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FOREWORD

We know the power that culture has on people and places.
We do this to support a dynamic, resilient, inclusive cultural ecology.
We believe in the strength of working collectively.

We know public investment in culture is of benefit to the economy and to society;
this investment is at risk. This enquiry looks at public investment in culture in

the West Midlands to understand the impact it has on the sector’s capacity to
deliver against social and economic growth for the region and the UK. Culture is a
connector of people and ideas, centring our stories, real and imagined. It makes us
proud of the places we live and work in, and brings joy to peoples lives. The cultural
sector is a driver of innovation and creativity and is deeply connected to the

wider creative industries, supporting their innovation and growth. Without public
investment in culture, all these benefits and our potential are limited.

Nationally, the cultural and creative sectors have seen growth'!, measured by gross
value added (GVA). Specifically for the cultural sector in 2022 GVA by the cultural
sector, £34bn billion—5% higher in real terms than in 2019—while GVA of the

UK economy as a whole was 2% above 2019 levels in 20222, The cultural sector

as defined by DCMS covers arts; film, TV and music; radio; photography; crafts;
museums and galleries; library and archives; cultural education; and operation of
historical sites and similar visitor attractions.

The most recent estimates from DCMS show that this growth is continuing. The
cultural sector contributed £34.6bn in 2022, accounting for 1.6% of UK GVA. GVA of
the cultural sector grew by 6.4% from 2021 to 2022, leaving it 3.0% higher than pre-
pandemic (2019) and 19.2% larger in 2022 than in 2010 in real terms?®.

Although the economic growth and importance of the cultural and creative sectors
has long been established in both national, regional and local policymaking, with
continued research demonstrating its impact such as ‘Assessing the direct impact
of the UK arts sector’ by McKinsey#, and the Economic Analysis as part of the West
Midlands Cultural Sector Research Project®; the sector continues to face challenges
in terms of its day to day economic support and forward planning.

Recently, a number of mappings and campaigns about the current position of the
cultural sector and its funding have been released, such as:

* 'The State of the Arts’ ¢ by The Campaign for the Arts providing a health
check on areas such as funding, provision, engagement, education and
employment.

* New research commissioned by Equity and carried out by the Autonomy
Institute showing that overall arts funding for the UK from national bodies
(Arts Councils England, Arts Council of Northern Ireland, Arts Council of
Wales and Creative Scotland) has been cut 16% in real terms since 2017’.
Including a tracker to show changes in Arts Council funding to different local
authority areas®.

1 https://lordslibrary.parliament.uk/contribution-of-the-arts-to-society-and-the-economy/#:~:tex-
t=These%20show%20that%20in%202022,above%202019%20levels%20in%202022
2 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/dcms-and-digital-economic-estimates-monthly-gva-to-

sept-2023/using-annual-estimates-from-summed-monthly-data-dcms

3 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/dcms-and-digital-sector-gva-2022-provisional/
dcms-sectors-economic-estimates-gross-value-added-2022-provisional

4 https://www.mckinsey.com/uk/our-insights/assessing-the-direct-impact-of-the-uk-arts-sector

5 https://www.wmca.org.uk/media/o5mfd0dj/economic-report-web.pdf

6 https://www.campaignforthearts.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/The-State-of-the-Arts.pdf

7 https://www.equity.org.uk/news/2024/uk-arts-councils-cut-funding-16-in-real-terms-
since-2017

8 https://www.equity.org.uk/campaigns-policy/arts-funding-tracker
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* The Local Government Associations report on funding ‘Cultural funding:
challenges and opportunities’ articulating the loss and decline of cultural
funding from local authorities that has come under huge strain in recent
years as a result of pressure on council budgets and rising demand for vital
statutory services like adult social care. Between 2010 and 2024 annual
spend on culture and leisure services saw a real-terms annual spending fall
of £2.324 billion®.

These national concerns have specific regional impacts — and the national contexts
of changes and reductions in arts and cultural funding, pressures on other income
streams for the cultural sector and shifts in local authority finance pose significant
challenges to those working in the cultural sector'®. These challenges are framed
within broader economic contexts of post-covid recovery, the cost of living crisis,
and changes to local, regional and national political leadership™.

In terms of cultural investment, the West Midlands region has received significant
levels of support in recent years. Coventry City of Culture and the Birmingham
2022 Commonwealth Games have both attracted significant investment and
support for the region’s cultural ecology. Alongside these major events, there have
been significant interventions in cultural funding through the UK Shared Prosperity
Fund, the Levelling Up Fund, Cultural Investment Fund and Cultural Recovery
Funding amongst others.

This investment has led to increased activity, skills and support for culture and
creativity across the region with both local and regional political leadership and
stakeholders wanting to ensure that culture is kept as a priority even within the
challenging economic climate. Most recently this has been supported through the
Commonwealth Games Legacy Enhancement Fund (CWGLEF) supporting many
community and cultural organisations and individuals with funding and capacity
building for the sector.

In March 2025 a significant number of challenges face the region. Local Authority
spending on culture as a non-statutory spend remains precarious, with many local
authorities having to significantly change their cultural funding offers and support.
Similarly, the CWGLEF fund will also end, and many funders, trusts and foundations
are also becoming increasingly inundated with requests for funding that outstrip
supply. There is also currently uncertainty on of the shape and scale of future
levelling up investment or continuation of the UK Shared Prosperity Fund. As the
region has built up its capacity and developed its workforce, offer and audiences,
there is a significant risk that from April 2025 many organisations and individuals
will face an increasingly challenging economic climate. This piece of research aims
to understand the full picture of the cultural sectors regional economic position and
establish what investment, support or ways of working are required to ensure that
the cultural ecology of the West Midlands can continue to best meet the needs of
the people and places of the region. Culture Central is a collective, and a collective
voice for the cultural sector in the West Midlands.

This work has been shaped and supported by our members and driven by the West
Midlands Cultural Compacts+ network supported by investment from Arts Council
England.

Dr Anthony Ruck, Chief Strategy Officer Culture Central
Professor Rebecca Riley, Deputy Pro Vice Chancellor for Regional Engagement at
the University of Birmingham & Co-Director for City-REDI

9 https://www.local.gov.uk/topics/culture-tourism-leisure-and-sport/cultural-funding-challen es-and-op-
portunities

10 https://pec.ac.uk/blog_entries/a-new-deal-for-arts-funding-in-england/

n https://www.artsprofessional.co.uk/magazine/article/arts-funding-policy-under-new-government
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Investment in culture in the West Midlands has fallen to significantly below 2016
levels and is forecast to fall further. Funding in 2024 was £155m, 33% below the
level it would be had it kept up with inflation (£231m) (Figure 3).

By 2030, the forecast suggests investment in culture to be between £13Im
and £155m down from £257m if figures were maintained at 2016 levels. This
suggests an investment gap in the West Midlands of between £102-126m (40-
49%) (Figure 3).

Culture investment in the West Midlands makes a substantial contribution to the
UK economy. The baseline suggests that the sector contributed £685 million

in gross output in 2016, peaking at £916 million in 2020 and is anticipated to
contribute up to £818 million by 2030. (Figure 5).

Culture investment is on course to contribute between £761 and £807 in output
to the UK economy by 2029. If it had kept pace with inflation, it would reach £1
billion. (Figure 5).

The fall in culture investment means a loss of almost a quarter of all employment
2,100-2,650 FTEs by 2030. When considering the high level of part-time and
freelance work in the sector this figure is likely impacting more people than the
calculation shows (Figure 8).

West Midlands’ cultural organisations recognise difficulties are a result of a
long-term failure to keep cultural funding at pace with inflation, facing deficit
budgets, rising building costs and a lack of growth, even where ticket sales may
have increased.

Impact on cultural organisations of all sizes is severe, with some labelling it as an
‘existential threat.’

Organisations are looking to mitigate the challenge posed by the current
funding landscape through greater collaboration and partnership working,

and diversifying their funding streams to adjacent sectors including health,
education and social care. There is a need to speak with one, collective voice for
culture in the region.

Applying for funding is complex and takes great capacity, and some smaller
organisations need support to do so.

There is a recognition to engage with young people, in order to stimulate
engagement in cultural activity, contribute to their wellbeing and create the
artists and audiences of the future.
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Culture in the West Midlands is a growth sector. Together we have a bold ambition
for the region and its development. Our mapping of investment in culture shows
that the outlook is challenging but as a sector we have demonstrated our resilience
and contribution to local and national priorities.

