A Review of Gympie Arts and Cultural Plan 2015-2025
April = June 2020

Conducted by:

Liz Burcham

Arts Management Consultant
E: lizburcham01@gmail.com
P: 0417 290 651



This report forms an overview of a review of Gympie Arts and Cultural Plan 2015-2025
conducted April —June 2020. It is complemented by a report on the delivery of key actions
outlined in the plan and a draft of an updated and revised Gympie Arts and Cultural Plan
2015-2025.

The purpose of the Arts and Cultural Plan 2015-2025 is to inform Council’s commitment to

Arts and Culture over its 10-year life, outlining strategic priorities and actions to develop the

region’s creative sector. Halfway through the term, this review is to:

e review Council’s progress in delivering the plan

e survey the current arts and cultural landscape

e consider whether in the current landscape, the remaining actions are appropriate to
deliver the stated vision and objectives

e determine whether Council should consider any specific opportunities.

There has been no consideration of changing the stated vision of the Arts and Cultural Plan
or its key objectives, which remain relevant and appropriate. Rather, changes to actions are
an appropriate evolution to maintain the plan’s currency and deliver on the plan’s vision
and objectives by 2025; and the introduction of specific KPIs enable tracking of the plan’s
delivery.

The review was predominantly conducted online via zoom meetings and by telephone due
to restrictions in place to control COVID-19. A total of 43 people engaged in interviews
and/or discussion forums. There were four group discussion forums focussed on specific
facets of the plan and one forum conducted with a small stakeholder group to provide
feedback on specific findings and ideas. The Acting CEO and Acting Director, Economic and
Community Development also had the opportunity to offer feedback to a draft of the
review, in addition to the three Councillor representatives with responsibilities for Gympie
Council’s Arts and Culture portfolio.

An overview of the current arts and cultural landscape

The community recognise the increased focus by Council on arts and culture and more than
80% of people considered arts and culture in Gympie to be improving and growing stronger.
The community consider the portfolio to be strategically led, resulting in a strengthening of
the arts and cultural environment. Within the Council’s administration there is cross
portfolio understanding of the value of arts and culture to tourism, economic development,
CBD revitalisation and community wellbeing. The current approach to arts and culture is
considered a significant improvement on Council’s previous approach and the community
wants to see the momentum that has been established, continue.

Staff in the Gympie Venues and Events and Community Learning and Engagement business
units, who are Council’s primary facilitators of arts and culture, are considered professional,
accessible and responsive; working to raise the bar, deliver improved outcomes and connect
the Gympie region with South East Queensland and Wide Bay regions. Council’s staff
resources deployed to arts and culture are small in relation to the breadth of activity and
work that is necessary to realise tourism and economic development opportunities for the



region. The community has an appreciation of Council’s limited resources and their
expectations are measured. They are seeking support to make the sector stronger not
necessarily bigger.

Gympie’s arts and cultural community is very proud of its capability and doesn’t feel the
community and elected representatives sufficiently recognise the value of arts and culture
and its capacity to deliver economic benefits to the region including improving its image and
reputation.

Gympie’s arts and cultural strength lies in its community-based arts and heritage groups
who are active, contributing to a strong and healthy community, facilitating self-expression
and a sense of place for local residents. These arts and heritage groups are unfunded, with
the exception of intermittent minor project funding, and solely rely on volunteers whose
capacity is observed to be exhausted. The capacity of these small volunteer groups to
continue the current levels of service to the community is limited. In the face of reported
reduction in volunteerism, the arts and cultural sector is vulnerable.

Despite their lack of funding, these organisations are active celebrating their great love for
and pride in their local area. As volunteer-based community organisations, their market is
their membership and thus they are inward facing, focused on their areas of interest. This
becomes an issue when you rely on these organisation to deliver tourism and economic
development outcomes.

Gympie has a growing population of professional artists, expanding due to an attractive
lifestyle and housing affordability. These artists are not necessarily visible, practicing locally
or actively contributing locally because there is not a professional or equitable environment
where they can earn an income. While central to its delivery and meeting the objectives of
Council’s Tourism Strategy, the the Arts and Cultural Plan is not currently structured to
support and grow a professional sector to complement the community-based arts and
heritage groups.

Council owns and manages the key arts and cultural facilities including Gympie Civic Centre,
Gympie Regional Gallery and the Gympie Library network. These facilities are all serving the
community well, taking a collaborative partnership approach, investing time and expertise
into community organisations within their available resources. There is positive community
response to the Civic Centre being returned to Council management.

