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1.0
introduction

1.1 Rationale for the study

This study was commissioned to examine the experiences of visual artists and craftspeople in relation to unemployment, social security benefits and other subsidies, and to explore innovative forms of income support for visual artists.

There are three key reasons why these issues needs attention at present:

1. Artists’ incomes are very low, as demonstrated by a number of relevant studies over the last decade (e.g. Throsby and Thompson, 1994; other Australia Council publications such as Guldberg, 2000).

2. Existing government arts funding programs such as the Australia Council's have moved away from individual artist support toward a greater emphasis on the promotion of organisations, events and exhibitions (see Travers 1996; Van den Bosch 1994).

3. Changes to eligibility criteria for income support through the social security system mean visual artists have less access to benefits, while practising their art work, than previously.

Factors related to the nature of visual artists' work also affect their ability to earn income from their creative work.  These include the labour market situation of artists. They are often self-employed or perform intermittent project-based work. Many currently require additional non-visual arts employment in order to survive. The existing range of prizes, awards and emerging artists' grants does not sufficiently cater for the need to “buy time” to develop work, especially for younger or early-career artists (Travers 1996). Travers notes that "Visual arts and craftspeople are thirty per cent of the artist population of Australia, but receive only sixteen per cent of grants to individual artists." (1996:10) 
2.0
REPORTING AND DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

2.1 The visual arts in relation to income
For most visual arts practitioners, neither a high income nor even a steady income is the appropriate measure of success in their work. The artist Vivienne Binns observes, “To become an artist is not to enter a career like many others that have career paths, and an income that enables you to buy a house and easily rear a family.” (Source: NAVA web site, interview with Virginia Hollister, 2000). Another visual artist comments, "It's a life pursuit, not a career choice." (Interview 13.3.01) Annette van den Bosch cites a 1986 study on the economic situation of visual artists which argues that for this group professional status is based on recognition by peers according to criteria in which economic success plays little or no part. She comments, “In this definition, peer group success is as important as financial success.” At the same time, she adds, if an artist were to be defined as someone who “sells his or her work in the dealers’ market’ - working full-time at art and making a living from it - [then] this definition may be unrelated to the quality of the work.” (1993: 360) 

It is evident that the case of the visual arts is one where it is inappropriate to apply economic criteria in a sphere of activity that is largely non-economic. The experiences of artists in dealing with those who have a world view in which economic criteria are paramount can sometimes lead to some odd and absurd disjunctions. A young Melbourne artist remembers being somewhat perplexed by the attitude of a business professional who was praising the work of a particular visual artist. The businessman's most glowing and oft-repeated compliment about the artist's work was “He uses plenty of paint!” On the other hand, at the other end of the quantitative scale, one successful Melbourne artist says she has made a virtue of necessity by developing techniques using minimal paint: "Because I've been poor all the time and the cost of paint is so high, I get this really rich result with putting almost no paint on! And I think if you wiped it over with a Wettex the whole thing might come off!" (Jane Trengove, Interview, 19.12.00)

There is a school of thought that celebrates the poverty of the artist as more or less the sine qua non of creativity. The dichotomy of filthy lucre versus creative expression is deeply embedded in the collective psyche. A host of cultural stereotypes springs to mind: the romantic bohemian, the starving artist in a garret, the corporate “sell-out”, the artist as “outsider”. The general idea here is that living on the edge breeds fresh ideas and imaginings, while security breeds complacency, monotony and staleness, and wealth breeds corruption. There is some merit to these assumptions in that they do at least convey a sense of the distance between economic motivations and the values and ideas underpinning artistic practice. It is not uncommon, either, to find these ideas articulated by artists themselves. Mark Rothko once wrote a piece where after first speaking of the difficulty of earning a living as a painter and the “unfriendliness of society” towards the artist, he went on to argue that these troubles could be liberating:


"Freed from a false sense of security and community, the artist can abandon his plastic bankbook, 
just as he has abandoned other forms of security… Free of them, transcendental experiences 
become possible." (cited in Marquis, 1991: 43) 

A glance at the empirical data available in Australia on the incomes of visual artists is enough to establish that this is not a profession likely to be chosen by those in a hurry to become wealthy. Often, even a minimal level of financial security cannot be achieved during a career in the visual arts. Visual artists who are not financially secure and not able to earn a reasonable income from their arts work alone frequently find themselves squeezed between the demands of employment, tax and welfare and few in this situation would argue that poverty is a necessary precondition of creativity. 

2.2 The changing relationship between arts practice and social security benefits

Historical and philosophical background of the welfare state 

Welfare systems were consolidated in Western societies in the post-WW2 period on the basis of a broadly Keynesian framework of government provision, part of a larger project of public infrastructure that saw the growth of welfare, health and education systems. Since the 1980s, these systems have undergone significant challenges and transformations. In that period, the philosophy of public provision has been challenged by a resurgent right wing market philosophy exemplified by the UK Thatcher government that took office in 1979 and was widely imitated elsewhere over the ensuing two decades, including in the USA and Australia. 

In Australia, broad changes in political philosophy have been reflected in public policy through an increasing reliance on private contributions in sectors where public provision was once a hallmark of the post-war nation building state: health, education and welfare. In all of these areas there has been a shift from universal provision (as in for example Medicare, free education and child endowment) to a targeted approach. This shift has been characterised as from the “big top” to the “safety net” (Saunders 1998). Specific measures in welfare have included a shift to means-testing, tighter conditions for unemployment allowances, greater reliance on the private charity dollar rather than the tax dollar and a renewed emphasis on the (private) family unit rather than the government as the basic unit of society responsible for providing for its members and ensuring their wellbeing. A general move toward privatisation has been characteristic of the period, with a political emphasis on the responsibilities of private individuals – and a privatised conception of citizenship - and the privatisation and marketisation of government programs and services. Hand in hand with this has been a privileging of economic criteria of value together with a marginalisation of non-economic criteria, in assessing the merit of any enterprise or activity. As will be seen, the changes in policy direction deriving from these trends have exerted a significant influence on the experiences of those undertaking or aspiring to work in the visual arts.