The findings of this enquiry show the benefit of the sector to the region and the
loss of potential without intervention. We recommend an overarching approach
to support the region’s cultural sector, alongside a series of practical measures to
facilitate growth:

Compact for the region

Establish a high-level cultural compact for the region, with members including West
Midlands Local Authorities, the West Midlands Combined Authority, Culture Central,
MHCLG, DCMS, culture funders, and major private sector infrastructure partners. This
could follow similar governance models established in the health sector. The compact
will be focused on identifying and addressing regional priorities and challenges,
always ensuring the role of culture is considered in strategic development and large-
scale infrastructure projects. It is crucial that the compact is focussed on collaboration
and non-competition, positioning culture as a priority in regional growth plans, the
national industrial strategy and placing the sector as an equal partner with decision
makers. The regional compact’s three priorities would be:

Joint Cultural Needs Assessments

Following the approach of the Joint Strategic Needs Assessments, the compact
would support each Local Authority in the region to deliver a Joint Cultural Needs
Assessment (JCNA) based on the model developed by The University of Warwick,
Local Government Association and Arts Council England. The ambition for the
JCNA is for a place partnership to develop their ability to offer a strategic response
to the cultural and non-cultural needs of their local communities, based on a joint
assessment of the actions needed to improve the cultural lives of all and to reduce
inequalities and obstacles to participation in arts and culture.

Negotiated Long-term Investment Agreements

A significant barrier to stability and expansion among cultural organisations is

the nature of short-term funding cycles. The compact would be tasked with the
negotiation of suitable and long-term investment agreements between Local/
National Government, and the Cultural sector. These agreements would be focussed
on regional and local priorities, with the sector negotiating the terms and outputs

of activity to match national policy with local expertise. Such agreements would
include a commitment to a reduction in bureaucracy, which limits organisations’
capacities.

Cultural Regeneration and Renewal Task Force

Establish a task force to understand and prioritise areas where cultural regeneration
and renewal will have the most impact within the region, including an urgent

review of existing cultural infrastructure. Building upon the shift to place based
development and decision making, this task force will include representation from
both DCMS and MHCLG and include experts and local partners to ensure culture is
embedded in regeneration and renewal plans.
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CULTURAL GROWTH ACTIONS

Alongside the development of a strategic, place-based approach to culture to
support regional growth this enquiry proposes four key actions that can be taken
now to support and grow the capacity of the sector to deliver on both local and
national priorities:

Resolve the immediate funding crisis in the cultural sector

Provide immediate support for the cultural sector through a series of fiscal
interventions. In addition, investigating the potential impact of further tax
incentives, including reforms to VAT and an expansion of existing tax reliefs.
There should also be a recognition of the impact of upcoming National Insurance
increases on many cultural organisations.

Creative Credit Scheme

The potential of children and young people in the region are at significant risk by
the reduced output of the cultural sector. We recommend a pilot modelled on

the successful Berlin Jugendkulturkarte programme. A cultural voucher scheme
targeted in areas of high deprivation, providing cash to spend across the region
to support young people’s engagement with culture. Focussed on understanding
the impact on young people’s mental health, inequalities, worklessness, creativity
and productivity. This pilot would encourage and support all forms of cultural
engagement and participation, providing a fully researched evidence base to
understand the powerful role of culture preventing downstream costs for local and
national government.

Artist Innovator Skills Programme

We recommend establishing a bespoke skills investment programme for West
Midlands artists, that is not artform-specific. This programmme would invest in
creative and cultural skills, prioritise place-based artist and creative development,
and align with broader skills goals. A devolved, ringfenced cultural sector fund,
operating outside current skills frameworks, would support this initiative, focusing
on:

* Innovation in creativity

» Capacity building and business development
» Knowledge exchange

* Practice development

A Regional Endowment for Culture

DCMS to establish a regional endowment for culture in the West Midlands. This
cost-neutral endowment would focus on supporting social value cultural projects
and be matched with private, philanthropic and corporate funds. The endowment
would follow models such as the Education Endowment Foundation and would focus
on understanding ‘what works’ for the region to test and invest the ways in which
culture delivers against social value. This would improve and increase impact in this
significant area of work for the sector through a rigorous research and evaluation
programme supported by regional university partners.
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CONTEXT

National policy in the UK has historically prioritised the economic potential of
culture and creative expression for the nation’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP),
from the Thatcher Conservatives which privileged free market enterprise and
materialist individualism, to the concepts of ‘creative industries’ and ‘culture-led
regeneration’ promoted by the New Labour government in the 1990s. New Labour
leveraged culture and creative industries in an attempt to foster social inclusion in
disadvantaged areas, generating employment, regeneration, and positive impacts
(N.Lee 2014).

In the 2010s, the coalition government’s austerity measures led to significant cuts in
funding and the dismantling of regional agencies and mechanisms that supported
creative industries, arts, culture, and heritage. Local authority funding—the largest
source for arts and culture—was sharply reduced, with spending on library services,
culture, heritage, and tourism dropping by £470m since 2010 (Rex and Campbell
2022; County Councils Network 2024). This reduction, alongside increased
competition for limited resources and shifting audience behaviours, poses major
risks to the sustainability of cultural infrastructure, especially in already vulnerable
areas.

London’s dominance as a hub for creative industries has also long been recognised
(Lee, Champion, and Kelly 2022), with initiatives like those by the BBC and Channel
4 aiming to decentralise creative production across the UK’s nations and regions
(Lee, Champion, and Kelly 2022). However, significant disparities in per capita
investment in cultural infrastructure persist across places and regions. Addressing
these gaps requires sustained, long-term investment tailored to local cultural
ecosystems through place-specific initiatives that align with local conditions,
economies, and assets (Lee N 2014).

UK arts, culture, and heritage organisations depend on public funding to support
R&D, address market failures, and deliver non-market values (Greer 2021). This
funding is typically allocated via competitive processes managed by Arm’s Length
Bodies, government departments, local authority grants, and service agreements,
supplemented by private giving, earned income, and sponsorship. External factors
like the cost of living, economic downturns, and political or ideological shifts can
destabilise this funding mix, as is the case currently. The most significant decline
has been in local government revenue funding, with implications for the type of arts
and culture that is supported (di Novo and Easton 2023).

Additionally, the UK's cultural sector is reeling from a variety of national shocks,
the COVID-19 pandemic, long-tail implications from the UK's decision to leave the
European Union, and the cost of living crisis have placed further strain on an already
underfunded sector. Response to COVID-19 was immense, the £1.57 billion Culture
Recovery Fund, in July 2020, became the UK's single largest cultural investment
programme, and was aimed at supporting the arts, culture, and heritage sectors
impacted by COVID-19. Administered by Arts Council England and similar bodies
in devolved nations, the fund offered grants, loans, and infrastructure funding
(Gilmore, O’'Brien and Walmsley 2024 ). By February 2021, roughly £830 million
had been awarded, with a preference for grants over loans (Davies 2021). ‘Cultural
recovery’ was also a key element in the previous UK Government’s Levelling Up
agenda (DLUHC 2023), which dedicated £850 million to culture and heritage to
reduce regional inequalities in productivity and well-being, and arts, culture and
heritage continues to play a key role in the Labour Government’s Missions'.

12 https://labour.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Labours-Arts-Culture-Creative-Industries-Sector-Plan.
pdf
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Emergency measures have strained the UK’s cultural funding model as cultural
organisations and freelancers, many ineligible for furlough, struggle to remain
resilient. Changing consumer behaviour, rising living costs, and Brexit-related
challenges like restricted touring and worker migration have further impacted
creative industries (Swords and Prescott 2023). Recent tax reliefs for cultural
organisations are welcome but calls for more tailored support persist.

Additionally, local governments face a funding crisis as central settlements decline,
making place-based, locally informed spending increasingly essential (PEC 2024).
Local authorities play vital roles as funders, leaders and conveners of culture. They
have a responsibility for enabling culture to work in ways specifically related to
place, creating more resilient places, increasing social mobility and contributing to
addressing health inequalities, alongside economic development (LGA 2022).

Within this context, this report looks to investigate the current cultural investment
landscape of a significant region within England and the UK, the West Midlands.
Home to a diverse geography of constituencies and urban and rural contexts,
including Birmingham, the UK'’s second city, with regional governance from

a Combined Authority and metro mayoral representation, the West Midlands
offers many of the characteristics of other city-regions across the UK, with the
added specificity of the City's Council being declaring itself under Section 114 in
September 2023, and the additional pressures that brings.

Culture Central and the West Midlands Cultural Compacts network commissioned
City-REDI at the University of Birmingham to understand the state of public
investment in the West Midlands cultural sector. The economic and social value of
culture to the economy and society has been proven; this enquiry maps the regional
trends in public investment in culture and demonstrates how this investment drives
wider growth for the region.

Culture is at a crisis point, signposted in various national reports™' . As a growth
sector the cultural sector needs to maintain investment to support its impact. This
enquiry provides a number of solutions for the sector and its stakeholders to ensure
it can continue to deliver for the people and places of the West Midlands. By taking
this place-based approach and working collectively together the cultural sector in
the region can continue to ensure the benefits of creativity and culture for all.