Council’s funding to the Arts and Cultural sector is primarily limited to RADF funding. This
fund is well managed including provision of assistance to applicants, peer assessment and
acquittal reporting. Over the last 5 years there has been an increase in the number of
Council-initiated projects funded through RADF to support strategic development of the
local sector and leverage the Regional Arts Services Network (RASN), a state-funded
initiative to deliver on-the-ground arts services in regional communities. While RADF
guidelines articulate support for professional artists, funding limitations restrict capacity to
support a professional sector or the development of creative industries. In practice the
RADF fund primarily supports community-based initiatives. By allocating funding in small



tranches of project money, the capacity to increase organisations’ sustainability and
connect outside the region is limited and thus a dependency on Council is maintained.

Council has a sponsorship fund which provides more substantial funding. Gympie Music
Muster and Heart of Gold International Short Film Festival are arts and cultural events
supported through this program. Both of these events have significant profile outside of the
Gympie region and deliver tourism and economic benefits. There is greater opportunity to
collaborate more closely with these organisations and leverage these partnerships for the
benefit of the local sector and Council. (NB: Goomeri Pumpkin Festival is also funded
through this program however has not been considered an arts and cultural event.)

Council’s current capacity to engage with First Nations peoples is low and requires a whole
of Council approach including training and facilitated grassroots engagement in order to
meet the objectives of both the Arts and Cultural Plan and Tourism Strategy.

The University of Sunshine Coast (USC) is an asset to the region with a focus on expanding
its services to the creative arts in the region. Unfortunately, the economic impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic has put at risk the plan to deliver increase creative arts courses at
Gympie campus in 2021. The university is investing in its music studies program, including
performance and production, and has made strategic staff appointments to position the
program and its graduates nationally and internationally.

Overwhelmingly the review highlighted the opportunity presented to the Gympie Region
through music. This artform is clearly the strength of the region which has a composite of
assets rarely found however there is currently insufficient community leadership and
minimal capacity for the region to capitalise on this potential.

Progress with meeting objectives of Arts and Cultural Plan
The following are the key objectives the plan sets out and a progress on meeting these
objectives.

Objectives of Arts and Cultural Plan Progress on meeting objective

Recognise the vital role arts and culture Community acknowledge that there is an increase
play in the wellbeing, prosperity and in the value placed on arts and culture by Council
distinctiveness of the region and appreciate it is now a genuine and focussed

role within Community and Economic Development
directorate with experienced leadership guiding
the business unit. Some further work is needed for
this value to be recognised across the whole of
Council especially with respect to its potential to
contribute to the region’s economy.

Provide space and opportunity for people to Council infrastructure is well used and accessible to
express themselves creatively, come together the community. Returning management of the
and share experiences as a community Civic Centre to Council has enabled much-needed

maintenance while also positioning this venue to



Celebrate and protect a rich history that
continues to inform and shape our futures

Support local careers and skill development in
the creative industries

Harness the location, environment and cultural
assets of the region to attract visitors and
investment

Enhance liveability, lifestyle and well-being for
residents

Effect a culture shift within Council which
acknowledges and considers cultural outcomes
across each business area.

be a flagship for the town while concurrently
maintaining community access. Support for
community-run and council-run events is balanced.
Consistently the community report they don’t feel
any barrier to accessing Council venues and
appreciate the value delivered by inbound cultural
programming.

Community-run organisations are the major
custodians of Gympie’s colonial heritage sites.
While Gympie Library’s local history collection is
well maintained and has a part-time dedicated
officer respected for the support provided to
community-run groups, the reliance on unfunded
community groups and volunteers means Gympie’s
heritage is at risk and its capacity to connect and
inform future generations hampered. In addition,
there is an absence of First Nations heritage and
storytelling.

There are insufficient actions to support the
development of creative industries.

The Tourism Strategy is grounded in meeting this
objective. A reliance on un-funded community-run
organisations to maintain assets and deliver the
product and services to attract and meet
expectations of visitors means the capacity of the
region to harness cultural tourism potential is low.
Community organisations are contributing to the
growth in liveability, health & wellbeing, and civic
pride but missing is the professionalisation
necessary to create employment and attract
people to the region to live & work and play.

There is an overwhelming love for the Gympie
region by its residence and this is fed by its arts and
cultural community groups who focus on the needs
of residents.

While a comprehensive survey across all business
units was not conducted, strong cross-portfolio
support for arts and culture was observed.
Specifically, there is comprehensive support
offered across the Community and Economic
Development directorate to deliver multi-faceted
outcomes.

Objective is being met Partial meeting of objective Different actions are required

to meet objective



Key issues

There were eight key issues identified as barriers to meeting the vision set out in the Arts
and Cultural Plan: A vibrant, diverse, engaged and creative community rich with character,
history and opportunity.

