
 

 

Zoom Forum hosted by Leo Wan & Leigh Toney: Friday 24 July 2020 
 
 

SUMMARY 
 
UPDATES 
 

• Leo & Leigh have been drawing together Freelance Task Force (FTF) Open 
Space reports, administrating the FTF, forming a directors group, meeting 
with RSC (to develop pilot of RSC’s own freelance task group, discuss 
governance reform and establish terms and conditions for future public 
investment), and communicating with Equity about the outcomes of last 
week’s meeting. 

• FTF met yesterday to discuss: A Working Fair Trade Active Agreement, An 
Active Agreement for Inclusive and Diversity, and Freelance Inclusion at 
Industry Meetings (including boards). 

• Digital, Culture, Media and Sports (DCMS) Select Committee published their 
report. Andrew Lloyd-Webber organised a socially distanced performance at 
the London Palladium. 

 
 
GROUP DISCUSSION 
 
Provocation 1: What difficulties do freelancers face in communicating and 
working with theatre organisations? 

• Access: difficult to contacts orgs, unpaid labour for freelancers to find this info 
which should be dedicated to developing practice, too dependent on personal 
relationships, need for dedicated departments for artist development (to 
match the time and money spent on building development), some smaller 
orgs do this well, large orgs don’t because they’re elitist, could programme a 
season “wild card” to open the dialogue for the future, there needs to be open 
advertisement of jobs – other industries have to advertise their positions. 

• Urgency AND system change: can’t get systemic change immediately, so 
what can we do urgently whilst we work on the system change? 

• System is unfair: freelancers are disempowered but put up with it, industry is 
oversubscribed, same few individuals get all the work because of the same 
few “tastemakers” (disempower the tastemakers) even if they make bad work.  

• Redistribution: can’t change everything immediately, but what is the 
underlying principle of all the changes we want to see? Redistribution. 

• Freelance HR: freelancers don’t trust using HR procedures in orgs, worried 
they will be blackballed, should be the work of trade unions but they’re not 
working, could an industry-wide HR department be set-up? Or a theatre 
Citizens’ Advice Bureau? 

• Code of Practice: FTF working on this, could requires orgs to sign up to be 
eligible for funding, needs to be a living (updated) and active (repercussions) 
agreement, conditions not guidelines, diversity policies have started to work. 

• Equity: doesn’t deliver, do we need a plurality of bodies (e.g. SDUK), do we 
build an alternative or change from within, unions have been undermined over 
the past 10 years. 



 

 

 
[EXCELLENT SEGUE PROVIDED BY PARTICIPANT] 
 
Provocation 2: Freelance representation: are trade unions doing the job? Do 
we need  anew organisation? And what is the future of the Freelance Task 
Force? 

• Communications: Equity very bad at this, don’t advertise the results of 
negotiations well, don’t advertise past victories well. 

• Professional bodies: unions work on minimum terms, professional bodies 
work on acceptable terms, working in tandem, do we need an actors’ 
professional body? 

• Strike: actors unlikely to ever go on strike, risk of being blackballed by orgs, 
but when real negotiations are possible, actors feel empowered. 

• Poor representation: some disciplines are properly represented, so there’s 
no point in joining, could they get a reduced fee? 

• Negotiating: usual terms of negotiations don’t work in theatre because 
producers can walk away, put on the show, actors will still perform, but not on 
the union agreement. Individuals should feel empowered to start 
conversations. 

• Engagement: only 9% of members voted in most recent elections, language 
is inaccessible (very policy heavy). 

 
Questions to Leo & Leigh 

• When can freelancers get back to work and how? No yet economically 
viable for most, have to use the (limited) resources available to you, 
responding to covid and improving the industry are the same conversation, 
not yet decided how investment package will be distributed. 

 
NO FORUM NEXT WEEK, WILL SEND DETAILS FOR THE WEEK FOLLOWING 
 
Leo Wan 25 July 2020 
  



 

 

 

LONG FORM NOTES 
 
UPDATES 
 
Leo & Leigh Update 

● We’ve been facilitating the full Task Force meetings, taking steps to make the 
group more functional and more accessible. We’ve also drawn together the 
Collected Reports from the last meeting. Leigh has been leading on drawing 
together the directors who sit on the Task Force. Leo has been focusing on 
administrating the Task Force. 