13 ‘The State of the Arts’ (2024) The Campaign for the Arts https://www.campaignforthearts.org/wp-content/
uploads/2024/07/The-State-of-the-Arts.pdf

14 ‘UK arts councils cut funding 16% in real terms since 2017’ (2024) Equity https://www.equity.org.uk/
news/2024/uk-arts-councils-cut-funding-16-in-real-terms-since-2017

15 ‘Cultural funding: challenges and opportunities’ (2024) Local Government Association https://www.local.gov.
uk/topics/culture-tourism-leisure-and-sport/cultural-funding-challenges-and-opportunities
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2 CULTURE INVESTMENT

Culture and the arts play an important role in society and the economy. Cultural
investment supports a wide range of activities including libraries, museums,
heritage, theatres and arts activities. These activities are an important component
of civic pride, a source of wellbeing and provide a source of innovation which fuels
economic growth in the more commercial creative industries.

The cultural investment landscape has long faced financial pressure. Austerity in
the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, disruption during the Covid-19 pandemic and
more recently rapid rises in inflation.

The most significant sources of investment in the culture sector are local authority
funding and Arts Council England (ACE) Funding. Table 1. Shows how national
funding from ACE is distributed across regions. The tables show that London is the
largest beneficiary receiving between 39.7-44.9% of all funding. The West Midlands
is the second largest beneficiary receiving between 10.5% and 11.9% of all ACE
funding annually.

Table 1: Funding for culture by region

3.5% 35%| 35% 3.1% 3.1% 3.1% 3.1%
4.6% 4.6%| 4.6%| 4.0%| 4.0%| 4.0%| 4.0%
449% | 44.9%| 449% | 39.7%| 39.7% | 39.7% | 39.7%
5.2% 52%| 52%| 4.6%| 4.6%| 4.6%| 4.6%
7.7% 7.7% 77%| 68%| 68%| 68%| 6.8%
5.6% 56%| b5.6%| 50%| 5.0%| 5.0%| 5.0%
5.3% 53%| 5.3%| 47%| 47%| 47%| 4.7%
1.8% 1.8% 1.8% 1.6% 1.6% 1.6% 1.6%
11.9% N9%| 1M.9%| 10.5%| 10.5%| 10.5%| 10.5%
9.5% 95%| 95%| 84%| 84%| 84%| 8.4%

Source: ACE

The West Midlands has faced unique challenges and opportunities in navigating the
evolving funding landscape. This report examines the culture investment landscape
in the West Midlands region by analysing the changes in investment from a range of
different sources and considering the outlook for funding over the next five years.
The report considers 12 different sources of funding detailed in Table 2.
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Table 2: Sources of Culture Funding considered in the analysis (more detail in

appendix 1)

Investment

provider
Local Authority

Arts Council
England

Music
Education Hubs

City of Culture
2021

Festival of the
Commeonwealth
Games 2022
Commeonwealth
Games Legacy
Enhancement
Fund

Lottery
Heritage Fund

Local
Enterprise
Partnerships
DCMS Cultural
Recovery Fund

Levelling Up
Fund

Trusts,
foundations
and
philanthropic
giving

Description

Local authority investment in arts and culture: Archives, Heritage,
Community centres, Arts development and support, Libraries,
Museums & Galleries, Theatres

Investment into culture from Arts Council England.

Music Education Hubs (MEH) are a partnership of organisations
that work together to provide high-quality music education for
children and young people in a local area

The UK Shared Prosperity Fund (UKSPF) is a UK government
program that provides funding for cultural and creative
interventions.

Coventry won the City of Culture programme in 2021

The Birmingham 2022 festival ran alongside the Commonwealth
Games as six-month celebration of creativity.

UK Government investment to enhance the legacy of the
Commonwealth Games, a share of which was ringfenced for
cultural investment

Distributes a share of National Lottery funding, supporting a wide
range of heritage projects.

Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) were a source of cultural
investment during their operation.

The Culture Recovery Fund was established to support cultural
organisations and heritage sites during the coronavirus
(COVID-19) pandemic.

The UK Government Levelling Up Fund was a government
programme aimed at reducing regional economic disparities,
some of which was ringfenced for culture investment.

Financial contributions made by charitable organisations, private
donors, and philanthropic entities to support cultural initiatives,
including arts, heritage, and creative projects.

It should be noted that this list of funding sources is not exhaustive other sources
of investment that are not included in the analysis: such as the EU ERDF, HE
Investments, NHS Investments, Public Health Investment, Probation Service,
Ministry of Justice Funding, Education Funding e.g. Multi Academy Trusts, Network
Rail (HS2 funding specific for culture).
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2.1 CULTURE FUNDING IN THE WEST MIDLANDS

This section shows the level of funding for culture in the West Midlands, how it has
changed over time and what it is anticipated to look like over the next 5 years.

Figure 1 shows funding in £ millions from different sources in the West Midlands
from 2016 until 2025. It shows that local authority spending is the largest single
funder, followed by Arts Council England together making up consistently over half
of all funding for culture in the region. The next largest contributes are Music Hubs
and the Lottery Heritage Fund.

The figure shows that there is considerable variation year to year in funding

levels especially at the Local Authority level which sees major variation during the
pandemic years. The figure also shows some transitory funds which end in this
period, the Shared Prosperity Fund the Cultural Recovery Fund sources which will
affect every region. There are also transitory funds which are unique to the region

in this period labelled ‘megaevents’; The City of Culture (CoC), the Commonwealth
Games Legacy Enhancement Fund (CWGLF) and the Festival of the Commonwealth
Games (FCWG).

There is a clear bump in funding during the pandemic years and also a narrowing

of investment sources the sources of funding are becoming more concentrated on
fewer sources.

Figure 1.
Sources of investment in the West Midlands culture sector 2016-2025
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Sources: various sources see appendix 1
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Figure 2 shows the changes to how local authorities are allocating their investment
in culture by sub-category. The figure shows the cuts are most significant in the
library service, with investment falling 40% between 2022 and 2024 from £39.5
million in 2022 to £23.7 million. Museums and galleries also see significant falls in
investment over this period from £19.2 million to £9 million. Arts development and
support investment fell by 75% albeit from a smaller base £7.2 million to £1.8 million.
Other sub-sectors are more stable over the period and in some cases see modest
rises with community centres and public halls seeing investment increase from £3.7
million in 2022 to £4.2 million in 2024.

Figure 2:
Local authority culture spending by sub-category (2018-2024)
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Source: MHCLG

Table 3: shows the change in Local Authority investment in the culture sector
between 2018 and 2024. The data shows that in 2018, Birmingham invested

£21.9 million accounting for 26% of all LA investment that year. Coventry, Dudley,
Sandwell, Stoke-on-Trent, Walsall and Wolverhampton all contributed over £5.9
million each. Together these seven LAs represented 75% of all LA investment in the
region.

By 2023, we can see the drop off in cultural investment, for example in Coventry
from £6.7 million to £3.9 million. However, other LAs are seeing rises in investment.
Wolverhampton rose from £6.5 million to £ 9 million over the same period and
Herefordshire also saw a significant rise, albeit from a lower base.
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Table 3: Change in Local Authority net current expenditure on culture 2018-2024
(£ thousands).

Birmingham 21946 23494 21303 19755 21334 0 0
Bromsgrove 270 198 38 0 0 76 0
Cannock Chase 944 1027 952 1023 407 463 0
Coventry 6724 6405 6686 5363 b5b08 5079 3976
Dudley 5947 5817 5679 6082 6037 6735 6601
East Staffordshire 662 764 764 808 800 916 0
Herefordshire UA 1896 1832 2174 1784 1952 2264 2434
Lichfield 381 345 289 303 332 255 193
Malvern Hills 84 56 58 57 80 28 40
Newcastle-under-Lyme 554 585 536 578 518 325 456
North Warwickshire 0 0 1 1 0 0 0
Nuneaton & Bedworth 1059 1036 1054 985 882 827 668
Redditch BC 45] 367 223 0 0 254 10
Rugby 857 757 627 740 582 733 1021
Sandwell 6390 6369 6262 6016 6681 7489 6910
Shropshire UA 5087 5155 5800 7438 6153 5930 4861
Solihull 3614 3537 3342 4414 4555 4292 4365
South Staffordshire 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Stafford BC 141 1360 1283 833 1211 1026 0
Staffordshire Moorlands 71 51 54 102 55 70 0
Stoke-on-Trent UA 5740 7547 6074 6530 6498 2483 4322
Stratford-on-Avon 28 96 29 4 5 24 2]
Tamworth 802 876 1006 1215 1158 2594 1848
Walsall 8676 7000 6481 6223 6746 748I 0
Warwick 1234 1609 1551 1439 1317 1431 0
Wolverhampton 6bb4 6630 6582 6434 7400 8275 9059
Worcester 994 813 1042 912 1003 810 896
Wychavon 73 74 71 75 56 37 67
Wyre Forest 678 607 568 428 388 418 372

Source: MHCLG

The table below (Figure 3) shows the aggregate picture of funding in the West
Midlands from 2016 to 2025 and potential growth paths from 2025 to 2030 all
contrasted against inflation. Note: These figures are an indication of LA spend
on culture as reported to MHCLG. There are discrepancies in this reporting, for
example in recent years where data is still to be provided to MHCLG.
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The top line shows what the funding level would be each year if it kept up with
inflation since 2016. It shows that while some years (notably pandemic years)
exceeded inflation a gap has since opened up where the level of funding in 2024
was £155m, 33% below the level it would be had it kept up with inflation (£231m).
The figure also shows how funding levels might change over the next five years:

1. Baseline — Investment in culture remains static, not keeping up with inflation
but not receiving further cuts. This is considered the ‘best-case’ scenario.