1. Disproportionate reliance on unfunded, volunteer-based community organisations

Gympie’s unfunded community groups are the backbone of Gympie’s arts and cultural
landscape. There is a strong tradition of volunteering, described as, ‘much higher
participation than other areas of the same size’. Harnessing the capacity for
volunteering, a foundation of community-based arts and cultural activity has been
founded, and significantly contributes to the region’s liveability and health & wellbeing
of residents, which together generate great civic pride. There is a long history of these
groups delivering valuable outcomes to the region with minimal support from Council
and this has wrongly created an expectation that this model is on its own a vibrant arts
and cultural sector and sustainable.

Multiple organisations report that it’s becoming harder to attract new volunteers and
their existing base is aging. Council’s reliance on these volunteer-based groups without
funding or support is a risk to arts and culture in Gympie and a barrier to strengthening
the sector. While this issue prevails across all parts of the sector, the greatest
misalignment between Council’s actions and its vision is its reliance on community-run
heritage groups.

2. Low-level participation by First Nations peoples with primarily a colonial story being
told

Participation by First Nations peoples is low. Most critical is the absence of First Nations
people in Gympie’s heritage story which primarily has a colonial history focus. There is a
lack of platforms and focus to support gathering, preserving and presenting First Nations
peoples’ stories. While the Arts and Cultural Plan commits to ‘Acknowledge and
celebrate the rich indigenous cultures of the region’s traditional owners including the
Kabi Kabi, Butchulla and Wakka Wakka people’ there are currently no specific actions to
enable this outcome. Similarly, the Tourism Strategy has a focus on growing cultural
tourism with First Nations peoples however the foundation upon which this can grow is
missing and requires Council leadership.

3. The Plan doesn’t address distinction in the needs of the community and professional
sectors

The lack of structure to support professional practicing artists is a weakness of Gympie’s
Arts and Cultural Plan. Support for professional artists and organisations is key to raising
the standard of the cultural output, creating employment and attracting people to the
region to live, work and play. Importantly the professional sector has a market focus,
operates with multiple income streams, including partnering to attract investment
beyond Council, and pays employees. The professional sector complements the
community-based organisations and together they create tourism and economic



opportunity and reduce the sector’s dependence on Council.

Currently a distinction in the needs of the community and professional parts of the
sector is not being made. As a result, professional practicing artists are connecting to
other communities to deliver their value or moving away. Repeatedly feedback included
the need to pay artists appropriately again highlighting the lack of distinction in
professional and amateur practice. Some professional artists choose not to be visable in
the local area because they don’t see it as benefiting them (poor association).

Lack of strategic actions to grow creative industries

The community consider the creative economy an opportunity for Gympie and seek
investment from Council in realising it. While development of creative industries is an
objective of the plan, it lacks actions to achieve it.

There is some tension in the sub-regions due to the centralisation of arts and cultural
services

Gympie LGA is geographically large and structured with multiple sub-regions. Council’s
arts and culture services are largely operating on a centralised CBD-based model due to
the location of infrastructure, staff and density of population. This operational structure
contrasts the community’s reluctance to travel and as a result this is creating a tension.
In contrast there are strong, high-functioning sub-regionally focused community arts
groups (e.g. Mary Valley Artslink) servicing their local communities. There is also
numerous Community Halls, with the exception of two, managed by community hall
committees on behalf of Council.

Lack of community leadership

There is a lack of community leadership and dependency on Council. With limited
funding options, capacity for professional growth and minimal interface outside of the
local area, this dependency will continue. The newly established Creative Arts Gympie
Region (CAGR) is a positive step in addressing this issue.

Need for increased communication between Council and community

There is general agreement that the disbanded Arts and Cultural Reference Group was
not meeting the expectations of community. The replacement forum model is offering
increased discussion around industry development but there is a general frustration
with the lack of reporting by Council back to the community with regards to outcomes
and/or progression of ideas raised at the forums. There is an expectation by the
community for feedback on the progress of discussions within Council. Concurrently,
there is low-level understanding by the community of Council processes and how
proposed ideas/decisions translate into recommendations to Council and the
relationship to the Arts and Cultural Plan. This issue is compounded by the high level of
consultation that has occurred over the last three years to underpin changes and growth
in support for arts and culture. The connections and distinctions in consultations and
plans is not well understood.



In addition, Council is in need of a functional database to enable and underpin effective
community communication. The current database has grown out of the Art Gallery’s
promotional list and is out of date and has restricted functionality.

