
 

 

Zoom Forum hosted by Leo Wan & Leigh Toney: Friday 17 July 2020 
 

SUMMARY 
 
UPDATES 
 

• Freelance Task Force (FTF) held an Open Space meeting on 15 July 2020, 
established a Twitter account (@FreelanceTForce) and held meetings with 
Freelancers Make Theatre Work (FMTW). 

• Leo & Leigh led on setting up the Open Space meeting and ensuring it was 
accessible. Leigh will be hosting informal coffee mornings on Mondays 
(contact leo.leigh.taskforce@gmail.com). 

• Concern in the industry about wage disparity during a time of mass 
redundancies (artsprofessional.co.uk/news/100-arts-managers-share-ps10m) 
and that investment package is not as generous as it seems 
(thestage.co.uk/news/coronavirus-clarity-urged-over-how-59m-will-benefit-
welsh-arts-sector). 

 
 
GROUP DISCUSSION 
 
Provocation 1: Returning to work: What are our fears and what are the 
solutions? 

• Pressure of urgency. Difference between work being allowed and 
freelancers being ready or feeling safe. 

• Honesty versus income. Moral duty on freelancers to report symptoms, but 
that could lead to loss of income, because we have no sick pay provisions. 

 
[We had some problems with the audio recording of this part of the meeting – if 
there’s anything that’s missing, please let us know and we’ll amend the notes.] 
 
Provocation 2: Returning to work: How can this re-set allow us to make our 
industry more accessible, more environmentally friendly, more balanced? 

• Better working hours. Working day finishing earlier, overtime as an 
exception not a rule, Covid-mandated shorter shifts could lead to system 
change, better scheduling. 

• Accessibility. Accommodating those who face the most obstacles leads to 
improved conditions for all,  

• Redistribution. Shifting the burden from freelancers working long working 
hours to producers investing the money and time that are required for a show 
under good working conditions. 

 
 
AOB 
 

• Participatory theatre is professional. Government guidelines treat 
participatory/community theatre as professional, distinction is economically 
driver, now is the time to assert that participatory theatre is professional and 
has intrinsic value. 
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• Trade unions. Producers may opportunistically undermine contract progress 
(update: see thestage.co.uk/news/coronavirus-theatre-workers-being-asked-
to-pay-back-furlough-contributions), trade unions’ power is relative to their 
size, they have more leverage if they have more power, they are the only 
route to collective bargaining in UK legal framework, easy to forget current 
protections are as a result of trade unions, but unions must improve 
communications with membership. 

 
Questions to Leo & Leigh 

• Is participatory and community theatre being treated as professional? 
Pressure needs to be place of SOLT/UK Theatre to rectify this, we’ll look into 
whether any FTF work is taking place on this subject. 

• Are producers’ associations using covid to undermine terms and 
conditions in their negotiations with unions? (Update – see the Stage 
article above.) Unions need to work together, unions need to have increased 
membership. Leo to contact Charlotte Bence at Equity. 

 
Leo Wan 20 July 2020 
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LONG FORM NOTES 
 
 
UPDATES 
 
Freelance Task Force (FTF) update 

• Open Space meeting, facilitated by Improbable, on Wednesday 15 July 2020. 
Allowed smaller groups to coalesce around their interests. Reports from the 
sessions will be published next week. 

• Twitter account now established: @FreelanceTForce.  

• Meetings between FTF and Freelancers Make Theatre Work (FMTW) to 
coordinate moving forward. 

 
Leo & Leigh Update 

• Focus in the past week has been in leading on setting up Open Space 
meeting and providing access. 

• One-to-one conversations being hosted by Leigh on Monday mornings (book 
at leo.leigh.taskforce@gmail.com). Opportunity for more informal 
conversations. 

 
Industry Update 

• Article from last year gaining traction again: 
artsprofessional.co.uk/news/100-arts-managers-share-ps10m. Raises 
questions about wage disparity in our industry. 

• News that the £59m promised to the Welsh arts sector may equate to only 
£12.5m in real terms additional fundings 
(thestage.co.uk/news/coronavirus-clarity-urged-over-how-59m-will-benefit-
welsh-arts-sector). Worry that this may be true for the entire £1.57b arts 
investment package. 

 
 
GROUP DISCUSSION 
 
Provocation 1: Returning to work: What are our fears and what are the 
solutions? 

• Experience of outdoor space being offered without any understanding of how 
long it takes to produce shows – comes from a well-meaning place, but 
there’s the pressure of a sense of urgency. Urgency has rarely benefited 
freelancers or created good art. Difference between work being allowed and 
work being safe. 

