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NALGAO Chair Lorna Brown announced wide-ranging changes to the organisation in her keynote speech at 

the annual conference last week.  Next spring, nalgao will re-brand itself as Arts Development UK and 

extend membership to all organisations and individuals working in the arts development field.   

 

Currently membership of nalgao is predominantly local authority arts officers, in a period when arts 

development practice encompasses an enormous range of partnerships, and delivery by many other 

organisations.  These changes are aimed at enabling a greater number of potential stakeholders to 

participate in the organisation and benefit from member services, including an enhanced CPD offer, while 

also strengthening the range and collective voice of the organisation.    

 

In her keynote speech, Brown acknowledged that these are dark times, driven by fiscal concerns rather than 

cultural policy.  "We have to face up to an unprecedented situation where for some the key issue will be 

that of survival" she said.  Noting that nationally, 45 local authority arts services have been lost in the last 

five years, she articulated the generally stoical but anxious mood of the conference: "With local authority 

budgets facing a 30% cut and a similar level of cut to Arts Council England, there is a grave danger of a 

double whammy to the arts. It's enough to make even the most determined faint-hearted".  

 

The conference programme was dominated by discussion of practical ways of managing both cuts and 

significant changes in working practice for local authority culture officers.  The two most common trends 

appear to be those of Strategic Commissioning and outsourcing of services.   Brighton & Hove City Council is 

already in the process of reconfiguring how it works to move into what it calls an "intelligent 

commissioning" structure, which will - it is hoped - commission artists and arts organisations to deliver 

quantifiable outputs that contribute towards a range of cross-cutting public agendas.  While this may 

provide a good - and even enhanced - source of income for those organisations who are 'commission ready' 

and have what might be called a transferable product, there will be many others who do not, and may 

never, be in this position.  With the days of local authority core grants likely to be numbered, many 

practitioners and organisations will be particularly worried about how they fit into this landscape. 

 

There is generally a lack of familiarity with these systems in the arts sector and some anxiety that local 

authorities may rush to put assets into trusts or community interest companies without having undergone a 

full options appraisal process to understand the benefits, costs and risks.  As Martyn Allison, also a keynote 

speaker, has pointed out, giving independence to some institutions may well be the best option, but for 

others the risks may be too high.  His organisation, Local Government Improvement & Development, has 

developed guidance on the options appraisal process and recommends its use - even if it does take up to 18 

months to complete.   

 

Local authorities will of course argue that the front-loading of cuts by Government - possibly up to 17% in 

the first year - means that they don't have the luxury of time to undertake best-practice reviews of service 

provision.  At the time of writing, local authorities were still anxiously awaiting further announcements from 

the Coalition about exactly how much money they will have, and how much front-loading will be 

demanded.  Ed Vaizey, who gave a short presentation, comfortably discussing the 'c' word, as he called it, 

hinted that some attention will be given to mitigate against front-loading, but went no further.   He also 

claimed that the DCMS had got "a good settlement" from the Treasury. 

 

Some Local Authorities have already proposed cuts; the latest is Barnet Council, threatening withdrawal of 

£194k of core funding from Artsdepot, and Croydon is consulting on various options to reduce spend on 

arts, culture and heritage activity, with proposed cuts ranging from  £150k to  £1.47m.  But the situation is 

still very much in the process of playing out, with local authorities waiting for clarification before they 



announce what and where they will cut.  There is one encouraging story however; in York, the arts 

education team have managed to income-generate 35% of their costs in only 12 months, while maintaining 

provision of a quality service.  That deserves a round of applause and many congratulations.  Who knows 

how much of their costs they will be able to recoup in a second year? 
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