● We’ve continued to meet with the RSC and plan ways in which the 
organisations can give a greater voice to the freelance community. We’ll be 
meeting with the senior leadership team next week. Our focus is on a pilot 
scheme of a paid RSC Freelance Group Force of four people and governance 
reform. We’re also talking to the RSC about how they can lead the way in 
establishing terms and conditions attached to any investment. 

○ The RSC Freelance Task Group: it’s intended that this group would be 
made up at least 1 freelancer with no prior connection to the RSC and 
3 freelancers with experience of working with the RSC. 

● There was a question last week about participatory theatre practitioners – the 
following Twitter account might be good to follow: @PALLondon 

● There was also quite a lot of conversation about Equity and trade unions. I 
contacted Equity, who came back with: 

○ Political Education Programme – new President Paul Fleming will be 
pursuing a policy to better educate the workforce about the role of 
unions. 

○ They came back with the question: How do we better organise under-
represented groups (e.g. directors, lighting designers)? 

○ They refuted that they didn’t work closely with their sister unions – they 
do so under the Federation of Entertainment Unions. We remain 
doubtful. 

○ There will be a Communications Review at Equity to look into their poor 
historic communications. 

○ Equity didn’t comment for the recent Stage article, and claim that was 
the case because they didn’t want to undermine BECTU’s negotiations. 
We remain unsatisfied with that response. 

● We also forced ourselves to take an afternoon off and we had a drink in real 
life in a park. 

 
Freelance Task Force (FTF) update 

● The Task Force had a meeting yesterday to discuss some core points - A 
Working Fair Trade Active Agreement, an Active Agreement looking at 
Inclusivity and Diversity and Freelance Inclusion at Industry Meetings 
(including boards). 

 
Industry Update 

● DCMS Committee Report 
(https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5801/cmselect/cmcumeds/291/29102
.htm) 

https://www.thestage.co.uk/news/coronavirus-theatre-workers-being-asked-to-pay-back-furlough-contributions


 

 

○ Government acted too late 
○ Sector specific support 
○ Provisions for freelancer workforce 

● Andrew Lloyd Webber organised a socially distanced performance at the 
London Palladium. 

○ 30% capacity 
○ staggered arrival times 
○ face masks throughout 
○ test and trace forms 

 
 
GROUP DISCUSSION 
 
Provocation 1: What difficulties do freelancers face in communicating and 
working with theatre organisations?  

● Are we looking to create fairness and equality in a system which is unfair? We 
have ineffective trade unions, even if we support them. Freelancers 
(especially actors) are disempowered in the industry. Freelancers in the arts 
have to find other work to support their art. Getting scripts in advance, hearing 
why you haven’t got the job, being treated with respect. We’re desperate to 
work and put up with it. 

● Caught between a sense of urgency and wanting system change. We can’t 
get system change immediately, so what can we do urgently that makes steps 
towards it? A plurality in these conversations. The RSC recognises the 
influence it has. If it adopts terms and conditions that it thinks should be 
attached to funding (e.g. increased employment of freelancers, diverse 
workforce, etc.), others may be shamed into doing the same. 

● Almost impossible to find contact details for organisations. This should be 
basic for publicly funded organisations. Too dependent on personal 
relationships. Too much labour for freelancers to find contact details. 
Responses are non-existent or delayed. There should be a dedicated 
department for artist development to match the time and money spent on 
building development. 

● Filtration process? Equity members get access, get responses? But Equity 
membership is a financial barrier. “Pay to play” is a tricky situation. 

● Equity isn’t attractive for some – it doesn’t represent directors well, Laurence 
Fox situation. 

● Organisations are relative. Subsidised versus commercial. Some smaller 
subsidised organisations are good at artist development, but larger 
organisations which can afford to do so don’t do this work. 

● The amount of people who want to work in the industry significantly surpasses 
the opportunities available. This is an overwhelming problem to solve. 