2. 5% fall — Investment in culture falls 5% from 2024 levels, this is intended as a
middle-bound scenario.

3. 15% fall — Investment in culture falls 15% from 2024 levels, this is intended to
represent a realistic lower-bound scenario.

By 2030, the forecast suggests investment in culture to be between £13Im and
£155m down from £257m if figures were maintained at 2016 levels. This suggests an
investment gap in the West Midlands of between £102-126m (40-49%).

Figure 3. Culture Funding West Midlands 2016-2030 inflation adjusted
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Source: various sources see appendix 1
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2.2.1 Method: The SEIM-UK economic model

The socioeconomic impact model for the UK (SEIM-UK) is an econometric multi-
regional input-output model for the UK economy. The SEIM-UK can model the
economic impact of changes in the regional or national economy. The SEIM-

UK has been used extensively to consider the impact of changes in the West
Midlands economy including the impact of the BBC's operations in the region (BOP
Consulting, 2024).

In this analysis, the SEIM-UK has different culture investment scenarios introduced
within the West Midlands culture sector. The model then processes the change in
demand for culture and the indirect effects this has on other sectors and regions.
The total economic impact is then reported as changes in gross output, gross
value-added and full-time equivalent employment. Figure 4 provides a basic outline
of the process. A more detailed descriptions of the methodology can be found in
Carrascal Incera et al. (2022).

Figure 4: The SEIM-UK process

Changes in
demand
within
economy

Changes in

culture
investment

Source: Own elaboration

In this report, we seek to understand the economic impact of funding for culture in
the West Midlands and how this impact might change depending future spending at
the local authority level. As such we prepare four scenarios:

1. Baseline — Investment in culture remains static, not keeping up with inflation
but not receiving further cuts. This is considered the ‘best-case’ scenario.

2. SI: 5% fall — Investment in culture falls 5% from 2024 levels, this is intended
as a middle-bound scenario.

3. S2:15% fall — Investment in culture falls 15% from 2024 levels, this is
intended to represent a realistic lower-bound scenario.

4. 2016 levels — Investment in culture is pegged to 2016 levels when adjusting
for inflation.

Table 4: Key definitions

Gross output Gross output is the total value of everything produced by a
business, industry, or economy, including both final products and
the materials used to make them.

Gross value added Gross Value Added (GVA) is the total value of goods and services
(GVA) produced by a business, industry, or economy, minus the cost of
the materials and services used to produce them.

FUEETGEREETVEEGIE FTEs measure the total number of full-time work hours
employment (FTE) contributed by employees, combining both full-time and part-
time workers into an equivalent number of full-time positions
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2.2.2 Results: Impact on the West Midlands economy

Figure 5 shows that culture investment in the West Midlands makes a substantial
contribution to the UK economy. The baseline suggests that the sector contributed
£685 million in 2016, peaking at £916 million in 2020 and is anticipated to
contribute up to £818 million by 2030.

If culture investment had kept pace with inflation the West Midlands culture sector
would contribute £1 billion in output to the UK economy by 2029. Instead, it is on
course to contribute between £761 and £807 million.

Figure 5: The economic impact of culture investment in gross output 2016-2030
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If culture investment had kept pace with inflation the West Midlands culture sector
would contribute £500m in GVA to the UK economy by 2028. Instead, it is on
course to contribute between £384 and £407 million.

Figure 6: The economic impact of culture investment in GVA 2016-2030

e

GO0

w
3

g

E millions
vk [ (4]
2 =2 =

[ =]

20162017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 2026 2027 2028 2029 2030

—faseling ——51 =——S52 —2016levels

Source: SEIM-UK

When the figures are taken against inflation, we can see the pandemic bump and
then precipitous drop off from 2022 worsening through to the end of the decade.
The GVA impact shows that the culture sector in the West Midlands is anticipated to
contribute £103-127million less in GVA than it would have had investment kept pace
with inflation — a 24.4% drop.
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Figure 7: Change in Gross Value Added against inflation baseline 2016-2030 impact
on UK economy.
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The gap in cultural investment by 2030 is forecast to lead to 2,100 to 2,650
fewer Full-Time Equivalent (FTE) jobs supported throughout the economy. 25%
down from where it could be if investment remained at 2016 levels in real terms.
Considering the high level of part-time and freelance work in the sector, these
figures likely underestimate the number of people impacted.

Figure 8: Change in employment FTE against inflation baseline 2016-2030 impact
on UK economy.
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3 THE IMPACT AND PERCEPTIONS OF A
CHANGING FUNDING LANDSCAPE

The aim of this study was to connect the macro level economics in the first section
with the lived experiences and perceptions of those who actually live and work
within the sector. To that end, we adopted a mixed-methods approach, combining
the econometric modelling and analysis above with the deep qualitative insights. A
Survey (Section 3.1) was circulated to stakeholders, in addition to a series of in-
depth qualitative interviews with representative from across the region. Due to the
time constraints of the project, only a small cohort of interviewees (nine interviews)
were conducted, but care was taken to ensure, where possible respondents
represented a range of organisational sizes, sub-sectors (including freelancers)
and geographical contexts from across the West Midlands. With that in mind, the
responses in the following sections have little generalisability, but serve to offer
some colour and further insight on the findings from the economic analysis.

3.1 SURVEY: THE FUTURE OF CULTURE FUNDING
IN THE WEST MIDLANDS

To assess the general confidence in culture investment a survey was constructed
and distributed to stakeholders in the region in December 2024. Stakeholders
included businesses across the culture landscape including freelancers, SMEs and
large organisations. Respondents were asked some details about their business
and which funding streams they are recipients of. Figure 9 shows the results from
least confident to most confident. The findings show that 65% had responded 1

& 2 indicating low levels of confidence in the future funding prospects for their
organisation. 22% responded 3 suggesting they were neither confident nor
unconfident and just 13% responded 4 & 5 indicating were confident.

Figure 9: Confidence in future funding (1 least confident to 5 most confident)
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Source: The Future of Culture Funding in the West Midlands Survey
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Respondents to the survey were asked to share their views on the current culture
funding landscape. Comments were often negative with a significant degree of
concern for the future:

“Maintaining what we have will be a success”
“The future feels bleak”

“Highly competitive”

“Increasingly difficult”

“It is dire”

Respondents note that fundraising is becoming more difficult, requiring greater
resources to gather funding:

“Fundraising is increasingly difficult in a small organisation due to competition and
capacity”

Some respondents blame an austerity approach to culture investment leading to
public funders becoming “very risk adverse” and “wholly unsustainable”.

The comments raised speak of a challenging funding environment and a generally
pessimistic outlook for the future. This maps onto the forecasts produced earlier in
the report. However, there may be an opportunity to help make the funding that is
available go further and be distributed more equitably.

3.1.1 Methodology

For the second phase of the project, a qualitative methodology was identified as
the most suitable approach for capturing the perspectives of individuals working
within the cultural sector of the Midlands region. This approach is particularly
advantageous in providing policymakers with insights that are deeply rooted in
the lived experiences of those who are likely to be directly impacted by any policy
decisions (Walker, 1985). Additionally, it allows for the inclusion of a broad range
of perspectives and interpretations, thereby enriching the overall understanding
of the sector’s dynamics (Cassell et al., 2006). To set the groundwork and refine
the research objectives, an initial desk review of existing literature was carried
out. Relevant literature is cited throughout this report and incorporated into the
discussion, where appropriate.

Data was collected throughout December 2024. In total, 9 participants took part
in semi-structured qualitative interviews. A purposeful sampling approach was
employed to gain contacts for interview from Culture Central’s network, ensuring
they covered a suitable variety of organisational size (including freelancers),
geography, art form and including those who were direct recipients of funding
from the key sources identified in the outset of this report. An interview schedule
was prepared in collaboration with the commissioners to ensure coverage of most
salient and important themes. A copy of the schedule for both the interview and
participant information sheet are available in the appendices (Appendix 2). All
participants were informed that they would be anonymised, unless they stated
otherwise that they would like to be identified.

