Paul Collard – Can we afford the arts anymore?
I first went up to the North East in 1993 which was the opportunity for me to start thinking about the role the arts can play in urban regeneration, and it’s so great to hear a mayor of a major city like Belfast give the kind of speech we’ve just heard, where that aspiration that many of us developed as to what it is that the arts can contribute to making a great city has now got through into the political system and become part of the political discussion.  I wish there were more mayors like you and you’re certainly the first mayor that I have heard to get up and say thank you to artists like that because I think they do make an amazing contribution, and they are vital.

I want to talk about what I don’t think the arts contribute and then what I think they do.  I want to start by saying that when we talk about, ‘Can we afford the arts anymore?’ what we are really talking about is can we afford to subsidise the arts anymore?  There is a huge amount of arts being consumed all the time which aren’t subsidised and people all over the world and all over our country certainly, do it naturally and instinctively all the time.
There is drift within the world to spend less and less time with other people and therefore the real value to me of creating the spaces for live art to be experienced is that you actually go and do it with other people in your community.  In fact it is how you begin to build communities because communities have to be based on shared experiences which are nearly always shared cultural experiences and I mean the word culture very broadly based there.  If we stopped creating those spaces for us to come together and form communities and to work out who it is that we want to be, to find ways of expressing that, we will in fact be isolating ourselves and that is the road down which the Tories so fondly call breakdown Britain.  It is absence of connections between ourselves and those connections cannot be provided within the safety of your home.  I don’t think you get it even in the social networks which IT now provides because they are essentially lonely isolating activities and fundamental to having a society is the space to create a community and that to me is the starting place to looking at what the arts provide.  

The second thing that I think is extremely important, is that the arts are able to express and artists are able to express the changing moments in history as we develop; that you can have change.  The world can move on but unless there is a means for being able to look at that you become distanced from it and that’s problematic.  For me, the Angel of the North, which was a very important part of my life for a while, was very much an example of how that happens.  I went up to the North East to run this thing called ‘UK Year of the Visual Arts’ which took place in 1996.  We developed a whole series of visual arts projects.  This was one of them and the way that we approached constructing the year was delegating the year to local communities.  

There is another area which I think is also extremely important.  It is much closer to the work that I do today.  The programmes that we run like Creative Partnerships and Find Your Talent Pathfinders are aimed at unlocking the creativity of young people.  Now we need to develop a much more creative population.  We need to develop them for a number of reasons.  There is a famous quote that none of us can trace the origins of but it says that 60% of all the jobs that young people in school today will do have not yet been invented and more importantly, they are going to have to invent those jobs.  We are growing up in a completely different world in which you no longer get training, learn some knowledge and go and take a job for the rest of your life.  You are actually going to have to develop a set of complex skills and those skills you are going to have to use to constantly reinvent what you do for the rest of your life.  This the government, certainly in the UK recognises, is the heart of our future economic prosperity.  

We’re very conscious of the fact that we live in a time that the financial meltdown is a complete failure of our financial system.  We are propping it up but mainly around the world, we have nationalized our banks.  The whole point was never to let that happen.  That was the whole point of the Capitalist system so it fundamentally hasn’t worked, but that is just one of them.  There was a report from the World Bank just last week in which they estimate that one billion people on the planet are displaced.  They are displaced because our system of distributing resources in the world has completely failed and therefore the people have to go to where the resources are because they can’t get the resources where they are.  That is the heart of that problem.  We know that our system for managing the planet doesn’t work.  We have to radically change our behaviour and come up with new solutions to do that so none of us can go to school and learn the answers to those questions.  Those answers aren’t out there.  What we have to do is go to school and learn how to come up with new answers to those problems and how to implement that and that notion of being able to challenge the principles of everything we do to then imagine new solutions to those and then to rigorously apply them.  I think this lies at the heart of what art is and that is why we absolutely can’t afford to not invest in them, because really they’re probably our last chance.

Thank you. 