Contemporary challenge and transformations to the Australian welfare system 

From the 1980s onward, government income support programs have operated according to increasingly stringent criteria. Means-testing and other eligibility criteria designed to target only those most in need have become a regular and increasingly selective feature of the administration of pensions, family payments, sickness allowances and unemployment benefits. These measures carry a dual value as political and economic currency, combining an ethic of fiscal responsibility and disciplined government spending with an appeal to the section of public opinion that resents the allocation of the tax dollar to the welfare budget. This trend has led to “mutual obligation” and the Work for the Dole programs which the current Federal government claims among the achievements of its term in office. 

When Work for the Dole was introduced in 1997, it was the endpoint of processes that had been underway since the early 1990s to place a greater onus upon unemployed people to demonstrate that they were actively trying to change their situation. The amount of information provision and participation required of unemployed people has increased sharply since the 1980s, when a question by the DSS about attempts to find work could be answered with a vague statement that one had checked newspaper advertisements and scanned the vacancies at the CES. In that period, unemployment was a viable lifestyle choice for a lot of artists trying to establish careers.

A new social security act by the Hawke/Keating government in 1991 repackaged the unemployment benefit as “Jobsearch” and “Newstart”, and “beneficiaries” became “jobseekers” or “clients”. (Today, they are referred to as “customers”.) Of the changes to policy and administration following the new legislation, one of the most significant for the visual arts and craft community was the redefinition of unemployment for the purposes of benefits. Previously, unemployment was understood as the inability to find a job in the profession or trade for which one was qualified. Unemployed people registered with the CES as looking for work in particular fields, and the Department of Social Security considered it reasonable for them to confine their job-hunting to those areas. Post-1991, job seekers were required to look for any kind of work they were capable of performing. 

The election of the Liberal/National coalition government in 1996 signalled a renewal of small government and free market ideology at Commonwealth level. This renewal in Australia was a confluence of global and domestic influences: the conservative “dry” economic approach of the government intensified the domestic resonance of existing trends like globalisation. In the social and human services this meant an increasing pace of pressures toward market orientation and privatisation. In a commentary on global pressures in the Australian context, social policy analyst Peter Saunders writes:



"The role of the state is being residualised; its goal is to facilitate the forces of global competition 
in ways that promote the national interest. Large welfare states are an anathema to this process 
because they impede market forces and undermine competitiveness." (1998: 2)

This was certainly the approach taken by the Coalition parties that governed Australia from 1996. In 1997 the day-to-day administering of payments and client services performed by the Department of Social Security was transferred to a newly created government agency called Centrelink. In 1998 the Commonwealth Employment Service (CES) was disbanded, ending a long history of direct government provision of services to jobseekers and the unemployed. This role was outsourced to private agencies, regulated and funded by the Department of Employment, Workplace Relations and Small Business through the new Job Network. The agencies providing the services were to be known as “Job Network members”. The rhetoric of competition and market forces was used extensively by the government in promoting and defending this major step in the face of much criticism. Criticism was levelled at other aspects of the government’s labour market policy including the termination of the previous government's Working Nation program of subsidised jobs and training, and the withdrawal of other labour market programs in 1996.

The impact on visual artists of changes in welfare 

From 1997 under the new Centrelink system, eligibility criteria for benefits continued to tighten and jobseekers’ efforts to find work, known as “activity testing”, were monitored with increasing rigour. The relevance of available work to a visual arts career was not a consideration. Instead of handing over a fortnightly form to the DSS office and seamlessly continuing their work in the studio or at home, a visual artist could expect to keep a jobseeker diary, attend regular interviews and training sessions and enter into a contract with Centrelink to show how they would try to find work or prepare themselves to re-enter the work force. These various measures were all captured under the rubric of “mutual obligation”, adopted by the government and its agencies as the new welfare buzzword. Art on the dole was ceasing to be a viable option. A radio piece by Wednesday Kennedy called Virginia Woolf Goes to Centrelink summed up the dilemma: “I’m a writer, that’s my job, and I’ve got to get published before they catch me!” (ABC, Radio Eye, October 2000)
 
The difficulties of establishing a career in the visual arts mean that many artists are likely to have periods of reliance on social security for income support, especially in the early years of their careers. Throsby and Thompson's 1994 study showed that the median incomes of visual artists have a history of being particularly low in relation to other occupations requiring equivalent professional training and experience. The sporadic and impermanent nature of much visual arts-related work is clearly a factor in both the low incomes of artists and their need for income support at certain times.

Many of the comments made by artists interviewed during this research pointed toward the need for their situation to be recognised in the administration of social security benefits. Some of the artists also emphasised the need for long and concentrated periods of time in order to focus on developing and producing new creative work. The recognition of this in income support policy would be beneficial to the visual arts. Without such support, large numbers of potential artists give up, depriving society of the benefits of their talents in later years and themselves of constructive careers.