Verbal consent was sought at the beginning of all interviews to ensure ethical
compliance. Data collected via audio and video recordings was supplemented

by additional notes. Recordings were analysed using the NVivo data analysis
software, and emergent themes lifted from their original context, and coded
together to a more structured thematic analysis. Data is presented as direct
anonymised quotations, where appropriate. Findings are presented categorised in
terms of complementary themes and supplemented by related discussion, where
appropriate. Policy recommendations are provided as a separate section (Section
4) at the conclusion of the report.
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3.2 INTERVIEW FINDINGS

The findings in this section are grouped into three themes, related to the research
questions identified in the methodology above: Economic Impact, Wider impact and
What Works, in terms of strategies for mitigation and recovery. These themes will
be dealt with in order, starting with some discussion on the economic impact.

3.3 ECONOMIC IMPACT

3.3.1 Falling Behind

Interviewees were asked to offer some detail on their current understanding of the
investment landscape for culture in the West Midlands. Chief among respondents
was a recognition of the current funding landscape as culmination of a long-term
period of under-investment, in which even where investment in culture has been at
a standstill, costs elsewhere have risen dramatically:

INTO02

“Yeah, it’s not a very positive picture at the moment. | think there’s a huge reduction
in subsidy, there hasn’t been any uplift for a very, very long time, in real terms. So
certainly, in the [our] world we’ve had 10 years of funding at a standstill, which is
because it's based on head count. So that hasn’t taken into account inflation. It
hasn’t taken into account the rising costs in staffing, all of those kinds of things.”

INTOO8

“I think two things are now very apparent, which is that firstly where we are today is
at the end of a long period of disinvestment in culture. Whether that is the impact
of standstill funding from Arts Council being many companies’ primary, and most
significant, source of income. Whether it is reduction in local authority funding,
whether it is cost of living crisis hitting ticket revenue etc. .. And | think secondly,

| think we are beginning to feel - or we will feel - the impact in welfare and well-
being and tourism and night time economy.”

INTOO9

“Challenging. Yeah, it’s challenging. | think for those of us that have been funded by

the City Council, we’ve all experienced the same decline in funding over a period of
10/15 years. | arrived here in 2019, and the funding was already down to the level that
it was last year, which is subsequently being cut over this year, and then next year.”

This awareness is congruent with our analysis of the wider data and so it is
encouraging that practitioners are aware of the nature of the problem, characterised
as a gradual slump behind the cost of operation, and a period of ‘diminishing
returns’ within the cultural investment cycles, rather than a dramatic ‘cliff edge.’
However, within this context, economic cuts and shocks leave a substantial impact.
In Birmingham, the City Council’s withdrawal of cultural Local Authority (LA)
budgets while under the Section 114 is, unsurprisingly, of massive impact to cultural
organisations in the city:

INTOO8

“It's really tough, .. we've lost £630,000 from the city. .. suddenly you're
£1,000,000 over [budget].. and we’re coming off the back of a year which is
forecast to land about £480,000 in deficit, which is a planned deficit for this year.
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So, we've got a company that has swung dramatically into deficit, largely as a result
of the city’s withdrawal of funding, and some compounding issues around that ... |
can’t afford to run like that for longer than another year.”

In addition, the UK Government’s recent changes to National insurance
contributions have placed another pressure on cultural organisations of all sizes, on
top of rising costs across the board:

INTOO2

“Certainly, aligning to fair wages, making sure that you know inflation is covered,

.. our National Insurance bill is going to go up by £45,000. We haven’t got that

in our budget, where are we going to find that? So that sort of recognition of the
impact that those policy changes have on charities and on small and medium sized
enterprises.”

INTOO7

“There’s an increase because of how the government has chosen to tax National
Insurance employee contributions. So that’s going to impact us to the tune of

at least £145,000 from April 2025. And so that’s going to be a pressure. We're
forecasting our costs to rise, by at least 10%, in the next few years. And for
organisational hours that is therefore a cost of £1,000,000. So, it’s a lot of money.”

Many of the organisations were dealing with the realities of managing deficit
budgets, and the existential threat that poses to the future of their organisations:

INTOO7

“To be honest, | think the future is really, really difficult right now. We're, in effect,
having to operate in the next coming year on a deficit budget. We have limited
reserves, so we can only actually afford to go into our reserves once, maybe twice,
in the next 24 months. So, | think there’s a real risk that us, and many others, are
hovering just above that line.”

INTOO8
“..we are genuinely at the sort of tipping point, between things getting incredibly
hard, and things becoming existentially questionable.”

3.3.2 The Lack of The Long-Term

Another symptom of the long period of under-investment was the inability to form
any sort of long-term plan or strategic outlook, due to the ‘real terms’ cut of public
funding:

INTOO7

“So, it's really difficult to future plan, ..if public funding was to maintain the same
or to dip, you could probably survive that. But currently our flat public funding is
in effect a real terms cut. Then that’s coupled with less visitation, which is just a

double whammy of impact on our ability do that, and our costs continue to rise.”

There are those who feel such lack of long-termism provides an added difficulty
in dealing with ‘shocks’, whether those are linked to pandemic, inflation, or policy
change such as the National Insurance adjustments. There isn’t a solid foundation:

INTO03
“I think a lack of long-term strategic investment in the region, means that it isn’t as
well equipped to .. manage the different short-term shocks to the cultural sector.”
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The lack of long-term strategic planning was also linked to limiting the potential
impact of large scale funding like the Commonwealth Games Legacy Enhancement
Fund:

INTOO5

“I think the Combined Authority, and the Commonwealth Games Legacy
Enhancement Fund, if that had been over a longer time period, so extended all the
way through to the end of next year, | think we would have seen a bigger impact,
and actually a massive difference. But because it hasn’t, we're yet to see what that

”

IS.

Particularly prevalent for smaller organisations and freelancers, the short-termism
of investment cycles and the inability to plan longer-term resulted in operations
constantly in a cycle of ‘Boom and Bust':

INTOO05

It’s constant boom or bust, it's like, 'We've got the money, and now we’re doing

the thing, and then it’s big cliff edge drop off the edge. "**** we're back down to
bread and butter. We're back down to the core operating, scrambling around to try
to find cash for the next big thing, just about covering staff costs, and the operating
costs of the company.” ... it's very unsustainable and burns people out, and leads to a
whole lot of other complex issues, which I’'m sure you can imagine.

3.3.3 The Future

Additionally, respondents were asked to offer some projection of how they felt
about the economic future of their organisations. The lack of a longer term strategic
picture around cultural investment resulted in some quite stark outlooks, and was
the source of considerable concern:

INTO06

“I think the next five years is OK, but further down the line, | just think it’s going

to look quite bleak. | don’t know what it's going to look like. | mean, when you see
nationally and regionally, how many venues are closing down and even community
organisations, they no longer can stay open. So, the ones that do exist, they’re going
to get stretched, so you just can’t plan that far in advance anymore.”

INTOO03

“I suppose my full-time job at the moment is to find a find long term sustainable
strategy for [the organisation]. So yeah, our books don’t balance, we don’t really
achieve a break even budget. What's the long term business model that’s going to
see success? That’s what I’'m waking up in the middle of the night focused on when
| get into work in the morning. That is the number one priority.”

Rising costs across the board, whether that is in staff costs, procurement costs,
building rates and maintenance:

INTO09

“.. the building generally just needs a level of investment because | think ... the
business models for these organisations are incredibly marginal, and we don’t
generate the level of money that is needed to reinvest in the building. And so, you
get to a sort of critical point, where you need some investment, and | think that’s
where a lot of the buildings are at the moment.”

INTOO7

“Some of those buildings are 600 years old, we can’t just stop them. You can’t
just hand them back. You can't just asset strip them. So, a lot of what happens in
the traditional world doesn’t apply to our world, and we're already operating on
approximately 50% of the staff that we were six years ago.”
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Both digital and physical infrastructure, mean even organisations who are looking
to develop and grow their business, and seeing evidence of that, don’t feel they are
making progress. Essentially, you have to ‘grow to standstill’:

INTOO7

“We’ve got a financial model that goes until 2030 and in that model, we're looking
at having to increase our income significantly in the coming years, in order to try
and balance those books. ..we're talking about moving from a current model of
about £5,000,000 worth of income to over £8,000,000, and that again, is just to
operate the service as it is now. So that’s a real challenge for us, but it’s got to be
about growth. We’ve done the cutting.”

INTOO7

“Well, so this is the challenge that we have had, our audiences continue to grow.
We have had our busiest year ever. Membership continues to grow. We’ve have had
some real funding success. We’'ve been more ambitious than ever, the programmes
that we’ve run this year are amazing. .. So really deeply frustrating. That’s the
tension. | think that’s the real issue is that yes, we are expanding, but we can’t just
do it through expansion. I've got to find a way to bring expenditure down, increase
income and keep growing and being bolder. And that feels quite difficult in this
current climate.”

This section has offered some deeper context on the level of economic

impact cultural organisations are experiencing due to a long-term climate of
underinvestment in culture in the West Midlands region. Organisations of all sizes
are having to deal with rising costs, standstill funding that manifests as a real terms
cut, and a lack of long-term strategic stability and sustainability that manifests

in deficit budgets, and even large organisations facing existential threats, while
SMEs and cultural artists and freelancers scramble from project to project. The next
section will explore the wider impact the cultural investment landscape is having on
the West Midlands, beyond the purely economic.