● It’s like trying to rebuild a society. Frame it as: we want to shift things, what 
will be the underlying principle of how we do that? Redistribution. It’s an 
oversubscribed industry, but also the case that there are certain freelancers 
who consistently get work at the same venues. Some of this investment 
should be going to outreach to ensure there is a greater plurality of voices 
making work. Artistic Directors receive a salary based on their responsibilities 
– one of which is artist development. If this responsibility is not being met, 



 

 

take a chunk of salary away, use that to employ someone who can do that 
work. 

● Why aren’t jobs advertised? Happens in every other industry. Agents are 
another barrier to work. Other industries have to advertise their positions. 

● Artists regularly return to venues because they are deemed to be good by the 
AD. Should we disempower “tastemakers”? 

● Needs to be an industry-wide HR body (an industry Citizens Advice Bureau?). 
Structures that work for our industry aren’t in place to accommodate 
complaints/grievances at organisations. Trade union should be doing this. If 
they aren’t, there’s a problem with how the unions are set up. 

● Directors like Ivo van Hove who come from the subsidised sector in their 
nation state are also able to work in subsidised theatres here. Should this be 
commercial work? Lack of subsidy here means organisations pursue the 
“best” for commercial reasons. If you’ve worked in the subsidised sector, do 
you need to stay there forever? 

● These are really nuanced things, one-size-fits-all can’t work. [Leo: 
redistribution isn’t a one-size-fits all policy, it’s a principle that informs a 
plurality of policies.] If artists who find consistent work have bad shows, 
should they be kicked out? What if they are artists from minority 
backgrounds? This idea is a fallacy – we often seen artists who do bad shows 
and continue to be employed. And they tend to be an artist of a certain “type”.  

● Have to start to shift what we can now to move towards system change. 
Maybe there should be a seasonal “wild card”. One slot that’s pitched for 
openly. Opens dialogue for future. 

● Lack of accessible criteria – how to get in touch with buildings, what do 
organisations find interesting? Currently, involves a lot of unpaid labour. That 
time should be spent developing practice. Some organisations let you know 
what they want, e.g. the Bike Shed, Exeter. It was clear what the ethos of the 
building was and who they want to hear from. The reasons why other 
organisations don’t do this – elitism. 

● What are we asking for? A Code of Best Practice. Maybe the future of the 
FTF is this. It could also do work on the terms and conditions that 
organisations sign up to in order to be eligible for funding. FTF is working on a 
Code of Practice – needs to be a living document and it’s need to be an active 
agreement (e.g. repercussions). 

● Equity needs to be the group who are offering these things. They shouldn’t be 
guidelines, they should be conditions. There ought to be an incentive to 
joining unions – a code of practice could empower individuals and collectives 
to join. Wary of overly-regulated unions (cf. USA), prefer flexibility (e.g. 
Nottingham Playhouse show – stage manager having to go on when actor 
was ill). 

● LEO: I’ve worked at both the National Theatre and the Royal Shakespeare 
Company. The reason I worked at the NT was because it was an all East 
Asian cast with an East Asian writer, and the NT hadn’t been programming 
enough of that work. The reason why I worked at the RSC was because they 
have taken steps to address a lack of diversity. Both did so because of the 
potential for losing funding from ACE. Money talks. My livelihood has been 
dependent upon diversity policies. 



 

 

● Equity is put on a pedestal but doesn’t deliver. Should there be a plurality of 
bodies, e.g. SDUK? Do we find an alternative to Equity or change Equity? 
Unions have been obliterated over the past 10 years (except maybe RMT). 

 
[EXCELLENT SEGUE PROVIDED BY PARTICIPANT] 
 
 
Provocation 2: Freelance representation: are trade unions doing the job? Do 
we need a new organisation? And what is the future of the Freelance Task 
Force? 

● Accept that Equity could be doing things better. In their defence: 
○ They are better at negotiating than communicating the results of their 

negotiations. Need to be better at communications. 
○ We forget past victories. We look at the state of the industry now, but 

don’t recognise that things have been worse in the past and 
negotiations improved them. 