The National Association for the Visual Arts (NAVA) received in 2000 a letter from an artist who was very concerned and distressed about the impact on her ongoing art work of the Centrelink requirement that unemployed people apply for any job they are capable of doing, rather than limiting their search to work in their own particular field. Another artist contacted in the course of this project expressed similar concerns. Visual artist Jane Trengove believes that for emerging artists and those struggling to develop a profile and a career, “the cycle of poverty has such an impact that it wears a person out.” (Interview 19.12.00)

Here are some more responses about visual artists' experiences of dealing with unemployment and the social security system in the current period:
"For any artist, the employment is fairly periodic. Especially with photographic, most of it is freelance work. So that led to periods of unemployment." (Dean Beckworth, Photographic Artist)

“When you go into Centrelink and say you’re an artist, it’s as if you’re speaking a different language, it’s like a foreign tongue.  So you quickly say, I teach as well and I can do art administration.  They’re gobsmacked and defeated about artists.  ‘But what else can you do?' they ask… I’ll be happy if I can keep myself out of a call centre at the moment.” (Jane Trengove, Visual Artist)
"Just because you're unemployed doesn't mean you're idle. If you're a practising artist you're right into your work and there's always something to do, and you have a long-term plan of obviously being a successful and recognised artist at some stage.  And it's very difficult to be on the dole and have to be out there looking for full-time work, as well as do what I was just describing. I was temping as a waitress and a kitchen hand and they'd ring me up at 6.30 in the morning and say we've got a job for you at Blacktown and you've got to be there at 7.30. [And then after that I'd] try to get back here in time to open the Gallery up in the afternoon." (Lesley Dimmick, Visual Artist)
"I don't want to be categorised as someone who isn't doing anything. We may not be making much money but we want to hold our heads high and we want that level of respect from the community that we are adding to the future history of Australia." (Visual Artist, Adelaide)
"I've been unemployed, but I always get by because the dole is not the dole to me, I call it an artistic grant! …And I believe anyone who's doing something like this should be encouraged, because society needs artists: people are contributing just by doing what they're doing… I think that needs to be given a lot more credibility." (Jason, Breathing Space Community Arts) 

"When I've been unemployed I've always seen the dole as a government grant, as an artist's grant to produce my work, so I never felt that bad about being unemployed. Because I felt that society was getting a bargain! You know, that I was getting this bit of money and was producing this work and putting back in." (Dean Beckworth, Photographic Artist)
"The number of exhibitions that have been produced on unemployment benefit!" (Ruth Whittingham, Arts Administrator)
"The way it is now [with the dole] you get a real "us and them" mentality as an artist, because you want to keep producing your work, so you sort of learn to play the system. Because they don't value the work you're doing from an arts perspective." (Dean Beckworth, Photographic Artist)

Work for the Dole 

The "mutual obligation" philosophy is epitomised in Work for the Dole programs. Work for the Dole (WFD) is a program in which unemployment benefit recipients aged between 18 and 35 must participate in an organised work project in return for their benefit if they have not satisfied their mutual obligation requirement in another way, such as training, education or part-time paid work. Both the amount of work required weekly (14-21 hours per week) and the length of time on unemployment benefit before an individual is faced with the WFD option (3-12 months) vary according to age, with the most onerous requirements applying to the 18-21 year old age group. Work for the Dole has received extensive attention in this study because it occupies an interesting dual position as the coercive arm of mutual obligation on one hand, and on the other hand - in vivid contrast - as a valued source of subsistence for certain visual arts communities and practitioners.

The Work for the Dole program is the initiative and responsibility of the Commonwealth Department of Employment, Workplace Relations and Small Business (DEWRSB). Projects are administered on behalf of the Commonwealth by private sector organisations called "Community Work Co-ordinators" or CWCs. CWCs source, develop and co-ordinate project opportunities through a variety of non-profit and community sector organisations, known as "sponsors". For example, in the case of the TAP Gallery project in Darlinghurst, Sydney, the CWC is Broadway Anglican Youthworks and the sponsor is TAP Gallery. In the case of Geelong Adult Training and Education (GATE) which runs projects including Breathing Space Community Arts and Art By the Ocean, GATE plays the role of both CWC and sponsor. The program receives funding from the Commonwealth through the CWCs on a per project basis, and there is a participant quota that must be filled before a project can begin.

In May 2001 the federal government announced an expansion of the Work for the Dole scheme, as part of its welfare reform package. Work for the Dole will in future be extended to 35-39 year olds as well as those below 35. Inevitably more artists will come into contact with the scheme, so it is important to investigate the nature of their experiences and the impact of participation on their artistic practice. More artists are likely to find themselves in situations where a work for the dole program is one of the options they must fulfil to continue receiving benefits. This study made contact with a number of artists who had already been through the Work for the Dole program. Their experiences and views, conveyed in interview, are helpful in identifying both the limitations and negative features of the existing program, as well as its positive aspects as reported by participants and organisers. The latter include the potential for this or similar community-based schemes to resource creative projects. 

· Work for the Dole projects related to the visual arts

What follows is an overview of selected programs that the researcher identified as relevant to visual arts activities. The programs were identified by reading through summaries of the hundreds of work for the dole programs that have been funded since the scheme began in 1998. Details of the programs were found initially in information provided on the DEWRSB web site. The researcher then followed up a number of the identified visual arts programs through phone calls, visits and interviews. 

