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Response to 

DISCUSSION PAPER

NATIONAL ARTS AND DISABILITY STRATEGY

Introduction

ADEC wishes to contribute to the development of a National Arts and Disability Strategy.  2008 marks the fourth time that we will be conducting an art exhibition, ArtAbility, specifically for visual works of art created by people with a disability from ethnic backgrounds.  The art exhibition attracts artists from all ethnic backgrounds, and with any recognised disability, in the young to senior age groups.

The reason the ArtAbility was created was twofold:

Firstly, ADEC wanted people from this part of the community to feel they can contribute and express themselves in a way that would not make the disability the issue, but the story they wanted to be told through their artwork and to a “mainstream” audience.  Secondly, to redress some of the barriers that people from ethnic communities believe may exist against them.

ADEC’s contribution to the Discussion Paper is informed by its experiences in conducting ArtAbility over the past four years (we are on the eve of ArtAbility 2008, the fourth exhibition) and contact with arts funding organisations and corporate sponsors to attempt to garner support for our initiative.

ADEC congratulates the Council of Ministers for the discussion paper – it is refreshing that art involving people with a disability has moved beyond “art as therapy” to art as social inclusion, expression and pleasure.
Benefits of a National Strategy

It is clear that the development of a national arts and disability strategy will bring together these two streams of social activities.  Traditionally, the arts world has been seen as something that people with a disability have not been able to enter.- That is why we, as audiences, make such a fuss when presented with artists (performing or other types of artists) who have a disability.

If one takes a human rights approach to involvement in society, then ensuring that people with a disability are involved in normal artistic endeavours (both producing and as audiences) is just normal community functioning.  Audiences should be exposed to how the world looks and is interpreted, by people with a disability, even if the end product makes able-bodied people squirm with discomfort.  After all, no-one really minds too much if we are challenged by able-bodied artists, and indeed, we expect to be challenged.
ADEC believes that one of the benefits of developing a strategy will be a capacity to “lever” influence in mainstream arts organisations.  ADEC’s contact with mainstream arts funding bodies has not been positive – it appears that the main focus of some bodies is to find the next Picasso or other outstanding performer.   There is little room for organisations like ADEC!  Of course, nurturing the next wave of elite talent is something that, as a society, we should be applauding and supporting.  However, there has to be some room for supporting people who will never be the next Picasso and so on.  For these people, it is legitimate to express themselves, and to tell their stories in a way that has meaning for them.
It is very important that affirmative action be applied to ensure that mainstream arts organisations include people with a disability in their various programs.  After all, 20% of the population has a recognised disability.  I am sure that some representatives will say that if extra dollars were to be provided, then mainstream arts organisations would include people with a disability!  This is missing the point completely – participation and enjoyment in creative activities is the right of every person in Australia.
Equality of access and participation should be part of every organisations ethos.

Another benefit of developing a national arts disability strategy would be to force states to align their activities to ensure consistency across Australia.  One strategy may even mean that the differences between states lessen.

Barriers to access and participation
One of the ways we can better understand what prevents people with a disability from engaging in the arts is to ask them!  I would urge the National Arts and Disability Strategy Working Group of the Cultural Ministers Council to undertake such direct research.
One way that we can change attitudes within the arts sector is to firstly, embark on disability and multicultural awareness for mainstream arts organisations and explore how this links with ordinary people’s desires to be part of artistic communities. 

Secondly, governments, as the major funder/sponsors of arts organisations, can lever influence by ensuring that guidelines for submissions for funding and terms of reference of arts of organisations explicitly states that the arts organisation must include people with a disability in all spheres:  producers of works of art (visual or performing), audience, decision-makers (including funding decision makers) and Board participation).

Barriers to arts practice

It is true that there is stiff competition for funds – this is true in the arts world, as it is true for any other sphere where funding has to be applied for.  Again, affirmative action should not be ruled out.  It must be said, however, that many of the issues that confront artists with a disability are the same as for all artists generally. – The issues are magnified for artists with a disability.
In relation to the quality of submissions, I don’t think there is anyone who would support second-rate submissions simply because it came from a group advocating on behalf of people with a disability.  This is patronising and demeaning.

What should be supported is the holding of forums at community venues by quality people who don’t mind working wholeheartedly with people with a disability and their advocates.  The forums would explain what is required for successful submissions and the desired standard needed to proceed through the various vetting stages.  However, the people who would run these forums have to hold a core belief that people with a disability not only can contribute to the artistic life of our society, but have a right to contribute.  Their job is to educate, facilitate and guide how to develop strong and successful submissions.

Another strategy is to request that arts organisations be requested to nominate mentors, independent of the arts organisations, that will help in this process and work with disability/arts organisations and individual artists “get a leg in.”

I am of the view that the arts and disability area is about where the feminist and multicultural movements were some decades ago.  Mainstream organisations and funding bodies need to be convinced about the merit of involving people from another part of society that have traditionally been excluded. The argument is firstly about human rights, and secondly, a bigger pond to fish from! 
Audience Development
ADEC would support the development of disability specific arts organisations, but with the proviso that they delivered not just to audiences of people with a disability, but to mainstream audiences.  We should not be encouraging permanent segregation – people with a disability have been fighting for inclusion and participation in society for many decades.  In fact, research to develop a response a national disability strategy found that people with a disability did not want to be treated as something special or odd, but be part of society.

Specific disability arts organisations could be partnered with mainstream arts organisations for specific events or exhibitions.  Partnerships will be essential for education and training of future artists and arts organisers.

Additionally, effort by government can be utilised to influence philanthropic trusts and corporations to auspice or sponsor individuals or groups who involve people with a disability.
Other points of discussion
It is clear that one of the reasons that art created by indigenous artists has been successful was because the larger institutions got behind the movement.  From that experience, it is clear that government, using its capacity to lever influence, can also get behind the movement for artists with a disability.

Generally, organisations lurch from one year to another – planning on a large to medium scale is not possible under one-year planning cyles.

Artists with a disability are artists first and foremost – there was support for people to be spoken about as artists, and about their approach to their work.

Venues are costly to hire, and many are inaccessible to people with a disability.  Access to the built environment is about human rights.  In the development of community infrastructure, comprehensive disability accessibility must be a priority.

Additional comment was made that there are few ongoing employment opportunities for artists generally, and the employment of people with a disability in the arts sector reflects the overall employment rate for people with a disability.  This may need to be tested.
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