3.4 WIDER IMPACT

The following section seeks to expand beyond the purely economic impact of the
long-term period of under-investment in culture and cultural organisations that has
been highlighted in the quantitative component of this report, and in interviewee
responses in the previous section. It begins with an exploration of wider forms of
‘social value’ (Crossick and Kaszynska 2016; Johnson, Gilmore and Dunn 2021),
beyond just the economic.

3.4.1 Social Value & Education

There was an acknowledgement among respondents of the need for a wider
recognition of the contribution of culture and cultural activity, both to the economy,
but to other areas of social life, in terms of tourism and night time economy, but
also more intangible, ephemeral phenomena like civic pride, as well as a need to
distinguish the cultural sector from wider areas of the broader ‘creative industries’
such as TV, Film and Games, that offer a more compelling economic argument:

INTOO7

.. we need to find ways of people being able to use policy positively to flag these
risks because museums and culture, does contribute to the economy. It does
contribute to tourism, It does contribute towards well-being, and a sense of place
and civic pride, and some of those things are about social value. And | think too
often the focus on policy is purely on economic, and the culture sector is never
going to be able to talk about economic growth in the way that other parts of the
creative industries do.
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This was linked to a wider call for a national rethinking of what culture is, and how it
contributes, in terms of the improving of lives and wellbeing of society in the UK:

INTOO2

“I do hope that this country still values the cultural sector enough to be able to say
it’'s more than just bringing in income, because | think that's where we're seeing
the imbalances, that the focus has become very much about bringing in money,
and that we’ve lost focus on the end products, which is about improving lives and
cultural value.”

INTOO7

“To some degree there is a House of Cards at play here, and culture is often thought
of as the least significant, although over the long term it’s in many ways the most
significant because you know it’s sort of why are we making someone healthy again
in the hospital if there’s no culture in their life to come back to?”

That wider social and cultural value was also extended to its contribution to
education, particularly in schools. There was a sentiment that there was a need for
greater integration of creativity and the curriculum:

INTOO02

“I think education as well, so back into creating different policy change, in terms
of creative education and looking at the value of creative education, and bringing
curriculum back to learning would be great.”

The place of culture in education was linked to two wider issues, related to young
people and culture. The first was to begin to rebuild a relationship between young
people and their cultural life, to make them fall in love with cultural activity in order
to develop future audiences, particularly where larger cultural organisations are
recognising that increasing gate receipts and tickets sales are now crucial to their
long-term survival and prosperity. The second is to plant the seeds of the workforce
of the future, both as artists and supporting staff, where organisations of all sizes
are recognising the struggle:

INTO05

“.. For me there is no argument, ... for the future of the cultural sector without a
workforce. And there is not gonna be a workforce if young people don’t understand
they could pursue a creative pathway as a career. And that starts in school.

That starts where young people access the arts for free, often for the very first
time. So, there is a real challenge there, outside of the business argument, and
commercialising and all the things that I've talked about ... if we don’t have a
workforce. What are we funding?”

INTO02

“I think our biggest issue is going to be workforce, .. because actually workforce is
proving to be really, really hard. .. we haven’t got new young people coming into
that sector, because there’s no progression, And we’ve also got a kind of reluctance
from our cultural sector to work in this sector, because there’s low pay. We can’t
offer the same amount of opportunities as we used to do. So | do think there’s a
there’s that’s a worry for the organisation.”
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3.4.2 Perceptions of Culture

At the Birmingham city level, respondents expressed concern on the wider
implications of the City Council decisions to withdraw all cultural funding might
have on the future landscape of cultural investment, and how culture is seen to be
perceived within the region:

INTOO1

“I suppose what concerns me a little bit is about the wider cultural ecology, and
particularly independent artists, and whether people would seek to stay in the
city to be creatives, if they if they don’t see a local authority which also has some
investments in culture and in the arts.”

INTO09

| think the City Council is important, because we all know how Arts Council feels
about City councils disinvesting, or local authorities disinvesting in cultural facilities,
and it makes the Arts Council less likely to invest. So | do think it is important, | think
it sends a really unhelpful message to the major funder of art in this country.

This concern is linked to the wider contribution of culture highlighted above, but
develops the idea that while cultural funding is currently considered non-statutory,
cultural activity contributes to wider statutory agendas, including public health,
social care and education:

INTOO9

“l appreciate the position that city council’s in, but | don’t necessarily think
disinvesting in culture is the right way to go, .. because | do think that the sector
delivers against so many of the statutory agendas, albeit not in a statutory
framework, but the arts does deliver against statutory agendas. If you think
education is a statutory agenda, adult social care is a statutory agenda. Children’s
Services is a statutory agenda. we all deliver against those broader local authority
agendas.”

As well as contributing to the general appeal of a region for corporate investment,
and a part of the fabric that results in wider inward investment:

INTOO7

“I'd like to see protection for culture sector in terms of policy, because culture isn’t
a statutory service. Now, being statutory doesn’t mean it’s protected .. but | do
think that there could be policy change, because ultimately people want to have
experiences in cities and towns. Birmingham’s getting the investment from massive
international companies who want to be based in Birmingham. Those staff want
things to do. There’s a real danger in the next few years, they’ll have nothing to do.”

Respondents were keen to emphasise the role that the cultural activities their
organisations provide extend their reach to all areas of society. Culture’s role in
education, social care, public health and community pride and wellbeing needs to
be highlighted and championed, recognising that while the cultural organisations
of the West Midlands do contribute the region’s economy it could go even further.
As we’ve highlighted in this report, a consideration of where the cultural ecosystem
contributes to social and cultural value must not be lost. The previous two sections
have detailed a variety of the impacts the cultural investment landscape presented
in this report has had on the organisations and freelancers that exist within it,

both economically and beyond. The following, final section, explores some of the
strategies employed to exist and survive within this context, and where further
support can convert organisations that survive into organisations that thrive.
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3.5 WHAT WORKS IN TERMS OF CULTURAL INVESTMENT?

3.5.1 Collaboration & Partnerships

Cultural organisations were embarking on a number of strategies in order to
mitigate and deal with the landscape of cultural investment we’ve explored
throughout this report. In addition to diversifying income streams, to look to

how cultural activity can contribute the statutory agendas and policy priorities
(including public health and social care) mentioned above, cultural organisations in
the West Midlands region were actively seeking to increase the level to which they
collaborated with one another, seen as a key strategy for survival:

INTOO07

“I think there’s a real strong interest in this idea of collaboration and shared services.
So how can we work locally, regionally work together? Whether it's marketing,
whether it’s about sharing staff, whether it’s about sharing ideas and coming
together and to collaborate. So | started to work more and more with others in the
city, to co-develop activity programmes, and | see that as a real positive because of
the cross-pollination of expertise to produce new and interesting things.”

At grassroots and community level in Birmingham itself, the same need for
collaboration and knowledge exchange was viewed to be key to facilitating and
supporting local arts forums in securing funding in the current climate:

INTOO7

“We see it as going forward in two ways. First of all, there’ll be more pressure, and
more encouragement, for individual arts forums to apply for their own funding in
their own way, for their own particular purposes. A number of them are already
adept at doing that. Others will need the support. But at the same time, we're
looking to [our organisation] making wider funding applications in order to keep the
whole structure going. So less in terms of generating local activities, and more in
terms of sustaining the overall Birmingham structure that we have.”

And similarly for SMEs outside the city, and in the wider region, partnerships
and collaboration was a way of developing competency and expertise in funding
applications, and checking accountability to ensure opportunities are capitalised
upon:

INTO05

“Accountability partnerships are what is what is needed to help people through this
turbulent time, and to help them support them ... wherever they are in their journey.
And if that’s a scaling up, they need their hand holding. If that’s going for funding
for the first time, they need their hand holding, There is a lack of people .. who offer
that as a service, and there are no organisations that | know of, that are funded

by the Arts Council, or other long term funders, that offer that as a service. They
offer similar things so-called essentials, have a number of initiatives through their
website, but the funding is not reaching people. People don’t understand that that is
for them.”

Partnership working helps to alleviate the drain on capacity to consistently compete
and bid for funding:

INTOO1
“we couldn’t just carry on with lots of other small funds. ..because capacity wise,
it’s really hard just to keep going on £5ks and £10ks you know? | mean | think we
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just we achieve more through partnership basically, and we can have more impact
through partnership, But partnerships take a lot of work as well, and it’s kind of
investing in those and developing that trust as well with partners.”

Though it should be emphasised that, as mentioned elsewhere in that report. Such
a desire for collaboration around bid writing comes in a climate where the sources
of investment in culture are specifically diminished. It remains to be seen how that
pattern will play out, without intervention.

