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This is a personal submission to the NSW LC inquiry into: 
 
Inquiry into the structure and funding of the arts, music, night-time economy, and transport portfolios 
 
These comments apply to the following headings in the Terms of Reference – 
 
(d) the operational, staffing and program impacts of budget and restructuring decisions on:  
 

(i) Create NSW 
(ii) Sound NSW 
(iii) the Office of the 24-Hour Economy Commissioner 
(iv) the Art Gallery of New South Wales 
(v) Screen NSW 
(vi) the Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences (Powerhouse Museum)  
(vii) Transport for NSW  

 
(e) the retention of professional expertise and institutional knowledge, including the adequacy of 
processes for knowledge transfer, mentoring and succession planning. 
 
 
Experience 
 
My perspective and comments are couched as an individual who has been a professional arts worker 
my entire career of some 40 years. 
 
Unlike many in the arts, I have been able to spend my entire career somehow engaged in the arts and 
creative industries in many forms. Subsidised theatre, commercial touring production (for profit), visual 
art exhibition, museum exhibition, commercial exhibition (trade shows). Construction and specialised 
fit out of cinemas, theatres, public buildings and schools with a specific emphasis on the fit out 
required for use in the performing arts. This included estimation, contract management, and client 
consultancy. Some would say, I never had a real job. 
 
Generally 
 
Like many arts workers my activity came to a complete standstill with the emergence of COVID19. 
The business for whom worked for almost 30 years was cut off at the knees at the start of the 
pandemic. 
 
Many of us had our employment immediately suspended, then later terminated after a business 
restructure, we had no choice except to expend recreational & long service leave to maintain some 
small income. We (and our employers) were not entitled to any significant or meaningful government 
support. This changed later with the second lockdown with state sponsored support.  
 
Fundamentally that meant the end of my professional career in the corporate space and the provision 
of arts venues. My former employer has since retired from the sector after spending close on 50 years 
being engaged in the construction of just about every major theatre and venue and public building 
Australia wide. We were a contractor, a facilitator and facilities consultant. That commercial space has 
subsequently been filled by other providers, but expenditure not recovered to prior to the pandemic 
levels. 
 
That is not entirely a problem. Australia and NSW probably have enough venues. We enough places 
for the performing arts and arts to occur. In NSW we have several large stadia, many theatres, spaces 
for classical music, all these beautiful purpose-built structures will serve the cities and regions if 
maintained and stewarded for the next 100 years. 
 
In short, we have enough structures. We do not need to relocate the Powerhouse Museum, and we 
never needed a new Powerhouse Museum. What we needed to do was maintain and renovate the 
existing structure.  
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Some effort to attend, a sense of occasion, the outing, make a day of it. These are all phrases that 
can be applied to a visit to the Powerhouse Museum or the AGNSW, Opera House or any other arts 
space. The Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences never needed spaces for large functions, events, or 
commercially associated presentation.  
 
There are sufficient spaces in this city to host any sort of a party, fashion show, or commercial 
activation, that a promoter may desire. One could argue there are too many spaces that are under 
used or the entry cost that excludes many events which has them look elsewhere. Why they exist, is 
another conversation. It is largely based in a legacy theory; every government wants to build 
something, and no government wants to fund or subsidise operating it. Support for operations is not 
sexy, there is no plaque or foundation stone. Support for operation is not seen as good use of public 
funds. That idea, in my opinion lies the seat of issues within the funding models of the arts in New 
South Wales and possibly Australia. And the conduct of the government departments who steward the 
funding. Every subsidised arts organisation in my experience is lean, efficient and understaffed. There 
is a battle to attract and retain staff and to manage leave (all forms.) The only human resource 
indicators that are probably ticked are gender parity and representation of women in executive 
appointments.     
 
Vast capital is needed to build new structures and government would argue, it creates jobs, 
opportunity for business and encourages entrepreneurship. It does all those things, but it also creates 
the satire of The Compassionate Society (Yes Minister S2 E1, 1981) Lots of buildings and no one to 
fill them. Or extremely efficient organisations because they have no patients or customers.  
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Specific Comments 
 

(i) Create NSW 
Is CNSW a property developer/facilities manager?  
 
Look at the web site and you would think they operate in the facilities management space. 

Beautiful harbourside facilities, prime locations all looking for lessors. Small and medium arts 
companies do not want to exhaust funds on leasing prime real estate (even when subsidised). They 
want found spaces, cheap spaces, spaces where you can paint the walls, make a hole, make a mess. 
My formal arts education occurred in a found space in Melbourne, a location discarded by law 
enforcement and grabbed with both hands by the fledgeling Victorian College of the Arts – School of 
Drama. It was 40 years ago… but to quote Ed Sherran “these people raised me” 

 
What that means is we make theatre where we find space, we make art where we find space. 