• Experience of doing radio work during lockdown. Fears of maybe being ill – 
choice between being honest about having symptoms and not making any 
money. What is the moral duty? This is why sickness benefits exist – need to 
fight for those as freelancers. Contract variations between unions and 
producers have exacerbated the problem – individuals having to make the 
choice of honesty/risk or income. Extra burden of labour being taken on by 
sound engineers to ensure workplace is sanitised – is that their role? 
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[We had some problems with the audio recording of this part of the meeting – if 
there’s anything that’s missing, please let us know and we’ll amend the notes.] 
 
Provocation 2: Returning to work: How can this re-set allow us to make our 
industry more accessible, more environmentally friendly, more balanced? 

• BAC’s approach of making all tickets “pay what you decide” and all shows 
relaxed. Can shows be relaxed with social distancing? Is “pay what you 
decide” financially viable? 

• Better working hours – especially during tech. Overtime should be the 
exception not the rule. Work always expands to the time you have available 
(Parkinson’s Law). Shorter shifts by necessity because of covid could transfer 
to better working hours long time. Working days finishing earlier in the day 
where possible (6pm not 10pm). Is flexibility part of the creative process? 
More time is always valuable, but end-points are necessary. 

• Better scheduling – less 30min calls. 

• All comes down to redistribution – producers investing more money to 
recognise how long techs/rehearsals actually take. 

• If we make it work for the people who have accessibility requirements, it will 
improve conditions for everybody. 

 
 
AOB 
 

• Amateur productions vs professional productions. Participation work and 
community outreach is not being discussed. UK Theatre/SOLT weren’t able to 
answer whether participation work is considered amateur for the purpose of 
the guidelines. The role of community outreach, participation, arts therapy, 
etc. is going to be important for recovery but isn’t a part of current 
conversations. The government distinction between professional and amateur 
is economically driven. Now is an opportunity to tell the government and 
industry bodies that participatory theatre is professional and has intrinsic 
value. 

• Negotiations between trade unions and theatre managers (e.g. leaked letter 
from SOLT to Musicians’ Union (MU)). Prospect of (temporary) wage cuts. 
More significantly, worry that managers are opportunistically using covid to 
undermine terms and conditions. Could a shareholder terms for freelancers 
ensure than wage cuts are reimbursed if the show is successful? 

• UK Theatre/SOLT have suspended ratification of contract for designers and 
are trying to impose a covid clause that would shift risk onto freelancers. 
Similar position for directors’ contracts. 

• Terms and conditions are the result of negotiations between trade unions and 
managers’ associations – trade unions’ position is only as strong as their size 
so people should join their union. Average union member doesn’t use their 
voice to influence the union. But how do we encourage union membership 
when the benefits aren’t clear? 

• Concept of collective bargaining. Trade unions are the only way to achieve 
that within UK legal framework. FTF could put forward a negotiating position, 
but there’s no reason for managers’ association to agree to it. 



 

 

• Division of unions (BECTU, Equity, MU) when negotiating with an industry-
wide association like SOLT/UK Theatre weakens the unions’ position. Unions 
are passive, responsive. Need to encourage unions to cooperate with one 
another. 

• Easy to forget past successes – take the status quo for granted, but we got 
here because of past negotiations. The existence of a SOLT/Equity 
agreement is of no interest to SOLT – the agreement benefits Equity 
members, with a small reputational benefit to SOLT. If a trade union pushes 
too hard, the producers can walk away and carry on producing shows. 

• Unions/professional bodies need to improve communications to the 
membership about what the role of unions is, what they are able to negotiate, 
what they achieved already. Need to be clear about how underfunded these 
organisations are. Think Charlotte Bence at Equity is doing this. 

 
Questions to Leo & Leigh 

• Is participatory and community theatre being treated as professional? 
Government guidelines have made a distinction between “professional” 
theatre and “amateur” theatre. Currently, public arts (e.g. participatory, 
community, arts therapy) are being treated as “amateur”. Pressure need to be 
applied to SOLT/UK Theatre to rectify this. We’ll try to find out more over the 
next week – there will be lots of people on the Task Force who are discussing 
this already, just need to find them. 

• Are producers’ associations using covid to undermine terms and 
conditions in their negotiations with unions? This ended up being a really 
fruitful discussion on the value of unions and where they can improve – the 
ability of unions to resist unfair terms and conditions rests upon their size, 
their unity, their power. In terms of immediate actions, if you are a member of 
a union – use your voice within the union to encourage them to work together. 
If you are not a member of a union – consider joining one, if possible. Leo will 
be contacting Charlotte Bence to find out what work is being done on 
educating the sector about the role of unions. 

 
Leo Wan 20 July 2020 

 