· “Working Forward” street beautification project due to start 11 December 2000. Includes murals and mosaics, for about 25% of the time among other activities. Participants would be drafting images or patterns for murals, painting murals, and preparing a variety of art mediums around the CBD.  Client group is likely to be “typical WFD target group” ie young school-leavers and 18-20 year olds. (South Burnett CTC Inc., Kingaroy, Queensland)

· "Christmas Lights" project being developed for Chamber of Commerce involves festive designs for Christmas, Easter and other occasions.  Includes designs for shop displays, brochures, etc.  Good opportunity for people who already have design or graphic skills as Chamber of Commerce provides good opportunities for developing networks and possible future casual work: these are the “spin offs”. (Job Futures Burwood, NSW)

· Lygon Street Festival

· Mural projects (Kangan Batman TAFE)

· Centenary of Federation Parade float-building project (Illawarra ITEC)

· TAP Gallery, Darlinghurst (Anglican Youthworks)

· Heidelberg art projects (Employment Focus, Heidelberg)

· Breathing Space Community Arts (Geelong Adult Training and Education)

“Breathing Space is a Work for the Dole program which recognises the fact that while many artists might be unemployed, they are still full-time arts practitioners.  Thus the aim of the program is to develop strategies for participants to find ways of directing their practice into employment and to create an atmosphere which both builds confidence and is supporting their creative abilities.”  (Open Studio Breathing Space booklet, April 2000, p.1.)

· Art By the Ocean (Geelong Adult Training and Education)
· Pavement Community Arts (MEP, Geelong)
The projects are diverse and the degree of opportunity for focused individual art work is variable. Many of the mural and street beautification projects involve copying or implementing designs rather than creating them. According to the organisers, these projects do not typically attract a lot of young people with specific visual arts aspirations. The projects that stood out in the survey in terms of attracting people with visual arts aspirations and providing the autonomy for them to develop their own creative work and ideas were: (i) TAP Gallery (ii) Projects at Employment Focus, Heidelberg: a web site art gallery, a children’s art exhibition and a shop-front gallery (iii) Breathing Space Community Arts and Art By the Ocean. Although time did not allow detailed investigation, two other projects, located in WA and northern NSW, also sounded promising in this regard.

Tonette Tokura of Anglican Youthworks estimates that 30-40% of the people participating in the TAP Gallery program already have some background and interest in the visual arts, although she adds: 

"They may not call themselves artists that blatantly - some do, but others are obviously just trying to decide where their next step is in life… they probably want to go down that path, but they are unsure about the uncertainty: will they make it as a career choice?" (Interview, 11.12.00)

One of TAP Gallery's most enthusiastic participants is Ana. Aged in his late teens or early twenties, Ana joined the TAP Gallery project during 2000 and plans to continue being involved as a volunteer. He says of the experience, "It's the best thing I could have done." The project has given him opportunities and contacts he would not otherwise have had. Most importantly, he says the most valuable result of participating was the positive effect on his confidence of having his work and his contribution to the gallery appreciated by others, in a community context. Before joining the TAP project he had been trying to make a living as a freelance graphic designer. He had done the NEIS program at one stage. At TAP he has done and continues to do the graphic design of the gallery's newsletter, posters and flyers. He also does illustrations and drawings, and recently sold an ink drawing that he had shown in a TAP group exhibition. He said that the best thing about being in the TAP project was the opportunity to spend time and use the facilities to develop his creative work, while receiving the encouragement and appreciation of others. 

TAP Gallery supervisor Lesley Dimmick said, "I have given each participant a little artist diary so they can draw and we're going to have an exhibition in a couple of weeks' time." The project has places for 21 participants and runs for six months each time. The participants' activities, as described by Lesley, are administrative work connected with running the gallery (answering the phone, data entry, accounts, banking); doing graphics, creative writing and resumes using the gallery's Apple Macs and PCs; producing a newsletter and promotional material for the gallery's events; publicity work such as mail-outs of flyers and faxes to the media. Lesley adds:

"We hang exhibitions, maybe fortnightly or once a week, and everybody chips in and hangs, gets the show up… We have a little framing workshop out the back, so I've been showing people how to make frames and cut glass and mount some things, so that's really useful for the future for artists…

"We do attract a lot of artists, because they get a choice of where they can go to do their Work for the Dole project and we promote the TAP one, and obviously it will attract a lot of artists… I'm interested in targeting the artist, because I have known so many unemployed artists, but we also take anybody who approaches and wants to do the project and I think we've given people who didn't have any idea about the arts some good experiences and created an interest for them…

"I haven't heard of any art gallery running a work the dole project apart from this and have got a feeling that this might take-off… This work for the dole project is actually very beneficial for the arts. Because it did have a bit of a bad reputation for a while - work for the dole." (Interview, 11.12.00)
Lesley encourages participants to describe their time at TAP Gallery as "work experience" or "a community project" if they feel understandably hesitant about putting "Work for the Dole" on a CV. By the same token, at Breathing Space Community Arts in Geelong the supervisor always refers to the participants as students. 

Rosemary Chick of Job Futures Burwood in Sydney said usually the visual artists they deal with have already completed university degrees so projects like their “Community Networking Through Design and the Web” are not “high-powered” enough for them because they’ve already learned those skills. She said they try to always match people with "something that are suitable.” She said with artists (visual and performing) “There’s this up and down thing that goes on with them... It can be distressing for them unless they can find a project that they enjoy doing.”  The visual artists they deal with in WFD programs tend to be aged early 20s-30s.  She sees them as “more advanced” than average jobseekers in terms of ability to look for work - “they come in with CDs”, showing their portfolio.  She mentioned that their careers have peaks and troughs and “we capture them when they’re at a low.”  Some of the artists she sees had done contract-based work for the Olympics and the Mardi Gras, and were now at a point where they needed to find more work.
Breathing Space Community Arts in Geelong, Victoria, has a motivated supervisor with a conceptual art background who is committed to teaching and community work as creative activities in themselves. The participants attend for their set two days per week, although they often come in at other times as well to make use of the studio facilities to develop their work. Participants spend their time on both group activities such as large outdoor murals, and individual projects. The supervisor, David Dellafiora, is strongly committed to providing an environment conducive to developing each individual's creativity, and argues for the significance of this kind of active ownership of ideas and creative participation within processes of social and cultural power. In the comparatively disadvantaged regional community where the project is located, this is a valuable initiative. Still more striking on a broader level is the irony of the fact that a project like Community Arts Breathing Space, conducted on principles perfectly consistent with ideals of social and cultural justice, is supported and funded through a program that has - for other legitimate reasons - been demonised by the political left.
 