We do not need perfect space, but we need space, and we need access to space. Worrying about 
damaging paint doesn’t get the show on in the pretty new building. 

 
Negotiating the offerings of grants via CNSW is mind boggling, unclear and difficult to 

negotiate. It is difficult to find opportunities. Practitioners and arts administrators with sophisticated 
skills in public administration can probably read the signposts and see the breadcrumbs – not so an 
ordinary observer. It is siloed, opaque and difficult. Controversy constantly surrounds the outcomes of 
both project and multiyear funding decisions. Organisations that meet the criteria should be funded. 
Instead, some curious ranking occurs that has a line drawn between two equally placed bids, one is 
funded, and one is not. This is not transplant surgery – there is not a shortage of hearts. In the 
scheme of government funding this is arts is loose change behind the couch. The 2025/26 $500 
million arts budget, with $15m Arts and Cultural Funding Program (3%). Most money going to film and 
screen programs. The reality is the arts is seeing about $50million (10%) total between SNSW and 
CNSW the balance being directed to various screen and gaming initiatives.  

 
Even the name is difficult – Create NSW. Create what? It falls under the purview of the 

Minister for the Arts. Call it what it is. 
 

The fundamental constant question for CNSW must become, what is our reason for being? 
And it is not as facilities manager. 

 
Arts organisations, small, medium will make their own arrangements for accommodations, 

large organisations operate at a different level, they need accommodation on a different scale. And 
that may be in the commercial space. Smaller enterprises may reasonably avail council and 
philanthropic support for places to operate. Smaller organisations would look at the CNSW website 
with the same eyes as a young couple looking for a detached first home in Ashfield with a child on the 
way… nice dream, but never going to happen.   

 
The core of CNSW must be funding support, funding to create, funding to operate, funding to 

survive and provide opportunity of partitioner facing arts support bodies to touch individual artists and 
create structure for entry and medium level presentation of work and exhibition. Illustrative of this idea 
is QTOPIA and their queer theatre program, just entering its 3rd year of operation.  Also illustrative of 
this style of support is the Australian Design Centre now in its 61st year of advocacy, support and 
exhibition for the visual arts, craft and design. But now apparently defunded.  

  
 

(ii)  Sound NSW 
It can be cogently argued that SNSW is a department without a job. If contemporary music is 

popular, people will turn up. If it is very popular, a commercial promoter will get involved and a venue 
will be hired, crew employed, and a show will happen. All government needs to do is get out of the 
way of a grass roots performance, out of the way of a singer/band in a pub or club. Restrictions about 
planning need to be dropped, opening hours relaxed and regulation needs striking from the Acts and 
Regulation. This is very much a get out of the way. Let the market work. 
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SNSW needs a specific time-based sunset on its activity. Sort out the regulation, make life 
easier for small venue and bar enterprises, and if they cannot do that, why do they exist? Shift the 
entire SNSW portfolio to the Liquor and Gaming space if they are primary regulator.   

 
(ii) the Office of the 24-Hour Economy Commissioner 

 
No comment 

 
(iv)  the Art Gallery of New South Wales 
The recent staff cuts at the AGNSW need to go under the heading of travesty (forgive the 

hyperbole.) The gallery has just opened a brand-new gallery space (Sydney Modern) incorporating 
the old oil tanks rather in the manner of other institutions overseas. It is a great building, possibly not 
best suited to the exhibition of art, but that is side topic. The outcome, that not even 5 years after 
opening jobs are shed from the gallery staff is awful. It guts the organisation, ruins careers in a small 
market and demonstrates that “they are not immune” from some talking point headline in a Sky News 
bulletin. 

NSW needs good senior and development roles in places like the AGNSW and the MAAS to 
retain Australian talent and skill and to attract overseas candidates so that we exist on a world stage 
in spaces like Asian arts, first nations arts and practice as well as conservation and interpretation of 
the significant collections held by the gallery.  

 
(v)  Screen NSW 
Most of ScNSW is not an arts related activity it needs to fall under something Treasury or 

Planning related, as the funding that might be applied or granted via this body is not related to the 
creative industries it is related to commercial business and should not count as arts funding. Capital 
investment in studio spaces, tax concessions, sponsorship or other ministerial largesse is not arts 
funding and it artificially inflates the contribution of government to the broader arts community. The 
production of film entertainment is a commercial, for-profit activity. The film financiers are expecting a 
return on investment.  

The only part of ScNSW that is arts related has to do with script and story development, to 
provide appropriate funding for writers to develop stories with a broad Australian perspective that we 
can sell to the world. There are still Australian stories to be told… comedy, tragedy, stories that show 
the colour of our landscape, our first nations people, and our view on the world. 

