Monday 25 February – Key Note Up Close

Brian McMaster 

Brian McMaster, former director of the Edinburgh International Festival and author of the recent DCMS report ‘Supporting Excellence in the Arts’ discussed the issues raised in ‘The Excellence Debate’ with an audience of around 70 delegates.  Discussion centred around the report’s key recommendations:
Week of free events

The proposal for a week of free events was widely supported by delegates.  However, the point was raised that barriers to attendance are not just about finance but also about social aspects.  Delegates discussed the many different approaches to encouraging engagement in the arts.   Discussions also considered whether such an event could/should run concurrently in Scotland. 

10 Year funding for the most innovative and ambitious organisations

Delegates discussed the difficulties in implementing this commitment within the political framework of five-year elections and the dangers of long-term funding on artistic ambition.

Definition of Excellence

Considerable discussion took place on how excellence can be defined and the pitfalls of working with such subjective terminology.  

Assessment and peer review

The role of peer review was discussed at several stages.  Although peer review was largely welcomed there were concerns around the level of responsibility placed on peers and that there is still a need for an arts development/funding body to have a role in assessment. 

Risk and innovation 

The importance of risk and innovation were highlighted by delegates. Brian McMaster highlighted that the arts could learn a lot from the business sector and that there needs to be more crossover between the public and private sectors. 
Multiculturalism

There was discussion on the potential for our multicultural society to create the most extraordinary and exceptional art. 

International Touring

Brian McMaster highlighted that international touring can boost the profile of both the artists/organisations and the nation.  International working can also boost moral of the artists and improve ticket sales in the home country.
Implementation 

The report has been discussed in the House of Commons and the then culture secretary James Purnell received a very positive response.  He has since been replaced by Andy Burnham who has also backed the report and wants to see the recommendations implemented.  The new Chief Executive of Arts Council England has also been supportive.  The report was commissioned by the DCMS to look at the English context. Some discussion took place as to how the report and its recommendations could be adapted or inform a Scottish context.