Dellafiora is interested in the dissemination of art through unusual media and methods, such as the worldwide "mail art" network, and has promoted this and other alternatives within the Breathing Space group. A former student observes with enthusiasm that mail art is "saying that art is there for art's sake, not for the money or anything." An earlier project developed by Dellafiora, called Cross Reference, was funded by the municipal council and involved the dissemination of art through another unusual medium, the regional library system. It also shows the value to visual artists of developing networks with councils and community organisations. Mark Cuthbertson, a visual artist who worked with Dellafiora on the project and now supervises another community arts WFD project in Geelong, describes Cross Reference:

"We looked at the public library system and we wanted to install artists within an existing working space. And so we had a mail art project which was various bookmarks which we placed within the regional system, we randomly placed them within the books in the system, so that some works may not be seen until that individual book has been borrowed. And then about 10 artists did the series of installations within the library system, and then there was a series of editions where we looked at the resources the library offers like a CD collection, reference materials, and looked at the ways that we could install works within those archive." (Interview, 20.12.00)

Cuthbertson adds, 

"I've also done collaborations where we've installed an inflatable structure and then installed artists within the space as well - it was their interpretation of how they would use this transient or ephemeral environment and that was a three-day installation in a park in Geelong. That was funded by the council as well." (Interview, 20.12.00)

A promotional document for Breathing Space states:

“Part of the philosophy of the program is to network participants to local arts organisations and arts officers such as Youth Services, Migrant Resource Centre, COGG, Courthouse Project and Art Unlimited.  Through networking participants gain a better understanding of their art environment and how they might channel their practice into funding and commissions.” (Open Studio Breathing Space booklet, April 2000, p. 1)

This approach has borne fruit. One former Breathing Space participant was commissioned by the local authority to create a mural at the city swimming pool; this was known as the "Splashdown" project. The Breathing Space participants have produced an annual calendar featuring their work. This is distributed in the local area and acts a promotional tool for their work, potentially helping to generate more commissions. 

Here is a sample of participants' comments about their experiences with the Breathing Space project: 
”I've always had an interest in art and I've always stuck to my dream of getting into art, and this to me is like a foot in the door. I've had the opportunity to be in an art exhibition earlier this year with Momenta, and we're having another one tomorrow." Cathy, Breathing Space Community Arts

"Dave [Dellafiora] gives us the time to do our individual works and to try and bring out our talents and improve it, while also incorporating the time to do projects around the city of Geelong and use our own ideas: we're not just told to do something. You can put your ideas forward and put them into practice."

Dave, Breathing Space Community Arts
"I think the most important thing about these programs is the networks, and the thing you get out of networks today is you get the opportunities, a, to know how to present your art to the public, and b, you create networks amongst artists and that helps with your confidence… it makes you feel, 'hey, I am an artist!'" Jason, Breathing Space Community Arts

”I've been given it the opportunity to use materials here, which is good for me because I don't have access to it and I can't afford it, and still, a lot of money does go into creating art work. And because of this program I can actually get in here on other days as well and do pieces of work." Cathy, Breathing Space Community Arts
"Coming to this group here has really helped me to bring out ideas and try new techniques, and meeting the different people in this group, and seeing how they do their styles of art helps me to learn from them and they can also teach me a how to improve my talent. I try to get a lot out of it, I think I have so far, and I hope to draw out as much talent as I can from people here that I work with now… All of them are quite unique with what they do, and quite good at it. I wish to stay in this group for as long as possible…. I've found my little niche, coming in here, rather than being in the last program I was in, where my time was just being wasted " Dave, Breathing Space Community Arts

"I think I've almost reached that stage of professionalism where I could run my own business. This has sort of opened up a lot of doors for everyone because now everyone knows where the money comes from or where the avenue is, for instance people from Human Services are looking for a mural work right now." Participant, Breathing Space Community Arts
· Projects at Employment Focus, Heidelberg

· Web site gallery

· Children's art exhibition

· Shop-front art gallery

"With the web site design, the participants get to learn a lot of good computer skills there, from HTML scripting to layout and design, down to all the basic computer programs. They get to see the skills that they have contextualised in a working environment." (Dean Beckworth, Photographic Artist)
· Artists as supervisors

Community and visual artist Ruth Allen describes her experiences working with unemployed people in the Wollongong area, as supervisor of the Illawarra float-building project. Allen commented that there are in her experience mutual benefits for all participants in the Work for the Dole equation. For example, she says the community work co-ordinator is able to "fulfil the requirements of needing to find projects for the unemployed and the community artist has a workforce to execute large scale project." She also comments, 

"I have found the interaction has been invaluable, the exposure to one of the most marginalised demographics of our society has been an eye-opener and for them I believe they have acquired the self esteem that comes with making one's own decisions and tapping one's own creative energies."

