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Dear Mr Burke, 

Thank you for the opportunity to contribute to the consultation process as part of the 
development of a new national cultural policy.  

I have worked as a professional musician, festival director, educator and scholar for more 
than 25 years. At present, I teach at the tertiary level with a focus on developing and 
teaching coursework that will prepare graduates for sustainable futures in the performing 
arts. My contribution to this consultation process is framed by my wide-ranging experiences 
in the performing arts sector, and my expertise in precarious work, musicians’ career 
development and sustainable models of career development in the arts. In my role as an 
educator, I feel particularly strongly that future generations of artists should have the 
opportunity to benefit from policy that recognises and values their contribution to our culture 
and to society. 

The five pillars of the previous national cultural policy - First Nations, A Place for Every 
Story, the Centrality of the Artist, Strong Institutions and Reaching the Audience – 
have provided clear, aspirational targets for artists and arts organisations. However, as a 
vision for culture in Australia, the uneven ways in which this vision has been realised over 
the past decade,1 and the persistent inequities in the arts sector, together with the recent 
challenges of the Covid-19 global pandemic, highlight key opportunities to enhance future 
policy. The continued marginalisation of artists as workers has particular implications for the 
realisation of pillars two (A Place for Every Story) and three (the Centrality of the Artist). 

A Place for Every Story 

The arts are often framed at the policy level in language that reflects the principles of 
economics more than art,2 evident in funding structures that reflect free-market principles 
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and the language of investment. However, the arts can also be thought of as an ecology3 4, 
rather than a free-market structure,5 which offers an opportunity to consider how the notion 
of A Place for Every Story might be expanded upon if artists were less focused on 
competing with each other while struggling to meet their most basic needs.6 The notion that 
cultural expression is reflective of the health of an arts ecosystem provides opportunities to 
do things differently as the new national cultural policy is formed. The hardship of artists 
during the pandemic highlights the limitations of a binary view of workers (full time employed 
or not) and ignores the reality that is shaping a growing percentage of working adult voters’ 
lives: precarity is now a state of being, and the pandemic has stimulated a work and learning 
crisis.7 The negative impacts of precarious work patterns on musicians’ health, for example, 
are sobering: Loveday, Gross and Musgrave8 recently found that careers in music were 
predictors of anxiety and a range of other reduced mental health and well-being outcomes. It 
is ironic, therefore, that though our national cultural policy might strive to highlight the best in 
all of us, those who dedicate their lives to making art and making art with others often do so 
at the cost of their own physical, mental and financial health. One way of mitigating the 
negative impact of artists’ precarious work patterns would be to consider the values that 
underpin A Place for Every Story, and to ensure that sustainability is woven into the fabric 
of all elements of a policy that aspires to include the most diverse range of voices possible.  

The Centrality of the Artist 

Similarly, the concept of the Centrality of the Artist might be used to inform and shape 
other related policy areas, including but not limited to: updating Centrelink policy to 
recognise that arts work is often different from other forms of work (already understood and 
reflected, for example, in specific rulings by the ATO) and at a minimum include the seeking 
of work, such as completing grant applications, in the new WorkForce Australia points 
system.  

Finally, rather than continue to marginalise or maintain policies that perpetuate a lack of 
understanding for artists’ work, it would be prudent to see artists’ work in the light of long-
term employment trends in Australia that have already been identified by the government: 
namely that the number of people in part-time and casual work is growing and those in 
standard (full time) work is falling. The fact that those in casual employment have generally 
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not fared as well as those in full time employment during the pandemic9 highlights the 
broader failure of neoliberal narratives of work in general rather than poor individual career 
choices. Moreover, professions where face to face contact is important (e.g. Leisure and 
travel, which connects with many areas of the performing arts) are not only likely to have 
been most significantly impacted by the pandemic, but will also likely take much longer to 
recover.10  

A new set of values must therefore be reflected in any new national cultural policy, including 
a commitment to prioritising sustainability and decent work – caring and compassion for all 
workers equally, regardless of their work patterns. A new national cultural policy must not 
only preserve the best elements of previous iterations, it must also map out a vision for the 
way forward through the recognition that valuing the arts means recognising the importance 
of the entire ecosystem. There are many signs that the ecosystem is suffering, particularly at 
the independent and small to medium levels, even while those parts of the ecosystem are 
responsible for the most innovative work.  

We have a tremendous opportunity not only to build on the previous five pillars, but to 
leverage all that we have learned over the pandemic – much of which has highlighted the 
degree to which creative workers are marginalised at the policy level.11 Policy reform in this 
area should seek to align the pillars with the values of sustainability, compassion and vision, 
that will enable artists to make the work that reflects the best aspects of our society and our 
collective imaginations, rather than to amplify our limitations. 

Sincerely, 

 

Nicole Canham 
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