This now exists in another time in the funding space, but The Dressmaker (2015) stands as a 
fine investment in our stories, landscape and world view. 

Our film technicians are commercial operators, they are small businesspeople, gaffers, grips, 
arts dept, they need work. They will get work if there is a clear path support to imported as well as 
local production. They are also enthusiasts; most will have side projects or dreams of their own and 
collaborate in groups to produce short films and development pieces to prove ideas and story lines. 
Tropfest is a vital outlet for these short films, but it needs to be organic, give them the money and walk 
away.      

 
 
(vi)  the Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences (Powerhouse Museum)  
There have been more column inches devoted to debate on the relocated MAAS than any 

other topic within the arts community in the last decade. It leaves the Decade of Renewal at the 
Opera House lying in a gutter by funding comparison. Renewal of the House was essential, the 
relocation of the MAAS and all the associated capital works projects across three sites stands as the 
greatest government folly of this century. 

As a member of the Powerhouse, it was apparent by observation that the building was in a 
“demolition by neglect” cycle as the space became dirtier and more unkempt as years went by. And 
still the space continued to astound for the casual visitor with exhibits such as the Bolton Watt engine, 
the Number One Steam Locomotive and a three-rotor Enigma machine. 

Long standing staff of the MAAS are leaving, as the organisation lurches toward a venue for 
hire operational model where the priceless exhibits are placed corners to allow for the cutting up of a 
fish. 

The depth of the organisational crisis cannot be overstated under the present senior 
management as they pursue a vision that is arrogant and opaque in scope. 
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The MAAS is equal in value to the constructed and made environment as the Australian 
Museum is to natural history. They are equal in educational value within the structured curriculum as 
well as for parents to explain objects and material development to enquiring young minds. 

The loss of intellectual capital will not be easily bolstered as scholarship is replaced by entry 
level casual employees holding trays of drinks for guests who braved the long drive to a party, for a 
gift bag and a substantial canape.   

Next step surely is the de-acquisition of some prize pieces because they do not fit the new 
décor. It is like buying the picture to match the couch in the living room. Followed soon after by staff 
cuts masquerading as efficiency outcomes once the new building is opened, rather in the manner of 
Sydney Modern and cuts at AGNSW.       

(vii) Transport for NSW 
How TFNSW ended up within the bounds of this inquiry seems a little strange. Save for the

idea that efficient public transport is a vital utility for the success of commercial and subsidy related 
entertainment and arts activities. If there are events occurring within the Olympic precinct then the 
trains must be running on weekends on the day, and at the times that support the occurring events. 
The idea that there are any occasions at weekends when the trains might not be running to service 
Olympic Park when events occur is farcical. Extra buses do not provide sufficient passenger uplift. 

Night buses to get people home – great idea but it needs to be at a frequency approaching 
three (3) services per hour, not one. If we want a 24-hour city, why do buses ever stop?   Yes, there 
are associated industrial issues, solve them. That will get customers home, service staff home, 
provide an economical “Plan-B” if one has had some drinks. 

TFNSW is an enabler of the economy and more specifically the night-time economy, it makes 
access cheap, takes cars off the road, delivers people safely and in quantity, in a timely manner. It is 
illustrated best how vital it is, when it stops, such as during the FIFA Women’s World Cup when the 
rail network was crippled due to signalling issues.    

(e) the retention of professional expertise and institutional knowledge, including the adequacy of
processes for knowledge transfer, mentoring and succession planning.

Professional expertise in what? 

Five (5) of the organisations highlighted in the list should be staffed by professionals in the Arts 
(creative industries) space who operate on contract and move in and out of the subject organisation 
on contract appointments. Senior roles and functional administration are the purview of skilled public 
servants who preserve the institutional knowledge.  These personnel would routinely move about the 
NSWPS as new appointments emerge much like commissioned officers and other ranks do in the 
armed services. 

To highlight one organisation - CNSW appears to have a huge property portfolio. The functional 
management of billions $ worth of property hardly seems to be within the raison d’etre of a creative 
industries organisation. 

Investment in the arts is not investment in structures. That is capital works on state-based 
infrastructure. To be glib, it is nothing more than a rail line. Investment in the arts looks like investment 
in all forms of artistic enterprise and practice. The arts budget can be smaller, so long as the applied 
funds are directed toward enterprise not capital works. In business terms it is like having a constant 
cycle of investment in new coal loaders and mines without the mine ever producing saleable ore. IE 
never seeing a return on the investment. Stage shows and productions are a return, visual arts are a 
return, small and medium arts practices in all forms are a return. No doubt capital works must occur 
but not on some constant basis. 

Organisational change is a constant and an iterative process needs to be applied these public sector 
organisations in a gradual, constant timeframe, not in lurching steps and rapid changes of direction.     
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