Arts and Culture is a pillar of the Tourism Strategy however there isn’t the alighment
with the actions of the Arts and Cultural Plan.

Beyond the Arts and Cultural Plan, the Gympie Region Tourism Strategy 2019-2024,
identifies heritage and culture and events and festivals as two of Gympie’s five key
tourism assets. The proportion of un-funded community-based arts and cultural
organisations, who are not market-driven and don’t seek to operate in a context
broader than the local region, is a risk to the achievement of this strategy. The Arts and
Cultural Plan requires additional actions in order to align with the Tourism Strategy.

Priority areas

In reviewing the plan and considering feedback from the community the following areas are
identified as priorities in order to realise the vision of the Arts and Cultural Plan and address
weaknesses in Gympie’s arts and cultural landscape.

1.

Increase capacity to engage with First Nations peoples through a whole of Council
approach including training and facilitated grassroots engagement to complement
formal communications and build a foundation for collaboration.

Increase communication with the sector and make transparent Council’s actions while
educating community about Council processes. Create a database that enables targeted
on-going communications including ongoing updates on strategies and actions,
registration and pre-qualification for opportunities such as public art, volunteer
management and promotion of events.

Increase support of community-based volunteer heritage groups to complement their
focus on collecting and restoring to deliver high quality public experiences that engage
the general public and unlock education tourism opportunities and thus position Gympie
to capitalise on cultural tourism.

Establish an arts incubator to support development of professional arts and cultural
practice and business and strengthen collaborations and networks to enable creative
enterprise.

Explore a decentralised service delivery structure that leverages the community arts
groups (e.g. Mary Valley Artslink) who may be best placed to co-ordinate programs for
their local areas in a hub and spoke model. This model could connect into community
halls committees and expand usage of this infrastructure.

Research Gympie’s potential as a music capital leveraging the region’s strengths.



Opportunities for the Gympie Region
1. Confirming the value of Gympie Music Muster

Gympie Music Muster is a significant event with a brand known nationally however there is
an ongoing tension within the community with respect to the value it contributes to the
region due to the location of the event. Some of the community question Council’s support,
or the level of Council’s support, in the context of its perceived value. In order to resolve
this tension and importantly grow and further leverage the event, this question of the
festival’s value needs to be resolved. The muster receives data from Tourism and Events
Queensland however independent, tailored analysis is required. It is recommended that at
the 2021 festival, in partnership with Gympie Music Muster, an analysis that qualifies the
festival’s economic and cultural impact on the region be undertaken. This information can
form the basis for an evolution of the partnership and inform future opportunities.

2. Growing community leadership and reduce dependence on Council

Gympie’s art sector is in need of an independent artists’ space — a collaborative space for
independent presentation of work, artistic experimentation and development. A space of
this form, supported by Council however operating independently, will stimulate
community leadership and enable independence. Creative Arts Gympie Region (CAGR) is
evolving and growing as an independent organisation supporting creative practice and in
keeping with their vision is looking to take over the lease of Quartz Hub and expand the
space in line with needs for an independent artist’s space. Successfully achieving this goal
would complement the services of Gympie Regional Gallery and reduce the pressure on this
institution to service all facets of the visual arts and enable it to focus on the achievements
that position it as a leading regional gallery serving local and inbound audiences.

3. Position Gympie as a music capital

Council is limited in its capacity to support the development of all facets of the arts and
cultural sector however the current arts and cultural plan positions it to do so. The result is
that Gympie risks missing an opportunity to position itself as an artform leader and leverage
this position to grow arts and culture more broadly.

Gympie is uniquely positioned to participate in the music industry (across genres) nationally
across the value chain (education, production and presentation). With leadership,
partnership and strategic investment, there is potential to deliver economic and cultural
tourism outcomes for the region.

In reviewing arts and cultural activity, music in the one artform where there is evidence of:

* youth engagement

* First Nations participation

* reputation and brand outside of the region

* abase of professional practicing artists (multiple genres) living locally and practicing
nationally

* along history of continuous seeding of practitioners who’ve gone on to have national
careers.



The Gympie region is served with:

quality music education in high schools

a growing University of Sunshine Coast (USC) music program with potential for
partnership

a base of festivals

AICM infrastructure

Creative Alliance investment in music development in the wider SEQN region of which
Gympie is a partner

production capacity

attractive environment for production development and inbound residencies.

Developing the industry is not the responsibility of Council however Council has an
opportunity to provide the necessary leadership to catalyse the opportunity. Recommend
developing a partnership with USC to undertake a thorough exploration of the opportunity
and development of a strategic plan. Note: the evaluation of Gympie Music Muster could
form part of this work.
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