Will the UKs creative voice be heard in Europe? (2008)
When I decided to leave the British Council last year, I was delighted they agreed to support the visit of the European Cultural Parliament to Liverpool Capital of Culture.  Why it’s important for people who working the arts? What issues are top of the creative and cultural agenda in Europe?  And, what more could be done to enable British voices to be heard at the European level?
To most Europeans the EU machine in Brussels is distant.  The recent rejection of the EU Constitution by Ireland and others brought into sharp relief the disconnection between the burocracy and the citizens.  Yet European policy generates a huge percentage of the legislation that is required to be interpreted into UK law.  When the European Project was first conceived it was to sort out industrial issues and focused on economic, legislative and political co-operation.  Culture was discussed, heatedly, but partly due to the circumstances surrounding World War II it was agreed that policy should remain with nation states.  However, politicians are becoming more aware of the power of culture (and the creative skills it encourages) for the economy, for community cohesion, inclusion and understanding different national mores.  This reinforces the psychologically binding and branding the European Union as a trading block with shared values, so it is now being re-examined at the political level.

There is formal policy review, for example a recent consultation entitled:  “On A European Agenda for Culture in a Globalizing World”, called for views about how Europe might promote its cultural values to the rest of the world.  At a weeks notice I drafted the British Councils response but there was a very low response from the UK and EU wide, which was convenient for those pushing their own agendas.  Informally, there are a range of networks and lobby group, and I’m afraid within these British artists and creative workers have a weak voice, if they are at the table at all.  We continue to be represented by largely symbolic bodies such as EUNIC that are completely disconnected and unaccountable and fail to capture the vibrant and diverse voices from around Europe.  This is why the European Cultural Parliament (ECP) is necessary and exciting.

The ECP was established in 2000 as a forum for players from the cultural sector, convened for discussion and debate about the burning issues of importance for European co-operation.  It has a membership of about 200 and has some positively unique aspects:

· It is the only fully cross disciplinary forum which means specialists discuss the strategic issues affecting the creative sector and Europe more broadly.  This is tremendously stimulating.

· It draws its membership from across all 45 European countries.

· Members participate as individuals, applying their brain-power and judgement for human scale solutions and crucially not pushing organisational agendas.  
· Members are equally valued and free to report the discussions without deferring to Ministries, or national burocracies.
Members are respected individuals from the cultural field who have established an independent international reputation and nominated to join by an individual from a European country (other than their own.)  Before 2008 there were three UK members, myself, Paul Robertson a highly talented violinist, and Jude Kelly, Artistic Director of the Southbank Centre.  The ECP meets every year in full form but between times think tanks gather to generate provocation papers on specific issues.  These are distributed widely including into the Brussels machine.  The ECP meets in European cities for 2-3 days, Lisbon and Sibiu have been hosts and the themes for each meeting are agreed about 6 months in advance.  Previous themes have been:  “Placing Culture at the Heart of the European Economy” and “Intercultural Dialogue – Communicating Europe.” It’s fair to say that as the ECP has matured it has become more strategic and its reputation has grown.  This year at Liverpool Capital of Culture the theme was “Culture, Media and Democracy”, which was chosen after a think tank in Brussels held by the European Journalism Centre, entitled: “Democracy in Europe, A Strategic Challenge for Culture and the Media.”
It was important to bring the ECP to Liverpool to:

· Signal that Britain seeks new partners for co-operation for future initiatives

· Broker introductions for those with access to finance and those who need finance – the UK often misses out on EU funding opportunities as it’s hard to set up the networks in the first instance.

· Signal that the UK is a listening, thinking country, keen to make a contribution to global debates on vital issues such as empowerment, innovation and shared values.  So often we are thought of as utilitarian, only interested in money and not as intellectually engaged as other European nations.  

· Signal that we want to share our talent and ideas.
· Signal that the UK understands the importance of partners and networks, particularly in the EU Year of Intercultural Dialogue.

In the UK there are many individuals who want to find out more about European thinking but who never get a chance to meet their counterparts to exchange views on policy and practice.  Importantly, the Arts Council of England, through the Cultural Leadership Programme enabled 11 emerging leaders from the cultural sector to participate and broaden their own horizons.  The British Council had not responded as well as it might have done to requests to support Capital of Culture and consequently only had a small presence.  It was fortuitous as Director Arts I could import contacts and partners to make it possible for the ECP to meet within the Capital of Culture’s successful year.  It was also wonderful to be working with local partners such as The Great Georges Community Arts Project, EUCLID, Liverpool Hope University, the NOISE Festival, particularly as the Council has an image aligned with elite groups and projects.  Through these alliances we were able to animate the debates with the voices of young people, community groups and ethnic minority groups who otherwise feature little when the EU is consulting. The symposium also assisted with skills development, repositioning a regional venue and attracted inward investment into Liverpool.  

The main issues to emerge were:
· The centrality of the Public Sector Broadcasting network to a healthy democracy and the view that content should be more widely shared.

· The importance of freedom of expression in print media, including reportage and discussion of cultural activity/policy.
· The importance of the mobility of creative workers in building shared values.
· The arts, culture and technology related to these as a bridge for inclusion.

· The importance of a good cultural education for ensuring the future demand for quality media, quality of life and the quality of our democracies.

All these issues affect the lives of artists and creative workers across the EU and decisions are being made about them now.  (A full report and the Brussels provocation paper will be on-line at www.kulturparlament.com later this month)

The outputs were 5 new UK members; a new policy paper and input into the “Soul of Europe” a wider forum linked more directly to the EU political process; increased awareness with 18 Members of the European Parliament and 12 UK MPs.  Outcomes were around the profile of UK artists and cultural workers and their voices in Europe, plus increased understanding of the importance of the key issues for the UK and the UKs cultural.  It has been hard to fund myself thus far, but the British Council can directly support individuals to access these networks and ensure the diversity of UK voices is heard.  A list of them is held by EUCLID and the cost would be around £50,000 per year which is surely not too much to ask from a budget of £30million!?
The next meeting of the ECP will probably be in Scandinavia in 2009 and then in Athens in 2010, once the themes are known I’d be happy to receive and submit views.  Remember the elections for our MEPs take place in June 2009 so lobby them now to move culture higher up the EU agenda.

Venu Dhupa / December 2008