Lesley Dimmick is supervisor of the TAP Gallery project, which she created herself. She thinks the gallery would not survive without the funding injected by the Work for the Dole placements:

“I was on and off the dole and trying to make a living out of selling my art and things like that - it's very hard - and I was being forced out into the workplace again by intensive assistance. We'd already had a few volunteer Work for the Dole people here [at TAP] from Wesley Mission and I was finding out a little bit more about how it was structured, and started searching the net and finding out about the Work for the Dole program and how it works, and actually spend three or four months applying for this project and planning it because not only was it going to give me a job, which was very exciting, running TAP Gallery which is what I really enjoy, it was also going to save TAP Gallery !" (Lesley Dimmick, TAP Gallery, Interview 11.12.00)
For some artists, their own participation in WFD projects has led to employment opportunities as supervisors on subsequent projects. This occurred in the case of Brian Paulusz, a sculptor, and Dean Beckworth, a photographic artist. They each comment here about the experience of supervising WFD projects: 

"I found that I had a lot of skills that I suppose I knew were of value to me as an artist, but then they have been seen from a different perspective and given a different value again… all the skills that you build up, like being able to source materials, do things on no money at all, liaising with different people at different levels, such as gallery staff, right across - organising an exhibition launch, those kinds of things, which most artists have done, if they are exhibiting. Those kind of skills, often you just sort of take them for granted and you don't really value them. In this kind of a program where you're actually organising an exhibition for someone else, like a community group, you get to see those skills in a different light. So it highlights your value, and your role as an artist in society." Dean Beckworth, Photographic Artist 

"I am a practising artist. A sculptor. For 15 years. I've been involved in setting up exhibitions before, my own and other people's. This is a good opportunity to bring unknown artists, or people who haven’t shown work before, into that situation where they are confronted with a gallery and have to show work. And they have to make decisions about what to put in that exhibition, and this is where I think my skills can be used." Brian Paulusz, Sculptor
· Critical discussion

In the course of interviews with participants and organisers about the positive and negative features of the scheme, a strong body of opinion emerged to the effect that the Work for the Dole program in its current form was limited by: 

· its punitive dimension;

· inadequate funding;

· administrative difficulties in the relationship with Centrelink;

· lack of commitment and resources at a political level to linking the scheme to genuine job-creation and training programs. 

At the same time strong views emerged in support of the kind of community partnerships that were being developed through the scheme. There was a strong view that if the above if some of the above difficulties were addressed these partnerships would have great potential to:

· generate opportunities for visual artists in their communities;

· enhance community appreciation of and involvement in the arts generally; 

· contribute to the economic self-sufficiency of artists.
The most striking finding of the research was that numerous organisations and individuals who are uncomfortable with the ideological agenda and the punitive overtones of the Work for the Dole program are nevertheless harnessing its resources to pursue community projects with positive outcomes for young people and in some cases for emerging artists. For instance, Work for the Dole funds are keeping an artist-run gallery alive in Sydney; providing a studio for young artists in Geelong, many of whom have no tertiary training or access to art school resources; and setting up a community gallery, a children's art exhibition and a web site gallery in Melbourne.
However, all is not rosy. The minimal level of funding allocated to Work for the Dole, in comparison with previous labour market and community employment programs, creates difficulties for organisers. Since changes to the program in 1999, the CWCs have been obliged to assume much of the administrative load previously carried by Centrelink. This applies in particular to the entire area of identifying, contacting and recruiting eligible participants from the larger population of unemployment beneficiaries. Some CWC staff now spend an inordinate amount of time on these tasks, since Centrelink has become less involved in identifying appropriate recruits to the program. CWC staff say that this detracts from the time they can spend on the important task of developing projects. 
A certain ambiguity about the nature and aims of the program is central to many of its perceived deficiencies. It is arguably a public relations exercise for mutual obligation rather than a genuine work experience program of any substance. The Australian Council of Social Services recently published some specific criticisms of Work for the Dole (November 2000). ACOSS showed that Work for the Dole was failing to lead to employment outcomes comparable with those achieved by the previous government’s “Working Nation” program. Resource allocation to WFD is not consistent with a training program, as shown by comparative figures on the budgets for WFD and previous labour market programs. 

An artist currently supervising a WFD project comments:

"One of the biggest problems is the funding, and what they want to achieve out of the program: whether they want people off the dole, or whether they want them placed in jobs, or whether they just want to keep everyone else happy and make people think that people on the dole are doing something to pay something back. Because obviously that determines how well the projects work, and at the moment it seems a bit confused as to what they really want to achieve from it." Dean Beckworth, Photographic Artist
In response to criticism of this sort, the Government's official response has been that WFD is not intended to be a labour market program, i.e. a training or job placement/work preparation program. It is, rather, an exercise by which unemployed people receiving benefits may repay an obligation to the community (“mutual obligation”). 

Most of those interviewed for this research felt that although Work for the Dole had problems and limitations, some of the projects that had emerged under its auspices indicated worthwhile future directions for artists in forming partnerships with community and government organisations. It was felt that the way forward lay in looking beyond the traditional model of the studio-based artist selling their work, and seeking out support through means such as collaborations and on-site works. Steven Plant, who manages the arts-related WFD projects run from Employment Focus, Heidelberg, says: "I think what we're trying to facilitate here is something that has a longevity to it, that really is about bringing the group of people together to evolve something for the future that is an investment in themselves, or for their particular community." Plant sees the existing system as inadequate for this to happen, since its focus is on a particular finite product or project rather than an ongoing support structure. However he sees the potential for something more lasting to emerge, given more resources and commitment: "The activities that have been created by the people within these projects would continue on, in some form of structure, which is about mutual support, marketing, working through ideas, the maintenance of their networks." Photographic artist Dean Beckworth adds, 