That desire for collaboration extends between organisations, and to forming better
relationships with Local Authorities, and consortia like Culture Central, to better
stitch the ecosystem together:

INTO06

“How well do we feel prepared? | would say we are confident because of the level
of intellect we have across us .. | would say that we're well equipped to deal with
that, and because of our consortium partnerships, they’ve got inroads with the
local authorities. They’'ve got deeper relationships with those, also the full voluntary
councils are really closely linked with each of their local authorities and then the
other three arts organisations.”

Elsewhere, partnerships were seen to be a key strategy to better develop
commercial models, and avoid having to scale back operations:

INTO03

“There’re three things, | think. We either reduce our delivery, and we become
smaller, and we go back to, you know, ‘this is what we do’, and become more
focused. Or we look at other partners, look at how we can make efficiencies through
shared spaces, through organisational structure, that kind of thing. .. So how can we
sort of develop a commercial model and is it feasible again?”

An increased focus on partnership working, collaboration and co-production was
raised among respondents representing organisations at all levels, as a viable and
effective method of knowledge exchange, a mechanism for accountability and

an aid to developing bidding expertise and support. Fundamentally, there was a
common recognition to offer a more collective version of the cultural sector in the
region and speak with one voice.

INTOO7

“.. we're trying to come together with, Culture Central and others, but as one voice.
Collectively shouting rather than trying to do it individually. Because | think doing

it individually is too small a voice, whereas if you can articulate one or two other
opportunities together, that's the main thing.”

3.5.2 Tax Reliefs

While co-production and co-creation was highlighted as an effective strategy
to mitigate some financial pressures and develop stronger commercial business
models, it was often at the price of artistic freedom:

INTO09

“.. now, everything we make is in co-production. .. we've moved more recently to
a very commercial model, that involves a lot of commercial co-productions, and
that’s partly to achieve the levels of Theatre Tax Relief [TTR] that we need, which is
a really critical part of the business model, and it’s producing a scale that delivers
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the TTR. And again, it takes some of the control away from us, in terms of what
we’re going to produce.”

There was a level of artistic compromise, and a degree of control relinquished,

in the pursuit of securing tax reliefs in the theatre sector. Tax reliefs were
highlighted by multiple respondents as a hugely beneficial policy lever that has
offered a massive benefit to the sector, being described as a ‘lifeline’, and, to an
extent, offsetting some of the pressures from cuts and shortfalls in other forms of
investment:

INTOO8

“I am ever hopeful that there may be some positive movement again in the cultural
tax relief programme, because that’s been a complete lifeline for the sector....
maybe it’s only 10 years old, but if you think in that period of time, we are now
absolutely reliant on a tax relief, that in cash terms, is bigger than our Arts Council
grant. ... there was a point where that didn’t exist and we think that pressure point of
deficit is now resting on two and a half million pounds of tax relief, which a decade
ago wasn’t there. So that is a huge shift.”

Cultural organisations are keen to explore where that programme may be expanded.
Elsewhere, there was a call for VAT relief changes to lower some of the barriers
around hospitality and exhibitions, deleteriously impacting footfall and stymieing
organisations’ ability to grow their own revenue:

INTOO7

Policy for me would be around some of things like VAT relief. It would be around
the sunsetting clauses on exhibition tax relief. | think removing VAT on hospitality,
from a policy perspective would be really important. It's about taking away those
barriers that have been put in place, for good reason, to try and generate income,
but disproportionately impact sectors like ours. So, | would like to see that kind of
policy change.

3.5.3 Growing Audiences

For live performances and museums, the need to stimulate visitor numbers was
acute, including the need to stimulate the attraction of new and diverse audiences
mentioned elsewhere in these findings:

INTOO08

“I mean in simple terms, cash is the answer, but | think for me it’s to get back to a
place where more people come. ... | think we should have more tax relief. | think a
lot of the expenses we incur should reduce, but at the end of the day the future of
this business relies on us getting more people to buy tickets, and to some degree,
we can make that success for ourselves. The reality is that’s not an overnight fix,
because this art form in particular, has just been reticent to face that need and the
degree of rebranding and different behaviour that that will require.”

3.5.4 Other Help and Support

The final section of the findings, below, highlights some of the responses of
practitioners, when asked more generally what interventions and support
are needed to alleviate the pressures faced by cultural organisations in the
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West Midlands. They extend to supporting the needs of artists, a reduction in
bureaucracy in interacting with major funders, the paradox of risk and risk aversion,
and crucially, the need to take the threat to the cultural sector seriously.

Artists in the region need support in developing their skills, around innovation,
creativity and around business acumen:

INTOO5

“..the lack of education around business acumen in society as a whole, in British
society, unless you choose it as a path to study, you come through as an artist
knowing your craft. You're an expert in your art form and your discipline, you

don’t know anything about anything else. It's not taught, it’s certainly not taught

in schools, is it, how to be good at business? People will learn that through
workshops, and like the Activate scheme that’s just been, and they come on maybe
a programme, ... It's a massive gap in the sector.”

For those in receipt of public funding, particularly from Arts Council, there was a
desire for a reduction in bureaucracy and more nuanced process of application to
limit the amount of institutional capacity required to secure investment:

INTOO2

“I think reduction in paperwork bureaucracy is one, reducing the amount of time
to actually do this paperwork. ... because that takes up the time, that we could

be looking for more projects, more income, more delivery, more relationship
management ... increasing the business we already have is really difficult, because
we don’t even have the time to go and talk to people, because of the paperwork.”

INTO0O?

“.. There’s a lot of bureaucracy, and bureaucracy, in the end costs money, costs
time,... So, bluntly, can we stop jumping through hoops, please? Can we have a more
sophisticated and more nuanced process of either application and/or assessment
from Arts Council? because it's neither at the moment, and it doesn’t serve
anybody, doesn’t actually capture the depth and breadth and nuances of what we
do.”

The concept of risk emerged as an interesting paradox for cultural organisations in
the current landscape of investment, both in terms of risk aversion and precarity:

INTOO5

“You can see why people are risk averse, because It’s not nurtured and fostered
by where all the power is held, .. there’s those that have got the money, and so
they’re risk averse, because they’ve got the money and they’re ‘OK’, and they’ll
keep it close. And then there are others that have no money and that are like "****]
But we’ve got to keep it safe. We've got to be safe.” So, there’s many different
dimensions to the risk adversity, but it’s very prevalent everywhere in the sector.”

But also, in the need to consider calculated risk-taking, in order to find solutions to
the current situation. Essentially, ‘you can’t just do nothing, or you will perish’:

INTOO7

“..we know if we operate [our] sites how we used to operate them back in 2019, we
will run out of money. So that future is actually a future, right? Therefore, you have to
interject some risk because if you don’t change, you’re dead the water. So, | actually
think it's less risky to take risks. | think not taking any risk is the riskiest thing that
you can do, because you know the outcome. And, through calculated risk, we can
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actually look at changing our future and who knows, you might actually come out
with a new and more sustainable model through doing that.”

The final sentiment, that there is a need to explore and change the future
model for the sector, and to establish a sustainable way of operation the cultural
infrastructure, was shared with other respondents:

INTOO8

“I don’t think there’s a lot more nipping and tucking and cutting to size that we can
do, without having to fundamentally rethink how the sector works. | think we're on
the verge of a need for a big rethink.”

Ultimately, the overall sentiment of respondents is elegantly expressed in the
following quote. Just because the cultural sector has survived, does not mean it is
indefatigable and inevitable. To lose such heritage, such talent and identity from
the region would be a tragedy:

INTOO7

“The things that you see in the city today are because 100 years ago a few people
said,” do you know what? We also should have a museum in the city. We should
have a theatre in the city.’ ... It wasn’t done because there was a national, change
to say, ‘oh, we definitely want a museum here.” It's because a few people said. ‘we
deserve to have those in our cities.” And they made it happen. And our job now is
to not let that slip through our fingers, is to invest in culture. It’s to see that for less
than 1% of an annual budget of public funding, you can have a world-class sector
that everyone should be proud of. | would end by saying, don’t let that disappear,
because it is not a given that it will be here in 10, 20, 50 years’ time. It’s through grit
and now’s the time for to really focus on that and hold it there.”
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3.6 CONCLUSION

The findings presented in this report offer a picture of a West Midlands cultural
sector suffering severe economic impact as a result of a long-standing period of
standstill investment, underfunding not keeping pace with inflation and cuts to
local authority budgets.The impact on cultural organisations has been described by
those within them as ‘tough’, ‘challenging’ and ‘an existential threat’, threatening
jobs, undermining the upkeep of historic buildings and preventing even those
organisations who have experienced growth in visitor numbers from doing anything
more than stand still.

The cultural sector in the region contributes substantially towards GVA, and had
investment in the infrastructure kept pace with inflation, that contribution could be
even greater. But culture contributes beyond that, through social value, through
community engagement and inclusion, and contribution to wellbeing, social care
and public health, as well as education.

