community and participatory arts organisations to continue to be able to carry out this type of work through public funding and outlets such as the social investment fund which in itself has the following strategic objectives:

· build Pathways to Employment 

· tackle the systemic issues linked to deprivation 

· increase community services 

· address dereliction 

Community Arts organisations have for some time offered a platform for greater arts participation, attendance and employment. It is therefore important to stress that existing Community Arts projects already encourage people to obtain alternative educational achievement. Many of our own projects are cross community which has increased better community relations via social dialogue developed through arts not to mention an enhanced cultural tourism offering. If a Programme for Government is about a vision, then the artistic and creative community, as experts in imagining, should have a significant role to play.

Research carried out by Community Arts Forum illustrates how community arts practice and associated outcomes can be relevant to achieving broader high level policy goals:

 ‘The cultural and creative shift in society and the economy places a growing emphasis on cultural and creative competencies which, if encouraged within communities, have benefits to individual and community wellbeing. Community arts represent a key asset for policy makers to use in achieving changes needed for future social and economic development.’ 

With regard to increasing visitor numbers and tourist revenue the document states the significance of the achievement of City of Culture status whilst recognising the deep well of talent and also acknowledging the potential this achievement has for the tourism sector. With the forthcoming major events in 2012 and 2013 there will be an anticipated increase in tourism and visitors over the next few years.  Large scale events such as these will undoubtedly generate much needed work for artists and creative types alike and these will also assist Northern Ireland to improve its cultural tourism destination status. 
The Social Investment Strategy recognises that investment in social activities, including culture, arts, leisure, libraries and sport, makes an important contribution to the economy, improved health and well being, education, lifelong learning and improved social inclusion – and to the underlying social fabric of communities across the region. The diversity and benefits of the arts are not to be underestimated. Community arts practice here can be a world leader in the export of socially engaged artistic development therefore the benefits of CIIF and further investment in this sector offers a real chance for this to happen.

Priority 4 Building a Strong and Shared Community

Building blocks included in Priority 4 include Annual Support for Organisations Programme, Arts and Older People, Sustainable Rural Communities and the Investment Strategy. Although there is no mention of support for voluntary and community sector infrastructure including community development; the role of the sector as service deliverer and the importance of the social economy is recognised.

Community Arts Partnership and the greater participatory/community arts sector all feed into these building blocks and in many cases are responsible for the delivery of the services outlined in the initiatives and strategies. As an example the planned reduction of peace walls will require much collaboration and project work and CAP’s previous projects included a cross community mural festival which engaged with communities to tackle issues of sectarianism and consider community themes in place of paramilitary images. CAP is now providing projects on a Northern Ireland basis and we are currently carrying out workshops and research projects in a range of areas, with various communities of need including older people (with a focus on dementia), rural communities experiencing isolation and lack of creative engagement, new or establishing migrant communities struggling to find creative means for raising their profile and engaging with more established communities. The great majority of support for this work comes from government revenue funds which must remain secure if such fundamental research and engagement can support the most marginalised through situation, ability or circumstance.















� Northern Ireland Economic Outlook, November 2011; PricewaterhouseCoopers


� Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure. 2008. Strategic Action Plan: Creative Business in Northern Ireland: p27


� http://www.nesta.org.uk/library/documents/Creative_clusters_print_v2.pdf


� The impact of community arts on communities and community development; Research report March 2011 produced for Community Arts Forum (Part of Belfast City Council’s Creative Legacies Programme)
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New Belfast Community Arts Initiative trading as Community Arts Partnership is a registered charity (XR 36570) and a company limited by guarantee (Northern Ireland NI 37645).
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