"People that have been in the program have said that they want to continue to maintain the [web gallery] site, to keep it working, and that will be happening with the art gallery for sure. And with the children's art exhibition, that has the potential to be marketed and tooled around to regional galleries and that kind of thing." (Interview, 19.12.00)

2.3 Community attitudes

In addressing income support issues it is important to recognise not only that there is a demonstrable deficit in artists’ incomes compared with other professions, but also that there is an increasing phenomenon that may be termed a "social deficit" in terms of the reluctance of many institutions and individuals to value activities that may not be ostensibly 'productive' in an economic sense. This situation is arguably intensified in a period like the present when discourses associated with free market ideology and economic competition are influential. Significantly for emerging artists, culturally dominant understandings of work and career privilege economic success and take a narrow view of vocationalism. The financial difficulties experienced by artists, particularly as they intersect with public policy and community attitudes, are connected with these issues.

"A lot of people don't really appreciate it that much, they see it as definitely not a proper job but something you would do if you were independently wealthy and wanted to follow your own sort of bent. A lot of people don't take it seriously. I think overseas it's given a lot more value and practitioners are seen in a different light." Dean Beckworth, Photographic Artist
"It [art as an occupation] is still looked at as some sort of indulgence or, even worse, a hobby." Brian Paulusz, Sculptor
2.4 Business development schemes for visual artists and craftspeople


New Enterprise Incentive Scheme
For artists able to cast themselves in the small business mould, the New Enterprise Incentive Scheme (NEIS) has offered a measure of support and many visual artists all over the country have participated. The scheme offers one year of training, business advice, mentor support and an income allowance equivalent to Newstart. Applicants must be unemployed and available for

full time work, and are assessed competitively on personal and business criteria. These criteria include that the business must be commercially viable, must be substantially new and not yet operating on a full time basis.

In the early 1990s, additional government funding was available to enable special focus NEIS programs for different occupational groups. In Victoria, a program of this type was developed for the visual and performing arts. Between 1992 and 1996, several hundred artists including many painters and sculptors received arts-oriented small business training and support. The curriculum provided an arts perspective on a range of topics including market research and strategies, personal presentation techniques, business planning, public commissions, financial management, tax, legal codes and contracts, and arts funding sources. (Clarke Carthew, 1994: 3)

Unfortunately funding for special focus NEIS programs was withdrawn from 1997, although the generic small business program still exists. Geoff Clarke of Clarke Carthew and Associates, the private sector provider that ran the Victorian program, said that the program was ‘highly useful and highly successful, with a 76% long term sustainability ratio.’ This means that eighteen months after completing the program, the artists were still in business, making art and supporting themselves. 

Program manager Elise Fraser said of the participants: ‘They were pretty high calibre people. Some were just starting out, but it was mostly pretty established artists. I think that’s why we had such good success rates.’ The business knowledge gained through the program equipped accomplished artists to develop sustainable arts practice. Also, a number of the participants completed postgraduate degrees in fine art after completing the program, and many artists continued part-time teaching careers. Elise Fraser added, ‘No other NEIS program provided the benefits to artists that this one did. People adored it. It was a great loss to the community when it went.’ 

The withdrawal of funding from special focus programs like this one raises serious concerns about the capacity of current government policy to accommodate the different priorities and work patterns of different vocational groups.
3.0
recommendations

3.1 Future options to support visual artists 

The recommendations below are oriented to the first two sections of the brief; that is, they focus on specific areas of government policy and legislation in Australia relating to:


social security: mutual obligation and “work for the dole” 


small business skills development and training.

Recommendations: 

Approach the relevant government Minister for discussions and negotiations about the need to recognise the specificity of visual arts occupations in income support policy, especially in relation to Newstart (unemployment benefit).  It would be beneficial to consider:


supporting calls for the expansion of the New Enterprise Initiative Scheme (NEIS), and in particular call for the restoration of funding to specialist NEIS programs such as the highly successful arts small business program that operated in Victoria pre-1997.


ensuring that "Work for the Dole" or equivalent projects facilitate and promote creative development of artists experiencing unemployment. 


ensuring that the “community service” criterion of the Work for the Dole project guidelines is understood to include the community benefit provided by the creative art work of individuals.


including art practice as an approved activity within the mutual obligation framework of Centrelink Newstart payments. The document "Building Careers in Music: Contemporary Music Policy" (Australian Labor Party, 1998) provides a model for doing this that could be adapted for visual artists (see Appendix 1). On this basis VAIGRP has develop a more detailed proposal, which includes draft criteria of professionalism. This was discussed with the Shadow Minister for the Arts, The Hon. Bob McMullan MP, on 30.4.01 (see Appendix 2).

3.2 Community partnerships 
Recommendations: 

Explore partnerships with communities and community organisations in developing support programs for emerging artists. Some of the Work for the Dole Initiatives have demonstrated scope for such partnerships, which could be fostered in future through WFD if it remains, or through other programs. These are discussed in section 2.2.

WFD may not remain in its current form as evidence is accumulating that better-resourced labour market programs are more successful in getting people jobs in the long run: other programs may be more effective and overcome deficiencies of WFD, centrally its inadequate funding base.

3.3 Partnerships with educational institutions

Recommendation: 

Explore and develop options whereby education institutions where artists are employed part-time may support their career development in tandem with their part time teaching.

Develop initiatives in partnership with education institutions, where many artists are employed as teachers on a casual or sessional basis. Explore possibilities for this to occur in conjunction with private/corporate support, or partnerships worth community organisations.