And yet, the cultural sector in the region is poised to offer even more.
Organisations are experiencing growth, they are more open to collaboration and
partnership than ever before, they are recognising the need to develop and attract
new audiences, new experiences, but need support to be able to realise these
strategies.To that end, we offer a series of policy recommendations and steers that
can facilitate a reimagined and reinvigorated West Midlands Cultural sector and
stimulate growth.
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4 POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

4.1 OUR RECOMMENDATIONS FOR GROWTH THROUGH
CULTURE IN THE WEST MIDLANDS

Culture in the West Midlands is a growth sector. Together we have a bold ambition
for the region and its development. Our mapping of investment in culture shows
that the outlook is challenging, but as a sector we have demonstrated our
resilience and contribution to local and national priorities.

The findings of this enquiry show the benefit of the sector to the region and the
loss of potential without intervention. We recommend an overarching approach
to support the region’s cultural sector, alongside a series of practical measures to
facilitate growth:

4.1.1 Compact for the region

Establish a high-level cultural compact for the region, with members including West
Midlands Local Authorities, the West Midlands Combined Authority, Culture Central,
MHCLG, DCMS, culture funders, and major private sector infrastructure partners. This
could follow similar governance models established in the health sector. The compact
will be focused on identifying and addressing regional priorities and challenges,
always ensuring the role of culture is considered in strategic development and large-
scale infrastructure projects. It is crucial that the compact is focussed on collaboration
and non-competition, positioning culture as a priority in regional growth plans, the
national industrial strategy and placing the sector as an equal partner with decision
makers. The regional compact’s three priorities would be:

4.1.1.1 Joint Cultural Needs Assessments
Following the approach of the Joint Strategic Needs Assessments, the compact
would support each Local Authority in the region to deliver a Joint Cultural Needs
Assessment (JCNA) based on the model developed by The University of Warwick,
Local Government Association and Arts Council England. The ambition for the
JCNA is for a place partnership to develop their ability to offer a strategic response
to the cultural and non-cultural needs of their local communities, based on a joint
assessment of the actions needed to improve the cultural lives of all and to reduce
inequalities and obstacles to participation in arts and culture.

4.1.1.2 Negotiated Long-term Investment Agreements

A significant barrier to stability and expansion among cultural organisations is

the nature of short-term funding cycles. The compact would be tasked with the
negotiation of suitable and long-term investment agreements between Local/
National Government, and the Cultural sector. These agreements would be focussed
on regional and local priorities, with the sector negotiating the terms and outputs

of activity to match national policy with local expertise. Such agreements would
include a commitment to a reduction in bureaucracy, which limits organisations’
capacities.

4.1.1.3 Cultural Regeneration and Renewal Task Force

Establish a task force to understand and prioritise areas where cultural regeneration
and renewal will have the most impact within the region, including an urgent

review of existing cultural infrastructure. Building upon the shift to place based
development and decision making, this task force will include representation from
both DCMS and MHCLG and include experts and local partners to ensure culture is
embedded in regeneration and renewal plans.
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4.2 CULTURAL GROWTH PLANS

Alongside the development of a strategic, place-based approach to culture to
support regional growth this enquiry proposes four key actions that can be taken
now to support and grow the capacity of the sector to deliver on both local and
national priorities:

4.2.1 Resolve the immediate funding crisis
in the cultural sector

Provide immediate support for the cultural sector through a series of fiscal
interventions. In addition, investigating the potential impact of further tax
incentives, including reforms to VAT and an expansion of existing tax reliefs.
There should also be a recognition of the impact of upcoming National Insurance
increases on many cultural organisations.

4.2.1.1 Creative Credit Scheme

The potential of children and young people in the region are at significant risk by
the reduced output of the cultural sector. We recommend a pilot modelled on

the successful Berlin Jugendkulturkarte programme. A cultural voucher scheme
targeted in areas of high deprivation, providing cash to spend across the region
to support young people’s engagement with culture. Focussed on understanding
the impact on young people’s mental health, inequalities, worklessness, creativity
and productivity. This pilot would encourage and support all forms of cultural
engagement and participation, providing a fully researched evidence base to
understand the powerful role of culture preventing downstream costs for local and
national government.

4.2.1.2 Artist Innovator Skills Programme

We recommend establishing a bespoke skills investment programme for West
Midlands artists, that is not artform-specific. This programme would invest in
creative and cultural skills, prioritise place-based artist and creative development,
and align with broader skills goals. A devolved, ringfenced cultural sector fund,
operating outside current skills frameworks, would support this initiative, focusing
on:

* Innovation in creativity

» Capacity building and business development
* Knowledge exchange

* Practice development

4.2.1.3 A Regional Endowment for Culture

DCMS to establish a regional endowment for culture in the West Midlands. This
cost-neutral endowment would focus on supporting social value cultural projects
and be matched with private, philanthropic and corporate funds. The endowment
would follow models such as the Education Endowment Foundation and would focus
on understanding ‘what works’ for the region to test and invest the ways in which
culture delivers against social value. This would improve and increase impact in this
significant area of work for the sector through a rigorous research and evaluation
programme supported by regional university partners.
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APPENDIX 1: DATA SOURCES

Investment provider

Data Source*

Local Authority Spending

MHCLG, Local authority revenue expenditure
and financing

Arts Council England

ACE National Portfolio Organisation Data,
and Grants Data

Music Education Hubs

Music Education Hubs Data Dashboard

Shared Prosperity Fund

MHCLHG: UKSPF Allocations August 2022

City of Culture 2021

NAO
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/up-
loads/2023/07/funding-of-coventry-city-of-cul-

ture-trust.pdf

WMCA consultation

Festival of the Commonwealth Games
2022

WMCA consultation

Commonwealth Games Legacy Fund

WMCA special release

Lottery Heritage Fund

National Lottery grants data

Local Enterprise Partnerships

WMCA West Midlands Cultural Sector Analysis
June 2021

DCMS Cultural Recovery Fund

DCMS Cultural Recovery Fund data report
Updated 16 October 2023

Levelling Up Fund

Levelling Up culture projects: methodology note

Trusts, foundations and philanthropic

giving

WMCA West Midlands Cultural Sector Analysis
June 2021

*In some cases where data is incomplete or at a different regional scale averages or
other calculations has been used. There are also some cases of duplication within

—— sources which have been addressed.



https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/funding-of-coventry-city-of-culture-trust.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/funding-of-coventry-city-of-culture-trust.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/funding-of-coventry-city-of-culture-trust.pdf
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APPENDIX 2: INTERVIEW SCHEDULE

INTERVIEW SCHEDULE

Culture Central: The finances of the cultural sector in the West
Midlands region after March 2025.

Could you please introduce yourself and explain a little about what your organisation
does, and your role within that?

Perceptions

What is your understanding of the current funding landscape of the cultural sector
in the West Midlands region? In your view what is the future funding landscape in
2025 and beyond?

How has your organisation been impacted by the recent funding landscape?

What has been the economic overview of your organisation over the past 10-15
years? How do you feel about the longer-term future of your organisation?

Preparedness

How well do you feel your organisation is prepared to deal with the upcoming
challenges posed by the shortfall in funding from March 2025?

Have you undertaken any specific actions or initiatives to address issues that relate
to the current funding environment? What are they?

Impact

Are there any specific departments or initiatives/exhibits (areas of your
organisation) that you feel are especially at risk/vulnerable?

Are there any groups or individuals that you feel are especially at risk/vulnerable?
(under-represented groups, freelancers etc)

Mitigation

Are there any local and regional initiatives that are currently underway that you feel
could alleviate some of the challenges?

Are there any policy changes that you feel could alleviate some of the challenges?

What else would you require in order to mitigate/alleviate the challenge you face as
a result of the current funding landscape?

Is there anything else you would like to mention that you don't think we've covered?
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Culture Central is a collective,
and collective voice for the
cultural sector. We Convene,
Challenge and Connect to
create opportunities through
Culture for the people and
places of the West Midlands.

We know the power Culture
has on people and places.

We believe in the strength of
working collectively. We do this
to support a dynamic, resilient,
inclusive cultural ecology.

Culture Central works

across the rural and urban
areas throughout the West
Midlands region (including
Birmingham, Coventry,
Dudley, Herefordshire,
Sandwell, Shropshire, Solihull,
Staffordshire, Stoke on Trent,
Telford and Wrekin, Walsall,
Warwickshire, Wolverhampton
and Worcestershire).
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The City-Region Economic
Development Institute
(City-REDI) is a research
institute founded in 2015 by
the University of Birmingham,
focussed on developing an
academic understanding of
major city regions across the
globe to develop practical
policy which better informs and
influences regional and national
economic growth policies.

We deliver policy, strategy

and research which supports
economic growth and
prosperity; by undertaking
work that explores the complex
and inter-related way in which
people and systems work
across urban areas.

www.birmingham.ac.uk