○ Difference between trades unions and professional bodies like SDUK is 
that only trades unions have a legal basis to be recognised as part of 
collective bargaining negotiations. Maybe there should be an 
equivalent of SDUK for actors. 

○ Unions negotiations normally operate on the basis of “we want these 
terms or otherwise…X”. Doesn’t work in theatre because we will 
always continue to put on theatre. Producers can walk away and still 
put on a show, without an agreement, and on worse terms. There’s no 
incentive for producers, other than reputational. 

○ TL;DR: unions only get better when people join. 
● Actors not having a professional body is similar to West Lothian question 

(politics geeks: go here). 
● LEO & LEIGH: we emailed Equity with a suggestion about bringing in 

underrepresented disciplines. Heard before about the idea of “pioneer 
members” – e.g. directors who join the union, but don’t get the full benefits of 
representation, because not many directors have joined thus far. If Equity is 
asking for more e.g. directors to join, but Equity can’t currently represent them 
well, yet are asking for the same fees, that’s an exploitative transaction. We 
suggested a reduced fee for underrepresented disciplines, which would 
increase in relation to those disciplines joining the union and therefore getting 
better representation. 

● Can’t see actors ever going on strike – so there’s a sector-specific problem 
with trade unionism (“the show must go on” – but must it?). Risk of being 
blackballed by organisations. But when real negotiations are possible, actors 
feel more empowered to say what they want from terms and conditions. There 
needs to be closer, smaller networks and conversations. 

● Only 9% of Equity members voted in the last elections. 
● Minimum wage in Equity agreements, but also push organisations to not just 

do the minimum (cf. minimum wage versus living wage). If some leading 
organisations do it, will shame others to do so. 

● LEIGH: I had a conversation about terms and conditions with the RSC when I 
was working there. Went to SDUK, who said they don’t have sway, because 
it’s an Equity agreement and RSC won’t engage with SDUK about it. So I had 
to deal with it by myself. Felt very exposed. RSC was receptive but were 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/West_Lothian_question


 

 

reluctant for my settlement to set a precedent. But why not? If these are the 
right terms for me, why not for everyone else? Equity works on themes, but 
there’s also things we can do as individuals. Also, how do organisations open 
up dialogue? 

● Idea of minimum wage versus living wage – professional bodies could work 
alongside unions. Unions work on minimum, and then professional bodies 
publishes what are “acceptable” terms. They’re both published at the same 
time. 

● Equity’s problematic use of language – very policy heavy, which is 
inaccessible, especially for many artists. Simplifying the language. 
Acknowledge the union represents artists. 

● LEO & LEIGH – A CLOSING THOUGHT: during lockdown we’ve all 
benefited from talking to one another more, but who’s not in the conversation? 
We all have privilege by being the ones in this meeting. There’s a 
responsibility for us – if you’ve been involved in a conversation, you take that 
forward to those who weren’t in the room. We are all empowered to do that 
and to bring others into the conversation. 

 
Questions to Leo & Leigh [which the participants also answered] 

● When can freelancers get back to work and how? There’s juggling – 
getting the most of investment funds for furlough, how many staff do you bring 
back to enable shows of any kind to happen, is that economically viable? 
Also, not wanting to leave people behind – if you do smaller shows, who’s 
being forgotten? Are the audiences there? Joan Littlewood: making theatre 
with the resources that are available to you. RSC shouldn’t be making its next 
show in the same way it made its last show – the resources are different. 
Watermill and Regent’s Park are starting to do shows again. Making the 
industry better and how to deal with covid is a Venn diagram and not two 
separate conversations. Covid disproportionately affects people of colour – 
needs to be safe before we return to work. The worst case scenario is people 
die – needs to always be on our minds. It’s right that theatres consider not 
opening until next year, but they also have to think about the freelancers who 
won’t have an income as a result. It’s not yet been decided how investment 
package will be disbursed, but heard that it’s attached to action – not just 
maintaining. 

 
NO FORUM NEXT WEEK, WILL SEND DETAILS FOR THE WEEK FOLLOWING 
 
 
Leo Wan 25 July 2020 