3.4 Community attitudes

A common theme reflected in this set of recommendations is the need for governments to acknowledge the particular situation of visual arts practitioners in relation to the labour market and the economy, and to recognise this through appropriate policy/program development and resource provision.  The wide acceptance of such an approach by the general community depends on public appreciation of the value and specific nature of artists’ work, including aspects that do not sit easily within a purely economic paradigm.  Accordingly, two further recommendations are:  


Develop strategies to tap into supportive community attitudes, in developing approaches to policy makers and legislators concerning support for visual artists.


Promote the notion that the work performed by visual artists is valuable and beneficial to the general community and warrants appropriate recognition and resources.
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APPENDIX 1: INCOME SUPPORT FOR EMERGING VISUAL ARTISTS

Visual Arts Industry Guidelines Research Project, April 2001
A proposal for the inclusion of art practice as an approved activity for Newstart (unemployment benefit) payments. Other proposals are under development by the Visual Arts Industry Guidelines Research Project (VAIGRP)
Why do visual artists need specific targeted support?
The difficulties of establishing a career in the visual arts mean that many artists are likely to have periods of reliance on social security for income support, particularly in the early years of their careers. Throsby and Thompson's 1994 study showed that the median incomes of visual artists have a history of being particularly low in relation to other occupations requiring equivalent professional training and experience. The sporadic and impermanent nature of much visual arts-related work is clearly a factor in both the low incomes of artists and their need for income support at certain times.

Many of the comments made by artists who were interviewed during the VAIGRP research pointed toward the need for their situation to be recognised in the administration of social security benefits. Some of the artists also emphasised the need for long and concentrated periods of time in order to focus on developing and producing new creative work. The recognition of this in income support policy would be beneficial to the visual arts. Without such support, large numbers of potential artists give up, depriving society of the benefits of their talents in later years and themselves of constructive careers. 

A similar proposal has been developed for income support for musicians (ALP 1998), and we understand that a policy of this general nature has also been developed for actors through their representative association. The basic principle is the recognition that the realities of career building for these groups call for specific approaches in the administration of living allowances for unemployment, and policy needs to accommodate this. 

How can artists receive legitimate support through the social security system?
Currently, Centrelink requires recipients of Newstart allowance (unemployment benefits) to fulfil an activity test that includes for the majority of people a requirement that they attempt to find employment in any job that they are capable of doing. This requirement places a pressure on visual artists that seriously curtails their ability to concentrate on developing a career in their chosen field. 

One way to address this problem is to include visual arts practice as an approved activity within the mutual obligation and activity testing framework of unemployment benefits. The document "Building Careers in Music: Contemporary Music Policy" (Australian Labor Party, 1998) provides a model that can readily be adapted for visual artists in the following terms:

A Labor Government will allow emerging visual artists to meet the activity test and retain their unemployment benefits if they are actively developing a career in the visual arts. In order to meet the test individuals will have to demonstrate that they are serious practising professional visual artists.

Criteria of Professionalism (draft at this stage)
Who is a serious, practising professional visual artist? In the contemporary music model there are two sets of criteria that musicians must meet to show that they are serious. The first involves activities (performance and recording) that musicians must carry out in a given period. The second sets out eligibility criteria that indicate industry recognition, business registration and relevant education. Musicians are required to meet 6 of the 9 eligibility criteria. Following this model, we have developed a set of sample criteria which would be appropriate for use in an equivalent policy directed at visual artists. 

The activity criteria, specifying a minimum number of hours in a given period, would include: 

•
time spent in the studio on creative work;

•
other activities directly related to developing exhibitions or commissions;

•
promotion of creative work, for example making contact with galleries and/or agents.

Artists would also need to demonstrate that they met a specified number of the following eligibility criteria:

•
exhibition of their work in the last 5 years at a recognised gallery or public art space;

•
receipt of a grant to work as a visual artist in the last 5 years;

•
receipt of a visual arts prize, award or scholarship in the last 5 years;

•
completion of a visual arts residency in the last 5 years;

•
completion of commissioned visual art work in the last 2 years;

•
sale of their work to a recognised public gallery in the last 5 years;

•
sale of their work to an individual collector in the last 5 years;

•
reproduction of their work in a recognised publication in the last 2 years;

•
discussion of their work in a recognised critical forum (art journals, newspapers, catalogues);

•
employment as a teacher or lecturer in visual arts at a recognised institution in the last 2 years; 

•
other employment closely associated with their credentials as a visual artist in the last 2 years;

•
ongoing representation by a recognised agent; 

•
a contract with a recognised gallery who will actively promote their work;

•
membership of an arts organisation such as the National Association for the Visual Arts;

•
maintenance of a separate studio space;

•
substantial documented expenditure on art materials and on framing, recording and photographing their art works in the last twelve months;

•
registration of a business name;

•
completion of a tax return for the business;

•
establishment of a bank account and/or separate phone line for the business;

•
tertiary visual arts qualification.*
� Substitute "artist" for "writer" and "exhibited" for "published".


� Labor-dominated South Sydney Council, for example, is said to have rejected Work for the Dole as an option in the late 1990s when the program presented opportunities for funding community projects. A number of community organisations have taken a similar approach.





* Sources:


Arts Law Centre of Australia (1998) Tax Matters for the Visual Arts Papers from the seminar held at the Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney, 12 May 1998


Australian Labor Party (1998) “Building Careers in Music: Contemporary Music Policy”


Throsby, D. and Thompson, B. (1994) But What Do You Do For a Living? A New Economic Study of Australian Artists, Australia Council, Redfern, NSW.
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